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Abstract 
 

 

 

 

Enduring Presence: Trauma and Haunting in Visual Culture examines the representation of 

historical trauma in visual cultural productions from Australia, South Africa and the 

USA. My project is concerned with how the traumatic legacies of antebellum slavery, 

settler colonialisms and apartheid persist long after the traumatic events themselves, and 

how these lingering presences shape and inform present-day social relations. This thesis 

brings together texts and contexts that might more commonly be considered separately. 

In so doing, I seek to intervene in the existing discursive frameworks of trauma studies, 

visual studies and postcolonial theory, and to think anew how images – both still and 

moving – might facilitate an ethical engagement with the legacies of historical trauma.  

While trauma studies has tended to focus on literary expressive forms, the 

burgeoning interest in visual representations of trauma demands, I would argue, a 

critical engagement that attends to specificities of the visual. What I propose here is a 

negotiation of a different kind of engagement with visual representations of trauma, one 

that takes its cue from the formal, structural and historical specificities of the 

representations themselves, rather than mapping existing interpretative frameworks 

onto these texts. By focusing my study on visual culture, I propose that the visual offers 

a way of rethinking the existing critical frameworks around representations of trauma. 

Drawing upon Jill Bennett’s theorising of “empathic vision,” I attend to what Bennett 

calls the “transactive” capacity of visual art, and argue for a renewed consideration of 

how the visual might facilitate an ethical witnessing of trauma. To this end, my thesis 

focuses on selected cultural productions by William Kentridge, Clara Law, Tracey 

Moffatt and Kara Walker that dramatise the ethical questions raised in spectatorial 

engagements with the visual.  

Building upon the scholarship of Jacques Derrida and Avery Gordon, and 

working with a cultural studies methodology, I suggest that haunting offers a critical 

framework for negotiating an ethical engagement with visual representations of 

traumatic legacies. In its attentiveness to historical trauma’s “seething presence […] 
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acting on and often meddling with taken-for-granted realities,” haunting “draws us 

affectively […] into the structure of feeling of a reality we come to experience, not as 

cold knowledge, but as a transformative recognition”(Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 8). 

This thesis proposes that haunting, figured as a mode of critical engagement, might 

enable an ethical witnessing of visual representations of historical trauma and their 

persistent legacies.  
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Introduction 
 
 
 
 

In June 2008, I travelled from Perth, Australia to Los Angeles to visit Kara Walker’s 

mid-career retrospective, “My Complement, My Enemy, My Oppressor, My Love,” 

which was being exhibited at the Hammer Museum. I had first encountered Walker’s 

work at the Musée d’Art Moderne in Paris, in July 2007, and I was curious to see how 

the year-long interval between my two encounters would shape how I engaged with her 

work, in particular its graphic representations of sex and violence in antebellum 

plantation life. During my visit to the Hammer Museum, it struck me that Walker’s art, 

which is intimately concerned with nineteenth-century racial stereotypes of African-

Americans, offered a compelling account of the continuing production and circulation 

of images of historical trauma in an era of transnational economies of knowledge, travel 

and exchange. The movement of Walker’s art from the USA to Europe and back to the 

USA (Walker is an African-American artist who lives and works in the USA) seemed to 

me to rehearse a trajectory of transnational journeying that could be detected in her 

reconstructed fantasies of antebellum plantation life. I am referring, of course, to the 

forced transportation of African slaves to the Americas during the Middle Passage. 

While I do not wish to elide the very important distinction between the forced 

movement of African slaves across the Atlantic and the “free” circulation of images in 

the twenty-first century, I want to draw attention to the multiple and intricate ways in 

which movement – spatial and temporal – is encoded in Walker’s art.  

My own experience of travelling halfway around the world, from Australia to 

France, and later to the USA, to view these works adds a further dimension to my 

consideration of how images of trauma are produced, circulated and viewed. In entering 

the exhibition of the Hammer Museum, I became immediately aware that I had been 

pulled into the affective and critical orbit of Walker’s unsettling re-presentations of 

slavery. Walker’s near life-size silhouette installations stretched out across whole walls 

(in one case, an entire purpose-built semi-circular room), as if these reimagined 

narratives of plantation slavery could not be contained within the frame of the canvas. 
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In the immensity of their scale and their accomplished formal execution, it was difficult 

not to find Walker’s silhouettes compelling viewing matter. However, I was troubled by 

my own spectatorial position vis-à-vis these representations: what does it mean, I 

wondered, to travel halfway around the world to see the imagery of antebellum slavery 

resurrected and reconstructed for my viewing pleasure? As Saidiya Hartman has 

pointedly asked, “what does it bode for our relationship to the past when atrocity 

becomes a commodity for transnational consumption?”1 Or, to put it another way: what 

is at stake in our encounters with art that takes historical trauma as its subject matter?  

“If restaging scenes of captivity and enslavement elide the distinction between 

sensationalism and witnessing, risk sobriety for spectacle, and occlude the violence they 

set out to represent” proposes Hartman, “they also create a memory of what one has 

not witnessed.”2 Indeed, one might argue that Walker’s silhouettes traffic in the 

spectacularisation of suffering, especially in their graphic depictions of sexual 

encounters between slaves and their slave-masters/-mistresses. And yet in the face-to-

face encounter with these silhouettes, it becomes clear that there is something more to 

these two-dimensional figures than the voyeuristic consumption of an Other’s suffering. 

Take Slavery! Slavery! Presenting a GRAND and LIFELIKE Panoramic Journey into Picturesque 

Southern Slavery or “Life at ‘Ol’ Virginny’s Hole’ (sketches from Plantation Life)” See the Peculiar 

Institution as never before! All cut from black paper by the able hand of Kara Elizabeth Walker, an 

Emancipated Negress and leader in her Cause (1997) (hereafter Slavery! Slavery!), one of 

Walker’s most well-known tableaux, for example. Walking into the semi-circular room – 

designed to replicate the now-defunct cyclorama format – I was immediately enveloped 

by the tableau’s circular format. No longer able to view the work from a dispassionate 

distance, I was now, quite literally, at the centre of this reimagined fantasy of plantation 

slavery, surrounded by more than thirty life-size black silhouettes. What began as an 

encounter with the trauma of slavery from a distant past soon transformed into an 

affective experience grounded in the historical and cultural particularities of the present 

moment; that is, a recognition of the haunting presence of slavery’s legacies brought to 

bear on the present.  

                                            
1 Saidiya Hartman, “The Time of Slavery,” South Atlantic Quarterly 101:4 (2002), p. 760. 
2 Hartman, “The Time of Slavery,” p. 760. 
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In beginning my introduction with a discussion of my own personal experience 

of viewing Kara Walker’s exhibition, my intention is to foreground the importance of 

my placement within the wider economy of the production, circulation and 

consumption of mediated images of trauma. I choose to foreground this point as I 

believe it speaks to one of the central concerns of my thesis: how do viewers negotiate 

an ethical mode of engagement with visual representations of trauma? Is an ethical 

engagement even possible, or do creative modes of representation inevitably lead to a 

spectacularisation of violence and suffering? 

 

Trauma 

In recent years, trauma studies has generated increasing scholarly interest from 

those working across a wide range of disciplines within the humanities, especially within 

literary and cultural studies in the Western academy. In a recent survey article on the 

field Susannah Radstone observes, “[s]ince the 1990s, trauma’s star has been rising 

within the academic firmament;”3 hardly surprising, perhaps, given the global socio-

political climate of the past two decades. Mark Seltzer has proposed that we now live in 

“a pathological public sphere”4 in which  

 
[t]he convening of the public around scenes of violence – the rushing to the 
scene of the accident, the milling around the point of impact – has come to 
make up a wound culture: the public fascination with torn and opened bodies 
and torn and opened persons, a collective gathering around shock, trauma, 
and the wound.5  

 

Seltzer goes so far as to argue that “[t]he notion of the public sphere has become 

inseparable from the collective gathering around sites of wounding, trauma, and 

pathology: sociality and the wound have become inseparable.”6 Elsewhere, Roger 

Luckhurst has identified the emergence of a “traumaculture” in the 1990s, which 

inaugurated “a new kind of articulation of subjectivity […] organised around the 

concept of trauma.”7 Luckhurst points to the seemingly paradoxical notion of the 

                                            
3 Susannah Radstone, “Trauma Theory: Contexts, Politics, Ethics,” Paragraph, 30:1 (2007), p. 9.  
4 Mark Seltzer, “Wound Culture: Trauma in the Pathological Public Sphere,” October 80 (1997), p. 3. 
5 Seltzer, “Wound Culture,” p. 3. 
6 Seltzer, “Wound Culture,” p. 24. 
7 Roger Luckhurst, “Traumaculture,” New Formations 50 (2003), p. 28.   
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“traumatic subject”: “trauma is, after all, held to disaggregate or shatter subjectivity,”8 

yet if this is the case, then “[t]o organise an identity around trauma […] is to premise it 

on exactly that which escapes the subject, on an absence or a gap.”9 At the present 

moment, when trauma studies appears to have firmly entrenched itself within the 

humanities, it seems apposite to reflect upon its genesis, interests and limitations as a 

field of study and critical orientation. The extensive reach of trauma theory, and its 

seemingly unabated “popularity” within the humanities, demands closer scrutiny. 

The publication of Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub’s Testimony: Crises of 

Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis and History (1992) and Cathy Caruth’s edited 

collection Trauma: Explorations in Memory (1995), along with her monograph Unclaimed 

Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History (1996), signalled the emergence of trauma theory 

as a distinct field of study within the humanities. Indeed, Caruth’s Unclaimed Experience 

marked a seminal moment in trauma studies, elaborating a theory of trauma that 

focuses on the interrelations between reference and representation. For Caruth, “trauma 

describes an overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events in which the 

response to the event occurs in the often delayed, uncontrolled repetitive appearance of 

hallucinations and other intrusive phenomena.”10  Taking her cue from Freud’s theories 

of trauma as elaborated in Moses and Monotheism and Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Caruth 

explores “the complex ways that knowing and not knowing are entangled in the 

language of trauma and in the stories associated with it.”11 Devoting an entire chapter to 

Alain Resnais and Marguerite Duras’s film Hiroshima mon amour (1959), as well as 

drawing upon the writings of Paul de Man, Immanuel Kant and Jacques Lacan, Caruth 

argues that each of these texts “ask[s] what it means to transmit and to theorize around 

a crisis that is marked, not by a simple knowledge, but by the ways it simultaneously 

                                            
8 Luckhurst, “Traumaculture,” p. 28.   
9 Luckhurst, “Traumaculture,” p. 28. While not engaging directly with trauma theory, Wendy Brown has 
examined how the “logics of pain” is implicated in the formation of subjectivities in late modernity. 
Wendy Brown, “Wounded Attachments,” in States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late Modernity (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1995), pp. 52-76.  
10 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore and London: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1996), p. 11.  
11 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, p. 4. Caruth’s reading of Freud in Unclaimed Experience has not been 
unchallenged, however. Ruth Leys has launched a sustained critique of Caruth’s use of Freud in her 
theorising of trauma. See Ruth Leys, “The Pathos of the Literal: Trauma and the Crisis of 
Representation,” in Trauma: A Genealogy (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2000), pp. 
266-297.  
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defies and demands our witness.”12 The traumatic event is accorded a privileged 

position in her theory of trauma, and Caruth proposes that “[t]he crisis at the core of 

many traumatic narratives […] often emerges, indeed, as an urgent question: Is the 

trauma the encounter with death, or the ongoing experience of having survived it?”13 

One of the key ideas from Unclaimed Experience is belatedness, which describes how the 

effects of the traumatic event might be delayed: “What returns to haunt the victim… is 

not only the reality of the violent event but also the reality of the way that its violence 

has not yet been fully known.”14 Caruth argues that “[t]hrough the notion of trauma 

[…] we can understand that a rethinking of reference is aimed not at eliminating history 

but at resituating it in our understanding, that is, at precisely permitting history to arise 

where immediate understanding may not.”15 Paradox is critical to Caruth’s conceptualising 

of trauma: “Traumatic experience, beyond the psychological dimension of suffering it 

involves, suggests a certain paradox […] The repetitions of the traumatic event […] 

thus suggest a larger relation to the event that extends beyond what can simply be seen 

or what can be known, and is inextricably tied up with the belatedness and 

incomprehensibility that remain at the heart of this repetitive seeing.”16 For Caruth, this 

repetitive seeing – “the shock of traumatic sight17 – is linked to an ethics of memory 

and, perhaps even more importantly, “an ethical relation to the real.”18  

While Felman and Laub, like Caruth, are also concerned by the crisis in 

representation engendered by trauma, in Testimony they foreground the ethical and 

political implications of witnessing. A collaborative work between Felman, a literary 

studies scholar, and Laub, a clinical psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, Testimony explores 

the juncture of literary, pedagogical and clinical studies in relation to trauma. Felman 

and Laub focus on how testimony to a traumatic event comes into being through 

witnessing. Felman’s writing on testimony focuses on trauma within the contexts of 

pedagogy and literary studies. In the first chapter “Education and Crisis, Or the 

Vicissitudes of Teaching,” Felman asks, “Why has testimony in effect become at once so central 

                                            
12 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, p. 5.  
13 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, p. 7.  
14 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, p. 6.  
15 Emphasis in the original. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, p. 11.  
16 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, pp. 91-92.  
17 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, p. 92. 
18 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, p. 92. 
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and so omnipresent in our recent cultural accounts of ourselves?”19 In the second chapter “Bearing 

Witness or the Vicissitudes of Listening,” Laub examines the privileged position of the 

listener to the testimony of trauma. Drawing upon his work with survivors of the 

Holocaust, Laub articulates the relations between the trauma subject and the listener to 

this subject’s testimony: 

 
The emergence of the narrative which is being listened to – and heard – is, 
therefore, the process and the place wherein the cognisance, the “knowing” 
of the event is given birth to. The listener, therefore, is a party to the 
creation of knowledge de novo. The testimony to the trauma thus includes its 
hearer, who is, so to speak, the blank screen on which the event comes to 
be inscribed for the first time.”20 

 

In Laub’s theorising of bearing witness to the testimony of the trauma subject, the 

listener is not figured as a passive actor; rather, the listener takes on an active role in the 

emergence of the trauma narrative:  

 
By extension, the listener to trauma comes to be a participant and co-owner 
of the traumatic event: through his very listening, he comes to partially 
experience trauma in himself. The relation of the victim to the event of the 
trauma, therefore impacts on the relation of the listener to it, and the latter 
comes to feel the bewilderment, injury, confusion, dread and conflicts that 
the trauma victim feels. … The listener, therefore, by definition partakes of 
the struggle of the victim with the memories and residues of his or her 
traumatic past. The listener has to feel the victim’s victories, defeats, 
silences, know them from within, so that they can assume the form of 
testimony.21 

 

Thus in Laub’s figuration of listening, the listeners themselves become vicariously 

traumatised through the process of listening to the testimony of trauma. The complex 

role of the listener is further elaborated in chapter three of Testimony, when Laub writes: 

“I recognize three separate, distinct levels of witnessing in relation to the Holocaust 

experience: the level of being a witness to oneself within the experience; the level of 

being a witness to the testimonies of others; and the level of being a witness to the 

                                            
19 Emphasis in the original. Shoshana Felman and Doris Laub, Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, 
Psychoanalysis and History (New York and London: Routledge, 1992), p. 6.  
20 Laub, Testimony, p. 57.  
21 Laub, Testimony, pp. 57-58. 
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process of witnessing itself.”22 Laub is careful to distinguish the different subject 

positions accorded to each category of witness, drawing upon his personal experiences 

of conducting interviews with Holocaust survivors. However, the influence of Testimony 

in the humanities has been such that its insights have been applied to different contexts 

without due attention to the specificities of the book’s therapeutic framework.  

Indeed, one of the key points that emerges from a consideration of the 

scholarship of Caruth, Felman and Laub is that trauma theory is heavily indebted to 

Western intellectual traditions of psychoanalysis and post-structuralism.23 It is also 

evident that the Holocaust, as the most extreme example of individual and collective 

catastrophe from the twentieth century, holds a privileged position in the theorising of 

trauma. Given the vast body of Holocaust histories, memoirs, testimonies and fictional 

narratives, it is perhaps unsurprising that the development of trauma studies has been 

so intimately wedded to this sui generis catastrophe. The Holocaust, and the Second 

World War more generally, has posed a fundamental challenge to historiography and 

the ethics (indeed, the very (im)possibility) of representation. The historian Dominick 

LaCapra, who has written extensively on the Holocaust, contends: “Trauma and its 

symptomatic aftermath pose particularly acute problems for historical representation 

and understanding.”24 Felman and Laub go further, arguing, “the historic trauma of the 

                                            
22 Laub, Testimony, p. 75.  
23 Although it is beyond the scope of my current project, it is important to note the fundamental shift 
that the listing of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) marked in the nascent field of trauma studies. 
As Luckhurst observes, the listing of PTSD in the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic Manual in 
1980 “helped consolidate a trauma paradigm that has come to pervade the understanding of subjectivity 
and experience in the advanced industrial world.” Caruth argues that “this classification and its attendant 
official acknowledgment of a pathology has provided a category of diagnosis so powerful that it has 
seemed to engulf everything around it,” from combat stress to rape and child abuse. However, Caruth 
notes that “the impact of trauma as a concept and a category, if it has helped diagnosis, has done so only 
at the cost of a fundamental disruption in our received modes of understanding and of cure, and a 
challenge to our very comprehension of what constitutes pathology.” Luckhurst, The Trauma Question 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2008), p. 1; Caruth, “Introduction,” in Caruth (ed.), Trauma: 
Explorations in Memory (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), p. 3.  
For a further discussion of trauma and psychology, see Judith Herman, Trauma and Recovery: From Domestic 
Abuse to Political Terror (London: HarperCollins, 1994); Leys, Trauma: A Geneaology; Bessel A. Van der Kolk 
and Onno Van der Hart, “The Intrusive Past: The Flexibility of Memory and the Engraving of Trauma,” 
in Caruth (ed.), Trauma, pp. 158-182.   
24 Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2001), p. ix. LaCapra has written widely on the ethical dilemmas encountered in attempting to 
understand and represent the Holocaust. See Representing the Holocaust: History, Theory, Trauma (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1994); History and Memory After Auschwitz (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1998).   
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Second World War” is “the watershed of our times.”25 There is no doubt that attempts 

to historicise and theorise the Holocaust and its aftermath have made a significant 

contribution to our collective understanding of historical trauma. And yet the continued 

privileging of testimonial frameworks and psychoanalytic discourses in trauma theory 

risks eliding the critical differences between individual experiences of suffering and their 

representations. Andreas Huyssen has warned of the dangers of the uncritical transferral 

of psychoanalytic understandings of trauma into historical enquiry:  

 
The more serious political question emerges when the psychoanalytic 
notion of trauma is simply transferred to the historical arena. We are used 
to distinguishing between personal memory and public memory. But what 
happens when we talk about historical trauma? What is at stake when we 
consider […] the whole history of the twentieth century under the sign of 
trauma, with the Holocaust increasingly functioning as the ultimate cipher 
of traumatic unspeakability or unrepresentability?26  

 

Huyssen’s call to consider seriously what is at stake when a particular interpretative 

framework of trauma is transferred to other contexts, without due attention to their 

differences, has been recently addressed by Jill Bennett. As she remarks: “We are 

accustomed by various individualizing discourses to think of pain as something private 

that emerges from within, and that must be worked through if one is to return to a normal 

life.”27 In a related study, Bennett and Rosanne Kennedy pose the question: “Does 

psychoanalytic theory, used so effectively in the study of Holocaust testimony, have 

purchase in other areas, particularly where survivors are non-European or have never 

been subject to clinical analysis?”28 One of the main points of contention, regarding 

what might now be considered the dominant ways of conceiving of trauma as identified 

by Huyssen, Bennett and Kennedy, has been the assumption, drawn from 

psychoanalytic theory, that giving voice to previously unspoken traumas brings about a 

kind of healing process for the victim/survivor.  

                                            
25 Felman and Laub, “Foreword,” Testimony, p. xiv.  
26 Andreas Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2003), pp. 8-9.  
27 Jill Bennett, Empathic Vision: Affect, Trauma, and Contemporary Art (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2005), p. 48. In her questioning of the orientation of such approaches, Bennett evokes Veena Das’s idea 
that the pain of the other seeks a home in both language and the body as an alternative to such 
individualising discourses. 
28 Jill Bennett and Rosanne Kennedy, “Introduction,” in Bennett and Kennedy (eds.), World Memory: 
Personal Trajectories in Global Time (Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), p. 4.   
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A further critique of this therapeutic model of trauma is that its focus remains 

rooted to the individual, rather than the social or collective; one must question whether 

such individual-centred models have much to offer those whose sense of suffering is 

collective rather than individual. This is not to diminish the critical role individual 

testimonies and their analyses have had, and continue to occupy, in trauma studies and 

beyond. Felman suggests that testimony, and attending to the crisis that lies at its heart, 

is crucial to historical understanding: “In a post-traumatic century, what and how can 

testimony teach us, not merely in the areas of law, of medicine, of history, which 

routinely use it in their daily practice, but in the larger areas of the interactions between the 

clinical and the historical, between the literary and the pedagogical?”29 As Laurie Vickroy reminds 

us, “‘[t]estimonio’ or testimony narratives do not just concern individuals but also the 

individual as representative of a social class or group assuming relationship and 

responsibility to others beyond personal interests.”30 And yet the marshalling of 

individual testimonies is not without ethical hazards. Reflecting upon the potential risks, 

Kalí Tal asks: “What happens when a survivor’s story is retold (and revised) by a writer 

who is not a survivor? How are survivor’s stories adapted to fit and then contained 

within the dominant structure of social, cultural, and political discourse?”31 Speaking in 

relation to art that “purports to register the true experience of violence or devastating 

loss,”32 but equally instructive for thinking about written trauma texts, Bennett writes 

that such art “lays claim to an experience that is fundamentally owned by someone. 

Moreover, it invites a wider audience to partake of this experience in some way.”33 

Here, the risk of “colonising” an Other’s experiences of suffering, even under the 

affirmative aegis of redemption, nevertheless remains.34  

In recent years, however, there has been increasing scholarly interest in 

attempting to think through traumatic histories and experiences of the twentieth 

century beyond the Holocaust. Trauma theory has extended far beyond its initial scope, 

and is increasingly marshalled in the analysis of personal and social catastrophes in non-

                                            
29 Felman, Testimony, p. 1.  
30 Laurie Vickroy, Trauma and Survival in Contemporary Fiction (Charlottesville and London: University 
Virginia Press, 2002), p. 5.  
31 Kalí Tal, Worlds of Hurt: Reading the Literatures of Trauma (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 
p. 3.  
32 Bennett, Empathic Vision, p. 3.  
33 Bennett, Empathic Vision, p. 3. 
34 Bennett, Empathic Vision, p. 3. 
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Western contexts. Bennett and Kennedy pose the question: “Given its Euro-American 

origins, can trauma studies provide a rubric for understanding the effects of the Stolen 

Generations, of Apartheid, and of other traumatic events such as those of migration, 

political violence, war, racism, and violence?”35 In their introduction to a recent special 

issue of Studies in the Novel focusing on postcolonial trauma novels, Stef Craps and Gert 

Buelens identify a shared interest amongst the contributions for grappling with “the 

usefulness of trauma theory as we know it for understanding colonial traumas such as 

dispossession, forced migration, diaspora, slavery, segregation, racism, political violence, 

and genocide.”36 However, the extension of trauma theory to non-Western contexts has 

not been unproblematic.  

In the introduction to Trauma: Explorations in Memory, Caruth suggests, “[i]n a 

catastrophic age […] trauma itself may provide the very link between cultures.”37 And 

yet a number of critics have noted that this promise of trauma theory remains, for the 

most part, unfulfilled. Bennett and Kennedy argue that trauma theory’s origins in 

psychoanalytic frameworks might impede our understanding of non-Western suffering: 

“How does cultural difference affect the manner in which trauma is both expressed and 

communicated – and what methods are needed to ensure that cultural difference is 

acknowledged?”38 There is a need, then, to rethink trauma theory if it is to offer a 

productive framework for engaging with traumatic experiences from non-Western 

contexts. Craps and Buelens signal their interest in this endeavour, observing that 

“trauma studies’ stated commitment to the promotion of cross-cultural ethical 

engagement is not borne out by the founding texts of the field […] which are almost 

exclusively concerned with traumatic experiences of white Westerners and solely 

employ critical methodologies emanating from a Euro-American context.”39 Insisting 

on the urgency of seriously considering trauma from postcolonial and Third World 

contexts, Craps and Buelens warn that “[i]nstead of promoting solidarity between 

different cultures, trauma studies risks producing the very opposite effect as a result of 

this one-sided focus: by ignoring or marginalizing non-Western traumatic events and 

                                            
35 Bennett and Kennedy, “Introduction,” in Bennett and Kennedy (eds.), World Memory, p. 4.   
36 Stef Craps and Gert Buelens, “Introduction: Postcolonial Trauma Novels,” Studies in the Novel 40:1/2 
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37 Caruth, “Introduction,” in Caruth (ed.), Trauma, p. 11. 
38 Bennett and Kennedy, “Introduction,” in Bennett and Kennedy (eds.), World Memory, p. 4.   
39 Craps and Buelens, “Introduction: Postcolonial Trauma Novels,” p. 2.  
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histories and non-Western theoretical work, trauma studies may actually assist in the 

perpetuation of Eurocentric views and structures that maintain or widen the gap 

between the West and the rest of the world.”40 What is required, then, is a dual 

reorientation of trauma studies. “It must transform,” argue Bennett and Kennedy, 

“from a monocultural discipline into a mode of enquiry that can inform the study of 

memory within a changing global context. For such an outfolding to occur, it must 

move beyond its focus on Euro-American events and experiences, towards a study of 

memory that takes as its starting point the multicultural and diasporic nature of 

contemporary culture.”41 Furthermore, there needs to be a rapprochement between 

“disciplines such as postcolonial studies, which are already underpinned by an informed 

analysis of contemporary global politics […] [and] trauma studies in order to develop 

more complex frameworks for the study of memory.”42 Michael Rothberg, in his 

response to the special issue edited by Craps and Buelens, stresses the importance of 

“decolonizing trauma studies,” and commends the issue for  

 
contribut[ing] to the creation of an alternative canon of trauma novels that 
should have significant pedagogical implications – within postcolonial 
studies, certainly, but also more generally within an English studies 
curriculum that remains […] too wedded to a relatively narrow range of 
Anglo-American works. In providing nuanced readings of those texts, the 
essays also make a strong case for the importance of literature and literary 
studies as modes of understanding and responding to political violence – a 
topic all too relevant in a world of ongoing genocide and neo-imperial 
war.43 

 

Indeed, Rothberg’s own Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of 

Decolonization (2009) has been a key intervention in the “decolonizing” of trauma 

studies. Rothberg proposes a model of “multidirectional memory” in order to 

foreground the relationality and interconnectedness of collective memory. He suggests 

that the academic tensions surrounding the “uniqueness” of the Holocaust speak to an 

underdeveloped awareness of the interconnections between the Holocaust and other 

twentieth-century traumatic histories: “The fact that today the Holocaust is frequently 

                                            
40 Craps and Buelens, “Introduction: Postcolonial Trauma Novels,” p. 2.  
41 Bennett and Kennedy, “Introduction,” in Bennett and Kennedy (eds.), World Memory, pp. 4-5. 
42 Bennett and Kennedy, “Introduction,” in Bennett and Kennedy (eds.), World Memory, p. 5. 
43 Michael Rothberg, “Decolonizing Trauma Studies: A Response,” Studies in the Novel 40:1-2 (2008), p. 
226. 
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set against global histories of racism, slavery, and colonialism in an ugly contest of 

comparative victimization […] is part of a refusal to recognize the earlier conjunction of 

these histories […].”44 This project participates in the wider dialogue on “decolonizing 

trauma studies” by focusing on cultural texts from outside the canon of Euro-American 

trauma, from what I call the “edges of the postcolonial” (to which I will return later in 

this chapter).  

To do so, this thesis builds upon the already considerable body of scholarship 

on trauma and visual culture by focusing on texts that consider the lingering after-

effects of historical traumas in the present-day. However, I am not interested in 

mapping out a genre of “visual trauma,” nor do I wish to identify a set of definitive 

characteristics or features of a “trauma text.” Indeed, I would caution against the easy 

transferral of therapeutic models of trauma to cultural representations of trauma, in 

particular those that do not draw upon individual testimonies. Having established itself 

as a distinct and legitimate field of study, one of the unintended consequences of the 

burgeoning interest in trauma studies has been the canonisation of certain trauma texts. 

As early as 1996, Tal warned of the dangers of “codifying” trauma texts: “Traumatic 

events are written and rewritten until they become codified and narrative form gradually 

replaces content as the focus of attention.”45 Radstone echoes Tal’s sentiments, arguing 

that “the apparent oxymoronic ‘popularity’ of trauma […] is a phenomenon begging 

analysis.”46 Radstone expresses particular concern that “the usual cut and thrust of 

academic parrying and debate”47 has sometimes been absent from debates about 

trauma, perhaps deemed “inappropriate” in discussions of human suffering: “I remain 

concerned about the silencing of debate that work on trauma appears to produce and I 

want to raise the possibility that trauma may have become a ‘popular cultural script’ in 

need of contextualization and analysis in its own right.”48 More recently, Bennett and 

Kennedy have pointed to the prioritising of “literary texts in general – and modernist 

literary texts in particular – as a source of testimony to both the traumatic events of the 

past and to the psychic experience of trauma” as possibly limiting the continuing 

                                            
44 Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization (Stanford: 
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45 Tal, Worlds of Hurt, p. 6.  
46 Susannah Radstone, “Trauma and Screen Studies: opening the debate,” Screen 42:2 (2001), p. 189. 
47 Radstone, “Trauma and Screen Studies,” p. 189. 
48 Radstone, “Trauma and Screen Studies,” p. 189. 
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relevance of trauma theory.49 “[T]here is a danger,” argue Bennett and Kennedy, “that 

the field is being limited to a selection of texts that represent a relatively narrow range 

of traumatic events, histories and cultural forms, rather than engaging the global scope 

of traumatic events and the myriad forms that bear witness to them. A trauma and 

memory canon, consisting primarily of literary texts that take modernist or non-linear 

forms, is in the process of being constructed.”50 A worrying consequence of this 

canonisation of trauma texts is that “texts are being selected for study on the basis of 

how well they illustrate theories of trauma and memory, rather than because they 

provide fresh insights into an international range of catastrophes and traumatic events, 

and the multiplicity and cultural variability that representations of traumatic events 

take.”51 I have chosen my texts precisely because they offer heterogeneous 

representations and understandings of how one might engage with traumatic histories; 

they do not seek to establish a coherent or unifying methodology by which trauma can 

be “read” or understood in visual culture. Tracey Moffatt’s feature film beDevil (1993) 

rethinks the construction of memory in the wake of two landmark moments in 

Australian history: the inquiry into the “Stolen Generations” and the historic 

overturning of terra nullius in the Mabo decision. Clara Law’s Floating Life (1996) charts 

the quiet traumas of “learning to live” experienced by a diasporic Hong Kong Chinese 

family in the shadow of the 1997 handover. History of the Main Complaint (1996) and 

Stereoscope (1999), two short animated films by William Kentridge, consider the ethics of 

witnessing through the figure of the bystander, in post-apartheid South Africa. Finally, 

Kara Walker’s reconstructed silhouette installations trace the ongoing legacies of 

antebellum slavery. What I want to foreground in this project is the multiple ways in 

which trauma is registered across a range of visual texts that operate within different 

formal genres: film, animation, silhouette.  

There has already been a substantial body of scholarship concerned with visual 

representations of traumatic events in photography, video and film (including 

documentary film). As in trauma studies more generally, representations of the 

Holocaust figure prominently in the extant critical scholarship. Following on from 

Testimony’s discussion of Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah (1985) and Caruth’s analysis of 
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Hiroshima mon amour in Unclaimed Experience, there have been a number of publications 

devoted to visual representations of trauma. In 2001, the journal Screen brought together 

a number of essays interested in the intersections between trauma and cinema. Writing 

in the introductory essay, Radstone notes the burgeoning scholarly interest in trauma 

and cinema, but warns of the risk of Screen Studies being subjugated by “the trauma 

theories already dominant within literary studies and history.”52 Several of the 

contributors to Screen’s “trauma dossier” have since published books on trauma and 

cinema. E. Ann Kaplan, along with Ban Wang, edited a volume of essays that sought to 

widen the scope of trauma and cinema with a renewed focus on cross-cultural 

engagement. In their introduction, “From Traumatic Paralysis to the Force Field of 

Modernity,” Kaplan and Wang suggest that “the image production of nations caught in 

transnational media circuits” can be deployed to “deliver shocks and disorientation to 

traditional, primarily literary cultures” and “argue that these forms participate in coping 

with traumatic encounters between underdeveloped nations and Western 

metropolises.”53 Janet Walker’s Trauma Cinema: Documenting Incest and the Holocaust (2005) 

undertakes a comparative study of “a group of films that deal with a world-shattering 

event or events, whether public or personal.”54 For Walker, these films are defined “as 

those that deal with traumatic events in a nonrealist mode characterized by disturbance 

and fragmentation of the films’ narrative and stylistic regimes.”55 Joshua Hirsch, a 

contributor to Kaplan and Wang’s collection, also interrogates cinematic 

representations of the Holocaust in Afterimage: Film, Trauma, and the Holocaust (2004).56 

Adam Lowenstein’s Shocking Representation: Historical Trauma, National Cinema, and the 

Modern Horror Film (2005) offers a rethinking of representations of historical trauma – 

across national borders and cinematic genres – through an analysis of recent horror 

films.57 
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There has also been a concomitant rise in the number of publications dedicated 

to trauma and visual culture. Bennett’s Empathic Vision offers a thoughtful consideration 

of the intersections of affect and trauma in recent visual art. Lisa Saltzman and Eric 

Rosenberg’s edited collection Trauma and Visuality in Modernity (2006) attempts to think 

through the connections between trauma, the visual object and historical modernity.58 

In a related study, Lisa Saltzman considers “the aesthetic inheritances that are mobilized 

to make memory matter” in the present, focusing on the representational exigencies of 

historical trauma.59 More recently, Allen Meek’s Trauma and Media: Theories, Histories, and 

Images (2009) explores the representation of historical trauma in the visual mass media.60   

Thus visual representations of trauma have in turn generated questions about 

the role of the image in representing trauma, as well as the conditions of their 

production, circulation and reception. One key anxiety has turned around the 

(im)possibility of the image to represent historical trauma: in other words, what are the 

representational limits of the image? The twentieth and early twenty-first centuries have 

witnessed a seemingly endless proliferation of images of catastrophe and suffering. One 

need only think of the iconic photographs indelibly linked to (and in some cases, 

standing in for) traumatic historical events: the emaciated prisoners liberated from 

Auschwitz; a naked girl fleeing a napalm attack during the Vietnam War; the planes 

flying into the Twin Towers on September 11. Can a single image ever represent the 

enormity of suffering of historical trauma? In the introduction to their edited collection 

on trauma and visual culture, Frances Guerin and Roger Hallas point out, “[i]n spite of 

the ubiquity of public images that witness such [traumatic historical] events, there is a 

persistent scepticism expressed toward their capacity to remember or redeem the 

experience of the traumatised victim.”61 In Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan Sontag 

meditates on the dangers (and pleasures) of looking at photographs of the suffering of 

others. In an era of what appears to be a surfeit of news images of suffering, Sontag 

problematises how these images circulate in a mediatised global economy. While such 

images might evoke an emotional response in the spectator, Sontag is ultimately 
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circumspect in her assessment of their lasting social or political effects: “Let the 

atrocious images haunt us. Even if they are only tokens, and cannot possibly encompass 

most of the reality to which they refer, they still perform a vital function. The images 

say: This is what human beings are capable of doing – may volunteer to do, 

enthusiastically, self-righteously. Don’t forget.”62 My decision to abstain from discussing 

images of such events comes from a desire to avoid the theoretical impasses relating to 

the mimetic qualities of such images: how faithful are these images to what “actually 

happened”? Can the visual ever “fully” represent the experience of historical trauma? 

And, from whose perspective? Who is authorised to make such representations? I agree 

with Guerin and Hallas, who argue that in relieving the material image “of the singular 

burden of veracity” we might “shift away from an evaluation of the mimetic 

achievements (and failures) of the documentary image to produce evidence toward an 

interrogation of the language, processes and broader concerns of visual 

documentation”.63 By reorienting the parameters of the discussion away from the 

image’s mimetic fidelities and claims, we can turn our attention more fully to the 

production and circulation of knowledge generated by these images, as Guerin and 

Hallas rightly point out, and to the affective dimensions of spectatorial engagements. I 

would argue that a shift towards recognising and engaging with the affective mode of 

images is both timely and necessary.  

What I am proposing here is the negotiation of a different kind of engagement 

with visual representations of trauma, one that takes its cue from such representations 

themselves, from their formal and historical specificities, rather than mapping existing 

interpretative frameworks onto these texts. I take up LaCapra’s notion of empathic 

unsettlement and argue that it might offer a point of convergence between trauma 

theory and visual representation. In proposing the notion of empathic unsettlement, 

LaCapra is interested in negotiating an ethical position vis-à-vis historical trauma. 

LaCapra stresses the specificities of historical trauma, and puts forth the case that we 

must recognise and respect the subject position of the victim:  

 
Historical trauma is specific and not everyone is subject to it or entitled to 
the subject-position associated with it. It is dubious to identify with the 
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victim to the point of making oneself a surrogate victim who has a right to 
the victim’s voice or subject position. The role of empathy and empathic 
unsettlement in the attentive secondary witness does not entail this identity; 
it involves a kind of virtual experience through which one puts oneself in 
the other’s position while recognizing the difference of that position and 
hence not taking the other’s place.64  

 

LaCapra is especially wary of what he terms vicarious traumatisation: “In the vicarious 

experience of trauma, one perhaps unconsciously identifies with the victim, becomes a 

surrogate victim, and lives the event in an imaginary way that, in extreme cases, may 

lead to confusion about one’s participation in the actual events.”65 But, LaCapra 

proposes that one can alternatively be virtually traumatised: “one may imaginatively put 

oneself in the victim’s position while respecting the difference between self and other 

and recognizing that one cannot take the victim’s place or speak in the victim’s voice.”66 

For LaCapra, “such virtual experience may be connected with what I have termed 

empathetic unsettlement, which, I would argue, is desirable or even necessary for a 

certain form of understanding that is constitutively limited but significant.”67 Indeed, my 

own negotiation of an ethical engagement with representations of historical trauma is 

indebted to LaCapra’s conceptualising of empathic unsettlement. What resonates 

strongly with my own approach is LaCapra’s prioritising of address and the 

fundamental distinctions between victims, perpetrators and bystanders.68 Empathic 

unsettlement, then,  

 
raises in pointed form the problem of how to address traumatic events 
involving victimization, including the problem of composing narratives that 
neither confuse one’s own voice or position with the victim’s nor seek 
facile uplift, harmonization, or closure but allow the unsettlement that they 
address to affect the narrative’s own movement both in terms of acting-out 
and working-through.69 

 

In foregrounding the role of empathy, I am nevertheless conscious of its potential 

dangers. Kaplan has warned of the perils of what she terms “empty empathy”, that is, 

“empathy elicited by images of suffering provided without any context or background 
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knowledge,”70 in relation to viewing mediatised representations of trauma. Kaplan’s 

formulation of “empty empathy” is, in many respects, consonant with LaCapra’s 

theorising of the dangers of vicarious traumatisation. While Kaplan also acknowledges 

the perils of vicarious traumatisation in witnessing, she reaffirms the necessity of 

witnessing:  

 
‘Witnessing’ is the term I use for prompting an ethical response that will 
perhaps transform the way someone views the world, or thinks about 
justice. Vicarious traumatisation may be a component of witnessing, but 
instead of only intensifying the desire to help an individual in front of one, 
witnessing leads to a broader understanding of the meaning of what has 
been done to victims, of the politics of trauma being possible.71  
 

Witnessing, for both LaCapra and Kaplan, is explicitly tied to an ethical engagement 

with trauma. More importantly, the foregrounding of witnessing allows us to take into 

consideration the affective and critical dimensions of viewing visual representations of 

trauma.  A return to Walker’s Slavery! Slavery! underlines this point. 

 

Slavery !  Slavery !  

Walker’s tableau spans across a semi-circular installation space, evoking the 

now-obsolete cyclorama; Walker herself has noted that its form intentionally references 

a much larger cyclorama in Atlanta that depicts a scene from the Civil War.72 Entering 

the room through a narrow doorway, the viewer is almost overwhelmed by the scale of 

this installation, which measures 3.7 x 25.9 metres. The tableau depicts a number of 

vignettes from antebellum plantation life. There are no clear demarcations between the 

different scenarios, and it is difficult to determine where one begins and another ends. 

At first glance, the characters and scenarios that are represented in this reimagined 

narrative of plantation life seem all too familiar: back slaves, white slavemasters and 

mistresses. Yet on closer inspection, it becomes evident that Walker’s reconstruction of 

Southern plantation life differs substantially from the familiar narratives that have 

circulated in American popular culture. Slavery! Slavery! references both the nostalgic 

                                            
70 E. Ann Kaplan, Trauma Culture: The Politics of Terror and Loss in Media and Literature (New Brunswick and 
London: Rutgers University Press, 2005), p. 93.  
71 Kaplan, Trauma Culture, p. 123. 
72 Walker, as cited in Darby English, How to See a Work of Art in Total Darkness (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
and London: MIT Press, 2007), p. 92. 



 19 

representations of the antebellum South from the first half of the nineteenth century 

and the brutal depictions of plantation life from anti-slavery narratives (including those 

written by former slaves) that began to appear during the eighteenth century. While her 

installation is clearly indebted to both, its reimagining of plantation life is something 

entirely different: fantastical, strange, unsettling. Slavery! Slavery! is replete with sexual 

and scatological imagery, and confronts the viewer with graphic scenes of exploitation, 

conflict and violence.  

Walker’s art recognises the difficulties inherent in attempting to negotiate the 

ethical dilemmas that are necessarily wedded to any engagement with the 

representations of the overwhelming historical trauma of slavery. In speaking of trauma 

in relation to Walker’s silhouette installations, I am conscious of the potential dangers 

of claiming that her work is “about’ the historical legacies wrought by slavery. While 

there is no doubt that her large-scale silhouette tableaux, such as Slavery! Slavery!, 

narrativise antebellum plantation life, they do not abide by the conventions of 

“objective” historical accounts. These silhouette installations are as much “about” the 

antebellum period as they are “about” contemporary understandings of the legacies of 

slavery. While Walker’s silhouette tableaux have been criticised for their fantastic 

reimaginings of slave-master relations in the pre-Civil War period, I would argue that 

these criticisms often fail to address the non-realist register in which her work operates. 

By choosing to revisit the traumatic experience of slavery through the lens of fantasy 

and imagination, Walker recognises that there is more than one way to deal with the 

legacies of historical traumas. As Darby English writes, Walker’s work “takes note of 

‘dead and gone’ violences in order to better comprehend the multiply reshaped and 

redirected forms they take today.”73 This text speaks back to certain underlying 

assumptions of trauma theory and in turn calls out to us to rethink how we engage with 

visual representations of trauma. 

In proposing that Slavery! Slavery! acts as a call to us to reconsider our viewing 

position vis-à-vis visual representations of trauma, I want to take seriously the idea of 

calling out and suggest that Walker’s work can be read as operating within an antiphonic 

framework of call and response that offers an alternative to existing trauma theory. 
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Antiphony is often defined as a responsive singing structure but it can also be 

considered more broadly to be a responsive or reciprocal interchange. The idea of call 

and response is central to Walker’s artwork: from its title (which itself evokes popular 

nineteenth-century advertisements), Walker calls out to us to take another look at 

slavery’s taken-for-granted narratives and its enduring legacies. On entering the 

exhibition space, one is confronted with this “un-lifelike” (contrary to what the title 

suggests) fantasy of antebellum plantation life. I would like to propose that this 

antiphonic structure, especially the manner in which it reorients our focus on the 

sociality of traumatic experience (by asking us to consider how traumatic experience 

changes the social world, not just the traumatised survivor of trauma), has much to 

offer trauma theory. It encourages us to see representations of trauma in visual culture 

as calling out to us, the viewer, to re-engage with slavery and its enduring legacies. 

In Walker’s reimagined narrative of plantation life, violence and its effects are 

often visible on the black figures. Bodies are violated, brutalised, wounded, and Walker 

does not shy away from explicit (and often disturbing) sexual and scatological 

references. In her work, pain and violence are not internalised: they are highly visible 

and occur on the edges (not the interior) of the figures. This focuses attention on the 

outside, on the social, rather than on the interior subjectivity of an individual figure. 

Walker’s silhouette figures offer a reorientation of the critique of the dominant 

individualising discourses of trauma, which conceive of trauma as something private 

that emerges from within an individual subject towards the outside world. Walker’s flat 

two-dimensional figures, cut from black card, do not invite spectators to focus on the 

interior subject of the figures: their interiors are “empty spaces” that do not facilitate 

such readings of trauma as emanating from within an interior subject. The figures 

themselves are rarely given names or faces; rather, they are stock types whose 

distinguishing features are read on their edges rather than on what lies inside. Walker’s 

installations are peopled with racist stock characters drawn from the vast repertoire of 

American popular culture: mammies, sambos, pickaninnies, white Southern belles. 

Walker has developed a lexicon using particular motifs, such as hair and clothing, that 

require us to call upon our prior knowledge of visual references and symbols in order to 

“read” the characters. For example, the hoop skirt, worn by a number of the female 
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figures, is the quintessential symbol of white Southern femininity from the antebellum 

era and serves to clearly mark its wearer as a white Southern woman. 

Yet Walker also complicates the ease with which one might “read” the racialised 

and gendered identities of these figures through their exterior contours. The 

“facelessness” of the figures implies that Walker is not interested in representing 

“actual” people in her silhouettes. As such, Walker does not invite us to look for the 

inner subject within the silhouette figures. She refuses to indulge our desire to know, 

and thereby claim, the trauma of the subject. I would argue that this could also be read 

as an acknowledgment of the limitations of “outsider” knowledge and the realisation 

that there are limits to what can be represented, that our understanding can only ever be 

partial. 

In the tableau’s representational logic, Walker encourages us to turn away from 

the individual subject by grouping together the figures, thus emphasising the social 

interconnectedness of the different characters. Furthermore, multiple figures are often 

cut from a single piece of card, which dissuades us from reading the figures as 

individuals, and resists the notion that the trauma represented here resides with an 

individual subject. In the far right-hand side of the tableau there are two figures walking 

very closely together. The first appears to be a white slavemaster (judging by his sturdy 

knee-high boots and hat), whose left leg is raised off the ground. In front of him is a 

black male slave, whose ankles are bound with leg chains (it is interesting to note that 

these chains are three-dimensional in the installation: they are made from interlocking 

paper rings which protrude from the flat white surface of the gallery wall). While it is 

only the black male slave’s legs that are bound together, the way that the two men are 

depicted (the raised foot of the white man is placed between the legs of the black slave) 

implies that the two are bound together within master/slave relationship. In so doing, 

Walker emphasises the complex social network in which the historical trauma of slavery 

occurred, even if this “shared” experience of trauma took place under vastly inequitable 

conditions between white slaveholders and black slaves, and calls for other ways of 

conceiving of and responding to representations of trauma. 
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Haunting 

What does haunting have to offer my discussion of texts, such as Walker’s, that 

are marked by the legacies of historical traumas? Haunting, at its most fundamental 

level, can be seen as representing the dialectic between absence and presence. The ghost 

or spectre is the “embodiment” of that which cannot otherwise be represented. It is the 

figure of interstitiality, of in-betweenness: inherently split, the ghost hovers between life 

and death, being and non-being, presence and absence. The ghost is also an 

anachronistic presence, representing something or someone from the past.  

How might conjuring the spectral allow us to think through an ethical 

engagement with the legacies of trauma, an engagement which seeks to honour the 

materiality of suffering as well as foreground trauma’s historical and cultural 

specificities? From one perspective, this might seem like a perilous endeavour; after all, 

aren’t ghosts synonymous with the unbelievable, the ephemeral, the immaterial?:  

 
Even in a ‘dis-enchanted’ world, ghosts are still invoked when there is some 
uncertainty about the believability or authenticity of an event or experience 
in the material world […] In the context of a truth test, ‘ghost’ and its many 
synonyms always provide useful metaphors when the test ends in failure 
[…] they have been consigned to the task of representing whatever is not to 
be believed.74 

 

There is a persistent danger, one that demands our vigilant attention, in speaking of 

ghosts in relation to the representation of trauma, especially that which has been 

endured by individuals and communities who have historically suffered from colonial 

practices of marginalisation and invisibilisation. 

 And yet haunting, I would argue, is crucial to imagining an ethical engagement 

with representations of trauma. Building upon the scholarship of Jacques Derrida and 

Avery Gordon, I contend that haunting offers a critical framework for negotiating an 

ethical engagement with visual representations of traumatic legacies. In its attentiveness 

to historical trauma’s “seething presence […] acting on and often meddling with taken-

for-granted realities,” haunting “draws us affectively […] into the structure of feeling of 

a reality we come to experience, not as cold knowledge, but as a transformative 
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recognition.”75 This “transformative recognition” is activated by haunting’s critical 

orientation towards what Derrida calls “learning to live”:  

 
If it – learning to live – remains to be done, it can happen only between life 
and death. […] The time of the ‘learning to live,’ a time without tutelary 
present, would amount to this, to which the exordium is leading us: to learn 
to live with ghosts, in the upkeep, the conversation, the company, or the 
companionship, in the commerce without commerce of ghosts.76 

 

For Derrida, to keep the company of ghosts is a “being-with the other”77 that involves “a 

politics of memory, of inheritance, and of generations.”78 To speak of ghosts, argues 

Derrida, is to speak of “certain others who are not present, not presently living, either to 

us, in us, or outside us, it is in the name of justice.”79 Here, Derrida makes explicit his 

petition for the ethical claims of being with ghosts:  

 
No justice – let us not say no law and once again we are not speaking here 
of laws – seems possible or thinkable without the principle of some 
responsibility, beyond all living present, within that which disjoins the living 
present, before the ghosts of those who are not yet born or who are already 
dead, be they victims of wars, political or other kinds of violence, 
nationalist, racist, colonialist, sexist, or other kinds of exterminations, 
victims of the oppressions of capitalist imperialism or any of the forms of 
totalitarianism.80 

 

In affirming that attending to ghosts is inextricably wedded to responsibility and justice, 

Derrida makes the case for the serious consideration of haunting as a way of thinking 

through intersubjective relationality in the wake of historical trauma. As Gayatri Spivak 

reminds us, “the ghost dance is an attempt to establish the ethical relation with history 

as such, ancestors real or imagined. The ethical is not a problem of knowledge but a problem of 

relation.”81  

A number of critics have remarked upon the appeal of spectrality to recent 

critical theory. Peter Buse and Andrew Stott write: “The relevance of a trope of 
                                            
75 Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination, second edition (1997; Minneapolis 
and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), p. 8.  
76 Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New International, trans. 
Peggy Kamuf (New York and London: Routledge, 1994), p. xviii.  
77 Emphasis in the original. Derrida, Specters of Marx, p. xviii. 
78 Emphasis in the original. Derrida, Specters of Marx, p. xix.  
79 Emphasis in the original. Derrida, Specters of Marx, p. xix. 
80 Emphasis in the original. Derrida, Specters of Marx, p. xix. 
81 Emphasis added. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Ghostwriting.” Diacritics 25:2 (1995), p. 70.  



 24 

spectrality to deconstruction is clear. Ghosts are neither dead nor alive, neither 

corporeal objects nor stern absences. […] they are the stock-in-trade of the Derridean 

enterprise, standing in defiance of binary oppositions such as presence and absence, 

body and spirit, past and present, life and death.”82 Indeed, Jeffrey Weinstock has 

declared that “[o]ur contemporary moment is a haunted one,”83 and argues that there 

has been a “spectral turn” in recent critical theory:  

 
Because ghosts are unstable intertstitial figures that problematize 
dichotomous thinking, it perhaps should come as no surprise that 
phantoms have become a privileged poststructuralist trope. Neither living 
nor dead, present nor absent, the ghost functions as the paradigmatic 
deconstructive gesture, the ‘shadowy third’ or trace of an absence that 
undermines the fixedness of such binary oppositions.84  

 

Echoing Kathleen Brogan’s notion of “cultural haunting” in contemporary American 

literature, in which “group histories that have in some way been threatened, erased, or 

fragmented are recuperated and revised,”85 Weinstock also links ghost stories to 

marginalised histories: “The ubiquity of ghost stories in our particular cultural moment 

is connected to the recognition that history is always fragmented and perspectival and 

to contestations for control of the meaning of history as minority voices foreground the 

‘exclusions and invisibilities’ of American history.”86 Luckhurst has elaborated on the 

connections between haunting and psychoanalysis, arguing that “[h]aunting glides 

between the literal and metaphoric, at once joining and separating ‘proper’ 

psychoanalysis with its outside. But the ghost, the spectre simultaneously at the edges 

and central to psychoanalysis, is not only a spatial disturbance of the limit; it also causes 

temporal disadjustments.”87 Here, Luckhurst registers the concern that “the ghost in 

psychoanalysis is not simply with the ghost as interruptive witness of untold histories, as 

if telling this history could then lay it to rest. As Derrida suggests, the ghost intersects 
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and divides contemporaneity with a double gesture that invaginates the past and future 

into the present.”88  

 Weinstock has also noted the resonance between “the recent preoccupation 

with ‘trauma’[,] in which the presence of a symptom demonstrates the subject’s failure 

to internalise a past event, in which something from the past emerges to disrupt the 

present” and the  “ubiquity of ‘spectral discourse’”.89 More recently, Joshua Gunn has 

considered how contemporary discourses of haunting and trauma share a common 

interest in mourning the humanist subject. Alongside Derrida’s Specters of Marx, Gunn 

considers Ruth Leys’s Trauma: A Genealogy (2000) in his review essay, arguing that “Leys’ 

book is important because it demonstrates the centrality of the event to haunting.”90 But 

perhaps the most significant contribution to understanding the complex entanglement 

of haunting and trauma is Gordon’s Ghostly Matters. Gordon puts forth a sustained 

argument for taking haunting seriously, proposing that “[h]aunting is a constituent 

element of modern social life. It is neither premodern superstition nor individual 

psychosis; it is a generalizable social phenomenon of great import.”91 “The ghost,” 

writes Gordon, “is not simply a dead or a missing person, but a social figure, and 

investigating it can lead to that dense site where history and subjectivity make social 

life.”92 Gordon’s engagement with historical trauma mainly turns around two specific 

moments: antebellum slavery and the “disappeared” in Argentina. The violence and 

terror engendered in these two paradigmatic moments are engaged with through two 

equally paradigmatic novels: namely, Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987) and Luis 

Valenzuela’s He Who Searches (Como en la Guerra) (1977; 1979). That Gordon chooses to 

engage with literature as a way of negotiating an understanding of social life betrays a 

belief that “[l]iterary fictions play an important role […] for the simple reason that they 

enable other kinds of sociological information to emerge. In the twentieth century, 

literature has not been restrained by the norms of a professionalised social science, and 

thus it often teaches us, through imaginative design, what we need to know but cannot 
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quite get access to with our given rules of method and modes of apprehension.”93 And 

while Gordon’s approach addresses literature, her critical insights are suggestive for an 

engagement with visual culture. “Haunting,” writes Gordon, “is a frightening 

experience. It always registers the harm inflicted or the loss sustained by a social 

violence done in the past or in the present. But haunting, unlike trauma, is distinctive 

for producing a something-to-be-done.”94 It is in the spirit of attending to how art 

might engender a “something-to-be-done” that propels my interrogation of trauma and 

its legacies. 

 Ultimately, what Derrida’s hauntological enterprise engenders (an enterprise that 

Gordon speaks back to in her book) is a “learning to live at the seam of the past and the 

present;”95 a learning to live, that is, a consciousness of living in the “after-” or the 

“post-”.96 Derrida’s attempt to grapple with what it might mean to live in “Marx’s 

afterlife”97 inaugurates this enquiry, but Specters does not restrict itself to its own 

historical moment (the end of the Cold War, the collapse of Communism in Europe). 

Indeed, as David Punter observes:  

 
Among the perceptions that characterise Spectres of Marx is the thought of 
what it might be like to be living after the apparent collapse, perhaps the 
apparition of the collapse, of the great Enlightenment project of Marxism, 
to be living in ruins and rubble, to be living a life which cannot but be 
haunted by the spectres of failed projects, the ghosts of universality fled. 
From this, naturally what flows is a question of ‘living after’ in general; of 
an afterlife, certainly, but also the conduct of what one might loosely call an 
enquiry into the ‘post’: what it is like to live in a world of ‘posts’ – 
postmodernism, poststructuralism, and of course postcolonialism.”98  

 

Derrida’s wider consideration of what it might mean to “live after” resonates strongly 

with my project’s interest in the legacies of trauma. Rather than focusing on the traumatic 

event, each of my chapters will contend with the continuing presence of trauma long 

after the “originary” traumatic event. I wish to reaffirm that haunting, figured as a mode 
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of ethical engagement, offers a way of thinking about the legacies of historical trauma 

and how they continue to frame, deform and operate in the present-day. In its 

attentiveness to the liminal and the taken-for-grantedness of present social and 

historical realities, haunting is thus an apposite mode of engaging with the lingering 

effects of historical traumas that might appear, at first, to be gone: antebellum slavery, 

settler colonialism, apartheid.   

 

On the edges of the postcolonial 

Each of the four chapters of this thesis engages with visual culture from a 

postcolonial context. In chapters one and two, I consider two feature films from 

Australia: Tracey Moffatt’s beDevil (1996) and Clara Law’s Floating Life (1996). In 

chapters three and four, I turn my attention to the art of two contemporary visual artists 

who work across a range of visual and performative media: William Kentridge and Kara 

Walker. While I stress the local specificities of each of the texts, I would argue that 

postcolonial studies extends a productive (if not unproblematic) discursive framework 

through which to engage the socio-historic context of each of these texts. I propose 

that each of the geographical locations of production – Australia, Hong Kong, South 

Africa and USA – suggest a rethinking of what it means to be “postcolonial” in the late 

twentieth century and beyond.  

The term “postcolonial” has been subject to vigorous academic debate almost 

since the inception of the field itself. One of the most cited (and, consequently, most 

contested) definitions of the term comes from Bill Ashcroft et al’s The Empire Writes 

Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures, first published in 1989: 

 
We use the term ‘post-colonial’, however, to cover all the culture affected 
by the imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present 
day. This is because there is a continuity of preoccupations throughout the 
historical process initiated by European imperial aggression. We also 
suggest that it is most appropriate as the term for the new cross-cultural 
criticism which has emerged in recent years and for the discourse through 
which this is constituted. In this sense this book is concerned with the 
world as it exists during and after the period of European imperial 
domination and the effects of this on contemporary literatures.99  
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Here, one can detect an attempt to not only define the “postcolonial” in historical and 

geographical terms, but also to designate the field of study itself. Ashcroft et al put 

forward the case that the relationship of postcolonial literatures  

 
with the metropolitan centre as it evolved over the last two centuries has 
been paradigmatic for post-colonial literatures everywhere. What each of 
these literatures has in common beyond their special and distinctive 
regional characteristics is that they emerged in their present form out of the 
experience of colonization and asserted themselves by foregrounding the 
tension with the imperial power, and by emphasizing their differences from 
the assumptions of the imperial centre. It is this which makes them 
distinctively post-colonial.100 

 

However, one of the earliest charges against the term “postcolonial” (and, one that 

continues to be levelled) is the breadth and heterogeneity of the field of study that it 

ostensibly covers; “slippery” is the favoured adjective, often pejorative, used to describe 

the term’s movement within and across fields such as literary studies, history, economic 

and political theory. Vijay Mishra and Bob Hodge articulate this concern in a recent 

reflection on postcolonialism:  

 
‘Post(-)colonialism’ (hereafter, including its other substantive forms, 
without a hyphen) is a slippery term, whether viewed up close, from within 
a field it names that is barely twenty-five years old, or from a distance. 
Within the field it is so omnipresent it seems to have existed forever, yet it 
is notoriously difficult to define, pivoting as it does around that potent 
hyphen.101  

 

Indeed, as Mishra and Hodge point out, the hyphen (or its absence) in “postcolonial” 

has been one of the most widely and vociferously disputed issues. In their earlier 

critique of The Empire Writes Back, “What is post(-)colonialism?,” Mishra and Hodge 

presage the subsequent disagreements about the meaning of the hyphen, which turn 

around what is denoted by the prefix ‘post-’.102  As Ania Loomba observes, “the prefix 

‘post’ complicates matters because it implies an ‘aftermath’ in two senses – temporal as 

in coming after, and ideological, as in supplanting. It is the second implication which 

critics of the term have found contestable: if the inequities of colonial rule have not 
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been erased, it is perhaps premature to proclaim the demise of colonialism.”103 Anne 

McClintock argues, “the historical rupture suggested by the preposition ‘post-’ belies 

both the continuities and discontinuities of power that have shaped the legacies of the 

formal European and British colonial empires (not to mention the Islamic, Japanese, 

Chinese, and other imperial powers).”104 Ella Shohat has voiced similar concerns, 

suggesting that there is a potential flattening out of difference between former colonies. 

Postcolonialism, according to Shohat, assumes “that white settler countries and 

emerging Third World nations broke away from the ‘center’ in the same way. Similarly, 

white Australians and Aboriginal Australians are placed in the same ‘periphery,’ as 

though they were co-habitants vis-à-vis the ‘center.’”105 For Shohat, the prefix “post” 

too easily effaces the differences between these groups.106   

It is this final criticism, of postcolonialism’s tendency to collapse the distinctions 

between different colonies, that I now want to address. Indeed, one of the most 

trenchant critiques of postcolonialism has been its marginalisation of settler colonies in 

favour of colonies of occupation. Anna Johnston and Alan Lawson provide a useful 

definition of these two categories: 

 
[H]istorians of colonization generally distinguish two kinds of European 
colonies. These are most commonly called ‘colonies of occupation’ and 
‘colonies of settlement.’ […] In colonies of occupation, military power (or 
its representatives) subdued majority indigenous populations, and the 
political regimes that followed imposed and maintained rule over them. 
Most of the European colonies in Africa, Asia, and the Pacific were of this 
kind […] In these cases, decolonisation was an often violent or at least 
revolutionary act of reclaiming majority, democratic rule by the indigenous 
population, and, in most cases, of restoring indigenous social and cultural 
practices and institutions.107 
 

On the other hand,  

 
historical definitions of ‘settler colonies’ have relied on the presence of 
long-term, majority white racial communities, where indigenous peoples 
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have been outnumbered and removed by colonial policies and practices. 
Thus countries like Australia, Canada, and New Zealand have also 
traditionally been described as ‘settler colonies,’ although it is also possible 
to make more complex arguments about the inclusion of nations such as 
the US or South Africa […].108 
 

The distinction between settler colonies and colonies of occupation has proved useful 

in distinguishing between the uneven and heterogeneous effects of colonialism. In their 

critique of postcolonial theory, Mishra and Hodge argue that there is “a need to make a 

stronger distinction between the postcolonialism of settler and non-settler countries.”109 

McClintock has proposed the term “break-away settler colonies” for the USA, South 

Africa, Australia, Canada and New Zealand, which she defines as colonies that have not 

undergone decolonisation, and “by their formal independence from the founding 

metropolitan country, along with continued control over the appropriated colony (thus 

displacing colonial control from the metropolis to the colony itself).”110 What is implicit 

in these calls for greater scholarly attention to the specificities of settler colonies is the 

charge that settler colonies have historically been marginalised in postcolonial studies in 

favour of former colonies of occupation (such as those in Africa, the Indian 

subcontinent and the West Indies) that have undergone formal, often violently 

contested, processes of decolonisation.  

However, as Johnston and Lawson observe, “[t]he argument that settler 

colonies are not admissible as postcolonial states involves a privileging of one kind of 

colonial experience over others, and in doing so prevents an understanding of the 

various manifestations of colonial activity.”111 Due to their status as former settler 

colonies, both Australia and South Africa have historically experienced a degree of 

marginalisation within the field. Noting that the “authenticity” of settler postcolonial 

studies has often come under question, Johnston and Lawson suggest that “since 

postcolonial studies began to gain institutional ground in the US academy, settler 

postcolonialism has often found itself being neglected, or excluded, in favour of more 
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obviously ongoing colonial conflicts and cultures.”112 And yet to exclude settler colonies 

“from postcolonial analyses would in itself constitute an erasure of colonial difference 

and complexity.”113 What is needed, rather, is a recognition that “[n]ot all postcolonial 

cultures are postcolonial in the same way.”114 Perhaps the key challenge that settler 

colonies present to postcolonial theory is their call to attend to the ambivalent position 

of the settler. As both colonised – in relation to the metropolitan centre of Empire – 

and colonising – in relation to indigenous populations – the settler intervenes in and 

disrupts binarisms of colonised/coloniser and, more fundamentally, Self/Other.115 

The increasing scholarly attention to settler colonialisms in Australia suggests a 

wider acceptance of settler colonies within postcolonialism. Much of this recent interest 

in the intersection of postcolonial theory and Australia has turned around the 

continuing effects of settler colonialisms on Aboriginal identity and belonging. In 

Uncanny Australia: Sacredness and Identity in a Postcolonial Nation (1998) Ken Gelder and 

Jane M. Jacobs explore the entanglements of discourses of the Aboriginal sacred and 

ideas of national identity.116 Gelder and Jacobs situate these complex entanglements in 

the context of a modern-day Australia still in the process of postcoloniality. More 

recently, Ashcroft et al have examined how the post-colonial sacred is registered in 

Australian literature by indigenous and non-indigenous writers.117 In Australian Literature: 

Postcolonialism, Racism, Transnationalism (2007) Graeme Huggan presses the case for a 

renewed consideration of Australian literature through a politics of location that takes 

into account whiteness and multiculturalism.118  

Indeed, theories of whiteness and multiculturalism are two areas that have 

elucidated the limitations of existing postcolonial theory in relation to Australia, and 
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have in turn generated productive interventions in the field. In Haunted Nations: the 

colonial dimensions of multiculturalisms (2004), Sneja Gunew examines the discursive legacies 

of colonialisms in Australia, as well as Canada and the USA.119 In White Nation: Fantasies 

of White Supremacy in a Multicultural Society (1998), Ghassan Hage foregrounds whiteness 

as a persistent but often unacknowledged trope for negotiations of national identity and 

belonging in contemporary Australia.120 However, the turn to postcolonial theory in 

order to understand racial politics in contemporary Australia has not gone 

unchallenged. Aileen Moreton-Robinson has argued against the homogenizing 

tendencies in postcolonial theory and foregrounded the need to attend to the 

dominance of white settler colonialisms:  

 
In Australia the colonials did no go home and ‘postcolonial’ remains based 
on whiteness. This must be theorized in a way which allows for 
incommensurable difference between the situatedness of the Indigenous 
people in a colonizing settler society such as Australia and those who have 
come here. Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples are situated in relation 
to (post)colonization in radically different ways – ways that cannot be made 
into sameness.121  

 

Moreton-Robinson suggests that “[i]t may be more useful […] to conceptualize the 

current condition not as postcolonial but as postcolonizing with the associations of 

ongoing process which that implies.”122 

South Africa, however, still proves problematic for existing frameworks of 

postcolonial theory. Perhaps understandably, analyses of South African cultural 

productions have, more often than not, been guided by the social and political dynamics 

of apartheid. The focus on race and, in particular, on an oppositional black/white racial 

politics, has often overshadowed questions of postcoloniality. Rosemary Jolly has 

pointed to the limitations of an overly-narrow focus on coloniser/colonised binarisms 

that fail to attend to the complexities of South Africa. Writing about the particularities 
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of South Africa’s racial diversity, Jolly argues that postcolonial theory has, in the past, 

overlooked the 

 
multiple differences among and within racial groups. English-speaking 
colonists were far more likely than Afrikaans-speaking whites were to refer 
to Britain as ‘home.’ There are also marked differences within the black 
community of South Africa, which includes the Xhosa, the Sotho, the Zulu, 
immigrants of Indian heritage, and the Cape ‘coloreds’ of Malay heritage 
[…]. The differences among these groups are elided, and the hegemony of 
apartheid maintained, when the groups’ literatures are consigned to the 
monolithic category ‘Black South African literature.123  

 

Jolly points to the difficulties raised by Afrikaner constructions of postcoloniality, and 

how this further calls into question the categories of coloniser/colonised that are so 

critical to postcolonial theory: “while apartheid has meant the suspension of a 

postcolonial era for the majority of South Africans, postcolonial liberation was a fact for 

Afrikaner nationalists before 1990, since independence from Britain was won with the 

1961 establishment of the republic under the leadership of Hendrik Verwoerd.”124 

Afrikaner nationalists forged an identity that drew, in part, on the belief that they had 

been the victims of British colonialism, and used this self-construction in order to 

justify and maintain apartheid. Indeed, Jolly goes so far as to argue that “[i]t is 

impossible to understand the psychology of nationalist Afrikaners as colonizers without 

understanding that they continued to see themselves as victims of English colonization 

and that the imagined continuation of this victimization was used to justify the 

maintenance of apartheid.”125 Contrary to what postcolonial theory might say, 

“Afrikaner nationalists have always seen themselves as true postcolonials.”126 

Hong Kong presents a unique case of a former colony that passed from British 

to Chinese rule (following the handover in 1997) and its “postcolonial” status has been 

called into question given it was never decolonised.127 John Nguyet Erni writes: 

“Inevitably, writing about Hong Kong involves a triangular articulation of Chinese 
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nationalism, British colonialism, and globalism.”128 As a number of scholars have 

pointed out, the question of Hong Kong and colonialism is not an easy or 

straightforward one.129 Hong Kong does not fit easily into the category of the 

postcolonial (indeed, some scholars have contested whether it can be classified as 

postcolonial): Ackbar Abbas notes that Hong Kong has no precolonial past, so that the 

city’s history has only ever been colonial, at least until 1997.130 In this respect, Hong 

Kong proves to be a troublesome case that refuses to be neatly positioned in 

contemporary theories of decolonisation and postcolonialism. In their introduction to 

recent special issue of Postcolonial Studies marking the ten-year anniversary of Hong 

Kong’s handover, Kwai-Cheung Lo and Laikwan Pang note that “[t]he difficulty in 

establishing the notion of the postcolonial for Hong Kong is […] demonstrated in the 

corresponding difficulty in identifying the moment of Hong Kong’s decolonisation.”131 

Lo and Pang suggest, “in Hong Kong it is often understood that the colonial power has 

simply changed identity. Before 1997, it was generally believed that Hong Kong, after 

the end of British colonial rule of a hundred years, would enter a neo-colonial period 

under the authoritarian, it not totalitarian, regime of Communist China.”132 Writing 

before the handover, Rey Chow draws attention to the unique case of Hong Kong’s 

postcolonial status, which is expressed gnomically in the title of her essay, “Between 

Colonizers”:  

 
[W]hile Hong Kong’s predicament as a colony may be similar to that of 
other previous colonies, it  does not have the privilege of independence to 
which it can look forward. Between Britain and China, Hong Kong’s 
postcoloniality is marked by a double impossibility – it will be as impossible 
to submit to Chinese nationalist/nativist repossession as it has been 
impossible to submit to British colonialism.133  

 

Indeed, Chow puts forward the case that 
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Hong Kong confronts us with a question that is yet unheard of in colonial 
history: how do we talk about a postcoloniality that is a forced return (without the 
consent of the colony’s residents) to a ‘mother country,’ itself as imperialistic as the 
previous colonizer? Is Hong Kong then simply an anomaly in the history of 
colonialism? Or does it not, in its obligatory ‘restoration’ to China, in fact 
crystallize and highlight the problem of ‘origins’ that has often been 
suppressed in other postcolonial cultures because of ethnic pride?134  

 

Hong Kong’s exceptional status, its uneasy position between colonial and postcolonial, 

compels a rethinking of postcoloniality without decolonisation. Chow reminds us that 

Britain did not object to Hong Kong’s removal from the list of colonies to be 

decolonised, which had been prepared by the UN Special Committee on Colonialism. 

Britain’s “excuse was that China, upon being voted into the U.N. in 1971, had requested 

the removal of Hong Kong and Macao from the list; the fact remains that this crucial 

decision, which resulted in Hong Kong’s loss of the right to self-determination […] was 

made under British rule by British officials. This decision sealed Hong Kong’s fate.”135 

What exactly this fate might be remains to be seen, but it does point to Britain’s 

complicity in Hong Kong’s “re-colonisation” by China, and suggests that the 

relationships between colonial powers is still an under-scrutinised dimension of 

postcolonial theory. 

Arguably, the USA presents an even greater challenge to the assumptions and 

frameworks of the postcolonial than Hong Kong. In order to chart the problematic 

position (or absence) of the USA in postcolonial theory, one must first take a brief 

excursus into the genesis of postcolonial studies as a discipline. In the introduction to 

Postcolonial America, C. Richard King argues that postcolonial studies “has rapidly 

established a fairly stable canon, one anchored within select thinkers and texts, devoted 

to Europe and its former colonies, delimited by decolonisation, and overly committed 

to literary and historical perspectives.”136 King traces the exclusion of America from 

postcolonial studies in part to the Eurocentric orientation of the discipline, “focusing 

almost exclusively on Europe and its former colonies, primarily on British and to a 
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lesser extent French endeavors in Africa and Asia, especially India.”137 Furthermore, as 

Ashcroft et al have outlined in The Empire Writes Back: Theory and practice in post-colonial 

literatures, the study of what would later be known as post-colonial literature owes much 

to the field of “Commonwealth literature,” a loose “descriptive term for a collection of 

national literatures united by a past or present membership of the British 

Commonwealth.”138 Ashcroft et al suggest that the use of the term “post-colonial” is 

less limiting than “Commonwealth” and signals an abiding interest in “a possible study 

of the effects of colonialism in and between writing in english and writing in indigenous 

languages in such contexts as Africa and India, as well as writing in other language 

diasporas (French, Spanish, Portuguese).”139 In spite of these efforts to expand the 

disciplinary focus of postcolonial studies, it is clear that America is still largely ignored 

or marginalised in the field.   

King suggests that “theorists have all but ignored American empire, accepting 

the public, popular, and professional assumptions that (1) colonialism has never 

occurred within the United States; (2) imperialism and its aftermath have had little or 

nothing to do with the formation of distinctly American identities, institutions, and 

idioms; and (3) postcoloniality cannot refer to American culture.”140 I agree with Amy 

Kaplan’s proposal that “[t]he history of American imperialism strains the definition of 

the postcolonial, which implies a temporal development (from ‘colonial’ to ‘post’) that 

relies heavily on the spatial coordinates of European empires, in their formal acquisition 

of territories, and the subsequent history of decolonisation.”141 Indeed, this difficulty 

might be traced to the unique position of the United States: “Perhaps because of its 

current position of power, and the neo-colonizing role it has played, its post-colonial 

nature has not been generally recognized.”142 Amritjit Singh and Peter Schmidt echo this 

point, speculating that the United States might be “the world’s first postcolonial and 
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neo-colonial country.”143 While King raises some pertinent criticisms of the absence of 

the United States from the canon of postcolonial studies, his implicit assertion that this 

absence can be traced to a rigid disciplinary unwillingness to engage with the United 

States only tells part of the story. Indeed, one might argue that scholars working outside 

postcolonial studies have been equally responsible for policing the boundaries of the 

discipline, ensuring that the United States remains separate from the global study of the 

aftermath of colonialism and imperialism.  

What, then, are the benefits of reorienting the terms of the discipline to include 

the United States? King proposes that “framing the United States as postcolonial, as 

emergent through its changing relations both with European imperialism and with its 

own imperial endeavors, directs attention to its production as an imperial nation-

state.”144 Jenny Sharpe suggests that postcolonial studies has slowly shifted from “the 

analysis of colonial discourse and of institutions of power and domination” to “a 

minority discourse”145 that includes Third World and diasporic studies, as well as 

black/ethnic studies.146 Sharpe argues:  

 
One indication of this reshaping is a turning of the critical gaze of 
postcolonial studies away from the ex-colonies and towards the United 
States. Given this nation’s history of imported slave and contract labor, 
continental expansion, and overseas imperialism, an implication of 
American culture in the postcolonial study of empires is perhaps long 
overdue. When used to describe the United States, however, postcolonial does 
not name its past as a white settler colony or its emergence as a neo-
colonial power; rather, it designates the presence of racial minorities and 
Third World immigrants.147  

 

While a number of scholars have objected to the inclusion of the United States in 

postcolonial studies,148 I would argue that bringing the two together offers both a 

rethinking of the histories and dynamics of domination and oppression in the United 

States, as well as offering a recalibration of the discipline itself. “For all its 

                                            
143 Amritjit Singh and Peter Schmidt, “On the Borders Between U.S. Studies and Postcolonial Theory,” in 
Amritjit Singh and Peter Schmidt (eds.), Postcolonial Theory and the United States (Jackson: University Press 
of Mississippi, 2000), p. 5. 
144 King, “Introduction,” in King (ed.), Postcolonial America, p. 5.  
145 Jenny Sharpe, “Is the United States Postcolonial? Transnationalism, Immigration, and Race,” in King 
(ed), Postcolonial America, p. 104.  
146 Sharpe, “Is the United States Postcolonial?,” in King (ed), Postcolonial America, p. 103.  
147 Sharpe, “Is the United States Postcolonial?,” in King (ed), Postcolonial America p. 104.  
148 See, for example, McClintock, “The Angel of Progress,” pp. 84-98. 



 38 

awkwardness,” writes King, “for all the tensions and troubles, postcoloniality describes 

specific sociohistorical relations between colonialism and culture in the contemporary 

United States.”149 In its attentiveness to the ongoing continuities and discontinuities of 

historical processes of dispossession, domination and marginalisation, I would argue 

that the critical insights generated within postcolonial studies has much to offer. The 

debates around the “post-” prefix, while important, should not distract us from 

recognising that “[w]hile different ex-colonies are at different historical stages of 

temporal ‘post’-colonization, it is important to bear in mind that the departure of an 

imperial force […] does not immediately end the relationship between nations and 

peoples built under colonial rule.”150 That certain ex-colonies, like Australia, South 

Africa, Hong Kong and the USA, might unsettle the existing discourses of postcolonial 

theory should not militate against their inclusion in the field; rather, it should be heard 

as a call for greater attention to the multiple iterations of colonialism’s aftereffects.  

 

Thesis outline 

While this project explores the relationship between postcolonial visual texts, 

haunting and trauma, I am aware of the dangers of such an endeavour. As already 

discussed, haunting and trauma are terms that have become entangled with one another 

in recent scholarship; statements such as “one is haunted by a past trauma” are 

increasingly encountered in both postcolonial studies and trauma studies and 

demonstrate a tendency to divest these two terms of their potency, rendering them 

instead as abstract and empty signifiers. This project attempts to disentangle these two 

terms and asks why they become so widely circulated in scholarship on history and 

suffering. The question posed by Katharine Hodgkin and Radstone, “[i]s trauma theory 

necessarily the best language in which to address the problem of suffering, whether 

individual or social?”, remains as pertinent as ever.151 By examining texts that have 

emerged from outside of the Euro-American trauma studies canon, my project will 

challenge some of the assumptions of trauma theory. 
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It is important to reiterate that my project is concerned with representations of the 

legacies of historical trauma in fictional texts, and not with “actual” historical events 

themselves. While I am aware that historical events cannot be separated from their 

representations, I foreground this point in order to necessarily delimit the scope of my 

project. Of course my thesis will draw extensively from the social and historical 

contexts with which these texts engage. However, it does not attempt to provide a 

comprehensive historical account of apartheid, settler colonialism in Australia or 

American slavery. Rather, it seeks to engage with the multiple and diverse ways in which 

these traumatic moments in history register themselves as persistent and troubling 

presences in contemporary visual culture from Australia, South Africa and the USA. 

This thesis does not claim to proffer a comprehensive or exhaustive account of the 

legacies of historical trauma in each of my chosen contexts: post-apartheid South 

Africa; “post-race” America; post-Mabo Australia; post-handover Hong Kong. Rather, 

my approach stems from an abiding belief that close readings of specific texts and 

historical moments can offer a rethinking of the haunting legacies of historical trauma 

and their aftereffects. In this respect, my approach shares an affinity with Gunew’s in 

Haunted Nations, in which she “uses particular sites, particular events or examples, in 

order to show the complex and nuanced workings of what is (at times perversely) 

named multiculturalism”152 and argues for a “sensitivity to the situatedness of a 

multicultural dynamics.”153 Collectively, this thesis brings together texts and contexts 

that might more commonly be considered separately. In so doing, I seek to intervene in 

existing discussions in trauma studies and visual studies, and think anew how images – 

both still and moving – enable an ethical engagement with the legacies of historical 

trauma. While there are dangers in bringing together texts from such divergent socio-

historic contexts, I contend that the productive possibilities of such an endeavour 

outweigh the potential risks. Following on from Rothberg’s model of multidirectional 

memory, in which collective memory is “subject to ongoing negotiation, cross-

referencing, and borrowing,” and is always “productive and not privative,”154 I argue 

that a comparative approach to historical trauma is necessary. Indeed, as Rothberg has 

argued: “An ethics of multidirectional memory involves creating fidelity […] with the 
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multiple events and historical legacies that define any situation. A politics built on that 

ethical foundation will require a notion of transnational, comparative justice that can 

negotiate conflicting and sometimes mutually exclusive demands made on unstable and 

shifting terrain.”155 

My approach begins, first and foremost, with a careful engagement with the text 

itself: while my research builds upon the existing scholarship from trauma studies and 

visual studies, it does not seek to map an existing interpretive framework of “trauma 

art” onto my discussions. Indeed, one of the abiding interests of this project is to 

identify the ways in which the texts themselves intercede in and disrupt existing critical 

frameworks for understanding representations of historical trauma. Secondly, the texts 

that I have chosen all share a concern with visual representations of the legacies of 

historical traumas. In this respect, my project begins in the spirit of inheritance 

extended by the texts themselves.  

This approach is motivated by two parallel imperatives. The first is to extend 

the parameters of trauma studies to include historical traumas that have been under-

scrutinised so far in the existing scholarship: especially those that engage with cross-

cultural encounters. The second is to call for a return to close-reading practices, and a 

renewed attention to the specificities of a text, including the socio-historic context of its 

production and reception, and of its form and structure. These two concerns are not 

indistinct. As Radstone argues, there has been a tendency to neglect textual analysis in 

recent scholarship on testimony and witnessing:  

 
A paradox lies at the heart of current writings within memory studies. In 
one dominant strand of the subject, we find a preponderance of writings on 
trauma testimony and witnessing – writings that mobilize terms drawn from 
ethics and that see their own practice in ethical terms. In my view, these 
critical writings forget modes of textual analysis of the (not always 
politically ‘correct’) reading positions, identifications and fantasies made 
available for negotiation by practices and texts, including those associated 
by such criticism with trauma, testimony or witnessing.156 
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There is an urgent need, then, to return to the specificities of textual analysis if we are to 

better understand the representational logics of historical trauma. We cannot begin to 

negotiate an ethics of witnessing if we ignore our placement as spectators within the 

text’s representational economy.  

As I have already argued, trauma studies was borne from engagements with the 

Holocaust and has led, unintentionally, to a canonising of certain key texts. This has 

also concomitantly led to the calcifying of certain responses and assumptions in regards 

to the visual representation of historical trauma. This includes the privileging of certain 

representational forms and strategies over others (mimetic versus non-mimetic), as well 

as questions over the “purpose” of these representations (what is their role?) and 

debates over who has authority over such representations (who has “ownership” of 

historical trauma? Who speaks? And on whose behalf?). In this respect, my thesis 

attempts a double (though not, I would argue, contradictory) re-orientation of the field: 

widening the scope of trauma studies to include texts from outside of a now-established 

canon, and a return to the specificities of textual analysis. Furthermore, I want to take 

seriously the notion that haunting might offer productive insights into what it means to 

be “living after” historical trauma. Thus, this thesis is situated at the convergence of a 

number of diverse fields: critical theory, trauma studies, visual art, postcolonial studies. 

My purpose here is to begin a critical conversation between trauma and visual 

representation through an engagement with haunting. It is no surprise then that this 

project aspires to cross-disciplinarity in both subject and methodology. Yet it is not 

cross-disciplinary for the mere sake of it; rather, it is a purposeful attempt to further our 

understanding by moving beyond the parameters that currently frame particular 

debates. In doing so, this project seeks to reinvigorate these debates by bringing 

together approaches from diverse disciplines. For example, how might colonial violence 

and the legacies of colonialisms intervene in debates that turn around the notion of 

historical trauma? Or, how might visual culture offer a rethinking of trauma theory, 

which has largely been dependent on literary texts? 

I want to take seriously the notion, put forth by Bennett, that attending to 

“what art itself does”,157 might permit a “recognition of the possibility of new ways of 

conceptualizing the politics of experience [that] might actually be derived from the 
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manner in which a visual arts medium can, in distinctive ways, register and embody 

affect.”158 Bennett goes on to argue for a “framework that challenges the nexus between 

art and experience and a realist aesthetics: a framework that distinguishes the kind of 

enquiry that art might instantiate from the idea that art is a vehicle for the interpersonal 

transmission of experience.”159 Rather than a model that assumes that trauma art is 

communicative – that it seeks to transmit knowledge or truth of an experience – Bennett 

avers that it is better understood as transactive:160 “It often touches us, but it does not 

necessarily communicate the ‘secret’ of personal experience.”161 To this end, my project 

focuses on visual cultural productions that dramatise the transactive possibilities of the 

image. 

Rather than offering a resolution, this project proposes a series of further 

provocations, of new beginnings that will further a collective understanding of the 

issues at stake. By proposing that haunting offers us ways of attending to those who 

have been rendered invisible is not to say that being haunted is somehow enough. To 

regard haunting as an end point is to succumb to a kind of complacent apathy. 

Haunting can only ever be a beginning; for it to have any real significance, it must also 

compel us to look beyond, to act. Sontag contends that war images can only be an 

“initial spark” in a process of reflection “on how our privileges are located on the same 

map as their suffering, and may – in ways we might prefer not to imagine – be linked to 

their suffering.”162 It is hoped that this project might contribute to the wider debate on 

how the legacies of historical trauma remain entangled with the fortunes of present 

social and political realities.  

In chapter one, I focus on Moffatt’s experimental feature film beDevil. 

Structured as a series of three separate narratives, each with its own cast, characters and 

settings, beDevil mobilises the cultural inheritances of landscape cinema and the colonial 

ghost story in its consideration of the processes and politics of memory. I argue that the 

film registers anxieties about what it means to live in the aftermath of two historic 

moments in recent Australian history: the inquiry into the “Stolen Generations” and the 

Mabo decision.  

                                            
158 Bennett, Empathic Vision, p. 4.  
159 Emphasis in the original. Bennett, Empathic Vision, pp. 6-7.  
160 Bennett, Empathic Vision, p. 7.  
161 Bennett, Empathic Vision, p. 7.  
162 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2003), pp. 102-103. 



 43 

In chapter two, I turn my attention to the quiet traumas engendered in the 

processes of diasporic journeying and homing by a Hong Kong Chinese family in Law’s 

feature film Floating Life. I propose that the film prompts a rethinking of hospitality and 

accommodation in a postcolonial context, and consider how this might be productively 

read through Derrida’s notion of “living after”.   

In the next chapter, I attend to the traumatic legacies of apartheid in the context 

of post-TRC South Africa. My discussion centres on two short animated films by South 

African artist William Kentridge. Both History of the Main Complaint and Stereoscope 

dramatise the ethical dilemmas of witnessing in the wake of historical trauma. The 

figure of the bystander is mobilised in order to consider the possibilities and limitations 

of ethical witnessing.  

In my final chapter, I return to Walker’s art, focusing on The End of Uncle Tom 

and Letter from a black girl. I argue that Walker dramatises the haunting presence of 

slavery in contemporary American culture, and propose that her art mobilises two 

haunted representational modes – “sideshadowing” and “ghostwriting” – in order to 

better understand the contours of slavery’s discursive legacies.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 44 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 45 

Chapter One  
 

“These spirits, perhaps they do try to tell us 
something”: haunting memories in Tracey 
Moffatt’s beDevi l  (1993) 
 

 

 

 

Haunted by the past? 

The study of memory, in particular cultural memory, has been subject to 

unprecedented scholarly interest in recent years.1 This scholarly interest speaks to a 

“memory boom” in the wider public sphere, and which can be evinced in the increasing 

currency of a memorial culture. Indeed, the prevailing academic scholarship suggests 

that the West now lives in “the surfeit of memory,”2 a “hypertrophy of memory,”3 an 

obsession writ large across an endless proliferation of memorial texts and sites.4 

Andreas Huyssen dissects the collective obsession with public memory and memorial 

culture, arguing that “we are trying to counteract this fear and danger of forgetting with 

survival strategies of public and private memorialisation. The turn toward memory is 

subliminally energized by the desire to anchor ourselves in a world characterized by an 

increasing instability of time and the fracturing of lived space.”5 Writing in the final 

                                            
1 See, for example, Paul Antze and Michael Lambek (eds.), Tense Past: Cultural Essays in Trauma and Memory 
(New York and London: Routledge, 1996); Mieke Bal et al (eds.), Acts of Memory: Cultural Recall in the 
Present (Hanover: University of New England Press, 1999); Katharine Hodgkin and Susannah Radstone 
(eds.), Contested Pasts: The Politics of Memory (London and New York: Routledge, 2003); Katharine Hodgkin 
and Susannah Radstone (eds.), Regimes of Memory (London and New York: Routledge, 2003); Andreas 
Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2003); Andreas Huyssen, Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1995); Annette Kuhn, Family Secrets: Acts of Memory and Imagination (London: Verso, 1995); 
Pierre Nora, Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past, ed. Lawrence D. Kritzman, trans. Arthur 
Goldhammer (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998); Richard Terdiman, Present Past: Modernity and 
the Memory Crisis (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993).  
For a discussion of memory research and the nascent field of “memory studies,” see Susannah Radstone, 
“Memory Studies: For and against,” Memory Studies 1:1 (2008), 31-39.   
2 Charles. S. Maier, “A Surfeit of Memory? Reflections on History, Melancholy and Denial,” History and 
Memory 5:2 (1993), pp.136-152.  
3 Huyssen, Present Pasts, p. 3.  
4 For a discussion of public memory and memorial sites, see Huyssen, Present Pasts.  
5 Huyssen, Present Pasts, p. 18.   
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decade of the twentieth century, Huyssen characterises our “obsessions with memory in 

contemporary culture” as a “double problematic.”6 Coining the term “twilight 

memories,” Huyssen proposes: 

 
Twilight memories are both: generational memories on the wane due to the 
passing of time and the continuing speed of technological modernization, 
and memories that reflect the twilight status of memory itself. Twilight is 
that moment of the day that foreshadows the night of forgetting, but that 
seems to slow time itself, an in-between state in which the last light of the 
day may still play out its ultimate marvels. It is memory’s privileged time.7  

 

That memory has become a privileged trope in contemporary Western culture is 

unlikely to be contested. However, the historical conditions that have engendered this 

“memory boom” require our attention if we are to understand how public memory has 

become a site of fierce political and ethical contestation.  

In their introduction to Regimes of Memory, Katharine Hodgkin and Susannah 

Radstone remind us that the production “of the kinds of knowledge and power that are 

carried, in specific times and places, by particular discourses of memory,”8 are always 

bound up with “what historical or contemporary figurations of memory ‘forget’, 

exclude, render unthinkable or make marginal.”9 The politics of memory, they suggest, 

is often played out as “contests over the meaning of the past” which, of course, “are 

also contests over the meaning of the present and over ways of taking the past 

forward.”10 Stressing the point that “[o]ur understanding of the past has strategic, 

political, and ethical consequences,”11 Hodgkin and Radstone link this understanding of 

the past to the contemporary staging of claims for political recognition and justice:  

 
Ideas of restitution and reparation, evoking both financial or political justice 
and more abstruse compensations such as recognition of wrongs done, or 
readiness to hear and acknowledge hidden stories, all draw on a sense that 

                                            
6 Huyssen, Twilight Memories, p. 3. 
7 Huyssen, Twilight Memories, p. 3. 
8 Hodgkin and Radstone, “Regimes of Memory: An Introduction,” in Hodgkin and Radstone (eds.), 
Regimes of Memory, p. 2.  
9 Hodgkin and Radstone, “Regimes of Memory: An Introduction,” in Hodgkin and Radstone (eds.), 
Regimes of Memory, p. 2.  
10 Hodgkin and Radstone, “Introduction: Contested pasts,” in Hodgkin and Radstone (eds.), Contested 
pasts, p. 1.  
11 Hodgkin and Radstone, “Introduction: Contested pasts,” in Hodgkin and Radstone (eds.), Contested 
pasts, p. 1.  
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the present is obliged to accommodate the past in order to move on from it 
(itself, of course, a historically specific way of thinking about history).12 
 

Thus the past, however it might be constructed or imagined, has continuing claims on 

the present that must be recognised and addressed. We are all “haunted by the past,” 

even if there is not always a consensus on what exactly this past was or what it means.  

  Indeed, the phrase “to be haunted by the past” is so commonplace that it has 

become almost a cliché, a dead metaphor. What does it mean to be haunted by the past? 

Do all “pasts” haunt the present? While I do not propose to have definitive responses 

to these questions, I raise them out of concern for what I see as the use of this term to 

denote a vague, ahistoric, generalisable awareness of the past. If the present is always 

haunted by the past, how might one conceptualise haunting as a mode of engaging with 

the past (specifically, in the wake of historical trauma) that retains a sense of theoretical 

rigour and critical urgency? Or, has haunting itself become a dead metaphor? Taking the 

earliest meaning of “haunt” (habit, wont, custom), might one speculate that “haunting” 

has become an over-used scholarly “haunt” in discussions of the past and its 

representations? 

  In this chapter, I want to take seriously what it might mean to be haunted by the 

past in the specific context of postcolonial Australia. In order to do so, I will focus on 

beDevil (1993), the exemplary but under-scrutinised film by indigenous Australian artist 

and filmmaker Tracey Moffatt.13 If the cipher (to use Huyssen’s term)14 of debates 

about public memory is the Holocaust and its representations and, to a lesser extent, the 

truth commissions in Argentina and South Africa (to cite but two high-profile 

examples)15, in Australia these debates have arguably been staged amidst the negotiation 

                                            
12 Hodgkin and Radstone, “Introduction: Contested pasts,” in Hodgkin and Radstone (eds.), Contested 
pasts, p. 1.  
13 Tracey Moffatt (dir.), beDevil, (1993).  
14 Huyssen, Present Pasts, p. 13.  
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varying degrees, the cultural and political debate about the ‘desaparecidos’ and their children in ‘post-
dictatura’ societies in Latin America, raising fundamental questions about human rights violations, justice, 
and collective responsibility.” Huyssen, Present Pasts, p. 15.  
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of reconciliation between indigenous and non-indigenous Australians. Specifically, these 

public debates have been framed in the context of two interrelated claims by indigenous 

Australians: firstly, a recognition of native title; and secondly, an acknowledgment of 

wrongdoing by prior governments in the forced removal of Aboriginal children from 

their families (the “Stolen Generations”).16 In 1997, the Human Rights and Equal 

Opportunity Commission released Bringing Them Home: Report of the National Inquiry into 

the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from Their Families. This report 

came two years after the establishment of a national enquiry into the forcible removal of 

indigenous children, which occurred from the 1860s to the 1970s throughout Australia; 

the enquiry received nearly 800 submissions, of which 535 were individual and group 

submissions from indigenous Australians. Paula Hamilton argues that the Bringing Them 

Home report was, in its structure and framework, most likely influenced by earlier truth 

commissions but arguably “had more in common with Holocaust remembrances by 

‘victims’, since there were no memories of those involved in carrying out past 

government policies at that time.”17 However, “the dominance of a memorial culture 

and the authority accorded eyewitnesses in Australian society,” Hamilton suggests, 

“provided a context for the nature of the response and the subsequent debates in 

Australia.”18 It is in this context of a heightened public awareness, especially among 

non-indigenous Australians, of the profound, continuing impact of prior government 

policies on the social and economic conditions of present-day indigenous communities 

that I want to begin my discussion of beDevil.  

 On first appearances, however, beDevil might seem like an unusual choice to 

think through the contested terrain of memory politics in Australia. Moffatt’s first 

feature film resists didactic social commentary, presenting instead three separate 

narratives that each turn around a different ghost story in the present-day. The first 

story, “Mr. Chuck” is told through the perspectives of Shelley, an older white woman, 

and Rick, a middle-aged Aboriginal man, who recount the story of a swamp haunted by 

                                                                                                                           
In chapter three I consider how notions of forgiveness and witnessing are contested in the context of 
post-TRC South Africa in the films of William Kentridge.   
16 For a comprehensive history of forced child removal from Aboriginal families by the Australian 
government, see Anna Haebich, Broken Circles: Fragmenting Indigenous Families, 1800-2000 (Fremantle: 
Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2000).  
17 Paula Hamilton, “Sale of the Century? Memory and historical consciousness in Australia,” in Hodgkin 
and Radstone (eds.), Contested Pasts, p. 143.  
18 Hamilton, “Sale of the Century?,” in Hodgkin and Radstone (eds.), Contested Pasts, p. 143.  
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the ghost of a dead American G.I. In “Choo Choo Choo Choo,” Ruby Morphett 

(played by Moffatt herself) and her family are haunted by the ghost of a young blind 

girl, who was killed along the railway track outside Ruby’s house, where the girl’s family 

once lived. In the final story, “Lovin the Spin I’m In,” the ghosts of two young lovers 

from the Torres Strait Islands haunt a dilapidated warehouse that has been earmarked 

for demolition and urban redevelopment. Each of the stories is entirely self-contained, 

with separate casts, characters and settings. Furthermore, none of the narratives are 

explicitly concerned with the “Stolen Generations” or claims for indigenous native title, 

nor do they dramatise the early colonial encounters between indigenous Australians and 

white settlers. Indeed, one might argue that Moffatt’s earlier short films, Nice Coloured 

Girls (1987) and Night Cries: A Rural Tragedy (1989), would be better suited for engaging 

with the contestation of indigenous histories and their representations.19 Nice Coloured 

Girls reimagines colonial encounters between Aboriginal women and white men in 

present-day King’s Cross, a neighbourhood in Sydney known for its nightlife. It follows 

three young Aboriginal women as they search for a “Captain” – a sleazy white man – to 

take them for a night out on the town: drinks at a bar, dinner at an Italian restaurant, 

then to a local club. Their “Captain” becomes increasingly inebriated, which the three 

young women exploit for their own gain: at the end of the night, they steal his wallet 

and take a taxi home, leaving him passed out at the club. The film tells another narrative 

as well, one that is explicitly concerned with colonial history, as Karen Jennings 

explains: 

 
Throughout the film we move back and forth from the 1780s to the 1980s. 
The visuals juxtapose early paintings of Sydney Cove, historical re-
enactments (eg. of Aboriginal women climbing up a rope ladder into a 
sailing ship of the First Fleet), recurrent images of an ancestral Aboriginal 
woman on a beach, with images of contemporary Sydney street scenes, 
King’s Cross nightclubs and pubs, and Aboriginal women in fashionable 
1980s clothing (significantly all white), embracing the imported culture of 
American disco music and Italian food.20  

 

There is also a temporal disjunction in the film’s soundtrack; at one point a male 

voiceover reading extracts from the journal of Lieutenant William Bradley, a naval 

                                            
19 Moffatt (dir.), Nice Coloured Girls (1987); Night Cries: A Rural Tragedy (1989).  
20 Karen Jennings, Sites of Difference: Cinematic Representations of Aboriginality and Gender (South Melbourne: 
AFI, 1993), pp. 70-71.  
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officer and diarist who sailed with the First Fleet, juxtaposed with scenes of the young 

women on their night out. As Jennings observes, the film’s temporal instability and 

audiovisual disjunction “challenges simplistic attitudes to the ethical and moral 

complexities of gender relations between […] Aboriginal women and white men”21 and 

establishes “[t]he ambivalent interplay of sexual attraction and racial repulsion […] as an 

ongoing tension within Australian history.”22 

 Perhaps even more ambitious than Nice Coloured Girls, Moffatt’s Night Cries 

focuses on the strained relationship between a middle-aged Aboriginal woman (played 

by the indigenous rights activist and scholar Marcia Langton) and her elderly white 

adoptive mother (played by Agnes Hardwick). The narrative is told from the daughter’s 

perspective, who now cares for her frail mother; the film turns around the mundane 

activities of eating, bathing, doing the washing, going to the toilet. But the unspoken 

subtext of Night Cries, to which the film alludes in flashback sequences to the Aboriginal 

woman’s childhood, is the fostering of indigenous children by white families under 

assimilationist policies of forced removal. In one flashback, the daughter and mother 

are at the beach. The mother gazes out towards the sea, while her daughter plays with 

two young Aboriginal boys. At one point, their play takes a sinister turn when the two 

boys pretend to “strangle” the girl with some seaweed; her mother, however, remains 

oblivious to her daughter’s obvious distress, her attention fixed elsewhere. While 

Jennings cautions against an overly-narrow “racialised” reading of the plot, “preferring 

to accept and enjoy its ambiguity,”23 E. Ann Kaplan proposes “Night Cries evidences the 

cultural trauma haunting Australia at the time through the story (at once real and 

metaphorical) of conflicted relations between white mothers and Aboriginal 

daughters.”24 One could make a compelling case for the haunting presence of past 

assimilationist government policies. But the highly-wrought ending offers neither 

consoling resolution nor cathartic release from the past: the daughter, curled up in a 

foetal position, cries next to the body of her dead mother, but her sobs are those of an 

infant, not an adult. Indeed, Moffatt’s own experience of being voluntarily fostered out 

by her Aboriginal mother to a white foster mother speaks precisely to the complex 

                                            
21 Jennings, Sites of Difference, p. 69.  
22 Jennings, Sites of Difference, p. 72.  
23 Jennings, Sites of Difference, p. 74. 
24 E. Ann Kaplan, Trauma Culture: The Politics of Terror and Loss (New Brunswick, New Jersey, and London: 
Rutgers University Press, 2005), p. 130.  
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machinations of official assimilationist policies. If Night Cries is haunted by the legacies 

of assimilation, what, then, haunts beDevil?  

 beDevil is, of course, haunted by ghosts: by the ghost of the dead American 

soldier, stationed off the north-east coast of Australia during World War II, who 

committed suicide by driving his tank into a swamp; by the ghost of the young blind girl 

(played by the Aboriginal actor Karen Saunders) and the ghost train that killed her; and 

by the ghost of Beba and Minnie, the “doomed” young lovers who die inside the 

warehouse under unexplained circumstances. And yet, I would argue, there seems to be 

much more haunting Moffatt’s film than these spectral figures. But neither is it 

sufficient to state that beDevil is haunted by the legacies of colonial relations and 

assimilation, as one might speculate in relation to Nice Coloured Girls and Night Cries, 

respectively. Indeed, beDevil refuses, even more vociferously than Moffatt’s earlier films, 

to offer a didactic or even coherent social or political commentary. In the context of the 

contemporaneous public debates around indigenous reconciliation, native title and 

demands for recognition of earlier state-sanctioned abuses, beDevil’s eschewal of such 

issues might be read as a retreat from the messy terrain of public memory. But the 

film’s apparent interest in memories, secrets and hidden pasts suggests that this retreat 

might actually be an engagement of a different kind. What I am proposing here is that 

Moffatt’s film evinces a self-reflexive concern with the politics of memory, especially in 

relation to the production, representation and circulation of memories.  

beDevil’s tri-partite structure and unruly plotlines resist fixing meaning to memory. 

But the film also reminds us that memories are always already representations, and thus 

compel us to seriously interrogate their representational form and logic. As Huyssen 

argues,  

 
all representation – whether in language, narrative, image, or recorded 
sound – is based on memory. Re-presentation always comes after, even 
though some media will try to provide us with the delusion of pure 
presence. But rather than leading us to some authentic origin or giving us 
verifiable access to the real, memory, even and especially in its belatedness, 
is itself based on representation. The past is not simply there in memory, 
but it must be articulated to become memory. The fissure that opens up 
between experiencing an event and remembering it in representation is 
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unavoidable. Rather than lamenting or ignoring it, this split should be 
understood as a powerful stimulant for cultural and artistic creativity.25  

 

In this light, Moffatt’s focus on the representational politics of memory might have 

more to do with the wider questions about public memory and its political and ethical 

freight than might first appear. 

 

“Mr. Chuck”: The haunted cinema 

 That the first haunted site of the film is the Oasis cinema, built over the murky 

depths of the swamp in which the American soldier died, draws the viewer’s attention 

to beDevil’s (hyper-)awareness of its own construction as a filmic text. In its ability to 

conjure material presence, film is a privileged medium for the evocation of the spectral, 

the ephemeral, the absent. While the cinema is being constructed, the younger Rick and 

his siblings go down to the swamp, playfully skimming rocks across the water while 

they watch the white labourers at work. One of the labourers finds a US military-issue 

helmet and ammunition belt in the swamp; a material signifier of the dead soldier. One 

night, the younger Rick breaks into the newly-completed cinema, helping himself to 

lollies from the candy bar. Rick’s attention is caught by a poster for an upcoming 

release, which shows an American soldier in uniform. In the Oasis cinema, the “real” 

dead soldier and his fictionalised, cinematic representation occupy the same space. This 

reminds us, again, that memories can never be separated from their representation. 

Furthermore, it alludes to the anxieties surrounding the “proper” representation of 

memory, especially traumatic memory. But Huyssen cautions against instituting a false 

distinction between “serious memory” and “trivial memory,”26 or longing for a “pure 

space” of commemoration “outside of commodity culture.”27 Writing in relation to “the 

heated debate that pitted Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah as a proper representation (because 

a nonrepresentation) of Holocaust memory against Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List as 

its commercial trivialization,”28 Huyssen suggests that both Spielberg’s film and 

Lanzmann’s testimonial archive “compel us to think of traumatic memory and entertainment 

memory together as occupying the same public space, rather than to see them as mutually 

                                            
25 Huyssen, Twilight Memories, pp. 2-3.  
26 Huyssen, Present Pasts, p. 19.  
27 Huyssen, Present Pasts, p. 19.  
28 Huyssen, Present Pasts, p. 19. 
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exclusive phenomena.”29 That the swamp/cinema is the site of the soldier’s tragic 

suicide and the site of his triumphant cinematic rebirth in post-war Hollywood speaks 

to the complex interconnections between traumatic memory, historical revision and 

cultural representation. The “secret” of the soldier’s death – “why did he kill himself?” 

– is never revealed. The narrative is not driven by causality or explanation; indeed, many 

seemingly pivotal events are left ambiguously open-ended. But the construction of the 

cinema over the site of his death speaks to a forgetting of the event itself. This 

forgetting does not take the form of silence, however, but of a screen memory embodied in 

the aestheticised image of the fearless American soldier in the movie poster. But this 

screen memory does not go uncontested: in an act of frenzied vandalism, Rick takes a 

pocketknife to the cinema’s deck chairs, slashing and upturning each one, and wantonly 

ransacks the candy bar. As Rick is about to climb out through the window, he turns 

around and sees the movie poster again, the framing of the shot suggesting that his gaze 

met by the fictional American soldier. This screen memory substitutes an iconic image 

of the Vietnam War for the tragedy of the death of the WWII serviceman. However, 

the symbolic register of American involvement in WWII – as the triumphant force of 

good – appears to have been displaced onto this particular memory of the Vietnam 

War: the poster depicts a lone American soldier carrying an injured Vietnamese civilian 

(identified by his distinctive conical straw hat) through a jungle, the yellow sky awash 

with flames in the wake of an air strike.  

 The tale of the haunted swamp is recounted by two characters: the older Rick, 

now middle-aged and in prison, and Shelley, an older white woman who still lives on 

Bribie Island, the site of the Oasis cinema and Rick’s childhood home. Shot in a “fake 

documentary” style with an off-screen interviewer (who is never seen or heard, but 

whose presence is strongly implied through the editing of Rick’s and Shelley’s 

responses), “Mr. Chuck” ostensibly turns around the island’s “ghost swamp.” Early in 

the interview, Shelley declares: “I’ve always loved this place: our island home.” She 

continues, saying: “The swamp business is the only true tragedy we’ve had.” The 

tragedy, of course, is the American soldier’s suicide, “a strange type,” Shelley notes. 

After a night of drinking, the soldier climbed into his tank and drove it into the swamp; 

his remains were never recovered. Since then, Shelley notes, stories about the ghost 

                                            
29 Emphasis added. Huyssen, Present Pasts, p. 19. 
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swamp have been told and retold by the children who live on the island. “Mr. Chuck” 

begins with the younger Rick walking along the edge of the swamp with his two sisters, 

before the construction of the cinema. While sitting on a fallen tree branch, he dangles 

his legs into the murky brown water. Suddenly, Rick is pulled into the swamp by an 

unseen force, kicking and splashing as he tries to free himself, while his sisters look on 

helplessly. This was not, however, Rick’s only encounter with the ghost swamp. “Mr. 

Chuck” concludes with a flashback to the younger Rick breaking into the cinema on a 

different occasion. This final sequence shifts between the flashback and the older Rick, 

in a prison interview room, narrating his encounter. In the flashback, Rick once again 

climbs in through an unlocked window, but this time, his legs break through the timber 

flooring when he jumps down. Rick recalls: “It stank worse than shit… and it was down 

there. And it was… licking my feet… and it was… it was gripping my legs… and its 

tongue was all over my feet.” Rick closes his eyes as he recounts his experience, as if 

caught in a moment of intense visual recollection. The stuttering manner of his speech, 

marked by pauses and repetitions, suggest a memory that is being actively constructed 

in the present, not passively retrieved from the past.  

 The remembering and retelling of the American soldier’s death, and his 

subsequent haunting of the swamp/cinema, is counterposed by another memory, one 

that is forgotten, and only comes to our attention obliquely as a result of the narrative 

interest in the ghost swamp. This forgotten memory is alluded to first in the older 

Shelley’s recollections of Rick as a boy; there is a flashback to Rick attempting to steal 

clothes from Shelley’s shop. When Shelley catches him, she sits him down and offers 

him a cool drink rather than punishing him. Shelley recalls how Rick begged her not to 

tell his uncle about his misdeeds, and Shelley firmly declares: “But I’d never tell. I 

suppose I should’ve… but I never did. I cared for him – no one else seemed to.” The 

reason for Rick’s pleading with Shelley to “not tell” becomes clear soon enough. In 

flashback, Rick and his sisters are playing together in a bedroom. A white boy and girl, 

the children of the construction manager of the Oasis cinema, come riding past Rick’s 

house on their scooters. Having seen Rick and his sisters earlier that day at the swamp 

construction site, the girl invites Rick and his siblings out to play. Rick’s sister replies, 

“No!,” but before Rick has a chance to respond, the menacing voice of their uncle – 

rendered as a terrifying hybrid of a dog’s bark and a guttural, indistinct groaning – is 
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heard. The boy and girl huddle behind the fence, but the terrified cries and muffled 

thuds leave no doubt that Rick and his sisters suffer a violent beating at their uncle’s 

hands. Although we never see Rick’s uncle, nor witness the violence itself, the traumatic 

aftereffects are made apparent in Rick’s quiet sobs and in the close-up of blood-tinged 

water pouring out of the bathroom drain outside shortly after. From a close-up of the 

bloody water, the film cuts back to the boy and girl, who silently watch as the red-tinged 

liquid pours down the drain, and quickly ride away. 

 The film then cuts back to the older Shelley, still being interviewed in her living 

room: “Yes, I knew that was going on. We on the island all knew. We could’ve helped 

that child… We could’ve…” Shelley breaks down, unable to continue with the 

interview. The camera slowly pans away from her, as Shelley holds a handkerchief to 

her face and beckons the interview crew to leave. The camera retreats from the house, 

until it is outside, but still focused on Shelley, who is waving good-bye from the 

window. All of a sudden, she rushes back to the living room to retrieve a black and 

white photo of her with a group of American soldiers (including the G.I. who 

committed suicide), which we had first seen at the beginning of the interview.  

 What is revealed here, then, is Rick’s childhood abuse at the hands of his uncle. 

But this memory is occluded by the story of the ghost of the American soldier, which 

Shelley mis-recognises as the only “true tragedy” the island has ever known. Indeed, 

Rick’s suffering only comes to the viewer’s attention indirectly – only by looking for 

something else. But the flashback reveals what Shelley (and the entire island 

community, according to Shelley) always knew: that Rick’s abuse was the “true tragedy.” 

On the one hand, Rick’s childhood abuse is framed as a “secret”: it is never mentioned 

by the older Rick, nor is the actual physical violence ever seen, although the children’s 

muffled cries and the sound of broken glass from a smashed window are clearly audible. 

But Shelley’s admission – “we on the island all knew” – refutes the framing of Rick’s 

abuse as a “secret.” Perhaps, as Catherine Summerhayes suggests, Rick’s abuse might be 

framed as a “secret” in the Foucauldian sense, “not so much repressed” but rather 

“nurtured in the form of carefully controlled discourses.”30 If Rick’s abuse is a “carefully 

controlled discourse,” whose interests are served by framing it as a “secret”? And can 

abuse ever be a “secret” if it is witnessed? 

                                            
30 Catherine Summerhayes, ‘Haunting Secrets: Tracey Moffatt’s beDevil’, Film Quarterly, 58:1 (2004), p. 16.  
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 Significantly, the young boy and girl are positioned as diegetic witnesses to 

Rick’s abuse: the editing of this scene implies that they remain outside Rick’s house for 

the entire duration of this violent episode, and only ride away after they have already 

seen the bloody water pouring out of the drain. Furthermore, Shelley’s knowledge of 

the abuse at the time of its occurrence draws her (and, by extension, the rest of the island 

community) into a circle of knowing and telling (and, not telling) that positions her as a 

kind of historical witness. Indeed, Shelley’s emphatic protestation that she would “never 

tell” Rick’s uncle about Rick’s shoplifting takes on a different signification in light of an 

ethics of knowing/not knowing, telling/not telling. Shelley frames her “not telling” of 

Rick’s shoplifting as an act of maternal kindness –  “I cared for him… no one else 

seemed to” – and implies a failure of care on the part of Rick’s mother when she says 

that his mother “tried her best.” But when confronted with her “not telling” of Rick’s 

abuse, Shelley breaks down, unable to continue with the interview. 

 In “A Politics of Stolen Time,” John Frow begins by recounting the experiences 

of Millicent D., an Aboriginal woman who was forcibly removed from her family at the 

age of four and placed in state care. Millicent’s story forms part of the Bringing Them 

Home report, and makes for difficult reading, charting a lifetime of physical and sexual 

abuse, corporal punishment, unpaid domestic labour and forced adoption (of a child 

conceived with a man who raped her), all while under the “care” of the State. But, as 

Frow astutely notes, Millicent’s story, like those of other Aboriginal men and women 

who endured government assimilation policies, “is a story about an injustice that is 

partly enacted in language.”31 When Frow speaks of language, he is referring to the lies 

told to the children who were removed (your family is dead, your family does not want 

you), to the letters written by separated children and their families which were never 

passed on, and to the denials made by authorities when claims of abuse were made by 

these children (for example, when Millicent reports to her matron that she has been 

raped while being forced to work as a domestic servant, her mouth is washed out with 

soap as punishment).32 Frow writes: “It is about acts of telling that are true and acts that 

are false; it is about being told things and not being heard; it is about the relation 

between telling stories and existing, or about being made not to exist.”33 What is at stake 

                                            
31 John Frow, “A Politics of Stolen Time,” Meanjin 57:2 (1998), p. 353.  
32 Frow, “A Politics of Stolen Time,” pp. 351-353.    
33 Frow, “A Politics of Stolen Time,” p. 353. 
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in telling and not telling is not just establishing what is true and what is false, even 

though these distinctions remain crucial; perhaps even more fundamentally, it bears 

upon what it means to have one’s selfhood recognised and honoured. But it also forces 

us to confront what it might mean to see but not tell, or, to put it another way, to be a 

witness but take no responsibility for what one has seen.  

 It is in this context, I would argue, that Shelley’s “seeing but not telling” must 

be understood. Although not wishing to impose a prescriptive social commentary on 

the narrative (in any case, the film actively resists such didactic approaches), I do want 

to press the case for beDevil to be read as a film that is critically and self-reflexively 

engaged with the processes and politics of memory in the wake of historical trauma. 

Released four years before the Bringing Them Home report, beDevil registers anxieties 

about the intersection of language, memory and power that would be heightened in the 

years following the inquiry. The film is not “about” the “Stolen Generations” (there are 

no explicit references to forcible child removal), but it is about the ways in which 

discursive practices of telling, hearing, knowing and denying can be (and were) enlisted 

by different parties (bureaucrats, institutions, individuals) to shore up or justify neglect 

or inaction. This is what Frow means when he contends that injustice is partly enabled 

through language. In his recounting of Millicent’s experiences, Frow is at pains to point 

out  

 
that Millicent’s story is a part of the [Bringing Them Home] report, not that it 
is told in the report because the difference is important. In citing Millicent’s 
story the report is allowing her words to describe a system in which speech 
receives no answer, or in which it is treated as shameful, or in which it is 
met with lies. As a bureaucratic document the report is striking for its 
attempt to give a voice to those who have not been listened to, or who have 
had the language in which to tell a story taken away from them.34  

 

Why stress the distinction between the story “being a part” of the report and “being 

told” in the report? Because to claim that Millicent’s story was “told” implies that, prior 

to the inquiry and its subsequent report, it was “untold.” To frame it in this manner is 

to see the historical trauma of the “Stolen Generations” in terms of “secrets” and later 

“revelations”; it is to provide an alibi for not knowing. But Millicent’s story was never 

“untold”: in fact, it was told, repeatedly, to the matron at Sister Kate’s home, where 

                                            
34 Emphasis added. Frow, “A Politics of Stolen Time,” pp. 353-354. 
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Millicent was placed in State care.35 Her story, like those of so many other Aboriginal 

children, was not so much “untold” as it was “unheard.”  

 Rick’s story, initially at least, is also “unheard.” It is only through an interest in 

the American soldier’s death and the ghost swamp that Rick’s story is seen and heard, 

even though it was always already known. The ghost of the American soldier is a screen 

memory for Rick’s abuse. As I have already argued, Shelley misrecognises the “true 

tragedy” of Rick’s abuse, substituting in its place the soldier’s suicide. This is a 

misrecognition that she vainly attempts to maintain even after she breaks off the 

interview: the final image of her clutching the photograph of the dead American soldier 

while the camera pans away suggests a desire, however futile, to solidify this screen 

memory at the expense of other, more difficult memories. Shelley’s last words are: “We 

could’ve…” The subjunctive possibility of what could have been done hangs in the air: 

unspoken, unfinished. What I am suggesting here is that “Mr. Chuck” is concerned with 

interrogating an ethics of telling/not telling, hearing/not hearing that is bound up with 

the processes and politics of memory.  

Shelley’s emotional response opens up a reading of the film as an allegory of 

white guilt and denial, one that presages the public debates about the responsibility of 

contemporary white Australia for past injustices in the late 1990s. As Rosanne Kennedy 

has remarked, denial and guilt are the two dominant white responses to the historical 

trauma of the “Stolen Generations.”36 Hamilton argues that “[i]n this time of intensive 

national memory work much of the public discourse was expressed in the rhetoric of 

‘forgetting’:  

 
The idea of ‘forgetting’ encourages an empiricist explanation, as if 
memories were waiting under a rock to be found rather than constituted at 
a time of different questions. Historians and commentators alike drew on 
this rhetoric of a ‘forgotten’ history, which at its extreme blamed historians 
and journalists for keeping knowledge from the public.37 
 

In this context, memory becomes a crucial weapon in the battle against historical 

erasure, and a challenge to official histories that have silenced marginalised voices. 

                                            
35 Bringing Them Home: Report of the National Inquiry into Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Children from Their Families (1997), pp. 99-102.  
36 Rosanne Kennedy, “In an Era of Stalled Reconciliation: the Uncanny Witness of Ray Lawrence’s 
Jindabyne,” Humanities Research XV:3 (2009), p. 109. 
37 Hamilton, “Sale of the Century?,” in Hodgkin and Radstone (eds.), Contested Pasts, p. 144.  
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Writing about “the emergence of an indigenous national past which functions as a 

countermemory” in Australia in the late 1990s, Hamilton suggests that such a 

countermemory “can challenge the traditional narrative of nation, but also has major 

effects that impede rather than enhance historical understanding.”38 Hamilton cautions 

against over-investment in “bringing to light stories involving personal hardship and 

pain”39 suffered by indigenous Australians: “Telling the story can bring relief […] but 

the unfolding plot often brings nothing but pain and anguish.”40 The pursuit of 

memory, especially counter-memories, is seen as an ethical way of engaging with a 

traumatic past; this pursuit is often articulated as a desire to “uncover” or make public 

the truth of the past. What is implicit in this assumption is that knowledge of the past 

inevitably leads to justice: we didn’t know, nobody told us, this is why we did nothing.  

 But in “Mr. Chuck,” memory’s claim to an ethical engagement with the past is 

called into question. Shelley remembers Rick’s abuse; in fact, it is only through Shelley’s 

remembering that we first learn of Rick’s abuse (the older Rick never refers to it, in 

fact). But this knowledge – a truth that was known at the time, not retrospectively – does 

not lead to justice, or reconciliation, or even an acknowledgment of the ramifications of 

her own inaction. What it does suggest, however, is that the twinning of memory and 

justice needs to be interrogated; as Huyssen reminds us, “[m]emory, after all, can be no 

substitute for justice.”41 To activate a memory in the present of a past trauma might be 

necessary for an ethical engagement to begin, but what needs to be activated is a 

“something-to-be-done”: a recognition, that is, that memory is necessary but that it is 

never enough. This “something-to-be-done,”42 to borrow Avery Gordon’s turn of phrase, 

is what haunting produces:  to be sure, “it alters the experience of being in time, the way 

we separate the past, the present, and the future,”43 but, more importantly, it never 

consoles us into thinking that a knowledge of the past is all there is to be achieved. 

The ghost, then, in “Mr. Chuck” is a mnemonic device, a reminder to remember, 

but perhaps more importantly, it foregrounds the fact that memory is always work. 

Memory-work is about the active (although that is not to say conscious) labour of 

                                            
38 Hamilton, “Sale of the Century?,” in Hodgkin and Radstone (eds.), Contested Pasts, p. 149.  
39 Hamilton, “Sale of the Century?,” in Hodgkin and Radstone (eds.), Contested Pasts, p. 148. 
40 Hamilton, “Sale of the Century?,” in Hodgkin and Radstone (eds.), Contested Pasts, p. 149. 
41 Huyssen, Present Pasts, p. 28.  
42 Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination, second edition (1997; Minneapolis 
and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), pp. xvi-xvii.  
43 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. xvi.  
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filtering, revising, constructing but also of eliding and occluding, a labour of 

remembering the past that is always done in the present. The ghost in “Mr. Chuck” 

pulls the viewer back into the past (through the continuing interest in the story of the 

ghost swamp), promising to uncover the “secret” of his death. But this “secret,” as I 

have already noted, is never revealed: instead, this initial interest in the ghost takes an 

abrupt turn, leading us instead to Rick’s story. The ghost leads us elsewhere, beyond 

what we first thought we were looking for. It makes us ask why some memories are 

actively remembered and circulated, and why others are not. This is precisely the point 

of haunting in beDevil: 

 
A haunted society is full of ghosts, and the ghost always carries the message 
[…] that the gap between personal and social, public and private, objective 
and subjective is misleading in the first place. That is to say, it is leading you 
elsewhere, it is making you see things you did not see before, it is making an 
impact on you; your relation to things that seemed separate or invisible is 
changing.44 

 

“Mr. Chuck” foregrounds memory-work as a continuing process activated in the 

present, but it also registers an ambivalence regarding language and its role in this 

process. The ghost (mis)leads to consider how memory is bound up with the dialectics 

of knowing/not knowing, telling/not telling, hearing/not hearing.  

 This ambivalence is not only evinced in the film’s relationship to language, but 

also finds powerful expression in its self-reflexive marshalling of earlier Australian 

cultural traditions. The haunting of the cinema (significantly, built over a swamp) in 

“Mr. Chuck” inaugurates the film’s interest in the cultural inheritance and 

representational logic of two distinct but interrelated traditions: the ghost story and 

landscape cinema. The swamp scenes in “Mr. Chuck” present a visually arresting 

landscape, both familiar and strange at the same time. The trees and bushes seem 

almost real, but the vibrant, almost lurid, hues of the backdrop telegraph the artificiality 

of the sound stage setting.45 Moffatt’s use of a highly stylised, non-naturalist setting 

impels us to reconsider how we see and engage with the Australian landscape. By 

rendering the iconic bush landscape unfamiliar, Moffatt asks us to rethink, or perhaps 

                                            
44 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 98.  
45 The film was shot almost entirely on a sound stage in Sydney, Australia. John Conomos and Raffaele 
Caputo, “BeDevil: Tracey Moffatt” (interview), Cinema Papers 93 (1993), p. 27. 
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re-member, the settler imaginings of place which frame, often unconsciously, how non-

indigenous Australians see and engage with the land.  

In an interview with John Conomos (who also stars in the film) and Raffaele 

Caputo, Moffatt acknowledges the central role of iconic Australian landscapes in her 

film: 

 
[A]ll three stories have quite familiar Australian settings. The first story is 
on an island. The characters are in a mangrovey, swampy, mosquito-
infested island in south-east Queensland. The second story is in a desert 
with location stuff shot out in Charlesville (sic). The third story might be a 
place like Townsville with a decaying dockland area. It was interesting 
creating the tactile attributes of the rural landscape – like heat, light and the 
look of the sky – in relation to tactile feelings.46 

 

Here Moffatt appears to echo W. J. T. Mitchell’s emphasis on the landscape as “a 

physical and multisensory medium (earth, stone, vegetation, water, sky, sound and 

silence, light and darkness, etc.) in which cultural meanings and values are encoded.”47 

Mitchell also reminds us that “landscape is already artifice in the moment of its 

beholding, long before it becomes the subject of pictorial representation.”48 Moffatt 

makes clear that the filmic landscapes in beDevil are not realist but rather “mystical”; 

they are “a hyper-real, hyper-imaginary, surreal construction of landscape from 

childhood memories.”49 Here, there is a privileging of tactility – of how things feel – 

and of memory – of how things are recalled – in Moffatt’s construction of filmic 

landscapes. This privileging of tactility is wedded to an affective relationality, in the 

sense that the filmic landscapes seek to capture the sense of how one becomes 

cathected to particular spaces. There are dual purposes in Moffatt’s use of non-

naturalist settings for much of the film. Firstly, it disrupts the colonial landscape 

tradition that has had such a profound impact on shaping how we see and think about 

the land. Secondly, it allows for a representation of the landscape that is concerned with 

evoking affective memories of being in place. What I am arguing here is that Moffatt’s 
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“bedevilling” of the Australian landscape and the colonial ghost story tradition is tied to 

memory, trauma and haunting.  

It is useful at this point to pause and consider how beDevil’s registering of 

unsettlement and dispossession has already been interrogated in Uncanny Australia: 

Sacredness and Identity in a Postcolonial Nation, Ken Gelder and Jane M. Jacobs’s highly 

influential study on discourses of the Aboriginal sacred in postcolonial Australia. In 

their reading of beDevil, Gelder and Jacobs marshall Freud’s idea of “the uncanny” in 

order to tease out how the dialectics of possession/dispossession, 

settlement/unsettlement, intersect with ideas of home and belonging in postcolonial 

Australia.50 In proposing “the uncanny” as a useful term for understanding how 

haunting operates in beDevil, Gelder and Jacobs argue that “the uncanny,” in its 

evocation of multiple and sometimes competing meanings, resonates strongly with the 

film’s representation of the dialectic of possession and dispossession. For Gelder and 

Jacobs, “the uncanny” produces a peculiar doubling effect, in which the unfamiliar 

emerges from within the already-familiar at the same time as there is a desire to 

represent and somehow “master” this very unfamiliarity, to denude it of its unsettling 

power.51 While Gelder and Jacobs raise a number of insightful observations about the 

wider unsettling effects of the Aboriginal discourses of the sacred, I am concerned by 

their seemingly uncritical mapping of Freud’s theory of “the uncanny” onto beDevil, an 

indigenous-authored text that is primarily concerned with the continuing legacies of 

settler colonialisms in postcolonial Australia; they assert that “Freud’s ‘uncanny’ can be 

applied directly to conditions in postcolonial Australia, in particular after the Mabo 

decision in 1992 and the subsequent anxieties about who might come to own what.”52  

Can “the uncanny”, a term which emerges from the continental European context of 

early twentieth-century psychoanalysis, be easily applied to a reading of such a text? I 

would argue that the usefulness of Freud’s ideas of “the uncanny” is necessarily limited 

                                            
50 In his 1919 essay “The Uncanny,” Freud analyses the etymologies of the German words “heimlich” 
(homely, familiar) and “unheimlich” (unhomely, the uncanny) which appear at first to be diametrically 
opposite in meaning. But, on closer inspection, Freud demonstrates that the meanings of “heimlich” and 
“unheimlich” actually become very close at one point: the term “heimlich” also has connotations of 
concealment and secrecy, which brings it very close to the original meaning of “unheimlich.” 
51 Ken Gelder and Jane M. Jacobs, Uncanny Australia: Sacredness and Identity in a Postcolonial Nation (Carlton: 
Melbourne University Press, 1998), pp. 23-27.  
52 Ken Gelder and Jane M. Jacobs, “The Postcolonial Ghost Story,” in Peter Buse and Andrew Stott 
(eds.), Ghosts: Deconstruction, Psychoanalysis, History (New York and Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1999), pp. 181. I 
will return to how the film registers anxieties about the Mabo decision later in this chapter.  
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precisely because “the uncanny” does not attend to the historical specificities of 

colonisation and settlement in Australia. Gelder and Jacobs’s insistence on reading the 

film through the uncanny seems at odds with their attentiveness to the cultural and 

historical situatedness of the film, and fails to take up the challenge offered by the film: 

what does it mean to experience postcolonial Australia as bedevilling? I contend that 

the uncanny can only take us so far in understanding the historical and cultural 

specificities of bedevilment in the film.  

In fact, Gelder and Jacobs’s privileging of the uncanny in their reading of beDevil 

seems to come at the expense of a term offered by the film itself: “bedevil”. As Carol 

Laseur puts it: “What needs to be asked here is: who is bedevilled?”53 Rather than “the 

uncanny”, then, I would argue that “bedevilment” might be a more productive 

framework for thinking through the traumatic legacies of settler colonialisms that haunt 

beDevil. “To bedevil” is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as “to possess, as or with 

the devil; to bother, bewilder with worry, or to torment,” but is also understood as  “to 

‘play the devil with’; to transform mischievously or bewilderingly, to corrupt, spoil, 

confound, or muddle.” This sense of bedevilment recalls Gordon’s observation that 

haunting “describes how that which appears to be not there is often a seething 

presence, acting on and often meddling with taken-for-granted realities.”54  

What, then, are the possible political and ethical implications of attempting to 

negotiate a position of bedevilment? Perhaps most obviously, to be bedevilled means to 

be bewildered or confounded – it means to have that which is familiar, known, self-

evident become something else. In the context of Moffatt’s film, bedevilment might be 

read as a useful position that calls attention to how the processes and politics of 

memory are activated in and through earlier cultural traditions.  

In proposing that haunting and bedevilment are central to my engagement with 

the film, I am aware of the potential ethical risks of such an approach. In his analysis of 

spectrality in recent indigenous Australian women’s cinema, Gerry Turcotte observes 

that to speak of indigeneity in terms of spectrality is nothing new, and can be seen as 

part of a wider colonial regimes that has “mapped Aboriginal erasure through policies 

as crude as terra nullius, child removal laws meant to eradicate the ‘Aboriginal problem’, 

                                            
53 Carol Laseur, “beDevil: Colonial Images, Aboriginal Memories,” SPAN 37 (1993), p. 76.  
54 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 8.  
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or even familiar discourses which circulated around widely held views about the 

‘vanishing native’ or the ‘spectre of the primitive’.”55 Turcotte posits that the colonial 

imaginary encoded indigenous inhabitants as a “phantom presence” at best, and that  

 
[i]n Australia this was literalized […] by the policy of terra nullius – which 
figured Australia as, effectively, empty of inhabitants – and that therefore 
allowed it to be colonized without treaties. Aboriginal people were made 
ghostly by such determinations, turned into insubstantial spectres haunting 
their own land, a process that was reinforced in wider government policy, in 
historical record keeping, in map-making, and of course in literary 
figurations.56  

 

To speak of ghosts in this context runs the risk of reinscribing indigenous subjectivity 

as spectral, as somehow lacking the agency of fully-embodied subjects. As Marcia 

Langton cautions, “[t]he easiest and most ‘natural’ form of racism in representation is 

the act of making the other invisible.”57 While I am conscious of such dangers, I would 

nevertheless insist that beDevil enacts multitudinous hauntings and invites the viewer to 

be “bedevilled” as a way of leading us to recognise that how we remember is just as 

important as what we remember. beDevil’s hauntings are not only encoded in the 

narrative tropes of the ghost story but also through the viewing position of 

“bedevilment.” Furthermore, Moffatt reorients the tradition of the ghost story by 

enlisting the temporal and physical mobility of cinema in her rethinking of memory-

work as I shall suggest in my reading of the second ghost story, “Choo Choo Choo 

Choo.” 

 

“Choo Choo Choo Choo”: rethinking the ghost story  

The film’s second ghost story, “Choo Choo Choo Choo”, begins in a typically 

spooky location: an isolated house in outback Australia alongside the railway track. We 

can hear the sound of a nearing train; the wooden beams of the house rattle ominously. 

Ruby runs out of the house yelling, “She’s here, she’s here.” Ruby runs along the railway 

line, as if possessed – her eyes dart back and forth frantically, as if watching a train go 
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past. But we do not see the train, even though one is clearly audible. Thus from the very 

opening scene, Moffatt establishes that “Choo Choo Choo Choo” will enlist the 

architecture of the ghost story – the haunted house, the return of the undead, 

unexplained occurrences – in its unfolding narrative.   

The film then cuts to an older Ruby, sitting in the back of a ute, with a group of 

Aboriginal women (members of her netball team), driving along a dusty country road. 

Ruby takes off her sunglasses, looks directly into the camera and says, “She’s here, she’s 

here – that’s what I kept yelling.” In the next scene, there are establishing shots of the 

main street of a typical Australian country town, which we later learn is Charleville, 

Queensland. The townsfolk line the main street, eagerly waving to the camera and 

performing a strange choreographed movement: they simulate the “chugging” motion 

of a train with their arms, then cover their eyes and ears with their hands.  

 The viewer’s interest in establishing the ghost’s identity is further piqued by Bob 

Mallee (played by the Chinese-Australian actor Cecil Parkee), who beckons the camera 

into a Federation-style house. Speaking directly to the camera, he asks, “Do you want to 

hear a spooky story?” Bob explains that this house once belonged to a train driver who 

committed suicide in his eighties. “Choo choo choo choo: they hear it, but they can’t 

see it”: this enigmatic refrain is repeated by Bob, but its significance does not become 

apparent until later. Bob says, “bedevilled he was,” but does not elaborate any further 

on the mysterious death of the train driver. Instead, it is left to Old Mickey, the town 

alcoholic, to explain the details of the “train story.” Micky says, “These spirits, perhaps 

they do try to tell us something.” But the promise of finding out the truth of the “train 

story” is unfulfilled; Micky tantalisingly withholds the reason for the train driver’s 

suicide. 

 The mystery of the train driver’s suicide is eventually revealed by the older 

Ruby: while driving a train he accidentally killed a young blind girl who had stumbled on 

to the railway track. However, it is not his ghost who haunts “Choo Choo Choo Choo,” 

but that of the young girl whom he accidentally killed. The young girl had lived at the 

same isolated house before Ruby, her husband Stompie and their children moved in. 

The girl’s ghostly presence makes itself known to the inhabitants of the house in 

unsettling ways. On the way back from a kangaroo hunt, Stompie sees handmade dolls 

dotted through the landscape. He quickens his pace, disturbed by their eerie and 
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disorienting presence: when he finally returns home, he appears dazed and confused. 

Back at the house, the young girl’s ghostly presence makes itself known: a leg kicking 

out from behind a wall, a lock of blonde hair sliding across the verandah. These are 

fleeting images, perceptible only to the most attentive viewer. 

That the ghost of the young girl is linked to the ghost train suggests a link 

between mechanical movement and memory. Indeed, Brigitta Olubas has put forth a 

suggestive reading of how movement and memory are indissociably linked with the 

cinematic image in beDevil. Figuring cinema as “a movement machine”, Olubas argues 

that “[t]he centrality of locomotion through beDevil! (sic) is an explicit reminder of this 

history [of cinema as a movement machine] with its insistent propulsion of trains, 

planes, cars, utes, scooters, roller blades.”58 Drawing upon Leslie Camhi’s observation 

that “motion is a vehicle for involuntary memory,”59 Olubas argues that Moffatt deploys 

the mobile camera in order to highlight how “the specific visuality of the cinematic 

medium is particularly bound up with the mechanics of memory.”60 Olubas identifies a 

number of key scenes in which cameras and trains – what she refers to as “the 

remembering machines”61 – are foregrounded, such as when Ruby is pushed back from 

the force of the passing ghost train, or the numerous sweeping overhead shots of Bribie 

Island and Ruby’s netball team riding in the back of a ute as it drives through outback 

Queensland.62 But perhaps the most striking moment, and one not discussed by Olubas, 

is the extended opening sequence of the residents of Charleville, lined up along the 

main street miming the locomotion of a train with their arms, in a choreographed 

performance that is as comical as it is unnerving. In my earlier reading of “Mr. Chuck,” 

I proposed that Rick’s stammering recollection of his encounter with the ghost called 

attention to the production of memory in the present. In this choreographed sequence, 

what is suggested is the involuntary, perhaps unconscious, nature of memory 

production. Indeed, what this seems to suggest is that how and what we remember 

relies upon a vast repertoire of specific cultural and ideological practices that are neither 

natural nor static. Memory is activated in our encounters with earlier representational 
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traditions such as the colonial ghost story, to which I will now turn.  

 

The colonial ghost story 

In their discussion of the postcolonial ghost story, Gelder and Jacobs rightly 

observe that “[m]any Australian ghost stories are ‘over-the-top’, hysterical, histrionic, 

spectacular, overflowing, meandering, ‘creaky,’ indulgent […].”63 In so doing, they put 

forth the idea that there is something unique about the Australian ghost story, 

something that distinguishes it from its Anglophone counterparts. I would now like to 

take an excursus into a well-known Australian ghost story, and consider how this 

cultural tradition is indissociably linked to the colonial desire for self-legitimation.  

In Hume Nisbet’s short story “The Haunted Station,” an English doctor falsely 

convicted of murdering his wife is sentenced to transportation for life to Western 

Australia.64 After arriving in the port city Fremantle, the unnamed protagonist spends 

more than year in hard labour before he and two fellow convicts manage to escape one 

day. While his two companions are either recaptured or killed by the police, the former 

doctor is able to evade the authorities, eventually stumbling upon an abandoned 

homestead, where he decides to take shelter. But this apparently unoccupied property 

soon reveals its own dark secrets:  

 
I turned my eyes from the window to the pond from which the ghostly 
vapours were steaming upwards in such strange shapes […] The shapes are 
thickening over that mirror like pool, and as I look I see a woman with a 
chalk-white face and eyes distended in horror, with a child in her hands – a 
little girl – and beside them the form of a man whose face changes into two 
different men, one the face of death, and the other like that of a demon 
with glaring eyeballs, while he points from the woman and child to the 
sleeping pool. 

What is the devil-spectre pointing at, as he laughs once more while the 
woman and child shrink with fright? 

The face that he himself wore a moment ago, the face of the dead man 
whom I can see floating amongst that silver lustre.65  
 

The doctor faints at the sight of these spectral visions, but when he awakes the next 

morning he enters the house, warily at first but overcome by an aching hunger for 
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whatever sustenance may lie inside, having been on the run for months at this point. 

Any earlier apprehension soon dissipates, as the protagonist helps himself to the brandy 

he finds in the dining room before embarking on a tour of the house. In a bedroom, he 

discovers the skeletons of a woman and child, and, with a “sick sensation” in his heart, 

he soon discovers three more skeletons in the servants’ quarters.66 In spite of these 

gruesome discoveries, the doctor decides to remain in the house, listing a number of 

reasons: to recuperate from his gruelling escape; to shelter from the storm, which had 

just broken; and to “penetrate the strange mystery” of the murdered inhabitants.67 Yet 

the doctor acknowledges that there is “another and a more subtle motive which I could 

not logically explain, and which yet influenced me more than any of the others. I could 

not leave the house, now that I had taken possession of it, or rather, if I may say it, now that the 

house had taken possession of me.”68 That night, while attempting to ascertain the identities 

of the now-dead inhabitants, the doctor is startled by a ghostly apparition of a man, 

dripping wet, who suddenly appears at the dining table. The doctor asks: 

 
‘Who are you? Where do you come from? What do you want?’ 

Again that hateful chuckle, as he fixed his burning eyes upon me with a 
regard which fascinated me in spite of myself. 

‘Who am I, do you ask? Well, before you took possession of this place I 
was its owner. Where do I come from? From out of there, at last.’  
He pointed backwards towards the window… through the driving rain a 
flash of lightning seemed to dart from his outstretched finger and disappear 
into the centre of the lake… 

‘What do I want? You, for lack of a better.’ 
‘What do you want with me?’ I gasped. 
‘To make you myself.’69 

 

The ghost explains that he was once a successful gold prospector, and lived in 

this house with his wife, daughter and friend. One day, his friend, who covets his 

wealth and his wife, murders the man and throws his body into the well. After 

convincing the woman that her husband was murdered by “natives,” the friend 

marries her. But the ghost of her murdered husband will not rest, and he takes 

possession of the friend who killed him: “I took possession of his body, the 
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mirage of which you see now […] I prompted his murder-embrued spirit to 

madness, leaving him only long enough to himself after I had braced him up to 

do the deed of vengeance.”70 His possession of his former friend leads him to 

murder his wife, daughter and servants, before he commits suicide by throwing 

himself into the well. The story ends with the doctor fleeing the haunted house as 

the storm rages; the house is struck by lightning and burns to the ground.  

In the introduction to The Oxford Book of Australian Ghost Stories (where I first 

encountered Nisbet’s story), Gelder reminds the reader that many Australian ghost 

stories from the nineteenth century “can be read as speaking quite directly to their 

(post-)colonial condition.”71 Nisbet’s story might be read as “symbolically re-enact[ing] 

colonisation: the empty house is a kind of terra nullius; the fact that dawns upon the 

protagonists, that the house is actually occupied by ghostly occupants, is always 

belated.”72 In the wake of the High Court of Australia’s Mabo decision, which 

overturned the concept of terra nullius and recognised native title in Australia for the first 

time, the belated recognition of the house’s original occupants is especially prescient.  

The doctor’s questioning of the ghost (“‘Who are you? Where do you come 

from?’”), after the doctor has entered, uninvited, into a house that is not his own, seems 

to re-stage the colonial encounter between the white European colonist and the 

indigenous inhabitant. Told from the perspective of the doctor, the encounter implies 

that the doctor assumes that he has the right to ask questions of the ghost (who, in fact 

is the former owner of the homestead) but who does not have to justify his own 

(unexpected and uninvited) place in the home. In so doing, the doctor forgets (wilfully 

or otherwise) that he is a guest in the haunted house. This wilful amnesia of his own 

position as uninvited guest in (an)other’s home rehearses the British colonisation of 

Australia and the ambivalent position of the settler in colonial narratives of belonging.   

The minor role of “blacks” in this story reinforces the marginalisation of 

indigenous Australians in white imaginings of home and belonging. The protagonist 

refers to two black trackers who lead the search for the escaped convicts, and the ghost 

of the murdered prospector recounts how his friend convinces his widow that her 

husband was killed by “the natives.” But perhaps the most telling representation of 
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white colonial imagining of indigeneity comes when the doctor describes his first 

impressions of the homestead:  

 
It was singular that the house should be here at all in this far off and as yet 
unnamed portion of Western Australia, for I naturally supposed that I had 
walked hundreds of miles since leaving the convict settlement, and as I had 
encountered no one, not even a single tribe of wandering blacks, it seemed 
impossible to believe that I was not the first white man who had penetrated 
so far […]. 73  

 

The term “wandering” implies that the indigenous inhabitants are nomadic and have no 

fixed home; this makes it easier to deny Aboriginal claims to land – to their home – 

because they are represented as being homeless. This reinvoking of the terra nullius 

narrative of Australia enables the white protagonist to take possession of the home. 

This idea of possession is one I will return to, but I would like to note how the 

protagonist’s imagining of possession seems to entail a double sense: inexplicably, he 

claims to be both possessor of and possessed by the house.  

In Nisbet’s story, the contestation of home and rightful belonging is staged 

between white male settlers: firstly, between the prospector and his friend, and then 

between the prospector’s ghost and the escaped doctor. It is telling that there is no 

consideration of the land’s indigenous occupants; they are invisible, unnamed spectres 

that haunt the very margins of the text, denied even the ghostly presence of the dead 

prospector. As Gelder points out, while the ghost in Australian ghost fiction can be 

“unsettling,” it can also “work to legitimate settlement.”74 This can be detected, Gelder 

suggests, in how “a number of these stories operate by laying guilt and ghost to rest 

simultaneously – as if a new start is being called for even in the earliest stages of the 

country’s development.”75 In her marshalling of the ghost story in “Choo Choo Choo 

Choo”, Moffatt evinces a self-reflexive awareness of the nineteenth-century colonial 

ghost story, and its investment in legitimating colonial settlement by effacing prior 

indigenous claims to land belonging. But in “Choo Choo Choo Choo” she ruptures 

these traditions by pressing them into the service of something other than the 

legitimation of settler colonialism. Thus the colonial ghost story is remembered by the 
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film, but its memory is not evoked in order to shore up colonial figurations of land and 

belonging.  What kind of memory-work, then, is the ghost story doing here?  

The fact that the ghost train can be heard but not seen compels us to consider 

how we make meaning when what we see and what we hear do not correspond. Laura 

U. Marks writes that in cinema, “image and sound tracks usually corroborate each other, 

but they can also be used to undermine each other to show the limit of what each is 

able to represent.”76 In “Choo Choo Choo Choo”, this is precisely what occurs: the lack 

of correlation between the visual and the aural in the ghost train scene engenders a 

sense of ontological uncertainty. Yet it also forces us to reflect upon the wider 

implications of what it means to associate vision and visibility with knowledge. How 

might not seeing lead us to reconfigure what it means to know? The young girl’s 

blindness leads us to ask what it means to know when one is literally unable to see. 

Indeed, her blindness appears over-determined: shots of Braille occasionally appear on 

screen, and she is often referred to by other characters as “the girl who was like this”, 

covering their eyes with their hands. It is an odd gesture, and one that becomes even 

stranger when we see the townsfolk of Charleville performing this same gesture en 

masse, as if it were some kind of choreographed dance. What is emphasised here, I 

would argue, is the performative dimension of memory: the girl’s name is never spoken, 

but her memory is articulated through the “performance” of her blindness. 

In “Choo Choo Choo Choo” the relationship between seeing and knowing is 

critically interrogated. The ghost of the young girl is an intrusive and disruptive 

presence, at turns bedevilling both Ruby and her husband. When the younger Ruby 

wanders outside her home one night, she appears to have been temporarily blinded, 

almost as if inhabited by the ghost of the young girl. It is Ruby’s temporary blindness 

and through listening that she is able to ‘see’ the ghost of the young girl and the train 

that accidentally killed her. As Ruby sits transfixed on the ground beside the railway 

track, we hear, but do not see, the ghost train travelling past. In this case, ‘not seeing’ 

(Ruby’s temporary blindness) is associated with a kind of recognition that cannot be 

accessed through sight. What cannot be seen (or perhaps represented) demands our 

attention and scrutiny as much as what can be seen. Attending to those who cannot be 

                                            
76 Laura U. Marks, Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses (Durham and London: Duke University 
Press, 2000), p. 30. 
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seen requires an engagement with other sensory perceptions, such as sound. In this 

case, to privilege vision and visibility would be to enact a kind of violence against those 

who cannot see and that which cannot be seen. Vivian Sobchack observes that in 

cinema, “the visible representation of vision inscribes sight not only in an image but also as moral 

insight.”77 The self-conscious and visible inscription of vision – the mimed covering of 

the eyes, the fleeting shots of Braille, the trope of blindness – calls attention to how 

seeing/not seeing is bound up with an ethics of knowing. Sobchack argues “that vision 

visibly inscribes its own investments in the world in a concrete situation – or site. That 

investment and situation can be seen in the particularity of its produced images and in 

their implication in a social world that could be said to ‘incite’ cinematic vision’s visual 

activity.”78 Here, Sobchack puns on the homophones sight/site and incite/insight, 

suggesting that vision cannot be conceived separately from the cultural specificities of 

its production. Furthermore, she emphasises the generative capacity of vision: that is, its 

ability to incite insight. I now want to turn my attention to how Moffatt incites a 

reflection on the ethical dimensions of vision through her “re-sighting” of ethnographic 

documentary filmmaking.  

 

Re-sighting the ethnographic gaze  

“Choo Choo Choo Choo’s” engagement with the ghost story tradition is 

counterposed by its marshalling of other representational modes, namely realist 

documentary filmic techniques. Moffatt conducts her interviews with Ruby and Bob in 

an investigative documentary mode, and both characters address the camera directly. 

Summerhayes argues that Moffatt’s “explicit use of direct address and ‘fake interviews’ 

calls attention to both the quantity and quality of discourses from anthropology and 

ethnographic filmmaking, which have previously addressed the question of cultural 

difference with regard to indigenous Australians.”79 Summerhayes also makes reference 

to the fact that “[u]p until 1990, there were at least 6000 films about Aboriginal people, 

and most of these were documentaries.”80 Documentary films have been deeply wedded 

to Western academic disciplines of anthropology and ethnography, especially during the 

                                            
77 Vivian Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture (Berkley: University of California 
Press, 2004), p. 243.  
78 Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts, p. 243.  
79 Summerhayes, “Haunting Secrets,” p. 20. 
80 Summerhayes, “Haunting Secrets,” p. 20.  
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first half of the twentieth century. Documentary filmmaking has been implicated in the 

ethnographic framing of non-Western cultures as other and primitive, and it has been 

one of the primary means by which urban-dwelling non-indigenous Australians (and 

those outside of Australia) have seen representations of indigenous Australians. In light 

of this fraught historical legacy, Moffatt’s enlisting of the conventions of realist 

documentary filmmaking in “Choo Choo Choo Choo” demands further interrogation.81  

Moffatt’s conscious (re-)deployment of ethnographic documentary filmmaking 

techniques resonates strongly with Rey Chow’s theorising of autoethnography. Chow 

points out that “[d]espite its traditional claims to objectivity, ethnography is a kind of 

representation with subjective origins” and she  persuasively argues that “it is by 

focusing on visuality that we can come to terms with the subjective origins of 

ethnography most productively.”82 As an indigenous filmmaker representing indigenous 

and non-indigenous Australians, Moffatt might be read as participating in the “new 

ethnography” articulated by Chow: “a new ethnography is possible only when we turn our 

attention to the subjective origins of ethnography as it is practiced by those who were previously 

ethnographized and who have, in the postcolonial age, taken up the active task of ethnographizing their 

own cultures.”83 Chow states:  

 
What this means is that in the vision of the formerly ethnographized, the 
subjective origins of ethnography are displayed in amplified form but at the 
same time significantly redefined: what are ‘subjective’ origins now include 
a memory of past objecthood – the experience of being looked at – which 
lives on in the subjective act of ethnographizing like an other, an optical 
unconscious. If ethnography is indeed autoethnography – ethnography of 
the self and the subject – then the perspective of the formerly 
ethnographized supplements it irrevocably with the understanding that 
being-looked-at-ness, rather than the act of looking, constitutes the primary 
event in cross-cultural representation.84 

                                            
81 The viewer first encounters the use of direct address in “Mr. Chuck” in the “fake” interviews of Rick 
and Shelley. As I have already noted, we neither hear nor see the interviewer(s), but the framing of Rick’s 
and Shelley’s dialogue directs the viewer to surmise that the characters are responding to questions that 
have been posed by an off-camera presence. For example, both Rick and Shelley often begin their 
responses by repeating the question posed by the (unseen) interviewer. On the one hand, the omission of 
the interviewer(s)’ questions might be used to suggest a candid and unrehearsed account of events. On 
the other hand, the implied but unseen and unheard presence of an off-screen interviewer might equally 
suggest a tightly-controlled interview situation, in which the interviewee’s responses are filtered and 
edited, if not scripted. 
82 Rey Chow, Primitive Passions: Visuality, Sexuality, Ethnography, and Contemporary Chinese Cinema (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1995), p. 179. 
83 Emphasis in the original. Chow, Primitive Passions, p. 180. 
84 Chow, Primitive Passions, p. 180. 
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In “Choo Choo Choo Choo” the “memory of past objecthood,” the haunting memory 

of “being-looked-at-ness,” is recast into a critical engagement with the “realist” filmic 

representations handed down from ethnographic documentary films. This is not to 

essentialise Moffatt’s indigeneity as a filmmaker, nor to overinvest the film with an 

autobiographical framework. Rather, it is about attending to the visual and aural cues, 

and to the reformulation of ethnographic looking in the film, and thinking how these 

might inaugurate a new way of seeing and being seen. “With visuality as its focus,” 

posits Chow, “this reformulation of ethnography destroys the operational premises – of 

a world divided in the form of us and them, of viewing subject and viewed object – of 

classical anthropology. ‘Us’ and ‘them’ are no longer safely distinguishable; ‘viewed 

object’ is now looking at ‘viewing subject’ looking.”85 One might say that Moffatt is 

participating in what E. Ann Kaplan has identified as a broader shared interest amongst 

independent women filmmakers: “Women filmmakers are producing new ways of 

seeing, new readings of the past, as well as new images of inter-racial looking relations. 

They seek to intervene in the imaginary – to change how images are produced – rather 

than to present minorities ‘as they really are.’”86 The disruption of the legacies of 

ethnographic looking, in which the distinctions between objecthood and subjecthood 

become less clear, is demonstrated in Ruby’s direct address of the camera in “Choo 

Choo Choo Choo.” As interviewee, she might technically be the object of the film, but 

it is evident from her confident, unwavering gaze and her direct address of the viewer 

that she is as much the looker as she is looked-at.  

Furthermore, the older Ruby’s direct address effectively positions the viewer as 

a visible subject, in what Paul Willemen has called cinema’s “fourth look.”87 Willemen 

suggests that “the viewing subject is itself caught in a complex interaction of different 

looks from different places,”88 and that the fourth look “can be represented as the look 

which constitutes the viewer as visible subject.”89 According to Willemen, this look  

 

                                            
85 Chow, Primitive Passions, pp. 180-181. 
86 E. Ann Kaplan, Looking for the Other: Feminism, Film, and the Imperial Gaze (New York and London: 
Routledge, 1997), p. 219.  
87 Paul Willemen, Looks and Frictions: Essays in Cultural Studies and Film Theory (London: BFI Publishing and 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994), p. 107.  
88 Willemen, Looks and Frictions, p. 100.  
89 Willemen Looks and Frictions, p. 107.  
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is continuously present in all filmic experiences, the overwhelming majority 
of films, as well as the other aspects of the cinematic institution, such as 
theatres, projection conditions and so on, conspire to minimise its effects, 
with the aim of trying to erase it altogether. […] [T]he presence of the 
fourth look has considerable implications regarding the social experience of 
film-going, and may offer an insight into the differences between the 
various subject/object/spectacle relations in cinema and theatre.90 

 

This self-conscious constitution of the spectator by this look recasts our experience of 

spectatorship. Indeed, this soliciting of the viewer in the looking economy (looker as 

well as looked-at) serves to draw the viewer into the film’s disruption of documentary 

filmmaking’s representational economies.  

 

“Lovin’ the Spin I’m In”: unsettling place  

In “Lovin’ the Spin I’m In,” the final ghost story of beDevil, the haunted site is a 

dilapidated waterfront warehouse. Now occupied by Emelda, an older woman from the 

Torres Strait Islands, off Australia’s far north coast, the warehouse was once the home 

of Beba, Emelda’s son, and Minnie, his girlfriend. Beba and Minnie had escaped to the 

city due to community opposition to their relationship, closely followed by Emelda. But 

Beba and Minnie died in the warehouse under mysterious circumstances – two 

newspaper clippings above a makeshift shrine declare “DOOMED COUPLE” and 

“Mystery deaths” – and it is their ghosts that now haunt this site.  

But it is through Emelda’s impending eviction, not the ghosts of Beba and 

Minnie, that the film’s concern with the continuing dispossession of indigenous 

Australians is activated. The warehouse has been earmarked for redevelopment and 

Dimitri, as Emelda’s landlord, has been charged by Fong and Conos, his business 

associates, with evicting Emelda. In spite of his close relationship with Emelda – he 

even joins her family for a final night’s celebration before the eviction – Dimitri 

ultimately acquiesces to his own financial self-interest. The narrative trope of 

indigenous dispossession is one that is familiar to both landscape cinema and the 

colonial ghost story, as I will argue. It is timely to consider, then, how “Lovin’ the Spin 

I’m In” registers the cultural inheritance of the cinematic landscape tradition and its 

representational economies.  
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If “Mr. Chuck” anticipates the anxieties surrounding the increasingly politicised 

public debates of memory and countermemory that followed the inquiry into the 

“Stolen Generations” and the release of the Bringing Them Home report, then “Lovin’ the 

Spin I’m In,” which turns around the eviction of an indigenous woman from her 

dilapidated warehouse home, might be productively considered in the context of the 

historic Mabo decision. “Lovin the Spin I’m in” does not explicitly reference the High 

Court of Australia’s historic decision in the Mabo case in 1992, which effectively 

overturned the fiction of terra nullius as a juridical principle, and led to the 

acknowledgement, in some cases, of prior indigenous claims to land.91 Nevertheless, 

beDevil does register anxieties about competing (at times, seemingly irreconcilable) 

claims to home and belonging by indigenous and non-indigenous Australians alike that 

were sharpened in the wake of the Mabo decision. beDevil was released barely a year 

after this decision was handed down by the High Court of Australia, at a time when the 

legal and symbolic meanings of this historic ruling were still being widely and often 

heatedly debated amongst academics and the wider community.92 However, in Felicity 

Collins and Therese Davis’s book Australian Cinema After Mabo (2004), beDevil is notably 

absent from the list of films under consideration.93 Eva Rueschmann observes in her 

review of Collins and Davis’s book that Moffatt’s film “anticipates the concerns of the 

book, the haunting of history and landscape by past traumas, a discontinuous and multi-

strand narrative that forces the viewer to confront his or her own complicity in 

                                            
91 Mabo and others v. Queensland (No. 2), 1992 HCA 23, 1992 175 CLR 1, High Court of Australia, 1992. 
92 See, for example, Bain Atwood (ed.), In the Age of Mabo: History, Aborigines and Australia (Sydney: Allen & 
Unwin, 1996).  
93 While beDevil does not figure in their book, Collins and Davis do examine cinematic responses to the 
“Stolen Generations” in their discussion of Philip Noyce’s Rabbit-Proof Fence (2004).  
Perhaps more than any other film (due, in part, to its critical acclaim, wide distribution – both in Australia 
and overseas, and established Hollywood director), Rabbit-Proof Fence generated much-deserved public 
interest and scholarly attention on the shameful history of the “Stolen Generations.” As Collins and 
Davis argue, Rabbit-Proof Fence can be read as a response to the Bringing Them Home inquiry into the forced 
removal of Aboriginal children from their families and homes, which released its report in 1997 and 
served to radically alter public understandings about this traumatic moment in Australia’s recent past. 
Collins and Davis, Australian Cinema after Mabo (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 133.  
Noyce’s film was based on Doris Pilkington’s Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence (1996), which traces the true 
story of her mother Molly, who, along with her sister Daisy and their cousin Gracie, escaped the Moore 
River Native Settlement, Western Australia, in 1931. They had been forcibly removed from their family 
under the government policy of taking away so-called “half-caste” children and placing them in 
government settlement camps. Doris Pilkington (Nugi Garimara), Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence (St. Lucia: 
University of Queensland Press, 1996).  
Collins and Davis also discuss shifting representations of the landscape in post-Mabo cinema in “Chapter 
5: Aftershock and the Desert Landscape in Heaven’s Burning, The Last Days of Chez Nous, Holy Smoke, 
Serenades, Yolngu Boy, The Missing,” Collins and Davis, Australian Cinema after Mabo. 
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historical amnesia.” Rueschmann suggests that beDevil “may have come too early in 

Australian cinema’s belated response to the effects of terra nullius” to be included in 

Collins and Davis’s study.94 Nevertheless, the film does register anxieties about the 

unsettlement of place in its self-reflexive engagement with earlier pictorial and cinematic 

representational economies of the Australian landscape. 

 

Landscape traditions  

Perhaps one of the most striking and ubiquitous aspects of Australian cinema is 

its preoccupation with landscape. Ross Gibson has gone so far as to argue that “the 

country has come to represent something much more than an environmental setting for 

local narratives” to the extent that  “the majority of Australian features have been about 

landscape.”95 In this respect, Australian cinema can be seen as engaging with an abiding 

concern of non-indigenous Australians since colonisation: how to represent and engage 

with the landscape. Indeed, this desire – or anxiety, perhaps – taps into a rich vein of 

colonial figurations of place and space, especially those manifested in early settler 

culture. In spite of their apparently “natural” existence, “[l]andscapes, whether peopled 

or unpeopled” are “unavoidably implicated in the culture of colonialism.”96 As Nicholas 

Thomas remarks in his discussion of pictorial representations of landscape, “[i]n a 

settler colonial world, the evocation of an empty land awaiting some sort of meaningful 

inscription or spiritual definition cannot be seen as a purely pictorial or aesthetic 

statement.”97 Furthermore, Thomas suggests that “colonial settler landscape 

conventions mostly bear claims about property, or about cultural affinities between 

people of certain nations or classes and tracts or types of countryside. […] landscape 

painting must be the form of settler visual culture that relates most directly to the 

practical struggle of colonization, which is, first and foremost, about the occupation of 

the land and the attachment to country.”98 What is at stake here, then, is not only how 

the Australian landscape is seen and represented, but also how it can be co-opted into 

colonial settler narratives of belonging. Indeed, one could go even further, and suggest 
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that colonial representations of the Australian landscape have been enlisted in ignoring 

or undermining prior claims of indigenous belonging.   

Turning his attention to cinema, Gibson argues that Australian feature films, 

“[k]nowingly or unknowingly, […] are all engaging with the dominant mythology of 

white Australia. They are all partaking of the landscape tradition which, for two 

hundred years, has been used by white Australians to promote a sense of the 

significance of European society in ‘the antipodes.’”99 Thus cinematic representations of 

the landscape served to naturalise white settler imaginings of nation and home. Gibson 

argues that “[d]uring the 1970s and early 1980s, filmmakers […] were attempting to 

create a cohesive view of national character through the rendition of Australian 

landscape as if it were the one thing that all factions of the society held in common.”100 

The Australian landscape comes to represent a unifying supra-narrative that can yoke 

together a vast and disparate country. Furthermore, “[t]he landscape cinema has 

asserted both Australia’s difference from the rest of the world” while at the same time 

declaring “the nation’s singularity of constitution within its own boundaries.”101 Thus 

the Australian landscape in cinema is both a point of difference and a source of 

commonality.102  

The narrative trope of indigenous dispossession brings to mind the 

contestations over land and belonging that have been staged within the Australian 

cinematic landscape tradition between indigenous and settler interests. In “Lovin’ the 

Spin I’m In” however, these contestations are not rehearsed on the mythic stage of the 

Australian outback, but within a modern urban setting. “Lovin’ the Spin I’m In” is 

filmed almost entirely on a sound stage, and set in and around a dilapidated warehouse: 

                                            
99 Gibson, South of the West, p. 64.  
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a site of urban capitalism, but one that is significantly already in ruins, Moffatt de-

romanticises the Australian landscape, offering instead a vision of modern Australia that 

is not cathected to a mythologised outback. Moffatt’s resistance to naturalist settings 

might be symptomatic of what Collins and Davis term “aftershock,” which they use to 

describe a viewing experience “associated with the unbearable weight of history 

embedded in the Australian landscape film of the 1990s.”103 

The landscape tradition in Australian cinema, then, has been traditionally 

enlisted in the rehearsing of conflicting claims to land and belonging between 

indigenous and white settler interests. As Thomas observes, “settler and indigenous 

visions alike affirm attachments to land, but in terms that are all but 

incommensurable.”104 But in “Lovin’ the Spin I’m In,” this inherited trajectory takes an 

unexpected turn: it casts the non-white migrant Australians (Dimitri and Conos are 

played by Greek-Australian actors, while Fong is played by a Chinese-Australian actor) 

as the agents of dispossession, not the white (post)colonial settlers. In so doing, the film 

resists the binarisms of coloniser/colonised, settler/indigenous and settler/migrant that 

are often assumed in postcolonial theory; the property developers are figured as both 

settler-invaders and migrants, which complicates our understanding of such positions. 

As Glen Masato Mimura points out, “beDevil offers haunting allegories that dramatize 

the colonial encounter in unpredictable ways”.105 In highlighting the historical 

continuities of Emelda’s dispossession, Gelder and Jacobs suggest that the Torres Strait 

Islander characters are equally “diasporic and modern”106 as Dimitri, who is both 

neighbour and landlord. I do not agree with this reading of the Torres Strait Islander 

characters as diasporic, and such a reading, to me at least, effaces the differences 

between the diasporic and the indigenous in Australia, and fails to recognise the 

difference between economic migration (Greek) and the violent dispossession of 

indigenous peoples. 

Indeed, as Aileen Moreton-Robinson has observed in relation to Australia, 

“[m]igrancy and dispossession indelibly mark configurations of belonging, home and 
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place in the postcolonizing nation-state.”107 “Non-white migrants’ sense of belonging,” 

contends Moreton-Robinson,  “is tied to the fiction of Terra Nullius and the logic of 

capital because their legal right to belong is sanctioned by the law that enabled 

dispossession.”108 Thus, “[i]n the Australian context, the sense of belonging, home and 

place enjoyed by the non-Indigenous subject – colonizer/migrant – is based on the 

dispossession of the original owners of the land and the denial of our rights under 

international customary law.”109 That anxieties about postcolonial (or postcolonizing, to 

use Moreton-Robinson’s term) belonging are imagined in the context of a modern 

ghost story and landscape speaks tellingly of the film’s concern with interrogating 

cultural traditions. 

In noting the absence of prior indigenous claims to land and belonging in my 

earlier reading of Nisbet’s “The Haunted Station,” I call attention to the persistent 

fantasies of white belonging in Australia, which ignore or deny competing indigenous 

claims. But this is a complex and fraught enterprise. As Collins and Davis have pointed 

out, “[t]o give up the consoling and enabling myth of terra nullius is to displace white 

settler Australia as the core of national identity and national history.”110 In “Lovin’ the 

Spin I’m In,” however, indigenous claims of belonging must be reckoned with. The 

modern urban setting of beDevil’s final ghost story presses the case for the continuing 

recognition of indigenous claims to land in the present, not just in some distant 

precolonial past. 

Like “Mr. Chuck” and “Choo Choo Choo Choo” before it, “Lovin’ the Spin 

I’m In” promises to unravel the secret of the ghosts’ deaths, but this promise is left 

unfulfilled; we never learn if their deaths were an accident, or suicide, or even 

something more sinister. These questions are posed diegetically by Spiro, the teenage 

son of Dimitri and Voula. Spiro presses his mother for information about Emelda, but 

she refuses, responding that Spiro is “too young” to know. But Voula quickly changes 

her mind, agreeing that he is old enough to know now, although she only reveals, rather 

cryptically, that only Emelda knows the actual circumstances of their deaths.   
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What appears to be repressed – the “secret” of Beba’s and Minnie’s deaths – 

leads us instead to something else; again, the ghosts figure as mnemonic devices. When 

Fong and Conos return to the warehouse following the eviction, they venture inside 

through an open door. But, just a few moments later, they come running out, and 

hurriedly head to their parked car. The camera shifts to a bird’s eye view as they try to 

drive away, but their car spins out of their control – but not, or so it would seem, 

entirely out of control: spinning in circles but rooted to the same spot, the car appears 

to be held, against their will, by an unseen force.  

But the driving out of the property developers does not make way for a 

consoling triumphalist narrative of indigenous re-possession; after all, Emelda is still 

evicted at the end. That Fong and Conos are driven out of the warehouse but not 

permitted to drive away suggests that the ghosts are not in pursuit of a symbolic 

reclaiming of land for indigenous Australians only. “[A]lways apparently about to leave 

but still held by the force of the haunting,”111 the migrant Australians are forced to confront 

their own complicity in the continuing historical narrative of indigenous dispossession 

in postcolonial Australia. The image of the car spinning around is an example of 

“bedevilling” at work; the film ends with this enigmatic scene, but offers no conclusion.  

 

Coda 

In beDevil, Moffatt exploits the architecture of the ghost story – the return of the 

(un)dead, the haunted house, mysterious happenings, unspeakable secrets – in each of 

her narratives, but this is not done in order to unlock the mystery of the ghost; in fact, 

each of the narratives is left tantalisingly unresolved. Even if the circumstances of the 

ghost’s appearance are revealed (for example, the American GI’s suicide in “Mr Chuck” 

or the accidental death of the girl in “Choo Choo Choo Choo”), this knowledge does 

not engender, necessarily, a better understanding of “what actually happened.” 

Furthermore, Moffatt draws upon the cinematic landscape tradition in order to 

foreground its role in the memory-work of remembering and imagining place and 

belonging. In her representations of the Australian landscape – a lurid, artificial and 

resolutely cinematic landscape –Moffatt represents memories of place inherited from 

earlier traditions but reimagined in the present. But these representations are not just 
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memories of the landscape: rather, they are memories activated through the landscape 

and, more importantly, in dialogue with the cultural inheritances of landscape cinema 

and the colonial ghost story.  Of course, this memory-work is always already wedded to 

the politics of memory in the present-day; a politics of knowing/not knowing, 

seeing/not seeing, telling/not telling.  

Intervening in the context of competing indigenous and non-indigenous histories 

is Moffatt, whose filmmaking “balance[s] the experimental and the experiential, making 

affective history, a history of presence inhabited by the audience and their filmmakers.”112 

Writing in relation to Nice Coloured Girls and Night Cries – but equally applicable to 

beDevil – Patricia Mellencamp argues: “Moffatt’s films return to the compelling, colonial 

moment, cast as scenes of childhood memory. The past, a question of memory and 

history (which is intimate and emotive), haunts the present of her films like a primal 

scene.”113 Moffatt is less interested in communicating the “truth” of a story than she is 

in exploring the social and affective dimensions of telling and listening.  Indeed, as 

Meaghan Morris observes, one of Moffatt’s most important contributions is her 

negotiation of an “enabling” tradition:  

 
as we continue to discuss the role of culture in the social conflicts and 
injustices of the present, work like Moffatt’s is developing a tradition which 
is enabling for others as well as herself. This tradition is not one of ‘forcing 
us to confront the past’ in a polarising, polemical way, but more subtly 
making it less attractive, less interesting to go on telling the same selective 
stories as our predecessors than it is to remake our national histories in a 
spirit of inclusiveness, justice, and truth.114  
 

beDevil, I would argue, is actively engaged in this project of making the familiar 

mythologies of Australia’s past less “interesting.” And yet the film does not take the 

form of a didactic “correction” of these past narratives, nor does she offer consoling 

“revisionist” narratives in their place. Indeed, beDevil suggests a “bedevilling” approach 

to the logic of linear narrative and causality, preferring to focus instead on the affective 

                                            
112 Patricia Mellencamp, “Haunted History: Tracey Moffatt and Julie Dash,” Discourse 16:2 (1993-94), p. 
129.  
113 Emphasis in the original. Mellencamp, “Haunted History,” p. 133. 
114 Meaghan Morris, “Beyond Assimilation: Aboriginality, Media History and Public Memory,” Rouge 5 
2004. Stable URL: http://www.rouge.com.au/3/beyond.html. Accessed 28 October 2010, np.  
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experiences of history. The narratives are more concerned with how historical 

experiences are imagined and felt, rather than with establishing historical truth.  

In Ghostly Matters, Gordon concludes her sociological study of haunting by 

proposing that to remain attentive to the ghost is to remain attentive to the dead at the 

expense of the living, to the past at the expense of the future.115 On the contrary, beDevil 

implies that ghosts can never be permanently laid to rest, that they are always there, and 

that recognising this fact does not mean that one is wedded to the past at the expense 

of building a new future. beDevil suggests that ghosts can be lived with, that they need 

not be exorcised or banished if we are willing to reckon with them and hear what it is 

that they have to say. In an interview shortly after the film’s release, Moffatt elaborates 

on her understanding of “bedevil”:  

 
Bedevil is a very playful, old-fashioned word that no one really uses any 
more. It means ‘to haunt and taunt.’ The style of the film is teasing. You’re 
following characters who are haunted by something, and I suggest perhaps 
we’re all a little haunted in a way, and we probably don’t ever come to 
terms with it.116 

 

In “Choo Choo Choo Choo”, Micky recounts that he has a ghost friend who visits him 

at night: “I have a friend who visits me here at night. She’s a ghost. I call her a spirit. 

Who is she? I don’t want to tells who it is. But it’s not the little girl. These spirits – 

perhaps they do try to tell us something.” The final lingering question posed by beDevil, 

then, is, “Can we hear it?”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
115 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 208.  
116 Moffatt, as cited in Catherine Summerhayes, The Moving Images of Tracey Moffatt (Milano: Charta, 2007), 
pp. 121-122. 
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Chapter Two 
 

Learning to live: Hospitality and inheritance 
in Clara Law’s Float ing Life  (1996) 
 

 

 

 

Clara Law’s Floating Life (1996) charts the transnational journeys and border crossings of 

a Hong Kong Chinese family, shifting between Hong Kong, Australia and Germany.1 

The film begins with the Chan family preparing to leave Hong Kong on the eve of the 

British handover of the territory to China. Once they arrive in Sydney, Australia, Mr and 

Mrs Chan and their two youngest sons, Yue and Chau, join Bing, their second eldest 

daughter, who had migrated to Australia a number of years earlier. Like many wealthy 

Hong Kong Chinese migrants, the Chan family has moved to Australia in anticipation 

of the looming 1997 handover of the British colony to China. The film also follows the 

lives of the two other adult children of the Chan family: Gar-Ming, who remains in 

Hong Kong awaiting the processing of his visa to migrate to Australia; and Yen, the 

eldest daughter, who lives in Germany with her German husband Michael and their 

young daughter, Mui Mui.  

The metaphor of “in-betweenness”, of being between identities, places and 

cultures, is a recurring trope of diasporic narratives. In Floating Life the “in-

betweenness” engendered by migration is poignantly adumbrated in a quiet moment 

halfway through the film. Shortly after their arrival in Australia, Pa and Ma (as the 

elderly Mr and Mrs Chan are referred to throughout the film) are at a bus stop in outer 

suburban Sydney. Ma and Pa are awaiting the bus that will take them to the city centre 

to attend government-sponsored English-language classes.2 They accidentally miss the 

bus, however: as the bus approaches, Pa misreads the bus’s route number, while Ma is 

                                            
1 Clara Law (dir), Floating Life (1996). 
2 The Australian Government provides free English classes for most adult migrants who have been 
granted permanent visas through the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP). Adult Migrant English 
Program, Department of Immigration and Citizenship website. Stable URL: 
http://www.immi.gov.au/living-in-australia/help-with-english/amep/. Accessed 31 August 2010.  
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unable to see the number as she has misplaced her glasses. With a note of resignation, 

they sit back down on the bench and wait for the next bus, at which point Pa recalls 

that the following day is the Ching Ming Festival, also known in English as Tomb 

Sweeping Day or Clear Bright Festival. Usually falling in early April, just prior to the 

spring equinox, Ching Ming is an occasion for honouring one’s ancestors at their 

gravesites. Ma suggests to Pa that they head to Sydney’s Chinatown to purchase incense 

to burn and honour their ancestors in the traditional custom. Pa observes that, being in 

Australia, they are now too far from their ancestors for their offering to reach them, and 

gently discourages Ma from buying any incense: “…Follow the customs of the new village. 

Actually, we’re so far away, even if we make an offering it won’t reach them.” Ma is 

crestfallen, tears welling, and Pa attempts to comfort her; he tells her “it’s all in the 

heart.” The scene ends with Ma and Pa seated on the bench, waiting. 

 I begin my discussion of Floating Life with this scene in order to evoke the quiet, 

almost tentative, cadence in which Law examines the complex and sometimes 

competing desires of diasporic Chinese subjects. At first, the choice between English 

lessons on the one hand and incense on the other seems to neatly encapsulate the 

conflicting desire to assimilate into Australian society (by learning English) and 

maintaining affective ties to one’s homeland (by respecting traditional Chinese 

customs). That this tension takes place in what might be termed, after Michel Foucault, 

the heterotopic space3 of the bus stop (an in-between space, a space of waiting, a space 

on the way to another place) only appears to confirm that Ma And Pa are caught 

between competing, and possibly irreconcilable, desires. Furthermore, the missed bus is 

emblematic of the multiple detours that the Chan family are forced to take in the film. 

It seems to me highly suggestive that their journey to both their English classes and to 

Chinatown are interrupted. Their journey into the city centre represents dual, ostensibly 

opposed, imperatives: on the one hand, the English classes represent a desire to 

“assimilate” into mainstream Australian society; on the other, Chinatown is a space that 

is associated with ‘unassimilated’ Chinese-ness. In her analysis of the representation of 

Chinatown in recent Chinese-American fiction, Sau-Ling Cynthia Wong argues that for 

many Chinese Americans,  

 

                                            
3 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” trans. Jay Miskowiec, Diacritics 16:1 (1986), pp. 22-27.  
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Chinatown means habitation, permanent home, a locus of familiarity, 
security, and nurturance even to many upwardly mobile Chinese who have 
gone suburban or ‘uptown’. To the gawking tourists in quest of titillating 
but ultimately safe cultural encounters, however, Chinatown means spectacle, 
a diverting, exotic side show. The gaze of cultural voyeurs effectively 
‘disappears’ the people: every Chinese in its sight is reduced to a specimen 
of Otherness devoid of individuality and interiority.4 
 

I would argue that Wong’s reading of Chinatown resonates with how Chinese 

Australians (and newly-arrived Chinese migrants like the Chan family) might view this 

symbolically-loaded space. It is at once a refuge from the dominant white society that 

paradoxically signifies the “success” of their integration into the nation-state: it 

represents the containment of Chineseness to a small, well-defined geographical space. 

And yet Ma and Pa never make it to Chinatown – this ambivalent yet nostalgic space of 

Chinese ethnic identity and cultural tradition – and nor do they make it to their English 

lessons; instead, they sit, and wait. 

 What is being dramatised in this scene, I would argue, is Law’s abiding concern 

with the quiet, almost unremarkable, moments of transnational movements and 

(un)settlements experienced by diasporic subjects like the Chan family. The drama of 

Floating Life is not borne from the forced exile, violent expulsion or even racist anti-

immigrant sentiment (with one notable exception) that often propel narratives of 

diaspora. Rather, the narrative is impelled by a series of in-between moments – of 

anticipation, waiting, reflection – as each member of the Chan family grapples with the 

shifting and uncertain identities and identifications engendered by migration. In this 

chapter, I will turn my attention to how these quiet moments are sometimes (but not 

always) experienced as traumatic. In so doing, I am not suggesting that migration is 

always traumatic, nor do I wish to endorse a generalised model of diaspora as 

mourning, as David L. Eng proposes in his reading of the film5; indeed, in considering 

the film’s quiet traumas, I will also attend to the film’s counterposing moments of 

hopefulness and future possibilities.  

                                            
4 Sau-Ling Cynthia Wong, “Ethnic Subject, Ethnic Sign, and the Difficulty of Rehabilitative 
Representation: Chinatown in Some Works of Chinese American Fiction,” The Yearbook of English Studies 
24 (1994), p. 253. 
5 Eng writes: “The experience of immigration and assimilation, The Floating Life (sic) emphasizes, is based 
on a structure of mourning.” David L. Eng, “Melancholia/Postcoloniality: Loss in The Floating Life (sic),” 
Qui Parle, 11:2 (1999), p. 138. 
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In Cartographies of Diaspora: Contesting Identities, Avtar Brah has argued persuasively 

that diaspora is not 

 
a metaphor for individual exile, but, rather, diasporas emerge out of 
migrations of collectivities, whether or not members of the collectivity 
travel as individuals, as households or in various other combinations. 
Diasporas are places of long-term, if not permanent, community 
formations, even if some households or members move elsewhere. The 
word diaspora often invokes the imagery of traumas of separation and 
dislocation, and this is certainly a very important aspect of the migratory 
experience. But diasporas are also potentially the sites of hope and new 
beginnings. They are contested cultural and political terrains where 
individual and collective memories collide, reassemble and reconfigure.6  

 

Here, Brah notes the tension between individual experiences of migration and the 

essentially collective nature of diasporic communities. Furthermore, Brah observes that 

the displacement engendered by migration can be experienced as both loss and renewal, 

as something destabilising but also something that offers possibility. This feeling of 

being impelled by competing desires and constraints is expressed by Yen, the eldest 

daughter of the Chan family. At one point in the film, while lying in bed with her 

German husband, she articulates, in an emotional monologue, the complexities of 

negotiating home and belonging as a transnational diasporic subject: 

 
I don’t know where my home is.  I don’t even know if I should think of 
myself as Chinese. I was born in Hong Kong. I don’t speak Mandarin. And 
soon Hong Kong won’t be Hong Kong. The colour of my skin is yellow, 
not white. I speak German with an accent. I live in Germany, but I’m not 
really German. Where is my home? 

 

Yen’s monologue is spoken in German, which further highlights the multiple 

identifications and affiliations that diasporic subjects must negotiate. Brah argues that 

“[t]he concept of diaspora places the discourse of ‘home’ and ‘dispersion’ in creative 

tension, inscribing a homing desire while simultaneously critiquing discourses of fixed origins.”7 I find 

Brah’s concept of “homing desire” to be especially productive for thinking about the 

complex attachments of home and belonging negotiated by diasporic subjects in Law’s 

                                            
6 Avtar Brah, Cartographies of Diaspora: Contesting Identities (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), pp. 
189-190.  
7 Brah, Cartographies of Diaspora, p. 189.  
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film. In proposing homing desire – which is not the same as a desire for a home – as a 

useful formulation, Brah argues 

 
for a distinction between ‘feeling at home’ and declaring a place as home. 
Processes of diasporic identity formation are exemplars par excellence of the 
claim that identity is always plural, and in process. The relationship between 
the two is subject to the politics in play under given sets of circumstances. 
In other words, the concept of diaspora refers to the multi-locationality within 
and across territorial, cultural and psychic boundaries.8  

 

The emphasis on homing as process offers a productive framework between the 

negation of home in an increasingly mobile, globalised world and the nostalgic 

valorisation of an imagined homeland. How the distinctions between “feeling at home” 

and “declaring a place as home” are dramatised in Floating Life produces new ways of 

thinking about homing as process. The film offers hospitality, often figured as gestures 

of accommodation, as a means of enabling a negotiation of homing. Of central 

importance to my analysis of Floating Life is how individual characters understand and 

manoeuvre around official discourses of hospitality, in particular how private practices 

highlight the tensions and contradictions of such official discourses. 

In the introduction to Sentimental Fabulations, Contemporary Chinese Films: 

Attachment in the Age of Global Visibility, Rey Chow poses the rhetorical question, “why 

does so much of the drama of the sentimental have to do with domesticity, the 

household, and the home?”9 Chow proposes:  

 
[T]he house is lived […] as a boundary differentiating an inside holding the 
comfortable apart from the uncomfortable, and hence as a home – a refuge 
from a tyrannical world. Because it functions as a refuge, this inside also 
tends to take on the import of a timeless, undifferentiated, and infinitely 
adaptable (interpersonal) time/space whereby conflicts ought to be 
resolved and opposites ought to be reconciled.10 

 

For Chow, the sentimental is exemplified by “[t]he modes of human relationships 

affectively rooted in this imagined inside – an inside whose depths of feeling tend to 

                                            
8 Brah, Cartographies of Diaspora, p. 194.  
9 Rey Chow, Sentimental Fabulations, Contemporary Chinese Films: Attachment in the Age of Global Visibility (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2007), p. 18.  
10 Chow, Sentimental Fabulations, p. 19. 
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become intensified with the perceived aggressive challenges posed by modernity.”11 The 

question of what is inside and what is outside, and how this is mediated, is central to my 

engagement with haunting as accommodation in this chapter. Law’s film reflects upon 

the mediation of what is inside - often associated with one’s inner emotional life, as well 

as with families and domesticity – and what is outside – often associated with the 

public, social domain, but also with the unfamiliar, the foreign. Yet the film does not 

invoke this dichotomy in order to uncritically reinstate it; rather, Floating Life suggests 

that the boundaries between the two are permeable and mutually constitutive.  

In its emphasis on the quotidian aspects of migration, Floating Life evokes what 

Chow calls the “sentimental”: “an inclination or a disposition toward making compromises and 

toward making-do with even – and especially – that which is oppressive and unbearable.”12 For 

Chow, “the sentimental is […] about what keeps and preserves, what holds things 

together. For this reason, the sentimental is perhaps best described as a mood of endurance, 

a mode whose contours tend to remain fuzzy rather than sharply delineated and whose 

effects may more easily be apprehended as (a prevailing) tone.”13 Chow’s theorising of 

the sentimental as “making-do” resonates strongly with my interest in how Floating Life 

impels us to think about accommodation, about hosts and guests, and about what is left 

behind and what is carried over when people move across national boundaries. I want 

to take seriously Chow’s point that “the sentimental is ultimately about being 

accommodating and being accommodated, about the delineation and elaboration of a 

comfortable/homely interiority, replete with the implication of exclusion that such 

delineation and elaboration by necessity entail.”14 In my discussion of Floating Life, I will 

argue that accommodation – as both a continuing process and a physical location – is 

central to understanding how haunting operates in the film. The logic of haunting 

illuminates the borders between the living and the dead at the same time that it refuses 

to abide by any definitive separation of the two. As Joshua Gunn has noted, haunting 

“denotes a conceptual repertoire for listening to and speaking about the dead, literally 

and figuratively, as well as a considered attempt to orient the critic in a position of 

                                            
11 Chow, Sentimental Fabulations, p. 19.  
12 Emphasis in the original. Chow, Sentimental Fabulations, p. 18.  
13 Chow, Sentimental Fabulations, p. 18. 
14 Chow, Sentimental Fabulations, p. 19. 
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hospitality, open to the other.”15 Thus haunting is crucial to an understanding of how 

Law’s film engages with the uncertainties of diasporic border crossings: the loss of one’s 

homeland; negotiating a new sense of home and belonging; maintaining familial 

relationships across national borders; and the difficulties of honouring ancestral and 

spiritual connections in spatially and temporally distant lands. As the primary form of 

communication between the geographically-dispersed Chan family members, the 

telephone becomes invested with intimacy and filiality. It is integral to the nurturing of 

personal relationships and to fulfilment of familial duties across transnational distances. 

However, Avital Ronell argues that the telephone belongs 

 
in its simplest register, to the order of the mechanical and technical, it is 
already on the side of death. However, the telephone cannot be regarded as 
a “machine” in the strict sense of classic philosophy, for it is at times “live”. 
Or at least “life” punctually gathers in it and takes part in it. The telephone 
flirts with the opposition life/death by means of the same ruse through 
which it stretches apart receiver and transmitter or makes the infinite 
connection that touches the rim of finitude. Like transference, the 
telephone is given to us as effigy and as relation to absence.16  
 

Thus, the telephone can be read as a haunted device; it facilitates conversations between 

the living at the same time as it exists in the realm of the non-living, the mechanical. 

Telephonic communication – with its concomitant processes of calling, answering, and 

waiting – promises to efface the spatial and temporal discontinuities of distant 

interlocutors, to render absence into a kind of presence, but at the same time is unable, 

ultimately, to conceal this physical dislocation.  

Floating Life was the first Australian film to be nominated for a Best Foreign 

Film Oscar, and was shown at a number of international film festivals, including 

Locarno, where it won the Silver Leopard award. The film had a limited domestic 

distribution, although it has generated considerable scholarly interest, both domestically 

and internationally. Stephen Teo has written that the film signifies “a turning point in 

Australian cinema,” reading it as a “signpost towards a still nascent movement in this 

                                            
15 Joshua Gunn, “Review Essay: Mourning Humanism, or, the Idiom of Haunting,” Quarterly Journal of 
Speech 92:1 (2006), pp. 78-9.   
16 Avital Ronell, The Telephone Book: technology—schizophrenia—electric speech (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1989), p. 84. 
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country”: the establishment of an Asian-Australian cinema.17 In a recent discussion of 

the representation of migrant experiences in Australian cinema, Christos Tsiolkas and 

Spiro Economopoulos go so far as to claim that “Floating Life is one of the most 

underrated films ever made in this country.” And yet they conclude their discussion of 

the film by lamenting that the film “feels like a promise yet unfulfilled in our cinema.”18 

Meanwhile, Tony Mitchell proposes that the film “has achieved the status of a major 

cultural text about the dilemmas, struggles and self-management strategies of ‘Asian’ 

migrants in Australia.”19 Law’s film even inspired the title of the edited collection by 

Stuart Cunningham and John Sinclair, Floating Lives: The Media and Asian Diasporas 

(2000). As Cunningham and Sinclair note in their introductory chapter “Diasporas and 

the Media,” “[t]he film dramatises the literal dis-location of culture experienced by more 

and more people in the era of globalisation.”20 Cunningham and Sinclair’s collection 

presents in-depth field studies of Asian diasporic groups in Australia and their 

consumption and production of media, and their evocation of Law’s film in the book’s 

title comes from the film’s elucidation “of the key motifs of the contemporary 

phenomenon of diaspora;”21 thus, they see the film as embodying certain generalisable 

characteristics of diasporic movement in a globalised age. My approach to the film is 

different, in the sense that it does not seek to position the film in a pre-existing 

sociological framework about Asian diasporas; rather it attends first and foremost to the 

specificity of the film’s representations of diasporic identities. As Mitchell has astutely 

observed, while the title of Law’s film was marshalled for Cunningham and Sinclair’s 

study, the sociological approach of Floating Lives bears little relation to the film’s 

affective and meditative engagement with diaspora.22  

 In this respect, I echo Wenche Ommundsen, who warns “that the very 

seductiveness of diaspora/migration and other ‘travelling’ metaphors for modern-life-

in-general might blind us to the cultural and historical specificities of real migrants and 

                                            
17 Stephen Teo, “Floating Life: The Heaviness of Moving,” Senses of Cinema 12 
(2001), np. Stable URL: http://www.sensesofcinema.com/contents.01/12/floating.html.  
18 Spiro Economopoulos and Christos Tsiolkas, “Migrant Experiences,” Senses of Cinema 52 (2009). Stable 
URL: http://www.sensesofcinema.com/2009/52/migrant-experiences. 
19 Tony Mitchell, “Clara Law’s Floating Life and Hong Kong-Australian ‘flexible citizenship’,” Ethnic and 
Racial Studies 26:2 (2003), p. 278. 
20 Stuart Cunningham and John Sinclair (eds.), Floating Lives: The Media and Asian Diasporas (St. Lucia: UQ 
Press, 2000), p. 1.  
21 Cunningham and Sinclair (eds.), The Media and Asian Diasporas, p. 1. 
22 Mitchell, “Hong Kong-Australian ‘flexible citizenship’,” pp. 278-279.  
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real diasporas.”23 Like Ommundsen, I do engage with theories of diaspora, but “not in 

order to generalise but, on the contrary, to warn against generalisation and 

homogenisation.”24 Diasporas might “offer exemplary illustrations of the complexity of 

cultural belonging, a complexity that may be part of, but can never be reduced to, the 

symptoms of the postmodern condition.”25 In Ommundsen’s reading, the film’s 

conclusion, which sees the peaceful “settling” of Ma and Pa in Australia, suggests “that 

culture can travel to foreign lands: Ma ‘makes peace’ with previously neglected 

ancestors and Pa, a former tea merchant, plans to plant tea in his Australian garden.”26 

These two acts suggest that Ma and Pa “demonstrate a pro-active engagement with their 

new environment which is stronger than that of their children,”27 going against the 

tendency of diasporic narratives to focus on the difficulties experienced by older first-

generation migrants.  

By contrast, in his reading of Floating Life, Mark Roxburgh focuses on the 

cultural dislocation experienced by the Chan family when they arrive in Australia.28 

Roxburgh’s essay turns around the notion of the Australian Self, arguing that the film 

contests dominant models of identity that rely upon a Self/Other dichotomy by 

opening up a “third space” that acknowledges the “inherent ambivalence” of identities, 

both individual and national.29 However, Roxburgh makes no mention of the 

significance of the Hong Kong handover in his article, focusing solely on the Australian 

socio-historic context. Mitchell, on the other hand, acknowledges the specific political 

and social conditions that motivate the Chan family’s decision, like other Hong Kong 

migrants, to emigrate in the lead-up to the handover in 1997.30 Mitchell argues that 

Floating Life can be seen as a “Sinocentric” perspective of White Australia,31 and 

Mitchell’s analysis tends to focus on the film’s engagement with issues of national 

identity and belonging in relation to Australia. In my discussion, I argue that Floating Life 

can be productively read in relation to the dual socio-historic contexts of Hong Kong 

                                            
23 Wenche Ommundsen, “Floating Lives: cultural citizenship and the limits of diaspora,” Life Writing 1:2 
(2004) p. 102.  
24 Ommundsen, “Cultural citizenship and the limits of diaspora,” p. 102.  
25 Ommundsen, “Cultural citizenship and the limits of diaspora,” p. 102. 
26 Ommundsen, “Cultural citizenship and the limits of diaspora,” p. 109. 
27 Mitchell, “Hong Kong-Australian ‘flexible citizenship’,” p. 295.  
28 Mark Roxburgh, “Clara Law’s Floating Life and Australian Identity,” Metro 110, pp. 3-6.  
29 Roxburgh, “Floating Life and Australian Identity,” p. 6.  
30 Mitchell, “Hong Kong-Australian ‘flexible citizenship’,” pp. 278-300.  
31 Mitchell, “Hong Kong-Australian ‘flexible citizenship’,” pp. 284-287. 
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and Australia in the mid-1990s, and that equal attention to the specificities of both 

Hong Kong and Australia must be heeded. Both Hong Kong and Australia can be 

understood as postcolonial societies, although their positions are subject to 

contestation. As a number of scholars have pointed out, the question of Hong Kong 

and colonialism is not an easy or straightforward one.32 Hong Kong does not fit easily 

into the category of the postcolonial (indeed, some scholars have contested whether it 

can be classified as postcolonial at all); Ackbar Abbas notes that Hong Kong has no 

precolonial past, so that the city’s history has only ever been colonial, at least until 

1997.33 Teo writes that the 1997 handover had a profound impact on Hong Kong 

cinema even before the handover itself; in fact, Teo notes that “[t]owards the late 80s, 

Hong Kong critics were already referring to a ‘post-1997’ sentiment.”34 Australia too, as 

a former settler colony, does not fit easily into the category of the “postcolonial”.35 

What might it mean to “learn to live” at this precise historical juncture? I contend that 

the film’s representations of the lived, affective experiences of diaspora suggest that a 

renewed consideration of hospitality and heritage might be necessary.  

Dominic Pettman argues that in the opening scene, filmed from inside a 

teahouse where the Chan family have adjourned for a final meal of wanton noodle soup 

on the way to the airport, “the bustling people of Hong Kong are shot out of focus and 

in slow motion, so that they recall a population of spectres.”36 In proposing that the 

inhabitants of Hong Kong are already ghosts, Pettman extends Abbas’s proposal that, 

in the lead-up to the colony’s handover to China, Hong Kong culture transformed into 

“a culture of disappearance, whose appearance is posited on the imminence of its 

disappearance.”37 For Abbas, this culture of disappearance is characterised, in part, by 

“misrecognition, of recognizing a thing as something else,”38 or, to put it another way, 

as “a kind of pathology of presence.”39 The indistinct crowds in the opening scene – 

                                            
32 Ackbar Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance (Minneapolis and London: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1997), pp.1-3.   
33 Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance, p. 2.   
34 Stephen Teo, Hong Kong Cinema: The Extra Dimensions (London: BFI Publishing, 1997), p. 244. 
35 For a discussion of the complications raised in framing Hong Kong and Australia as postcolonial sites, 
see the “Introduction,” pp. 33-35. 
36 Dominic Pettman, “The floating life of fallen angels: unsettled communities and Hong Kong cinema,” 
Postcolonial Studies 3:1 (2000), p. 75. 
37 Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance, p. 7.  
38 Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance, p. 7.  
39 Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance, p. 8.  
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faceless, nameless – are thus read as emblematic of a population that is “déjà disparu”, to 

use Abbas’s formulation.40 Referring to the extended flashback of Bing’s first years in 

Australia, before the arrival of Cheung and her parents, Eng describes Bing as “pale” 

and “ghost-like.”41  

Furthermore, a number of critics have noted the absence of white Australians in 

any significant role. Pettman argues that the white Australians are rendered as “ghostly 

apparitions haunting the fringes of the landscape. The overall effect is that the ‘natives’ 

themselves become spectral and surreal, whereas the newly arrived immigrants are vivid 

and fully materialised in this new place.”42 Mitchell too notes the almost complete 

absence of Anglo-Australian characters in the film, and identifies similarities in this 

respect with recent Asian-Australian fiction.43 Mitchell argues that the “‘Australian Self’ 

simply does not figure at all in Floating Life, even as an absence, and to claim that it does 

is a presumption brought to it by overly-nationalistic readings of the film as 

‘Australian.’”44 Yet I would argue that this absence might be read as a conscious 

disengagement with the white Australian majority in favour of a focus on the 

experiences of a minority diasporic community.  

However, rather than focusing on the ghostly deracinated diasporic 

subjectivities, or the menacing absent presence of White Australia in the text’s 

interstices, my engagement with haunting vis-à-vis Floating Life turns around what 

Jacques Derrida has called “learning to live.” Beginning from Derrida’s proposal that 

“[i]t would be necessary to think life on the basis of heritage, and not the other way 

around,”45 I contend that haunting in the film is imagined as an affective engagement 

with the “double injunction” of the heir: “It is necessary first of all to know and to 

know how to reaffirm what comes ‘before us,’ which we therefore receive even before 

                                            
40 Abbas proposes the term “déjà disparu” to describe “the feeling that what is new and unique about the 
situation is always already gone, and we are left holding a handful of clichés, or a cluster of memories of 
what has never been. It is as if the speed of current events is producing a radical desynchronization: the 
generation of more and more images to the point of visual saturation going together with a general 
regression of viewing, an inability to read what is given to view – in other words, the state of reverse 
hallucination.” Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance, pp. 25-26. 
41 Eng, “Melancholia/Postcoloniality,” p. 147.  
42 Pettman, “The floating life of fallen angels,” p. 76.  
43 Mitchell, “Hong Kong-Australian ‘flexible citizenship’,” p. 286. 
44 Mitchell, “Hong Kong-Australian ‘flexible citizenship’,” p. 286. 
45 Jacques Derrida, “Choosing One’s Heritage,” in Jacques Derrida and Elisabeth Roudinesco, For What 
Tomorrow: A Dialogue, trans. Jeff Fort (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), p. 4.  
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choosing, and to behave in this respect as a free subject.”46 In Floating Life, “learning to 

live” always operates in the shadow of the contradictory tasks of heritage:  

 
What does it mean to reaffirm? It means not simply accepting this heritage 
but relaunching it otherwise and keeping it alive. Not choosing it (since 
what characterizes a heritage is first of all that one does not choose it; it is 
what violently elects us), but choosing to keep it alive. Life – being-alive – is 
perhaps defined at bottom by this tension internal to a heritage […] 47 

 

Heritage, “to receive and yet to choose, to welcome what comes before us and yet to 

reinterpret it,”48 then, is inseparable from “learning to live.” Derrida begins Specters of 

Marx with the following well-known exordium: “Someone, you or me, comes forward 

and says: I would like to learn to live finally.”49 This enigmatic opening statement inaugurates 

Derrida’s sweeping colloquy of hauntology – Derrida’s own term, and a near homophone 

of the French ontologie – “an essay in the night – into the unknown of that which must 

remain to come.”50 Derrida immediately acknowledges that the idea of “learning to live” 

is an impossibility:  

 
But to learn to live, to learn it from oneself and by oneself, all alone, to teach 
oneself to live (‘I would like to learn to live finally’). Is that not impossible for 
a living being? Is it not what logic itself forbids? To live, by definition, is 
not something one learns. Not from oneself, it is not learned from life, 
taught by life. Only from the other and by death. In any case from the other 
at the edge of life. At the internal border or the external border, it is a 
heterodidactics between life and death. 
 
And yet nothing is more necessary than this wisdom. It is ethics itself: to 
learn to live – alone, from oneself, by oneself. Life does not know how to 
live otherwise. And does one ever do anything else but learn to live, alone, 
from oneself, by oneself. This is, therefore, a strange commitment, both 
impossible and necessary, for a living being supposed to be alive: ‘I would 
like to learn to live.’ It has no sense and cannot be just unless it comes to 
terms with death? Mine as (well as) that of the other. Between life and 
death, then, this is indeed the place of a sententious injunction that always 
feigns to speak like the just.51 

 

                                            
46 Derrida, “Choosing One’s Heritage,” p. 3. 
47 Derrida, “Choosing One’s Heritage,” pp. 3-4. 
48 Derrida, “Choosing One’s Heritage,” p. 5. 
49 Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New International, trans. 
Peggy Kamuf (New York and London: Routledge, 1994), p. xvii.  
50 Derrida, Specters of Marx, p. xviii. 
51 Derrida, Specters of Marx, p. xviii. 
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For me, Derrida’s idea of “learning to live” resonates strongly with Floating Life’s abiding 

interest in being accommodated and learning to accommodate oneself in the processes 

of homing undertaken by diasporic subjects.  

The episode entitled “a house in Hong Kong,” which focuses on Gar Ming as 

he prepares to join the rest of the Chan family in Australia, renders acutely the dilemma 

of “learning to live” experienced by the younger generation. In the film, familial 

tensions often turn around the fulfilment (or otherwise) of filial obligations. Chow 

argues that filiality, “especially the imputed indebtedness to elders and the explicit or 

implicit demand for filial piety,”52 is a key and recurrent trope in recent Chinese 

(including Hong Kong) cinema that operates in what Chow identifies as “the 

sentimental” mode. Gar Ming is caught in a state of in-betweenness: left in Hong Kong 

to settle the final sale of the Chan family residence, Gar Ming awaits the processing of 

his permanent residency visa so that he can migrate to Australia. He appears idle and 

listless, and occupies his time with smoking, drinking and gambling. He begins having 

an affair with Apple, a young Chinese-Canadian woman whom he meets by chance at 

his friend’s apartment (while she is sleeping, Gar Ming inadvertently wakes her up when 

he goes to into his friend’s bedroom to phone his bookie to place a bet). Gar Ming is 

obsessed with his own ejaculations, with their frequency and the ephemeral nature of 

sexual pleasure. In voiceover, he laments the fleeting pleasure of his own orgasm: 

“Compared to 1980, the pleasure still only lasts 3 seconds. Will it be the same in 1997? 

Where will I be in 1997?” The anxieties expressed in Gar Ming’s monologue are 

manifold. These historical and sexual anxieties are played out against a Hong Kong that 

is “déjà disparu”, to borrow again Abbas’s formulation,53 and are sharpened by the 

notions of inheritance and filiality that are dramatised in this narrative episode.  

Death pervades the Hong Kong scenes; Felicity Collins writes that Gar Ming 

“return[s] home under the sign of death.”54 It is while lying naked in bed with Apple, 

post-coitus, that Gar Ming’s voiceover informs the viewer that Pa has called to remind 

him about the exhumation of his grandfather’s remains at the cemetery. It is also during 

this scene that Apple tells Gar Ming that she is pregnant; she blithely informs him that 

                                            
52 Chow, Sentimental Fabulations, p. 19.  
53 Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance, pp. 25-26. 
54 Felicity Collins, “Bringing the Ancestors Home: Dislocating white masculinity in Floating Life, Radiance 
and Vacant Possession,” in Deb Verhoeven (ed.), Twin Peeks: Australian and New Zealand Feature Film 
(Melbourne: Damned Publishing, 1999), p. 109. 
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she doesn’t mind if he wants her to terminate the pregnancy. However, Apple’s 

emotional reaction to the pregnancy termination (immediately after the procedure, she 

sobs uncontrollably while Gar Ming awkwardly attempts to comfort her), along with 

Gar Ming’s unusual request to see the aborted foetus (which the attending nurse shows 

him) suggests that there are complex forces at play. Collins also notes that “[t]he last 

sight of Hong Kong in the film is a medium shot of Gar Ming, back to camera, kneeling 

over the fresh grave of the foetus, his sorrowful body contrasting sharply with the flat 

background of high-rise towers dominating the night sky.”55 

 

Unpacking one’s belongings 

In her analysis of twentieth-century postcolonial literature, Rosemary Marangoly 

George proposes that the “immigrant genre” might be a useful way of delineating 

fiction that “is marked by a disregard for national schemes, the use of a 

multigenerational cast of characters and a narrative tendency toward repetitions and 

echoes – a feature that is often displayed through plots that cover several generations.”56 

“Most importantly,” George writes, “the immigrant genre is marked by a curiously 

detached reading of the experience of ‘homelessness’ which is compensated for by an 

excessive use of the metaphor of luggage, both spiritual and material.”57 While George’s 

focus is on literary expressions of diasporic homelessness, her conceptualising of 

luggage is also suggestive for filmic representations. In Floating Life, the multiple 

meanings of belonging(s) – affiliations, attachments, possessions – are wrestled with by 

the different members of the Chan family. As migrants, they “have to come to terms 

with the spiritual, material and even linguistic luggage they carry or inherit.”58 George’s 

question – “Do such belongings impede or facilitate belonging?”59 – resonates with my 

own interest in how the different members of the Chan family attempt to negotiate 

often conflicting (and, perhaps, irreconcilable) notions of belonging(s). What is at stake 

here, then, is an attempt “to analyse the components and strategies of a kind of 

                                            
55 Collins, “Bringing the Ancestors Home,” p. 111.  
56 Rosemary Marangoly George, The Politics of Home: Postcolonial relations and twentieth-century fiction 
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 171. In her elaboration of the 
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57 George, The Politics of Home, p. 171. 
58 George, The Politics of Home, p. 173. 
59 George, The Politics of Home, p. 173.  
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belonging that has not yet been established which […] is assembled precariously out of 

the shards of individual lives and their ‘imagined relations’ to genealogies (private 

histories) and public events, that is, global or national histories.”60 For Bing, any cultural 

baggage from her past seems to have been readily discarded upon her arrival to 

Australia. When her parents and younger brothers first join her in Australia, Bing makes 

it clear that she expects them to adapt to Australian life by shedding their Chinese 

cultural and linguistic traditions. Bing refuses to speak to her brothers in Cantonese, 

insisting that they learn English, and, when Ma makes a comment about making place 

for a shrine (to honour their ancestors) in Bing’s home, Bing tells Ma that the walls are 

“thin as paper,” dismissing Ma’s attempts to continue practising her family traditions in 

Australia. However, while discussions about diasporic experiences and subjectivities are 

often filtered through the dual lenses of home and belonging, I propose that focusing 

on accommodation – in all its modalities – might be a more productive way of engaging 

with the film’s dramatisation of the quiet traumas engendered by diasporic movements.  

This is not to suggest that home and belonging can (or should) be easily 

dissociated from the film’s engagement with accommodation. Indeed the narrative 

structure, organised in a series of episodes introduced by a simple intertitles such as “A 

Big House” or “A House in Australia”, seems to suggest that houses and homes are the 

key narrative trope around which the film turns. However, I would argue that this 

cannot simply be regarded as a desire for a physical home: as I have already argued, 

what the film telegraphs can more accurately be described as a “homing desire”, to 

return to Brah’s term. Accommodation permits an engagement with the film that is 

sensitive to the film’s own ambivalent engagement with houses and homes. Or, to put it 

another way: thinking about the film in terms of accommodation permits me to 

elaborate, however tentatively, what I read as the film’s overarching concern with 

“learning how to live” (after Derrida) rather than “being at home”.  

That said, Floating Life is structured as a series of episodes, each introduced by a 

simple intertitle: “A House in Australia”; A House in Germany”; “A House in Hong 

Kong”; “A House in China”; “A House without a Tree”; “A House in Turmoil”; “A 

Big House”; and “Mui Mui’s House”. Each intertitle is written in English and Chinese 

                                            
60 Sneja Gunew, Haunted Nations: the colonial dimensions of multiculturalisms (London and New York: 
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(but not German), which telegraphs the film’s multiple linguistic registers. Furthermore, 

“[t]he inscription of these visual and vocal accents transforms the act of spectatorship, 

from just watching to watching and literally reading the screen.”61 “A House in 

Australia” recounts the arrival of Ma and Pa, along with their youngest sons Yue and 

Chau, in Sydney to live with second daughter Bing. The second episode, “A House in 

Germany”, shifts its attention to the eldest daughter Yen, who lives in Munich with her 

German husband Michael and their young daughter, Mui Mui. “A House in Hong 

Kong” focuses on Gar Ming, the eldest son, who remains in Hong Kong while his visa 

for Australia is being processed. In spite of its name, “A House in China” returns the 

narrative to Australia, where Pa has reconnected with an old friend from Hong Kong; 

the title refers to a photo of the Chan family ancestral in China, which is given to Pa by 

his friend. The next episode, “A House without a Tree”, is a flashback to Bing’s first 

years in Australia, a lone migrant struggling to establish herself in order to sponsor her 

husband’s and her parents’ later migration. “A House in Turmoil” documents the 

growing unrest between Bing and the rest of her family, who object to the strict 

discipline that Bing demands of them. This eventually leads to the splintering of the 

household, with Ma and Pa buying their own house in Sydney. Pa’s vision of a reunited 

family in his new house is the focus of the penultimate episode, “A Big House”. The 

film concludes with the coda “Mui Mui’s House”, a single shot of Mui Mui’s German 

grandmother’s grandfather’s house.  

As Mitchell observes, “the narrative shifts in location are linked by 

communication or conflicts between family members,”62 and each episode alternates 

between the different characters’ viewpoints. In the first episode, Yue and Chau’s 

voiceover narration provides a darkly comic account of their first impressions of 

Australia (they liken it to a horror movie at one point); the cinematography in these 

early scenes emphasises the glaring, almost blinding, sunlight of the Australian summer. 

The establishing shots of Bing’s house, surrounded by near-identical double-storey 

“McMansions”, are “highly overexposed, bleached, almost colourless” and serve to 

“exaggerate how that foreign space must strike a new arrival from Asia.”63 Significantly, 
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62 Mitchell, “Hong Kong-Australian ‘flexible citizenship’,” p. 280. 
63 Shelley Kraicer, “Floating Life (online review),” 1998, np.  



 101 

their narration is spoken in English (even thought they claim that it was a “stupid idea” 

of Bing’s for them to learn English). In contrast, the scenes in “A House in Germany”, 

told from Yen’s perspective, are notable for their blue-green filters, which cast Yen’s 

new home in a melancholic light. The shots of Hong Kong are different again, this time 

saturated with colour: “a neon-bright, detail-packed and full colour spectrum HK.”64 

Here, Gar Ming’s voiceover narration expresses his anxieties about the looming 1997 

handover, although this is conveyed as an obsession with his own sexual potency and 

pleasure; referring to his orgasms, he asks himself, “Will the pleasure last as long in 

1997?” “A House without a Tree” is introduced in voiceover by Bing, and flashes back 

to Bing’s first years in Australia. Bing’s flashback offers an insight into her traumatic 

experiences of migrating to Australia alone, disconnected from her husband, parents 

and siblings. “Mui Mui’s House”, the film’s coda, returns to the rich blue-green hues of 

the previous scenes set in Germany. 

I have suggested that Floating Life is concerned with the quiet traumas wrought 

by migration; that is, of homelessness and unbelonging. I would argue that the film’s 

episodic structure might be read as a series of epistles – intimate accounts of the loss 

and dislocation – each offering the subjective perspective of a different member of the 

Chan family. In An Accented Cinema, Hamid Naficy identifies epistolarity as a significant 

sub-genre of exilic, diasporic and Third World filmmaking.65 Epistolarity, like haunting, 

is concerned with the dialectic of absence and presence. Naficy argues that the 

structures and narratives of epistolary films “defamiliarize in order to retard, impede, or 

violate both the classical, naturalized styles of mainstream cinemas and the chain of 

habitual responses and expectations that such cinemas have nurtured in audiences.”66 The 

defamiliarization enacted in Floating Life is intimately connected to the film’s 

engagement with haunting. For Naficy, “[e]xile and epistolarity are constitutively linked 

because both are driven by distance, separation, absence, and loss and by the desire to 

bridge the multiple gaps.”67 Epistolarity, writes Naficy, “involves the acts and events of 

sending and receiving, losing and finding, and writing and reading letters. It also 

involves the acts, events, and institutions that facilitate, hinder, inhibit, or prohibit such 

                                                                                                                           
Stable URL: http://www.chinesecinemas.org/floating.html. Accessed 26 September 2010.  
64 Shelley Kraicer, “Floating Life (online review)”, 1998, np.  
65 Naficy, An Accented Cinema, p. 101.  
66 Emphasis added. Naficy, An Accented Cinema, p. 150-151. 
67 Naficy, p. 101.  



 102 

acts and events.”68 Taking into account the shifting dynamics of communication 

technologies, Naficy extends the notion of epistolarity to include telephonic epistles.69  

Naficy identifies three distinct (though not mutually exclusive) categories of 

accented epistolary cinema: film-letters, telephonic epistles and letter-films.70 According 

to Naficy:  

 
Film-letters inscribe letters and acts of reading and writing of letters by 
diegetic characters. Likewise, telephonic epistles inscribe telephones and 
answering machines and the use of these devices by diegetic characters. 
Letter-films, on the other hand, are themselves in the form of epistles 
addressed to someone either inside or outside the diegesis, and they do not 
necessarily inscribe the epistolary media.71  

 

Floating Life registers all three categories of epistolary cinema. Telephonic epistolarity, as 

I will discuss later, is inscribed in the transcontinental phone conversations between 

various members of the extended Chan family, which play a central role in how familial 

and filial connections are nurtured and maintained. Communication technologies such 

as long-distance telephony dramatise how different spatialities, as well as different ways 

of being within those spaces, are negotiated by different migrant subjects. The brief but 

nevertheless highly symbolic scene where Pa exchanges photos with an old friend, and 

both make a promise to exchange greeting cards, is an example of the film as a film-

letter. Halfway through Floating Life, Pa meets an old friend from Hong Kong in a 

nondescript café in Sydney. At the café, Pa’s friend gives him a photograph of Pa’s 

ancestral home in China; we learn during the course of this conversation that Pa’s father 

fled China for Hong Kong in 1949. When the two say goodbye outside the café, Pa 

anxiously calls out to his friend, who is just about to leave in a taxi, reminding him to 

send Pa a Christmas card. Earlier in the conversation, Pa had enquired about a mutual 

friend who had not replied to Pa’s last card; his friend informs him that their mutual 

                                            
68 Naficy, p. 101.  
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friend has passed away. For Pa, the unrequited greeting card becomes inextricably 

connected with death, and adumbrates the uncertainty of communication. 

I propose that the film can be read, to use Naficy’s terms, as both a “film-letter” 

(in its inscription of epistolary media, and the production and reception of epistles 

within the narrative) and as a “letter-film” (the film as epistle, often directed to a 

diegetic or extra-diegetic subject; often marked by direct address/voiceover narration). 

There are a number of moments in Floating Life that suggest that it can be read, in part, 

as a letter-film: Bing’s voiceover, signalling the beginning of her side of the story 

(addressed to her sister and her family more generally); the voiceover narration of the 

two younger brothers, which reads like a light-hearted diary or journal entry; and finally, 

Mui Mui’s house, the film’s coda, which can be read as a postcard from the future to the 

present (although to whom this is addressed is ambiguous). 

In reading Floating Life as a “letter-film”, the film can be seen as a series of 

different epistles, narrated by different members of the Chan family - significantly, only 

by the children (and grandchild, in the case of Mui Mui) but never by Ma or Pa 

(although Yen does provide a voiceover narration detailing her father’s escape from 

Communist China and how her parents first met). Bing, Gar Ming, Mui Mui and Yue 

and Chau all, at some point, provide voiceover narration. While Yen is the only sibling 

to not provide first-person voiceover narration in the film, her extended monologue 

about identity and belonging (delivered while she is in bed with her German husband 

Michael, but facing the camera directly) can be read as a direct address to the audience.  

But perhaps the most affective and revealing first-person account belongs to 

Bing. Following a heated argument with Yen (who has come to Australia to mediate 

familial tensions between their parents and Bing), the film cuts to Bing’s flashback. The 

flashback is introduced by Bing’s voiceover narration: she asks, in English, “If I tell you 

my story, will you understand?” This rhetorical question is addressed to both Yen (who 

chastises Bing for her harsh treatment of their mother) and to the viewer. As a 

cinematic device, the flashback signifies temporal discontinuity: a moment from the 

past that ruptures in the present. Bing’s flashback makes clear the loneliness and fear 

that Bing experienced when she first arrived in Sydney (her husband Cheung remained 

in Hong Kong for employment reasons). The viewer becomes aware of the sacrifices 

that Bing has made, in particular her friendship with a Chinese-Australian man: her 
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decision to cease contact when his romantic intentions become evident (even though 

the narrative suggests that his romantic desires are reciprocated by Bing) and thus avoid 

bringing disharmony and shame to the family, is a sacrifice that cannot be shared but 

one that nevertheless weighs heavily on Bing. Bing’s flashback is symptomatic of the 

quiet traumatic experiences of migration. That is to say, the highly personal, subjective 

epistolary form of the “letter-film” is particularly suited to giving voice to and 

affectively engaging the viewer in the quiet traumas experienced by the different 

members of the family but which cannot otherwise find expression in the narrative. 

Bliss Cua Lim argues that “the ghost narrative opens the possibility of a 

radicalized concept of noncontemporaneity; haunting as ghostly return precisely refuses 

the idea that things are just “left behind,” that the past is inert and the present 

uniform.”72 What is left behind and what is carried over is a source of conflict in Floating 

Life. When Ma first arrives in Australia, the first thing she unpacks is her family’s 

wooden altar. Cheung, Bing’s husband, asks lightheartedly, “Has the altar emigrated 

too?” Ma tells Cheung that she invited the altar to board the plane by burning incense. 

Bing, on the other hand, is far more dismissive of the family altar: she tells Ma that the 

house is made of wood, and that she can’t burn incense inside. For Ma, the altar 

represents a visible and material connection to her family’s ancestors – that is, her 

heritage – a connection that seems all the more tenuous now that the family has left 

Hong Kong. Derrida proclaims that “learning to live […] can happen only between life 

and death.” For Derrida, this necessarily entails having “to learn to live with ghosts,” in 

their “upkeep,” their “conversation,” their “company.”73 In unpacking her altar, Ma 

demonstrates her desire to live with ghosts; moreover, the scene implies that being at 

home entails being at home with ghosts. To live with ghosts, then, demands that we 

now turn our attention to hospitality.  

 

Hospitality and accommodation: spaces of giving 

In recent years, the concept of hospitality has been the focus of a growing body 

of scholarship. In particular, Derrida’s extensive writings on hospitality, most notably in 

Of Hospitality (2000) and On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness (2001) have generated 
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significant academic interest. In an interview with the French broadsheet Le Monde to 

discuss the publication of Of Hospitality, Derrida says: 

 
[T]here is no culture or form of social connection without a principle of 
hospitality. This ordains, even making it desirable, a welcome without 
reservations of calculation, an unlimited display of hospitality to the new 
arrival. But a cultural or linguistic community, a family or a nation, cannot 
fail at the very least to suspend if not to betray this principle of absolute 
hospitality: so as to protect a “home”, presumably, by guaranteeing 
property and “one’s own” against the unrestricted arrival of the other; but 
also so as to try to make the reception real, determined, and concrete – to 
put it into practice.74 

 

Thus the concept of hospitality is caught in a seemingly incommensurable bind between 

the law of unconditional (or absolute) hospitality and the laws of hospitality: 

 
It is as though hospitality were the impossible: as though the law of 
hospitality defined this very impossibility, as if it were only possible to 
transgress it, as though the law of absolute, unconditional, hyperbolical 
hospitality commanded that we transgress all the laws (in the plural) of 
hospitality, namely, the conditions, the norms, the rights and the duties that 
are imposed on hosts and hostesses, on the men or women who receive it. 
And vice versa, it is as though the laws (plural) of hospitality, in marking 
limits, powers, rights, and duties, consisted in challenging and transgressing 
the law of hospitality, the one that would command that the ‘new-arrival’ be 
offered an unconditional welcome.75 

 

Yet Derrida argues that it is precisely “between these two figures of hospitality that 

responsibilities and decisions have to be taken in practice.”76 Or, as Mustafa Dikeç et al 

propose, “[h]ospitality is a virtue that depends upon retaining a semblance of both 

sovereignty and autonomy, not their negation.”77 In the broadest sense, the privileging 

of hospitality shifts the focus from those who are considered foreign or alien to the 

“host” nation and its responsibilities to offer a hospitable reception to the foreigner. In 

so doing, the asymmetric power dynamic between the host and guest, embedded within 

the concept of hospitality, is foregrounded.  
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While borders and boundaries are often used for exclusionary purposes, they are 

nevertheless crucial to the notion of hospitality. In fact, as Dikeç has observed, 

“boundaries form an inherent part of the notion of hospitality, without which such a 

notion would perhaps be unnecessary,” and that “hospitality […] is about opening, 

without abolishing, these boundaries and giving spaces to the stranger where recognition 

on both sides would be possible. In this sense, it implies the mutuality of recognition.”78 

Hospitality is about the possibility of relating across and through borders, so while 

borders often hinder the practice of hospitality, at the same time hospitality is enabled by 

and practised across borders. The obliteration of borders is not the ultimate goal of 

hospitality; rather, hospitality is concerned with how borders might be conceived of as 

shifting or permeable in order to ensure that relations across borders can be negotiated. 

Borrowing Dikeç’s phrase of “giving spaces” from the passage quoted above, 

hospitality may begin to be conceived of through the notion of accommodation, and 

the transformations of “giving spaces” into “spaces of giving.” Floating Life forwards the 

notion of  “spaces of giving” in at least two ways. Firstly, the film explores the practices 

of accommodation that are negotiated and performed by individuals in the shadow of 

official discourses of hospitality. Secondly, the film’s representation of communication 

technologies demonstrates how, in spite of spatial boundaries, relationships between 

diasporic communities can be nurtured and maintained.  

In Floating Life, the guest/host dichotomy that structures ideas of hospitality is 

complicated by the family-sponsored chain migration that the narrative turns around; in 

particular, by the positioning of Bing as both host and guest. As the first member of the 

Chan family to arrive in Australia, Bing’s migrant status ensures that she is positioned as 

a guest in Australia. Yet when the rest of the Chan family arrive to live with Bing, the 

guest/host dynamics are complicated considerably. Bing becomes both guest and host: 

while her migrant status positions her as a guest in her new Australian “homeland”, she 

is now also positioned as host in relation to her own family. Bing’s ambivalent position 

compels us to rethink the power dynamics at work in this guest/host framework. While 

it highlights the power imbalance that structures relations between the guest and host, it 

also brings to the fore the instability of the guest and host subject positions. Bing’s 

                                            
78 Mustafa Dikeç, “Pera Peras Poros: Longings for Spaces of Hospitality,” Theory, Culture & Society 19:1-2 
(2002), p. 229.  
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individual hosting of her family in her own home asks us to consider what is at stake in 

this act, at the same time it asks us to attend to the notion of nation-states as hosts on a 

larger scale.  

It is useful at this stage to consider Mireille Rosello’s observation “that the 

vision of the immigrant as guest is a metaphor that has forgotten that it is a 

metaphor.”79 The terminology of host-nations and guest workers, for example, is now 

so common that it has become naturalised. While it might seem unimportant at first, I 

agree with Rosello that interrogating the guest/host metaphor is important in order to 

move beyond current understandings of migration. One of the problems of framing 

discussions of migration in terms of hosts and guests is that it implies that these 

positions are fixed and self-evident.  

Bing’s positioning as both host and guest dramatises the complex politics of 

hospitality, especially the latent hostility that is embedded within it. The restrictive 

conditions that Bing places on her family members while in her house echo those that 

are often imposed on newly-arrived migrants, refugees and asylum-seekers. 

Furthermore, her dual role suggests the inherent instability of the guest and host 

positions, which brings to mind the fact that the words ‘guest’ and ‘host’ share a 

common etymology.80 The oppositional duality of guest and host is called into question, 

suggesting that neither position is fixed and that a more fluid conceptualisation of guest 

and host is required. The positions of guest and host are relational and situational: that 

is to say, one is not always either guest or host. Bing represents both host and guest, 

and demonstrates that both positions can be occupied simultaneously (if not 

unproblematically).   

The less visible practices of hospitality between individuals that are 

foregrounded in Floating Life elucidate how individual practices are negotiated within, 

and sometimes against, public discourses and policies. However, I do not wish to 

establish a rigid binary division between public and private iterations of hospitality; as 

Rosello, observes, “[t]he difference between official hospitality and private hospitality is 

better inscribed on a continuum of values, mutual reciprocation, and unquantifiable 
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generosities.”81 However, Rosello suggests that individual hospitality is often 

“overdetermined by the way in which the state manages immigration and national 

identity and demonstrates that the system often leads to self-contradictory 

manoeuvres.”82 At the same time, Rosello continues, “[n]ot only is the state incapable of 

living up to its hospitality laws, but it cannot control the complex workings of 

hospitality between individuals.”83 I would like to propose that accommodation might 

be a more concrete and socio-historically specific way of thinking about hospitality. I 

am acutely aware, however, that the term accommodation is not itself unproblematic. In 

her essay on the reception of asylum seekers in Britain, Gibson notes that the term 

accommodation has, in the British context at least, negative connotations:  

 
Accommodation offered to strangers can therefore commonly mean the 
literal accommodation (in sense of housing, board, and lodging), but this is 
haunted by the less benign meaning of accommodation in relation to 
immigration and asylum in Britain, that of “adaptation” (assimilation) and 
“containment” of these others.84 

 

How then, might accommodation be imagined in this context of conditional hospitality 

offered to Asian migrants in Australia? Furthermore, is it possible to reimagine the term 

accommodation beyond the negative connotations of assimilation and containment that 

Gibson rightfully points out? While accommodation is commonly understood to refer 

to material goods such as shelter and clothing, my discussion of the term is more 

interested in extending its possibilities. Accommodation can also mean adaptation or 

adjustment, as well as a willingness to give help. What I want to suggest here is an 

opening up of the term accommodation to imply practices of engagement and 

reciprocity; accommodation not simply in the sense of it being provided for the guest 

by the host, but rather a more fluid process in which the borders between the two are 

complicated and the guest and host accommodate each other.  

Accommodation is problematised early on in the film. Yue and Chau, the two 

youngest sons, describe living in Bing’s house as “illegal custody… concentration camp 

in the woop woops.” While this is intended to be a humorous exaggeration of the strict 
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rules that Bing imposes on the rest of the family, it nevertheless draws our attention to 

the far more serious matter of the Australian Government’s policies regarding the 

detention of asylum seekers and intersects with contemporary concerns about illegal 

“boatpeople” and their negative effects on Australia.85 While Yue and Chau are literally 

being accommodated (in the material sense) by their older sister Bing, they perceive her 

attempts to accommodate them as inadequate. When Ma and Pa decide to buy their 

own house in Australia, Bing’s reaction is marked by anger and a sense of betrayal: their 

decision to move out of Bing’s house is interpreted as a refusal of her hospitality and an 

implicit critique of her efforts to accommodate her family. While this decision might on 

the surface appear to be ungrateful on the part of Ma and Pa, it leads us to consider 

whether hospitality is always desirable: is hospitality, whatever its form, always a good 

thing? Perhaps hospitality, certainly as it is manifested in the strict and overbearing 

manner of Bing, might be something to be wary of rather than embraced. The film 

suggests that the overtly material nature of Bing’s hospitality – lodging, food – is a 

limited, if not impoverished, conceptualisation of hospitality. 

In fact, Bing seems to have internalised the highly compromised and rigidly 

defined hospitality that the Australian government offered to migrants at the time of the 

film’s production. When faced with the prospect of her brothers leaving with Ma and 

Pa, Bing draws up a legal contract for her parents and brothers to sign, giving her legal 

guardianship over Yue and Chau. Bing offers to provide lodging and financial support 

to her brothers if they agree to stay, on the condition that they abide by her rules; Yue 

angrily refuses and storms out, while Chau remains, too dumbfounded to act. While 

Bing is prepared to provide material accommodation, she remains unwilling to 

accommodate her family in other ways. The film critiques this narrow and highly 

codified definition of accommodation. However, Ma’s actions suggest that other forms 

of hospitality might be possible.  

Despite the early challenges faced by Ma and Pa, they seem to have less difficulty 

negotiating a home for themselves in Australia than Bing. Indeed, Ma’s act at the end of 
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(1996-2007), which sought re-election in part over its continuing enforcement of the policy. Australian 
anxieties over asylum seekers, particularly so-called ‘boat people’, remains a cornerstone electoral issue.  
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the film signifies a different way of conceptualising the guest/host subject position that 

is more productive than Bing’s frustrated attempts to negotiate the positions of host 

and guest. Ma, in offering a traditional Chinese prayer to her ancestors in Bing’s home 

(after Bing has shut herself off from the family and refuses to leave her bedroom), 

muddies the distinction between guest and host, with significant implications. As 

Rosello pointedly asks: “Isn’t a guest always implicitly an equal, who could, presumably, 

reciprocate at a later date, in a different space, at a different time?”86 Ma sets up a 

makeshift altar in Bing’s home, before which she kneels and begins to offer a prayer. In 

so doing Ma is “hosting” Bing in Bing’s own home, at the same time as she 

acknowledges her indebtedness to the ghosts of her ancestors in “hosting” her in her 

new home(land). In spite of her status as a newly-arrived guest in Australia, Ma usurps 

the position of host in order to negotiate a reconciliation with her daughter. While 

“[t]he guest is not necessarily a threat,” they do “contain incalculable and unknown 

futures:”87 what is staged in this scene, with Ma hosting Bing, is an act of 

accommodation, a “homing” gesture towards a future-to-come.  

Bing silently emerges from her room and sits on the landing above, her gaze 

directed downwards toward Ma as she begins her prayers, whose back is turned towards 

Bing. Slowly, Bing creeps down the stairs, until she appears to be sitting just behind Ma 

in the frame, but at no point do they exchange words, nor do their gazes ever meet. 

Writing in another context, Rosello remarks that “the visual and narrative conventions 

that usually govern the topos of revelation and confession” are contravened by the 

refusal of the “face-à-face” framing device.88 The framing of the scene with Bing behind 

Ma, never next to each other or face to face, might imply an unbridgeable divide 

between mother and daughter. And yet this moment – with no dialogue between them, 

just a shared space – inaugurates a profound shift in their relationship, and a 

reconciliation of sorts. Speaking of hospitality and its implications for the negotiation of 

inter-subjective experiences, Rosello writes:  

 
[I]f the guest and host are not willing to take that risk and do not welcome 
the possibility of being challenged, shaken, changed by the encounter, then 
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there is no hospitality either. The very preconditions of hospitality may 
require that, in some ways, both the host and the guest accept, in different 
ways, the uncomfortable and sometimes painful possibility of being 
changed by the other. Some degree of mutual metamorphosis, brought 
about by the presence of the other, of his or her different values or points 
of view, will undoubtedly constitute the by-product and the visible evidence 
of hospitable gestures.89  

 

Ma’s “hospitable gesture” leads to Bing tentatively negotiating her own sense of 

belonging in Australia. In one of the film’s final scenes, Bing emerges from her self-

imposed imprisonment and, guided by her mother, takes a walk in her neighbourhood, 

as if for the first time.  

 

Learning to live: cultural inheritances 

In her reading of Law’s film, Gina Marchetti argues that “the overwhelming 

thrust of this Australian-produced film moves in the direction of embracing a new 

homeland. The Chan family has successfully completed its journey, and all the family 

members establish roots in their new countries.”90 However, I would argue that Floating 

Life articulates a more tentative and hesitant disposition towards their settling in 

Australia than Marchetti’s assessment might imply. Marchetti writes that the “disturbed” 

Bing “has been recuperated through traditional Chinese means (i.e., familial affection 

and ancestor worship) and is pictured as pregnant and timidly walking in broad daylight 

at the side of her mother.”91 Here, Marchetti appears to suggest that the narrative 

endorses a restoration of Chinese tradition and familial authority in its conclusion. 

Later, though, Marchetti claims that “Chinese tradition becomes linked to 

psychological imbalance.”92 Marchetti cites Yen’s earnest adoption of feng shui in her 

new home in Germany and Bing’s frantic policing of the boundaries of her first house 

(securing it from external criminal and wildlife threats) as evidence of this psychological 

disturbance. Yet it seems to me that such a reading only permits a narrow and 

fundamentally negative role of Chinese tradition. On the one hand, Marchetti contends 

that it allows the narrative to “restore” the traditional patriarchal familial structure; 
                                            
89 Rosello, Postcolonial Hospitality, p. 176.  
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92 Marchetti, From Tian’anmen to Times Square, p. 202. 
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Bing’s “rebellion” – her abjuration of her filial duties is ultimately reined in by invoking 

ancestral worship. Bing’s pregnancy, then, becomes a fulfilment of her filial duty to bear 

heirs and continue the family’s lineage. On the other hand, Chinese tradition is figured 

as psychopathological. In this respect, it falls into the cliché of ethnic superstition (this 

is suggestive of Michael’s attitude towards Yen’s constant rearranging of furniture in 

accordance with feng shui principles).  

If what is carried over (tradition, custom) is figured as “imbalanced’ or 

“irrational”, then it implies that the visible markers of Chinese ethnicity must be shed in 

order to “successfully” negotiate a sense of home and belonging. This point seems to 

me to misconstrue the much more complicated engagement the narrative has with 

tradition. Indeed, in my reading, it is precisely these traditions that permit the Chan 

family to negotiate a sense of home, rather than impede such a negotiation. I would 

argue that Ma’s hosting of Bing in Bing’s own home and Yen’s adoption of feng shui are 

not examples of psychological disturbance or ethnic superstition but the far more 

pragmatic and necessary examples of what Derrida might call “learning to live”: it is 

tradition marshalled in the name of accommodation and hospitality, in the name of 

accommodation as hospitality as “making do”, as Chow has remarked upon elsewhere.  

Eng proposes that:  

 
Law’s film insists that we think about the reconsolidation of the Chan 
family in Australia through melancholia – a melancholia both spatialized 
and gendered. Ultimately, The Floating Life (sic) suggests that an 
unacknowledged gendered loss provides the constitutive occasion for the 
emergence of a legible postcolonial Hong Kong identity.93  

 

Like Marchetti, Eng emphasises the “curative” dimensions of Ma’s ritual offering to her 

family’s ancestors:94 “Mrs. Chan suggests that the ‘cure’ for Bing’s depression is her 

realignment with Chinese culture as well as her insertion into the domestic sphere as 

mother.”95 Furthermore, Eng suggests that the ending “seems to hinge on the difficult 

reconciliation of the melancholic Bing to traditional Chinese culture,” noting too that 

this is only one of a handful of scenes spoken entirely in Cantonese.96 Eng posits that, 
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in this emotional scene, Ma “suggests that the misalignment of the economically-

successful, masculinized second daughter to her family is the result of the multiple 

traumas of immigration and the vicissitudes of a thwarted assimilation.”97 Mitchell 

argues, however, that Bing’s assimilation is not so much “thwarted” as it is too 

“successful”: 

 
Bing represents the psychological dangers of over-assimilation, and appears 
to regard her migrant status as a necessary affliction; despite her moral 
condemnations of Australian values and her view of average Australians as 
decadent and lazy, she is dictatorial about succeeding in adapting to the 
ways of the new country.98 
 

Ma recognises that it is accommodation (rather than assimilation) and homing as 

process – of learning to live – that will permit Bing to negotiate a “feeling at home” in 

Australia.  

It is Ma who ultimately realises the importance of accommodating ghosts in her 

adopted home of Australia. Ma performs a traditional ceremony, appealing to her 

ancestors to allow her family to establish a home for themselves in Australia. What I 

find particularly interesting about this gesture is how a “traditional” custom is 

reimagined in a postcolonial context. Narratives of migration often focus on how 

traditions and customs are carried over by migrants in their new homes, and how these 

practices become cathected to a mythic homeland, a nostalgic past. 

In Floating Life, however, this is not a “backwards” gesture that is designed to 

reinforce essentialist ethnic and national ties to a lost homeland but one that is 

motivated by a desire to negotiate a new sense of home and belonging. The ceremony is 

undertaken by Ma so that her daughter, and her family, can acknowledge the profound 

traumatic impact of being “homeless” but, more importantly, to look forward to a new, 

however, tenuous negotiation of home and belonging. Indeed, Ma’s gesture can be 

figured as an act of hospitality: Rosello reminds us that hospitality “exists through 

constantly reinvented practices of everyday life that individuals borrow from a variety of 

traditions – from what their parents have taught them, from what they identify as their 

own traditional background – and practices that are sometimes similar to, sometimes 
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different from, a supposedly shared norm.”99 In thinking about the role of custom and 

tradition in relation diasporic communities, it is often assumed that these practices can 

be read as a nostalgic gesture whose primary function is to nurture and maintain links to 

the past and to an imagined homeland. Yet Ma’s gesture of performing a traditional 

Chinese ceremony to her ancestors in Bing’s home is reconfigured to signify something 

else. I propose that in this instance, this ceremony can be read as future-oriented 

gesture that seeks accommodation in Australia. As Pettman observes, Ma’s gesture is 

“less concerned with closure than with a familiar and relatively reassuring mode of 

haunting. Re-establishing contact with dead kin serves to confirm the new portability of 

the past.”100 While Ma’s emotional plea honours her family’s ancestral ties, her gesture is 

ultimately less concerned with maintaining ties with a mythic homeland from the past 

than it is about negotiating a new beginning in Australia. This is not to deny that Ma’s 

act is not also invested in maintaining a connection with her family’s Chinese cultural 

heritage, but its place in the narrative, I would argue, strongly suggests that it is more 

about establishing a future in Australia than looking nostalgically to a lost past.  

Another example of deploying cultural tradition in order to negotiate a new 

sense of belonging occurs when Yen uses feng shui (geomancy) to make her new home in 

Germany more “habitable.” In Chinese culture, feng shui is a set of principles used to 

govern spatial arrangement and orientation in relation to the flow of qi (energy), and is 

often taken into consideration in the designing and building of homes. Yen’s decision to 

call upon feng shui to help her “diagnose” the problem with her new home (which she 

believes has caused her to break out into a rash all over her body) is dismissed by her 

German husband as baseless superstition. That Yen’s sense of dislocation is manifested 

as a bodily disorder (a persistent but undiagnosable itch) is symptomatic of the possible 

traumatic effects of not “feeling at home.” Naficy writes:  

 
In traumatic forms of expulsion and exile, especially when they are coupled 
with racism and hostility in the new country, the certainty and wholeness of 
the body (and of the mind) are often put into doubt. The body’s integrity, 
requiring a coincidence of inside and outside, is threatened, as a result of 
which it may be felt to be separated, collapsed, fractured, eviscerated, or 
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pithed. The exilic dislocation can be experienced simultaneously both at 
quotidian and profound and at corporeal and spiritual levels.101 

 

Yen is the only member of the Chan family to experience racism directly: returning to 

her car in a multi-storey parking lot after shopping one day, she sees a note that has 

been left on her windscreen. We never see what is written on the note, but we catch a 

glimpse of a young male skinhead in the distance, looking menacingly back towards 

Yen: they exchange looks, but as Yen walks towards him, he disappears into a doorway. 

Yen does not speak of this moment to anyone; the secret of this encounter is unspoken, 

but the viewer becomes complicit in it. Like Bing’s flashback, this moment speaks to 

the quiet traumas that can only be shared with the viewer. But for Yen, it signals a 

desire to call upon cultural tradition in order to help her negotiate a sense of home and 

belonging away from her homeland; like Ma, she calls upon this cultural tradition in a 

future-oriented gesture to her new home, rather than in an attempt to nostalgically 

retain a sense of her cultural heritage. Mitchell argues that “Yen’s sense of displacement 

and disorientation in Germany is expressed metaphorically through her obsession with 

the bad feng shui of the new apartment they have moved into, and is physically embodied 

in the constant itching which she suffers from.”102 In this instance, I would argue, Yen 

is performing an act of cultural translation for the purposes of negotiating a new sense 

of belonging that draws upon both roots and routes (to use Paul Gilroy’s formulation): 

her marshalling of Chinese traditions is undertaken in order to make her new home in 

Germany more habitable.103  

Mitchell observes that feng shui is used “as an important indicator of the Hong 

Kong migrant’s process of adaptation to a new environment.”104 If this is the case, then 

Bing’s refusal to allow her parents to practise Chinese customs in her house suggests an 

almost-total assimilation into Australia. Wim Staat remarks that Bing’s new house “is 

domesticated by the customary, almost ceremonial tea drinking tradition. This tradition 

is at first marginalized in Australia, but is later re-installed as the means by which the 
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Chinese can inhabit their new surroundings.”105 Staat notes how the film begins, in a 

teahouse in Hong Kong, with Pa’s observations on tea (the viewer learns in this scene 

that Pa once owned a tea shop): “His expertise in tasting tea serves as the center of the 

scene, with bustling family members and Hong Kong street sounds surrounding the 

grandfather, which emphasizes even more that his tea tasting and the attention others 

pay him as he offers his opinion characterize him as the paterfamilias amidst his 

family.”106 When the Chan family first arrive at Bing’s house in Australia, Pa also drinks 

tea, but, as Staat observes, this activity is marginalised: “he uses Australian kitchen ware, 

letting the apparent success of the daughter’s [Bing’s] complete integration take center 

stage. Complementing this mise-en-scène is Law’s use of the camera, which effectively 

frames the grandfather at the outer edge of the screen.”107 Pa’s tea-drinking does not 

remain marginalised, however: towards the end of the film, when he and Ma have 

finally moved into their new house in Australia, he tells his sons of his plans to grow tea 

in his new greenhouse. Staat suggests, “[w]hat Law makes clear here is that the 

character’s house must be inhabited by his customs before it can be his home.”108 Yet 

Floating Life does not suggest that customs can be transported, unchanged, across 

geographical and cultural borders. When Pa makes his declaration about growing tea in 

Australia, he is sitting outside in the garden, not inside his new house. His desire to grow 

tea is as much about accommodating traditional Chinese custom as it is about 

establishing roots/routes.  

 
Aurality 

I will now turn my attention to Floating Life’s auditory space, and consider how 

aurality (hearing, speaking) registers and encodes haunting in the film. Sneja Gunew has 

astutely noted that “the register of the visible permeates much current theory but the 

aural dimension, including the category of voice and, for example, accent, has remained 

somewhat undertheorized.”109 Aurality plays a significant role in Law’s film: it 

dramatises the notions of accommodation and unsettlement that are central to Floating 
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Life. Sound is deeply embedded within the spatialities and spatialising practices of the 

film. While the visual and the aural exist simultaneously and cannot be easily separated, 

the two do not operate in the same way. As Phillip Mar observes, “[t]he auditory field is 

less clearly bounded by intentionality than the visual field – and its data, sound, is 

dependent on activity, things and people making sound, including the sound of one’s 

own voice, and all the sounds of one’s own body. Perceptions of noise and quiet are key 

elements in the comparison of places and their social character.”110 The auditory space 

of the film plays a pivotal role in dramatising the anxieties and difficulties faced by the 

Chan family as they attempt to negotiate a sense of home and belonging in Australia. 

The experiences of the different members of the Chan family speak to the challenges of 

migration that have been expressed by Hong Kong Chinese migrants. As Mar points 

out, the suburban space of Sydney’s outskirts in which the Chan family find themselves 

does not “read” as an urban space, so dissimilar is it to the bustling metropolis of Hong 

Kong: “Like the characters in Clara Law’s recent film Floating Life (1996), Hong Kong 

immigrants often do not see their Australian suburban locations as urban at all. The in-

between sub-urban spaces seem to separate and isolate rather than connect.”111 Perhaps 

it is the quiet – the absence of noise – that is so disturbing and unsettling for the Chan 

family when they first arrive in Australia. As soon as they enter Bing’s house, Ma and Pa 

endeavour to fill it with the hustle and bustle of family life. Yue and Chau’s voiceover 

tells the viewer that Pa begins to obsessively listen to radio broadcasts (BBC, Radio Free 

Moscow) and that Ma becomes engrossed in daytime soaps on TV, even though she 

cannot understand what is being said onscreen, due to her poor English. Pa’s obsessive 

listening of radio broadcasts and Ma’s watching of the daytime soaps are indicative of a 

powerful desire to fill the quiet of their new lives with sound (or noise: given that Ma 

requires her sons to translate what is happening on screen, one could argue that the 

television programs are “white noise”), and that this desire is crucial to their own 

processes of settlement and accommodation. 

The sounds of Australian daily life are figured as not merely unfamiliar but as 

terrifying. When Bing first moves to Australia, she lives alone in a large home on the 

very outskirts of outer Sydney, in anticipation of her husband Cheung joining her in the 
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near future. One night, she hears a noise in the attic and goes to investigate. Once Bing 

opens the door, she finds that it is a dark, musty space, filled with cobwebs and 

unknown creatures (rats, possums). Terrified by what she sees (or perhaps what she 

does not see), she proceeds to frantically tape over the attic door with duct tape, as if to 

contain whatever it is that she believes lurks behind it. In this scene, the unknown 

noises of the unfamiliar Australian suburbia are deeply unsettling for Bing: they invoke 

a sense of menace, of unhomeliness in her own home.  

However, perhaps even more significant than the unfamiliar and menacing 

sounds of suburban life is how silence is constructed in the film’s auditory space. I 

would argue that in Bing’s self-narrated flashback (which describes her experiences 

when she first arrived in Australia, before the rest of her family), it is the eerie silence of 

everyday life that is most troubling for her. The silence speaks of a new life in Australia 

that is marked by lack of social inclusion and profound sense of isolation and 

unhomeliness. Here, the quiet comes to represent loneliness and social 

disconnectedness. Her brand new home, situated in a new housing development on the 

outskirts of Sydney, is strangely devoid of neighbours: in the establishing shots, it is a 

solitary dwelling surrounded by an empty, newly-cleared landscape. In Bing’s flashback, 

quietness becomes inextricably linked to a social dislocation and an unmooring of the 

diasporic subject from familial ties. While Bing finds it difficult to settle into the 

quietness of her new life, her parents seem to have come to terms with it by the end. 

The home that they buy for themselves, after they decide to leave Bing’s, appears to be 

located in a semi-rural area on the border of suburbia and the country. It is spacious 

enough to be divided into separate lots for the Chan sons, as Pa cheerfully informs Yue, 

Chau and Gar Ming. Yet unlike Bing’s first home, which was also located on the 

outskirts of the city, Ma and Pa’s home is set on a leafy property; it appears calm, quiet 

and settled. Mar writes: 

 
[T]he quiet is still associated with a form of social retirement, with a certain 
resignation from the intense sociality of “the crowd”, associated with the 
dense social space of Hong Kong. Those who “settle well” find their place 
and value its attributes. The quiet is no longer too quiet. The binary structure 
of the comparisons is not disturbed, only evaluated differently.112  
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Ma and Pa’s new home (referred to as “A Home in Australia” by the film’s intertitles) 

appears to be settled in the quietness, rather than unnerved or disturbed by it (as was 

the case with Bing in her first home). 

While the auditory space of Australian suburbia is integral to the (un)settlement 

of the Chan family, so too are voice and speech invested with affective power. The 

private and often intimate conversations exchanged between the characters foreground 

the importance of voice and speech in the negotiations and maintenance of social 

relationships. As Naficy observes, “[a]ll societies appear to associate speech and voice 

with proximity and presence.”113 Naficy continues, arguing: 

 
The acousticity of accented epistolaries stems from the specific inscription 
of sound and voice in them. One of the characteristics of sound that 
distinguishes it from vision is that sound is perishable, evanescent, and 
unstable. Unlike vision, whose existence can be stabilised, sound exists only 
when it is dying or coming into being; it cannot be frozen in place like a still 
frame. Further, if sight is analytical, operating by isolating and distancing 
the seer from the seen, sound is immersive, functioning to incorporate and 
unify the sender of the sound with its recipient. While images may exist 
separately from their producing agency, no voice exists without the force 
that generates it, the breath. Thus there exists a unique relationship between 
voice, interiority, and identity, and it is perhaps because of this that voice 
and speech are always associated with potency and magical power.114  

 

The telephone conversations exchanged between different members of the Chan family 

gesture towards the centrality of speaking (and listening) in maintaining familial 

relationships across geographically-dispersed locations. Following on from the 

proposition that “[s]peech itself is a spatialised and spatialising practice, in which 

positionality, reference to objects, viewpoint and social location in relation to other 

interlocutors are not just expressed, but are actively staged,”115 then we might contend 

that while the telephone conversations might appear to inhabit a “non-space”, they are 

in fact multiply-located. 

While a strong sense of physical locatedness is embedded within accommodation 

and the practices of hosting and being hosted, the communication technologies 

(telephone, greeting cards) which feature in Floating Life serve to reimagine and 

                                            
113 Naficy, An Accented Cinema, p. 121.  
114 Naficy, An Accented Cinema, p. 121.  
115 Mar, “Just the Place is Different,” p. 60. 
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reconfigure the borders - geographical, temporal – that often separate diasporic 

communities. The interconnected notions of displacement and distance are particularly 

relevant in considering Floating Life, especially given the film’s focus on the transnational 

journeys of its protagonists. Communication devices such as telephones and greeting 

cards serve to link the otherwise dispersed members of the family. According to Naficy, 

“[e]pistolary media are generally communitarian; they link people across time, space, 

and cultural difference.”116 In Floating Life, telephonic communication takes on a 

particular significance, motivated in part by “epistephilia, which often involves a 

burning desire to know and to tell about the causes, experiences, and consequences of 

disrupted personal and national histories.”117 Telephone conversations are the main 

form of communication between the geographically-dispersed members of the Chan 

family; indeed, the “near but far” character of telephonic communication is mined for 

its affective impact in the film.118 Naficy notes that speaking over the phone  

 
can be as intense as face-to-face interaction, and it can create a 
“psychological neighbourhood” for people who are scattered over a wide 
area. The telephone’s most profound social consequence has been its 
“decentralisation of relationships” and the breakup of the multigenerational 
household.119 
 

It is via telephone conversations with her mother that Yen, living in Germany with her 

German husband and young daughter, becomes aware of the tensions between Bing 

and the rest of the family. Naficy argues that the “live ontology” of telephonic 

communication “obliterates spatial and temporal discontinuity,”120 yet I would add that 

the instantaneous and simultaneous nature of telephonic communication also serves to 

emphasise the distance that exists between the two interlocutors. Speaking to her 

husband after the phone conversation with Ma, Yen expresses her sense of helplessness 

in resolving her family’s problems in Australia, given her geographical distance. In this 

instance, Yen’s conversation with her mother seems to reflect Naficy’s contention that 

“[e]xilic telephonic epistolaries encode copresence and bifocality, which can serve 

critical functions by juxtaposing incompatible and oppositional discourses, times, 

                                            
116 Naficy, An Accented Cinema, p. 105. 
117 Naficy, An Accented Cinema, p. 105. 
118 Naficy, An Accented Cinema, p. 132. 
119 Naficy, An Accented Cinema, p. 32. 
120 Naficy, An Accented Cinema, p. 133. 
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spaces, and foci in ways that highlight their differences.”121 The collapsing of the spatio-

temporal boundaries between Germany and Australia that is enacted through telephony 

paradoxically serves to foreground the physical distance that separates her from the rest 

of her family.  

The two scenes in which Yen and Bing have telephone conversations with Ma 

and Cheung, respectively, highlight the complex and unstable nature of presence and 

absence. If “[t]he very fact of addressing someone in an epistle creates an illusion of 

presence that transforms the addressee from an absent figure into a presence, which 

hovers in the text’s interstices,”122 then what these conversations reveal is how absence 

and presence are ambivalently constructed through telephonic communication. Both 

scenes are constructed around an absent and silent interlocutor: the viewer/listener only 

hears Yen’s and Bing’s parts of the conversation. Yet we are nevertheless able to 

construct an understanding of what is being said by Yen’s and Bing’s dialogue. Thus the 

absent voices of Ma and Cheung assume a presence even though we never hear what 

they are saying. The figures of the absent and silent interlocutors take on a kind of 

haunted presence: they are both absent and present at the same time.  

 

Coda: Mui Mui’s House and the future-to-come 

While the longing for a lost, possibly irrecuperable, home, is a recurrent feature 

of diasporic narratives, Floating Life never presents the viewer with a nostalgic image of 

the Chan family at home in Hong Kong. The film opens with a busy street scene in 

Hong Kong: the camera is positioned inside looking out, and the shot is taken from 

behind what appears to be a translucent screen, so that the passers-by are anonymous, 

indistinct, ghostly; “a population of specters,” in Pettman’s words.123 The camera then 

pans to the right, to an interior view of a teahouse door, which opens as the Chan 

family comes in from the street. The family is on their way to Australia; they have 

stopped here for a final meal. Pa sits down and orders wonton noodle soup, while Ma 

and the two younger Chan boys hurry off to pick up some last-minute duty-free goods. 

Significantly, the film begins with the Chan family already homeless; there are no scenes 

                                            
121 Naficy, An Accented Cinema, p. 133. 
122 Naficy, An Accented Cinema, p. 103. 
123 Pettman, “The floating life of fallen angels,” p. 75 
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of the family in their Hong Kong residence.124 In spite of its haunting presence 

throughout the film, Hong Kong is never really represented as an idealised home for 

the Chan family. Even the scenes of Gar Ming in Hong Kong – ostensibly his 

homeland – depict an aimless, deracinated existence. In fact, the film seems to suggest 

that familial harmony, however tentative, can only exist outside of Hong Kong: there 

are such moments in Germany (Yen, Michael and Mui Mui) as well as in Australia (Pa 

drinking tea in the garden of his new home, with Gar Ming, Yue and Chau), but none in 

Hong Kong. And yet the film’s coda, in its otherworldly vision of Mui Mui’s house, 

appears to retreat to a nostalgic past that has otherwise been largely absent from the 

narrative. As a filmic image, Mui Mui’s house is radically different from the earlier 

houses: its setting in a woodland clearing, devoid of any markers of modernity (cars, 

other buildings), imbues it with a certain timeless, almost fairytale-like quality.  

The coda, entitled “Mui Mui’s house” (the only house, it is important to keep in 

mind, that bears the proper name of one of the characters, the only house that 

“belongs” to someone explicitly), serves to “undo” this refusal of nostalgic 

identification. The coda operates on an entirely different register, and seems to be 

deeply invested in the idea of a utopian home. I would argue that this final image, more 

so than any other in the film, symbolises the paradoxical nature of nostalgic desire. But 

for what, exactly, is the ending nostalgic? Before I attempt to answer that question, it is 

useful, I think, to consider the cultural valency of nostalgia. Susan Stewart’s definitive 

articulation of nostalgia offers an entrée into thinking about how nostalgia is registered 

in the coda:  

 
Nostalgia is a sadness without an object, a sadness which creates a longing 
that of necessity is inauthentic because it does not take part in lived 
experience. Rather, it remains behind and before that experience. Nostalgia, 
like any form of narrative, is always ideological: the past it seeks has never 
existed except as narrative, and hence, always absent, that past continually 
threatens to reproduce itself as a felt lack. Hostile to history and its invisible 
origins, and yet longing for an impossibly pure context of lived experience 
at a place of origin, nostalgia wears a distinctly utopian face, a face that 
turns toward a future-past, a past which has only ideological reality. This 
point of desire which the nostalgic seeks is in fact the absence that is the 
very generating mechanism of desire. As we shall see in our discussion of 

                                            
124 Later in the film, the Chan family’s apartment in Hong Kong is shown; Gar Ming, is still living there 
while his Australian immigration visa is being processed. However, at no time does the viewer see his 
parents or younger brothers in the Hong Kong apartment.  
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the souvenir, the realization of re-union imagined by the nostalgic is a 
narrative utopia that works only by virtue of its partiality, its lack of fixity 
and closure: nostalgia is the desire for desire.125 
 

But Chow has something more to say about this formulation of nostalgia as a sadness 

without an object. Chow proposes that a rethinking of nostalgia might be needed, one 

that takes into account the technologised and gloablised realities of contemporary Hong 

Kong:  

 
[T]he expedience of technology means that human separation itself need no 
longer be mournful because of diminished travel distances, it also means 
that our relations to the past are drastically altered because of the 
unprecedented disintegration of stationary places. Nostalgia now appears 
differently, working by a manipulation of temporality rather than by a 
simple projection of lack/loss onto space. If and when the past is to be 
(re)collected, it is (re)collected in compressed forms, forms that are 
fantasies of time.126 

 

In proposing that nostalgia is now registered through temporal dislocation rather than a 

lost space, Chow puts forth a reconfiguration of what it means to be nostalgic: 

 
[I]nstead of thinking that nostalgia is a feeling triggered by an object lost in 
the past (a mode of thinking that remains linear and teleological in 
orientation), can we attempt the reverse? Perhaps nostalgia is a feeling 
looking for an object? If so, how does it catch its object? Could the 
movement of nostalgia be a loop, a throw, a network of chance, rather than 
a straight line?127  

 

Chow suggests that “[i]n the nostalgic filmic image, the entire world turns into a sadly 

beautiful souvenir,”128 and so we have at the end of Floating Life a utopian image of a 

house – an ancestral house promised to her by her German  grandmother, but also Mui 

Mui’s future house –  that can only be imagined by the “naïve” subjectivity of a child. In 

this final shot, a young girl runs along the path leading up to the house: her back to the 

camera, it is impossible to determine if this is Mui Mui or her daughter-to-come (Collins 

                                            
125 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 1993), p. 23.  
126 Rey Chow, “A Souvenir of Love,” in Esther C. M. Yau (ed.), At Full Speed: Hong Kong Cinema in a 
Borderless World (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), p. 226.  
127 Chow, “A Souvenir of Love,” in Yau (ed.), At Full Speed, p. 211.  
128 Chow, “A Souvenir of Love,” in Yau (ed.), At Full Speed, p. 226.  
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reads the girl in the final shot as Mui Mui herself,129 while Mitchell speculates that it is 

Mui Mui’s as-yet-unborn child).130 Mui Mui’s house epitomises Thomas More’s 

construction of utopia as both a “not-place” and a “good-place”: it is the image of a 

stable, familial, homely space that can only exist in the imaginative space of the child.  

Eng astutely observes that the daughters in the film – Bing and Yen – play a 

significant role in the narrative, in that they are the first to migrate overseas; Eng frames 

their “earlier dispersion” as a “prior gendered loss.”131 He argues that Bing and Yen’s 

earlier migration “constitute[s] a palimpsest of global migration that their family later 

comes to trace”: “the daughters precede the others into the global system, providing a 

type of gendered labor that sets a staging for their family’s subsequent diaspora.”132 

However, Eng does not extend his discussion of the uneven gendered responsibilities 

borne by daughters in the film to include Mui Mui, the only grandchild in the film. This 

is an intriguing omission, given that the film’s coda is entitled “Mui Mui’s House”. If 

Bing and Yen do mark out, however tentatively, a diasporic path for their family to 

follow, so too does Mui Mui. Marchetti suggestss that “a young child and a hopeful 

pregnancy symbolize life for the Chinese outside of China,”133 echoing Collins’s 

assessment that the narrative’s “genealogical resolution to a transnational and diasporic 

history” is enabled “through the figure of the little girl.”134 Yet Mui Mui’s trajectory is 

distinct from those of her mother and aunt: in this final episode, narrated in the voice 

of a child but seemingly set in the future, she imagines a future ancestral home for her 

children. The scene of Mui Mui’s house is not a site for an irrecuperable loss but rather 

a vision of a hopeful future-to-come.  

I have argued that Floating Life largely sidesteps the desire for an idealised home 

– that it avoids the nostalgic invocation of an idealised home in a (pre-handover) Hong 

Kong and refuses the commonplace nostalgic affiliation with an imagined homeland, 

which is a recurring preoccupation of diasporic and exilic films. Is this undone, 

however, by Mui Mui’s house at the end? Chow proposes that nostalgia  

 

                                            
129 Collins, “Bringing the Ancestors Home,” p. 114.   
130 Mitchell, “Hong Kong-Australian ‘flexible citizenship’,” p. 296. 
131 Eng, “Melancholia/Postcoloniality,” pp. 148-149. 
132 Eng, “Melancholia/Postcoloniality,” p. 149; p. 149.  
133 Marchetti, From Tian’anmen to Times Square, p. 197.  
134 Collins, “Bringing the Ancestors Home,” p. 114.   
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seeks to express itself in pictures imbued with particular memories of a 
certain pastness. In film, these subjectively pictorialized memories are there 
for everyone to see: nostalgia thus has a public life as much as a purely 
private one. The cinematic image, because of its visible nature, becomes a 
wonderfully appropriate embodiment of nostalgia’s ambivalence between 
dream and reality, of nostalgia’s insistence on seeing ‘concrete’ things in 
fantasy and memory.135 

 

While the filmic image of Mui Mui’s house evokes a certain “pastness”, this is done in 

the service of a future vision, not a return to a mythic past.  

The unspecified location of Mui Mui’s house leaves open the question of where 

such a home might be found. It is named after Mui Mui, not a geographical location, 

suggesting that physical locatedness might carry a diminished significance in future 

constructions of home for diasporic subjects. It is a vision of the future, inasmuch as it 

depicts Mui Mui’s future house when she is an adult. Mui Mui’s calling out from the 

future is reminiscent of Derrida’s injunction to attend to the future. Daniel Watt argues 

that Derrida’s notion of hauntology “insists on the power of the future, the “to come”, 

as an event held open and irreducible to thought. The apparent stasis of this position – 

precisely its apparition – entails the obligation to “go on” beyond the affectation of 

mourning and engage most properly, that is on our own, with notions of promise, 

legacy, survival and remains.”136 Mui Mui’s voiceover, spoken in her own voice as a 

child (in Cantonese and German), acts as an invitation to imagine a future house, 

perhaps even a home, in which a hospitable space can be negotiated. As Watt suggests, 

“[t]he proper voices of the dead will only become apparent to us, through us, in the 

future.”137 The voiceover description of the house is addressed to her parents, but it also 

addresses the viewer, imploring us to share in this vision of a future-to-come that does 

not foreclose the possibility of accommodating and being accommodated within spaces 

of giving.  
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for Cultural Research 10:2 (2006), p. 173.  
137 Watt, “Derrida’s Demanding Call,” p. 174. 



 126 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 127 

Chapter Three 
 

Seeing is not enough: the ethics of witnessing 
in William Kentridge’s History o f  the Main 
Complaint  (1996) and Stereoscope  (1999) 
 

 

 

 

I. Monument  (1990) 

In the opening scene of Monument (1990),1 the second instalment from William 

Kentridge’s 9 Drawings for Projection series of animated films, we see a black man, head 

bent, carrying a burdensome load on his back. Wearing a long black coat but no shoes, 

he walks across a desolate landscape hemmed in by a foreboding grey sky, the strain of 

his cargo clearly visible on his face. The next scene signals the appearance of “Soho 

Eckstein Civic Benefactor,” whom we first encounter in the inaugural film of the 9 

Drawings for Projection series, Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City After Paris (1989).2 Numerous 

microphones snake into the frame as Soho announces the donation of a large 

monument in honour of the labourers who work in his mine. The news is broadcast 

through large megaphones, the sound waves rendered as black streams that fill the air 

above the empty landscape, transforming into a black sheet, which now swathes the 

monument in question. Amidst swarms of onlookers and self-aggrandising fanfare, 

Soho proclaims the unveiling of his gift. When the sheet is lifted and the monument is 

finally uncovered, what is also revealed is the monument’s likeness to the black man 

from the opening scene. He is still bent over from the weight of his load, and his feet 

are shackled, but he now stands on a pedestal, towering over the crowds around him. 

As the viewer’s attention is drawn to a close-up of his face, we realise that this statue is 

                                            
1 William Kentridge (dir), Monument (1990).  
2 The films in Kentridge’s 9 Drawings for Projection series are: Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City After Paris (1989); 
Monument (1990); Mine (1991); Sobriety, Obesity and Growing Old (1991); Felix in Exile (1994); History of the 
Main Complaint (1996); Weighing and Wanting (1997); Stereoscope (1999); and Tide Table (2003).   
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alive: his downcast eyes look up, fixing his gaze straight ahead, the sound of his 

laboured breathing clearly audible.   

I first watched Monument in 2005 at the Art Gallery of Western Australia 

(AGWA) in Perth, Australia. At the time, the AGWA was mounting an exhibition of 

Kentridge’s art in order to celebrate the acquisition of his Shadow Quartet (2003-2004), 

four specially-commissioned bronze sculptures. While the sculptures were the main 

focus of the exhibition, in an adjacent room a number of films from the 9 Drawings for 

Projection series were being screened. In the same exhibition room as the quartet of life-

size bronze sculptures, there was a large drawing, Untitled (2003), which depicts the 

same four figures as the Shadow Quartet sculptures, this time rendered in charcoal and 

pastel on paper.  

What struck me about this drawing, however, was its provenance: it was a 

partial gift to the AGWA by AngloGold Ashanti, one of the world’s largest gold mining 

companies. A minor detail that might have been easily overlooked, but for me this 

signified something more, even if, at the time, I did not fully comprehend its import. 

Upon further reflection, it seemed to me that the narrative of Monument, in which a 

wealthy mine owner donates a monument to the people coincidentally paralleled the 

AngloGold Ashanti’s donation of an artwork to a public art institution.3 Here, in 

adjacent rooms of the AGWA, were parallel narratives of the gift: abutting one another, 

these two iterations of the gift, of donors and donees, would illuminate each other in 

unexpected but significant ways. It occurred to me that these two gestures of gift-giving 

– one from real-life, the other fictional – intimated an intra- and inter-textual economy 

of exchange.  

In seizing upon a coincidence as a starting point for a deeper engagement with 

Kentridge’s short animated films, I am reminded of Kentridge’s privileging of “fortuna” 

in his filmmaking. The artist has used the term “fortuna” in reference to his filmmaking 

practice, which designates a process that is neither “programme” nor “sheer chance”: 

“‘Fortuna’ is the general term I use for this range of agencies, something other than 

cold statistical chance, and something too, outside the range of rational control.”4 In 

                                            
3 For an incisive historical study of patronage in the arts, see Marjorie Garber’s Patronizing the Arts 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008).  
4 William Kentridge, as cited in Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, William Kentridge (Brussels: Société des 
Expositions du Palais des Beaux-Arts de Bruxelles, 1998), p. 68.  
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taking my cue from a seemingly minor detail, I echo Kentridge’s own privileging of 

fortuna in his artistic process, which grants him the occasion to rethink what is actually 

central to each image: “as a drawing proceeds, interest shifts from what was originally 

central, to something that initially appeared incidental.”5 

While the physical proximity of these two narratives of the gift might be 

coincidental, it draws our attention to how texts can, intentionally or otherwise, be co-

opted into discursive economies (of the gift, for example) that might seem unrelated at 

first. Furthermore, it demonstrates the continuing importance of a situated engagement 

with texts; taking into account not only the historical and cultural provenance but also 

attending to the specificities of the encounter with the text itself. Rosalind Krauss writes 

that Soho’s gift of the still-living man represents a “dehumanising petrification,” but I 

would argue that it is fundamentally concerned with misrecognition.6 Soho’s 

monument, cast in the image of a black labourer, turns out to be a living, breathing 

human being, shackled and raised onto a pedestal. Soho’s misrecognition operates on a 

number of levels: his gift is not benevolent but is rather motivated by hubristic self-

aggrandisement, to which the media conference and the assembled throng of on-

lookers attest. But more disturbingly, Soho fails to recognise that his monument is not 

an inanimate cast figure, but is actually still alive. It is a powerful metaphor for 

Kentridge’s engagement with the recent traumatic past of South Africa: what appears to 

be dead, to be gone, is still with us in the present. Barely audible, perhaps immobilised, 

but still here; the monument/man represents what Avery Gordon might call “a seething 

presence, acting on and often meddling with taken-for-granted realities.”7 The haunting 

presence of the monument/man thus becomes “a social figure, and investigating it can 

lead to that dense site where history and subjectivity make social life… being haunted 

draws us affectively… into the structure of feeling of a reality we come to experience, 

not as cold knowledge, but as a transformative recognition.”8 In this chapter I will 

attempt to tease out the (not always self-evident) connections between the gift and the 

discursive economies of witnessing and forgiveness in Kentridge’s films. 

                                            
5 Kentridge, as cited in Christov-Bakargiev, William Kentridge. p. 64.  
6 Rosalind Krauss, “‘The Rock’: William Kentridge’s Drawings for Projection,” October 92 (2000), p. 4.    
7 Avery F. Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination, second edition (1997; 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), p. 8.  
8 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 8. 
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This chapter began with two contiguous and seemingly unrelated narratives of 

the gift. I will argue that these two acts, while they might appear incidental, actually 

serve to dramatise my abiding concerns with the discursive economies of forgiveness 

and trauma in the aftermath of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

(hereafter TRC). However, before I delve further into these narratives, I would first like 

to take a brief detour into the cultural significance of the gift.  

John Frow points out that the concept of the gift registers a certain ambivalence 

in its etymology and in its historical usage. Focusing on the definition of the gift from 

the Oxford English Dictionary that states “‘Something, the possession of which is 

transferred to another without the expectation or receipt of an equivalent,’” Frow 

argues that this establishes  

 
two useful distinctions: first, it specifies that what is given is not the thing 
itself but the possession of the thing (and it thus directs us to the cultural 
meanings of possession); second, it calls attention to the category of 
equivalence (and thus the contradistinction of the gift to the commodity, 
where the latter is defined within the structure of abstract equivalence that 
constitutes exchange value.)9  

 

And yet herein lies the paradox of the gift: it becomes impossible to speak of it without 

referring to exchange, to economies, even if what we attempt to assert is that there is no 

expectation of an exchange. This conundrum is expressed by Jacques Derrida in his 

theorising of the gift:  

 
Now the gift, if there is any, would no doubt be related to economy. One 
cannot treat the gift without treating this relation to economy, that goes 
without saying, even to the money economy. But is not the gift, if there is 
any, that which interrupts economy. That which, in suspending economic 
calculation, no longer gives rise to exchange?  That which opens the circle 
so as to defy reciprocity or symmetry, the common measure, and so as to 
turn aside the return in view of the no-return? If there is gift, the given of the 
gift (that which one gives, that which is given, the gift as given thing or as act 
of donation) must not come back to the giving (let us not already say to the 
subject, to the donor). It must not circulate, it must not be exchanged, it 
must not in any case be exhausted, as a gift, by the process of exchange, by 
the movement of circulation of the circle in the form of return to the point 
of departure. If the figure of the circle is essential to the economic, the gift 

                                            
9 John Frow, “Gift and Commodity,” in Time & Commodity Culture: Essays in Cultural Theory and 
Postmodernity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 102-103.   
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must remain aneconomic. Not that it remains foreign to the circle, but it must 
keep a relation of foreignness to the circle, a relation without relation of 
familiar foreignness. It is perhaps in this sense that the gift is the 
impossible.10 

 

If the gift is impossible, as Derrida claims, can it still be a productive nexus for 

understanding the social relations that its “circle” engenders? After all, as Frow argues:  

 
Gifts are precisely not objects at all, but transactions and social relations. It is 
only in these terms that it is possible to speak of a gift economy, in the 
sense of an order governing transactions and the chains of debt and return 
that flow from them. As an order of social relations the gift economy is 
intimately bound up with the forms of the person as they are diversely 
constituted and as it constitutes them.11 

 

The gift, then, is a useful starting point for my discussion of the discourses of 

forgiveness and witnessing that are foregrounded in Kentridge’s art precisely because 

they privilege the social relations engendered by these symbolic economies.  

 

History o f  the Main Complaint  (1996) and Stereoscope  (1999) 

In this chapter, I will focus on two of the later films from the 9 Drawings for 

Projection series, History of the Main Complaint (hereafter History) and Stereoscope. Both of 

these films were made in the post-apartheid era in the so-called “new” South Africa: 

History was made in 1996, the year that the special hearings of the TRC were first held, 

while Stereoscope was made in 1999, the year after the TRC had concluded its hearings. 

One might say that these two films mark the shifting terrain of public discourses on 

forgiveness, justice and individual and collective healing that the TRC engendered. 

However, neither of the films deals directly with the TRC or its public hearings 

(although Kentridge has addressed this topic explicitly in his play Ubu and the Truth 

Commission (1997), co-written with Jane Taylor). My engagement with these films begins 

with the premise that they are interruptions in the existing discourses on the traumatic 

legacies of apartheid in South Africa. In thinking of these films as interruptions, I hope 

to draw together my abiding interest in the narrativisation of historical trauma and the 

gift. While the two may seem unrelated at first, I would argue that the prevailing 
                                            
10 Jacques Derrida. “Given Time: The Time of the King” (trans. Peggy Kamuf), Critical Inquiry 18:2 
(1992), pp. 166-167.   
11 Frow, “Gift and Commodity,” p. 124.  
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discourses of the gift and of historical trauma turn around the idea of interruption. To 

borrow Maurice Blanchot’s term, this interruption might be called “an interruption of 

being,”12 a relation that “is not a relation from the perspective of unity or with unity in 

view, not a relation of unification.”13 Interruption is thus not about unifying or 

reconciling; rather it, is about “[i]nterrupting for the sake of understanding.”14  

The impossible gift, as I have already noted, interrupts the economy of 

exchange: the pure, unconditional gift must remain aneconomic, according to Derrida.15 

For Roger Luckhurst, “[t]rauma is a piercing or breach of a border that puts inside and 

outside into a strange communication. Trauma violently opens passageways between 

systems that were once discrete, making unforeseen connections that distress or 

confound.”16 Thus trauma, too, can be seen as an interruption, as a violent break. 

Interruption is the recurring trope that links my discussion of the gift, forgiveness, and 

trauma in relation to History and Stereoscope. Ultimately, then, this chapter is about how 

the two selected films suggest a critical trajectory for thinking through the lingering 

aftereffects of apartheid in a post-TRC South Africa.  

 

The ambivalent position of the beneficiary 

  Soho’s gift of the black worker in Monument unwittingly foreshadows the 

multitudinous public memorials that appeared in the wake of the first democratic 

elections in South Africa in 1994, which signalled the end of apartheid. Annie E. 

Coombes points out that the ANC, which would lead the new government, was 

“invested in museums and other public institutions and monuments as purveyors of 

heritage and and was aware of the potential of such institutions and sites for the new 

dispensation well before the elections.”17 In a draft press release, the ANC declared its 

belief that “[t]he National Monuments Council has a vital role to play in the new South 

Africa in the conservation of the tangible historical, architectural, scientific and cultural 

heritage of the people of South Africa and in fostering a sense of South African 

                                            
12 Maurice Blanchot. The Infinite Conversation [L’Entretien infini (1969)], (trans. Susan Hanson), (Minneapolis 
and London: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), p. 69.  
13 Blanchot, The Infinite Conversation, p. 67. 
14 Blanchot, The Infinite Conversation, p. 76.  
15 Derrida, “Given Time,” p. 167.  
16 Roger Luckhurst, The Trauma Question (London and New York: Routledge, 2008), p. 3.  
17 Annie E. Coombes, History After Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in a Democratic South Africa 
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2003), p. 17.  
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nationhood.”18 Indeed, these public memorials formed part of a wider political project 

that, in the wake of the TRC, sought to fulfil the Commission’s aims of reconciliation 

and nation-building. Like the TRC hearings that sought to honour the personal 

narratives of those who had suffered under apartheid, many of these public memorials 

commemorate the struggle against apartheid. These sites include: Robben Island, the 

infamous maximum security prison for political prisoners, now a World Heritage-listed 

museum; the District Six Museum in Cape Town, which commemorates the history of 

forced removals under apartheid; and the Hector Pieterson Memorial and Museum, 

which pays tribute to the Soweto uprising in 1976.  

In addition to commemorating “the Struggle [against apartheid], pay[ing] tribute 

to its heroes, referenc[ing] and transform[ing] sites of suffering and resistance,”19 these 

memorials sought “to rectify divisions, unify the nation and effect closure.”20 Thus 

public sites of memorialisation became inextricably linked to a unifying and, at times, 

homogenising impulse of a government eager to construct a future-oriented national 

narrative.21 One of the perhaps unintended consequences of memorialising the struggle 

against apartheid has been the solidifying of a binary division between victims and 

perpetrators, heroes and villains. The binary schema of victim/perpetrator was further 

reinforced by the TRC. Kay Schaffer and Sidonie Smith argue that “[t]he TRC 

authorized the stances of victim and perpetrator through its terms of reference and its 

hearing protocols, organized scenes of witnessing, and judgments.”22 Furthermore, 

“[t]hose positioned neither as victims nor as perpetrators are not called to recognize the 

benefits to them of structural violence, through which power, privilege, and ‘corporeal 

vulnerability’ are unevenly distributed.”23 This has led a number of critics to argue that 

this binary division fails to acknowledge a third category – that of the beneficiary. 

Mahmood Mamdani has foregrounded the role of beneficiaries in reconciliation, 

                                            
18 Cited in Coombes, History After Apartheid, p. 17.  
19 Kay Schaffer, “Testimony, Nation Building and the Ethics of Witnessing: After the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission in South Africa,” in Philipa Rothfield et al (eds.), Pathways to Reconciliation: 
Between Theory and Practice (Aldershot and Burlington: Ashgate, 2008), p. 92.  
20 Schaffer, “Testimony,” p. 92. 
21 Schaffer, “Testimony,” p. 92. 
22 Kay Schaffer and Sidonie Smith, “Human Rights, Storytelling, and the Position of the Beneficiary: 
Antjie Krog’s Country of My Skull,” PMLA, 121:5 (2006), p. 1577. 
23 Schaffer and Smith, “Human Rights,” p. 1577. Here, Schaffer and Smith borrow Judith Butler’s term 
“corporeal vulnerability” from Butler’s Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (London: Verso, 
2004), p. 30.  
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pointing out that “in South Africa, there are a few perpetrators, but lots and lots of 

beneficiaries. Should reconciliation take place between victims and perpetrators or 

between victims and beneficiaries?”24 Schaffer and Smith have also highlighted how 

beneficiaries were under-scrutinised in the TRC hearings and report:  

 
One of the most compelling criticisms to emerge during South Africa’s 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) hearings called attention to 
the fact that those who benefited from the everyday policies and practices 
of the apartheid regime were neither identified as complicit in perpetuating 
systemic violence nor called to account. Nor was their implicated position 
in the apartheid state extensively analysed in the commission’s report.25  

 

Indeed, the report provides an extended definition of “victims or survivors” and 

“perpetrators,”26 but is less forthcoming on the subject of those who benefited from 

apartheid. While the report did acknowledge that “those who have benefited and are 

still benefiting from a range of unearned privileges under apartheid have a crucial role to 

play”27 in national reconciliation, the Commission argued that it was beyond the 

purview of its official mandate.28 However, “[p]roviding no justiciary position that 

acknowledges the beneficiary’s relation to structural violence, the TRC could not locate 

in its protocols, scenes of witnessing, and judgments those who benefited from 

structural violence.”29 Thus Schaffer and Smith propose that “personal narratives have 

become a productive site for dislodging the binary schema of victim-perpetrator stances 

and for representing the complex and problematic visibility of the beneficiary 

position.”30 I would extend this point further, by suggesting that History and Stereoscope 

also offer a critique of the position of the beneficiary. Although neither of the films can 

be classified as personal narratives, they nevertheless problematise the position of the 

beneficiary through the main protagonist Soho. Indeed, both History and Stereoscope 

construct Soho as both a beneficiary of and a bystander to apartheid.  

                                            
24 Mamdani, as cited in Antjie Krog, Country of My Skull (Johannesburg: Random House, 1998), p. 112.  
25 Schaffer and Smith, “Human Rights,” p. 1577.  
26 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa Report, Volume 1 (Cape Town: Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, 1998), p. 59.  
27 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa Report, Volume 1, p. 134.  
28 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa Report, Volume 1, p. 134.  
29 Schaffer and Smith, “Human Rights,” p. 1578. 
30 Schaffer and Smith, “Human Rights,” p. 1578. 
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While not wishing to collapse the distinctions between the position of 

beneficiary and bystander, I would argue that the ethical issues raised by Schaffer and 

Smith, and Mamdani, amongst others, are dramatised by Kentridge in these two films 

through Soho’s positioning as a bystander. As a white mining capitalist, Soho clearly 

benefits economically, socially and politically from the rule of apartheid. In Mine (1991), 

Soho’s economic dependence on the exploitation of black labour is foregrounded. In 

History and Stereoscope, however, the emphasis shifts from Soho’s material wealth and 

social privilege to his position as a (belated) witness to history. Both films begin with 

Soho stripped of the material trappings of his mining empire: in History, Soho lies 

comatose in a spartan hospital ward, while in Stereoscope, Soho’s office is now confined 

to a cramped, sparsely-furnished room. What is emphasised in these two films, I 

propose, is Soho’s role as a bystander. Indeed, both films privilege the acts of seeing 

and listening, and suggest that these acts are bound up with an ethical engagement with 

historical trauma. As Schaffer observes, “although the TRC report promoted a process 

of ethical listening, it stopped short of demanding that white beneficiaries of apartheid 

take responsibility for change, leaving much of the work of reconciliation to black and 

coloured individuals and communities.”31 The idea of reconciliation as ongoing work, 

and the question of who bears the ethical responsibility of this symbolic labour, are 

central to History and Stereoscope.  

Indeed, one can even detect a prefiguring of sorts of the uneven burden of 

reconciliation and nation-building in Monument. Soho’s monument is intended to 

acknowledge and honour the black worker, upon whose labouring body Soho’s mining 

empire depends. In this respect, it presages the many public memorials dedicated to the 

struggle against apartheid that appeared in post-TRC South Africa.32 Like the public 

memorials dedicated to narrativising national reconciliation and unity, Soho’s 

monument, too, seeks to establish a unifying relationship between two asymmetrically 

positioned groups: in this case, between white mining capital and black labour. What is 

problematic about Soho’s gesture is that it operates on an uninterrogated politics of 

sameness; that is to say, it elides the social, economic and political inequalities between 

Soho and his workers. Instead, it focuses on a shared narrative of collective endeavour 

                                            
31 Emphasis added. Schaffer, “Testimony,” p. 90. 
32 For a detailed discussion of public memorials in post-apartheid South Africa, see Coombes, History 
After Apartheid. 
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that fails to recognise the unequal responsibility placed on those who benefit least from 

their own labour.   

 That those whose suffering is memorialised continue to endure economic and 

political marginalisation and bear the burdensome labour of reconciliation and 

forgiveness is an ethical dilemma that remains under-scrutinised. While it may have 

been beyond the mandate of the TRC to interrogate the wider responsibility of those 

who benefited from apartheid, as well as the continuing demands placed on those who 

suffered under its rule, these ethical dilemmas are interrogated in History and Stereoscope. 

Furthermore, both films extend the TRC’s abiding interest in “the ethical reception of 

testimony by listeners.”33 However, as Schaffer notes, “[t]he TRC was a political process 

that promoted but could not guarantee an ethics of listening.”34 While the difficult 

question of how listening might be implicated in the negotiation an ethical witnessing 

might have been inadequately addressed by the TRC, I would argue that History and 

Stereoscope, as cultural productions unconstrained by official mandates, tender a valuable 

contribution to these debates. 

Why, then, might the bystander offer a productive way of approaching 

witnessing in relation to post-TRC South Africa? The bystander permits a rethinking of 

the binary schema of victim/perpetrator and offers the space to think anew the 

possibility of ethical witnessing. 

 

Animating the past: Kentridge’s “stone-age filmmaking” 

 

“Erasure begs the question of what used to be there. Why is it not there now?” William 

Kentridge.35 

 

In making his animated short films, Kentridge deploys a technique that he calls 

“stone-age filmmaking” in which individual images are drawn, erased and over-drawn:  

 
The technique I employ to make these films is very primitive. Traditional 
animation uses thousands of different drawings filmed in succession to 

                                            
33 Schaffer, “Testimony”, p. 94. 
34 Schaffer, “Testimony”, p. 95. 
35 Kentridge, as cited in Michael Auping, “Double Lines: A ‘Stereo’ Interview About Drawing with 
William Kentridge,” in Mark Rosenthal (ed.), William Kentridge: Five Themes (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 2009), p. 239. 
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make the film… The technique that I use is to have a sheet of paper stuck 
up on the studio wall and, half-way across the room, my camera, usually an 
old Bolex. A drawing is started on the paper, I walk across to the camera, 
shoot one or two frames, walk back to the paper, change the drawing 
(marginally), walk back to the camera, walk back to the paper, to the 
camera, and so on. So that each sequence as opposed to each frame of the film 
is a single drawing. In all there may be twenty drawings to a film rather than 
the thousands one expects.36  

 

The drawings that remain are haunted images. They bear the traces, however indistinct, 

of what has come before them. Within these smudged, drawn and over-drawn images 

lie the ghostly remnants of the past, suggesting an interminable haunting of the present. 

The imperfect technique that Kentridge employs in his films implies that any attempts 

to erase or over-write the past are necessarily partial and incomplete. These haunted 

images are, in fact, palimpsests.  

Palimpsests originally denoted parchment upon which a number of inscriptions 

had been made, each time erasing earlier inscriptions. Thus one of the characteristic 

features of the palimpsest was the manner in which traces or remnants of earlier 

inscriptions remain visible despite such attempts at erasure. The repeated drawing, 

erasing and over-drawing of a single image is emblematic of the palimpsest. Palimpsests, 

by their very nature of bearing traces of the past, acknowledge that which has come 

before them. Yet palimpsests do more than that: they make clear how the future is 

always already entangled with the past and present. They also suggest that whatever 

efforts might be made to erase the past, they can never be completely successful. As 

Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev observes: 

 
This technique of consecutive erasure and drawing is not a novelty in the 
field of animation… But the way in which Kentridge uses it – as a 
metaphor for a new, flexible paradigm of radical thought based on indirect 
gazes, shadows, and continuously ‘falling short,’ grounded in duality and 
ambivalence – is particularly topical today. He uses erasure as a metaphor 
for the loss of historical memory – the incomplete amnesia with which 
society confronts injustice, racism, and brutality. Yet erasure also questions 
the notion that any definitive statement is ever possible; it denies the value 
of complete or binary theories of politics and social relations (or of any 
finished artwork). Kentridge’s device allows for the emergence of a 

                                            
36 Kentridge, as cited in Christov-Bakargiev, William Kentridge, pp. 61, 64.  
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palimpsest – a synchronic image that contains its own diachronic denial 
through a layering of traces of earlier, erased drawings.37 

 

What especially interests me about Kentridge’s palimpsestic images is their emphasis on 

the continuing process in which texts are constructed and reconstructed, and how 

meaning is negotiated in and through these texts. The “stone-age filmmaking” that 

Kentridge employs is one in which the process of filmmaking is emphasised. In each act 

of drawing, erasing and overdrawing what is made clear is the process of the production 

of the film itself. What is the significance of this emphasis on process rather than an 

end point or completed work? And, how might the privileging of process relate to 

notions of history, memory and violence that are explored in Kentridge’s films? First 

and foremost, I am particularly concerned with how this emphasis on a continuing 

process (rather than a focus on a resolution or conclusion) coincides with the 

interminable haunting that pervades Kentridge’s films. What I am proposing here is that 

the process of the films’ production evokes not only a sense of haunting but also 

implies that negotiating the legacies of apartheid is an ongoing, dynamic process. There 

is no conclusion to such negotiations, no foreseeable future when such legacies might 

no longer resonate.  

As Kentridge himself notes above, at the end of each film he is left with only a 

small number of drawings, so that those few drawings come to stand in for the film as a 

whole. Each sequence of drawings is condensed into a final image, and this final image 

exists only because that which has come before it has been partially erased and 

reinscribed. Thus, unlike traditional animation, the only record of the processes of 

drawing, erasing and overdrawing is the film itself. While the final image of each scene 

contains the residue of what has been erased and over-drawn, only the film itself 

preserves, like an archive, each of the many permutations of that particular scene. 

While the palimpsestic nature of each drawing evokes a continuing cycle of 

writing and erasure, the use of charcoal suggests a sense of irretrievable loss. Indeed, 

charcoal, as the residue produced by burning organic matter, is constitutively linked to 

the cinder. Elaborating on the notion of the cinder, Derrida writes:  

 

                                            
37 Christov-Bakargiev, “On Tears and Tearing: The Art of William Kentridge,” in Rosenthal (ed.), William 
Kentridge: Five Themes, p. 118.  
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The cinder is that thing – the cinder is a thing – that remains after a 
material has burned, the cinders or ashes of a cigarette, of a cigar, of a 
human body, of a burned town. But from the moment this concept of 
cinders becomes the figure for everything that precisely loses its figure in 
incineration and thus in a certain disappearance of the support or of the 
body whose memory is kept by the cinders, at that moment cinders is no 
longer a determined concept. It is a trope that comes to take the place of 
everything that disappears without leaving an identifiable trace.38  

 

For Derrida, the cinder is intimately connected to memory and forgetting, and, in 

particular, the catastrophic historical traumas that mark the twentieth century. Speaking 

about the readers of his writings on the cinder, Derrida states: 

 
They are strange witnesses because they are witnesses who do not know 
what they are witnessing. They keep a secret but without knowing anything 
about it. They witness an experience in the course of which someone says: 
‘il y a là cendre,’ but they do not know what that means, finally, or who says 
it, cinders of what, and so forth… We are witnesses of a secret, we are 
witnesses of something we cannot testify to, we attend the catastrophe of 
memory. One could precisely give great examples – collective, historical, 
political – of witnesses that cannot testify or who do not know what or 
whom they are witnessing. It is a situation that can take on disproportionate 
dimensions, immense and on the measureless measure of the most 
unbearable cataclysms, genocides, or murders, but also of the most trivial 
everydayness.39  

 

Derrida’s writing on cinders is circumscribed by the Holocaust, even if it does not refer 

to it explicitly. While Derrida does not refer specifically to apartheid in his theorising of 

cinders (even if he has, elsewhere, confronted apartheid explicitly),40 I would argue that 

the notion of cinders – of the trace, the remnant, of what is left behind in the wake of 

sustained historical trauma – offers a productive space in which to engage with the 

legacies of apartheid in History and Stereoscope. 

                                            
38 Jacques Derrida, “Passages – From Traumatism to Promise,” in Jacques Derrida and Elisabeth Weber 
(ed.), Points…: Interviews, 1974-1994, trans. Peggy Kamuf, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), p. 
391. 
39 Derrida, “Passages – From Traumatism to Promise,” p. 392.  
40 See, for example, Derrida and Mustapha Tlili (eds.), For Nelson Mandela. (New York: Seaver, 1987); 
Derrida, “Racism’s Last Word”, trans. Peggy Kamuf, Critical Inquiry, 12:1 (1985), pp. 290-99; “On 
Forgiveness” in On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, trans. Mark Dooley and Michael Hughes. (London, 
New York: Routledge, 2001); “Dedication” in Specters of Marx, pp. xv-xvi.  
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For Derrida, “Cinders is a destruction of memory, one in which the very sign of 

destruction is carried off.”41 In raising Derrida’s discussion of the cinder in relation to 

Kentridge’s animated films, I am struck by how Kentridge’s charcoal drawings, 

imperfectly erased and redrawn repeatedly, bear a conspicuous resemblance to ashes 

themselves. Kentridge himself has remarked that the charcoal he uses in his drawings 

for the films are especially appropriate because “the charcoal is actually a piece of burnt 

tree. It suits South Africa”:42  

 
In the area around Johannesburg you have very dry winters. The ground 
gets terribly dry, and you have fires and everything goes black. You find 
yourself in a landscape that is literally made out of charcoal. You could take 
a large sheet of paper and rub it around and do a frottage of the South 
African landscape. You also have a very harsh light, and with the absence of 
color it is a scene that becomes very bleached, desolate looking.43 
 

What I am proposing here is that Kentridge’s animated films formally embody the traces 

of the past (in the resemblance between charcoal and cinders) at the same time that they 

metaphorically turn around the remnants of a nation’s historical trauma. Susan Stewart 

observes: “In Kentridge’s depiction of the real world, the dead have become 

anonymous, their bodies blown to bits or experimented upon, their ordeals erased from 

view […] Kentridge’s response is steadfastly to show the erasure and animate the 

sequence so that it can be literally re-membered.”44 Thus the constituent elements of 

these films – the processes of drawing, erasure and redrawing, the use of charcoal – 

remain intimately connected to the dual imperatives of destruction and resurrection 

with which their narratives grapple.  

In the 9 Drawings for Projection films, Kentridge literally brings to life the dead, the 

gone, the absent. As Tom Gunning notes, “[a]nimation entails (as its Latin roots reveal) 

a process of bringing drawing to life, but the ambiguities of that ‘life’ generate a series 

of paradoxes.”45 For Gunning, these paradoxes relate to the representation (or, perhaps 

more accurately, the illusion) of movement onscreen; Gunning argues that Kentridge’s 

technique is suggestive of transformation and metamorphosis rather than continuity of 
                                            
41 Derrida, “Passages – From Traumatism to Promise,” p. 389.  
42 Kentridge, as cited in Auping, “Double Lines,” in Rosenthal (ed.), William Kentridge: Five Themes, p. 235.  
43 Kentridge, as cited in Auping, “Double Lines,” in Rosenthal (ed.), William Kentridge: Five Themes, p. 236. 
44 Susan Stewart, The Open Studio: Essays on Art and Aesthetics (Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2005), pp. 55-56. 
45 Tom Gunning, “Doubled Vision: Peering through Kentridge’s ‘Stereoscope’,” Parkett 63 (2001), p. 66.  
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motion.46 Yet I would argue that Kentridge’s process suggests another set of paradoxes, 

this time related to the haunting traces of the absent, the lost, the dead: not in order to 

memorialise them (to consign them to the past, to consecrate them), but rather to 

emphasise their lingering presence. Kentridge has explicitly stated that “[e]verything can 

be saved. Everything is provisional A prior action is rescued by that which follows. A 

drawing abandoned is revived by the next drawing.” 47 In response to a question from 

Daniel Auping regarding the notion of drawing as always being in a state of 

transformation, Kentridge replies: “This evades the real issue: a need for provisionality, 

a need for judgement to be deferred and for redemption to always be possible. 

Animation is a way in which all stages of the drawing are legitimated and I don’t have to 

judge when a drawing is finished.”48 The unfinished business of apartheid, in particular 

the revelations of state-sponsored violence that the TRC made public (or, at least made 

impossible to be publicly denied), is an abiding concern of the later films from the 9 

Drawings for Projection series. Here, then, we can see how the “provisional” nature of the 

drawings speaks to the film’s “unfinished” narratives; even with the conclusion of each 

individual film, the foreknowledge of their place in a continuing series suggests that any 

ending can only ever be provisional.  

 

II: History o f  the Main Complaint (1996) 

The opening scene of History of the Main Complaint is an empty urban street lined 

with office buildings; a newspaper blows in, carried along by the wind, leaving a smudgy 

charcoal trail in its wake. The film then cuts to a hospital room, where Soho Eckstein is 

attached to a ventilator. The viewer hears the mournful strains of a Monteverdi 

madrigal as the film’s title flashes on the screen of a scanner next to the bed. The 

curtains around Soho’s bed open to reveal Soho comatose, his breathing laboured but 

no longer attached to a ventilator. Suddenly, a doctor appears next to Soho’s bed: 

dressed in a pinstripe suit identical to Soho’s, he listens intently to the patient’s torso 

with a stethoscope. Another doctor appears, a clone of the first; as he leans in to listen 

to Soho’s chest, the viewer can see that the doctor bears a striking resemblance to both 

Kentridge and Soho. The film cuts to an X-ray of Soho’s torso, breathing heavily. A 

                                            
46 Gunning, “Doubled Vision,” p. 66. 
47 Kentridge, “Thick Time: Soho & Felix,” in Rosenthal (ed.), William Kentridge: Five Themes, p. 67. 
48 Kentridge, as cited in Auping, “Double Lines,” in Rosenthal (ed.), William Kentridge: Five Themes, p. 240. 
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stethoscope plunges down his back, travelling along the spinal column: his bones 

resemble train tracks, and we can hear the sounds of a steam engine. Another 

stethoscope enters through his chest, followed by one through his back. As they come 

into contact, we hear the hiss of an electric charge then a telephone ring, as the 

stethoscopes transform into a rotary telephone.  

There are now five identical doctors surrounding Soho’s bed, but his condition 

remains unchanged. The film then cuts to a close-up of the scanner screen, which 

transforms into a car windscreen. The beep of an electrocardiograph blends in with the 

Monteverdi score as we now see Soho driving through a desolate landscape, viewed 

from the back seat of the car. The scene then cuts back to the scanner: in rapid 

succession, we see on the screen internal bruising, a dinner plate and cutlery, a 

teleprinter and a rotary telephone. Now, there are ten doctors crowded around Soho’s 

bed. Next, we see an X-ray of Soho’s torso, dotted with three small red crosses, and 

when the film cuts back to the scanner, a series of disturbing images flash on screen: a 

roast leg of meat on a plate, a cord twisted around the big toe of a bare foot, an 

electrical cable twisted around a man’s genitals. The film cuts back to Soho in bed, his 

chest cavity heaving in time with his laboured breathing. In the next scene, we are 

transported back to the car; there is a close-up of Soho’s eyes reflected in the rearview 

mirror. Driving along a desolate stretch of road, he appears not to notice a body lying 

on the bitumen in the path of his car. Shortly after, he comes across a black man being 

violently beaten on the road in front of Soho’s car. The scene then cuts back to Soho in 

bed, and then back to the man being beaten. The assault is now in close-up, and the 

viewer can clearly see the man’s face as he is kicked and beaten by multiple assailants, 

his lifeless body offering little resistance. Each blow is marked with a red cross, identical 

to those on Soho’s X-rays. These red crosses are then transposed to the windscreen, as 

we cut back to Soho driving. As he turns the windscreen wipers on, the red crosses are 

imperfectly erased, leaving a charcoal trail.  

The tempo of the madrigal increases, mirroring the car’s increased speed 

through the country road. Two figures dart across the road in front of Soho’s car, 

narrowly avoiding a collision. A third figure jumps out from the side of the road, but 

this time the car makes contact, and his body smashes violently into the windscreen. 

The sound of the man screaming and the ringing of a telephone appears to jolt Soho 
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out of his coma: his eyes open and his mouth is wide open. The smashed windscreen 

cuts to the scanner screen, which shows in quick succession the man’s head, his wrist 

and his foot. Soho is now awake and sitting up in his bed. Now there is a close-up of 

his eye, blinking, on the scanner screen, which then dissolves into a series of images of 

office equipment: a teleprinter, a lever punch, a rotary telephone. When the curtains are 

drawn back from Soho’s hospital bed, Soho is seated at a desk, surrounded by the usual 

office accoutrements. The Monteverdi score has been replaced by the hum of Soho’s 

business empire; a telephone rings, Soho answers it, and the scene dissolves to black.  

From even this brief synopsis, it is not difficult to see why History has become a 

touchstone for thinking through ideas of witnessing, historical agency and responsibility 

in post-apartheid South Africa. Kentridge’s film has provoked a number of thoughtful 

analyses of the protagonist Soho, in particular as a symbolic figure for post-apartheid 

white South African consciousness. In advancing a largely allegorical reading of Soho, 

the extant critical scholarship on the film has not failed to note the significance of 

Soho’s character as both a witness to and agent of history.  

While the call to an allegorical reading of Soho, and Soho’s body in particular, 

has already been answered by a number of critics, my concern is that reading Soho’s 

body allegorically has sidestepped other concerns. Here, I wish to propose that a 

consideration of Soho’s position as a bystander might intercede in debates about how 

an ethical witnessing of apartheid and its legacies can only proceed through a reckoning 

with one’s own complicity in historical trauma. 

 I want to build upon the scholarship of Jill Bennett, Jessica Dubow and Ruth 

Rosengarten, and Michael Godby, and think beyond the allegorical framing of Soho’s 

body to argue for the importance of Soho’s role as a bystander. Specifically, I want to 

turn my attention to the ethical implications of the slippage between Soho as witness or 

bystander and Soho as vicarious victim of historical violence that occurs in a number of the 

readings of the film. What is at stake in such an elision? The framing of Soho’s body 

allegorically (so that it comes to stand in for the state, or the victim, or a universalised, 

undifferentiated traumatic suffering) means that the crucial distinction between the self 

and other has been elided. And such an elision cannot be enacted without a 

concomitant reconsideration of what it means to be a victim of apartheid. In my 

engagement with the film, I argue against a slippage between victim and witness that 
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continues in the extant critical scholarship. In so doing, I draw upon Dominick 

LaCapra’s theorising of witnessing and trauma in relation to the Holocaust. LaCapra has 

argued persuasively for the need to think critically about what it means to be a victim, 

perpetrator and witness in the midst of catastrophic historical trauma. LaCapra’s 

theorising of empathic unsettlement, and his distinction between vicarious and virtual 

traumatisation, have been particularly useful for thinking through the vicissitudes of 

witnessing in Kentridge’s films. My interest in History and Stereoscope pivots around how 

both films dramatise the role of the witness or bystander to traumatic history.  

 

Historical trauma as bodily trauma: rehabilitating Soho’s body 

History articulates a persistent concern with mediated vision and the vicissitudes 

of spectatorial engagement. This focus is registered in the prevalence of medical 

imaging technologies such as X-rays and ultrasounds in the film. Reflecting upon his 

continuing fascination with medical imagery in his art, Kentridge writes:  

 
These images – sonar, X-ray, MRI, CAT-scan – are different from either 
external images of the body or even anatomical paintings or photographs of 
dissections revealing a body. They are, by their very nature, internal images. 
[…] They are already a metaphor. They are messages from an inside we 
may apprehend but can never grasp.49 

 

In History, it is the capacity of these technologies to facilitate a mode of seeing that goes 

beyond presence that is foregrounded; a mode, in short, that is attentive to the haunting 

legacies of past traumas. As Lisa Cartwright reminds us, the X-ray “confounds the 

distinctions between the public and private”50 and represents “an extreme example of a 

technique that renders its viewing subject an object of a pervasive disciplinary gaze – a 

truly radiant gaze – that threatens to perform a quite literal disintegration of the body.”51 

Here, the X-ray performs the work of haunting inasmuch as it enables a public seeing of 

what is not immediately visible. In her analysis of History, Bennett proposes that “[t]he 

various medical imaging technologies referenced in the film function as metaphors for 

an examination of the hidden realm of conscience – and for Kentridge’s idea that ‘[w]e 

                                            
49 Kentridge, “The Body Drawn and Quartered,” as cited in Dan Cameron et al, William Kentridge  
(London: Phaidon, 1999), p. 140.   
50 Lisa Cartwright, Screening the Body: Tracing Medicine’s Visual Culture (Minneapolis and London: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1995), p. 107.  
51 Cartwright, Screening the Body, p. 109.  
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desperately hang on to the surface of things, particularly the surfaces of our bodies.’”52 

Bennett goes even further by arguing that the metaphoric possibilities raised by this 

imagery should be read in the context of the truth-seeking project of the TRC: “Here, 

this desire to avoid probing too deeply into ourselves – but also into the truth of the 

human rights abuses revealed at the TRC – is countered by machines plotting the 

lesions in bodies, objects, landscapes.”53 While any direct references to the public 

hearings of the TRC are absent, Kentridge has stated that the film was made in 

response to the TRC.54 Bennett observes: “the troop of doctors, dressed, like Soho, in 

pin-striped suits, are, if not a metaphor for the TRC itself, a more subtle indication of a 

state turning its gaze upon itself.”55 The examination of Soho becomes cathected to the 

psycho-social interrogation of a sick body politic, which is exemplified by the public 

hearings of the TRC. Soho’s ailing body becomes wedded to public discourses on 

healing and reconciliation in post-apartheid South Africa. Richard A. Wilson draws 

attention to how “suffering, the body and the nation” have become indelibly linked in 

debates in South Africa over a sick body politic: 

 
Firstly, the nation is conceived of as a physical body, as a generically South 
African (that is, not generically human) individual projected onto the 
national scale. What type of body is it? A sick one – one that is in need of 
healing. Healing the nation is the popular idiom for building the nation. 
What is the healing treatment prescribed? Truth-telling and, flowing from 
this, forgiveness and reconciliation. How do these treatments heal the 
national body? They open the wounds, cleanse them and stop them from 
festering.56 

 

Wilson observes that “[s]eeing the nation as a body is important for nation-builders, as 

it creates the basis of a new ‘we’, and it incorporates the individual in a collective 

cleansing.”57 Michael Godby extends the idea of the nation as body politic in his reading 

of History, arguing that “Soho Eckstein’s body becomes the sick body politic of an 
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53 Bennett, Empathic Vision, p. 74.  
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unreconciled state.”58 Godby claims that “[t]he overloading of the fragmentary narrative 

by an extensive rhetorical vocabulary demands metaphorical interpretation,”59 and yet 

he fails to interrogate the wider implications of his reading of Soho’s body. That the 

white male body of Soho, a figure of social privilege and economic wealth, comes to 

stand in for a deeply divided nation-state raises a number of troubling questions to do 

with victimhood, suffering and vicarious traumatisation that remain unexamined in 

Godby’s analysis. I will return to these questions later in this chapter, but I first want to 

pause and consider how the imagining of Soho’s body in the film as a public spectacle 

speaks to anxieties about the “spectacularisation” of suffering engendered by the 

widespread broadcasting of the public hearings of the TRC.  

Unlike earlier truth commissions, the South African TRC was the first to hold 

public hearings.60 As Coombes observes, it was thus uniquely placed to become a media 

spectacle: “[t]he lies, the deception, the brutality, the tears, the weaknesses, and the 

strengths were transformed into theater via the representations, which were broadcast 

regularly on SABC [South African Broadcasting Corporation] and national radio and 

reported in the national press.”61 Furthermore, Coombes points out that “the very 

public nature of what inevitably becomes spectacle […] sets limits on the means by 

which multifarious forms and levels of personal pain and experience can be made 

explicit to the viewing public.”62 Returning to History, one might argue that the images 

of corporeal injury might be read metaphorically as the screening of psychic trauma. 

However, this reading is complicated by the fact that later in the film, Soho turns from 

being the object of the gaze to the spectator: as Soho embarks on his drive through the 

countryside, the brutal reality of South Africa’s recent past unfolds in front of Soho, 

framed by the car’s windscreen. Soho’s journey through a desolate South African 

landscape can be read symbolically as a journey into the nation’s recent traumatic past. 

That Soho is separated from the dramatic events which are played out in front of him 

by the enclosed space of the car suggests that he is disconnected from the wider social 

world: the (wind)screen of the spectacle is also the screen that partitions Soho from the 

                                            
58 Michael Godby, “Memory and history in William Kentridge’s History of the Main Complaint,” in Sarah 
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59 Godby, “Memory and history,” in Nuttall and Coetzee (eds.), Negotiating the past, p. 108.  
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outside. The screening of violence as spectacle (with Soho as spectator) gestures to 

anxieties generated by the widespread broadcasting of victims’ testimonies at the TRC 

public hearings. A number of commentators warned that the broadcasting of victims’ 

testimonies risked turning into a moment of perverse spectatorial pleasure, in which the 

suffering of others was co-opted vicariously by a public eager to expunge the traumas of 

apartheid.63 In this scenario, “the reworking and rescripting of individual testimonies of 

violence, embodied personal memories of trauma are often erased and rewritten in the 

name of nationalism. The recasting of personal memory as nationalist narrative 

reconfigures and erases the fragmented character and silences of embodied experiences 

of violence.”64 Such an endeavour runs the risk of reducing individual trauma into a 

“commodity”, an object of exchange in the symbolic economies of healing and 

reconciliation.  

Furthermore, the symbolic economy of the car, and the car accident, implies an 

anxiety about insides and outsides, as Bennett notes: 

 
In a car accident, outside events literally impinge upon the space of the 
body, modelled according to the space of the car interior, and on the time 
of the body, keyed to the speed of the car. In this respect, the car accident – 
mediated through bodily understanding – provides a potent metaphor for 
the sense of exposure that results when a protective enclosure is ruptured 
[…] For many people in South Africa, the enclosed environment of the car 
offers a sense of security in areas where one would hesitate to walk, and 
where one routinely locks doors and windows and drives quickly to guard 
against carjacking. It may, correspondingly, engender a particular fear of 
outsides, so that the barrier offered by the car body is invested with extra 
significance.65  

 

The collision, then, is a “violent encounter with a feared outside,”66 a breach of the 

hermetic seal of Soho’s world. While the interior space of the car is implicitly white, the 

“feared” outside is a dangerous zone where unpredictable encounters can occur. Soho is 
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drawn violently into a forced recognition of his own role as a historical agent, or so it 

would seem. As the driver of the car who collides with the pedestrian, Soho is 

undeniably implicated in what happens. And yet, as Bennett notes, the film registers 

“the disjunctive relationship between being ‘at the wheel’ and being a disinterested 

observer”67 since the “[t]he accident appears to happen to Soho, and yet, as the driver of 

the vehicle, he must be responsible in some way.”68 History does not offer a 

straightforward position in regard to Soho’s responsibility.  

 

Soho’s flashback 

Soho’s apparent awakening to the traumatic past occurs not at the moment of 

the collision itself, but belatedly, in flashback. That the climactic moment of the film 

occurs during a flashback suggests that the narrative registers multiple and competing 

temporalities. As Maureen Turim observes, “[t]he flashback is a privileged moment in 

unfolding that juxtaposes different moments of temporal reference” in which a 

“juncture is wrought between present and past.”69 The forward momentum of Soho’s 

car trip is instead revealed to be a symbolic journey into South Africa’s recent past, 

terminating violently in the collision between the car and pedestrian. As Soho lies 

unconscious in hospital, he relives this fateful journey, and it is precisely at the moment 

when the pedestrian collides with Soho’s windscreen that Soho is jolted from his 

comatose state. Reflecting upon the deployment of the flashback in contemporary 

cinema, Roger Luckhurst argues: 

 
The flashback is an intrusive, anachronic image that throws off the linear 
temporality of the story. It can only ever be explained belatedly, leaving the 
spectator in varying degrees of disorientation or suspense, depending on 
when or whether the flashback is reintegrated into the storyline. This brutal 
splicing of temporally disadjusted images is the cinema’s rendition of the 
frozen moment of the traumatic impact: it flashes back insistently in the 
present because this image cannot yet or perhaps ever be narrativized as 
past.70  
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68 Bennett, Empathic Vision, p. 76.  
69 Maureen Turim, Flashbacks in Film: Memory and History (New York and London: Routledge, 1989), p. 1.   
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“The frozen moment” in Soho’s flashback is the collision: it is a clash between a 

relentlessly future-oriented historical amnesia (represented by Soho) and a traumatic 

history that refuses to be consigned to the past (represented by the pedestrian). The 

collision is a moment of violent interruption, and it signals the instant when the 

flashback must end. Flashbacks, Turim argues, “terminate at precisely the point at 

which they must be sealed off, in which the imperatives of fixing interpretations and 

reaching judgments in the present must be imposed.”71 The potential danger of the 

flashback in History, I would argue, is that it suggests that the realisation of historical 

consciousness is necessary only in order to be liberated from this consciousness: “made 

aware of the past, the spectator is freed to forget it once again. This symbolic order 

vacillates between knowing and forgetting, the shifts determined by the positioning of 

the spectator within the structured operations of narrative temporality.”72 The dilemma 

of narrativising a traumatic history such as apartheid, which seems to overwhelm and 

exceed any linear narrative structure, is further reinforced by the structural device of the 

flashback. The abrupt cuts and flashes of unexplained images – a leg of meat on a 

dinner plate, a close-up of a man being beaten, the shadowy figures darting across the 

road – are suggestive of a traumatic past that eludes conscious knowledge.  

Cathy Caruth argues that belated recognition goes to the heart of a traumatic 

encounter, as “an event that… is experienced too soon, too unexpectedly, to be fully 

known and is therefore not available to consciousness until it imposes itself again, 

repeatedly, in the nightmares and repetitive actions of the survivor.”73 Thus, according 

to Caruth “trauma is not locatable in the simple violent or original event in an 

individual’s past, but rather in the way that its very unassimilated nature – the way it was 

precisely not known in the first instance – returns to haunt the survivor later on.”74 That 

Soho’s flashback occurs while he is comatose suggests that the knowledge of this event 

eludes conscious thought, and can only be apprehended unconsciously. Caruth 

identifies this paradox of trauma, claiming: 
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[T]he most direct seeing of a violent event may occur as an absolute 
inability to know it; that immediacy, paradoxically, may take the form of 
belatedness. The repetitions of the traumatic event – which remain 
unavailable to consciousness but intrude repeatedly on sight – thus suggest 
a larger relation to the event that extends beyond what can simply be seen 
or what can be known, and is inextricably tied up with the belatedness and 
incomprehensibility that remain at the heart of this repetitive seeing.75  

 

And yet Soho’s flashback suggests more than a belated recognition of the traumatic 

event of the accident. The narrative turns around Soho’s survival and his eventual 

recovery, but his position as a survivor is complicated by his role in the accident: as the 

driver of the car, he is at least partially responsible for the collision. And yet Soho’s 

awakening is not so much a case of belated apprehension as it is of belated mis-

recognition. This mis-recognition turns around Soho’s problematic positioning as 

survivor/victim, in addition to his failure to recognise his own role in the accident itself.  

This mis-recognition is registered on a number of levels. Firstly, the focus on 

Soho’s wounded body and its rehabilitation elides the narrative of the pedestrian; his 

fate, whether he lives or dies, elicits no further attention. Thus Soho is instated as the 

victim of the accident, a position that rightfully belongs to the unnamed pedestrian. 

Secondly, and perhaps of even greater concern, is the manner in which the bodily 

wounds of torture victims appear to be transposed onto Soho’s own body. This 

collapsing of the distinction between Soho and the victims of apartheid is suggested on 

two occasions. The first occurs when an X-ray of Soho’s torso, marked by red crosses, 

cuts to a series of troubling images on the screen of a medical scanner: a cable wrapped 

around a big toe, an electrical cord attached to a man’s genitals, his penis marked with a 

red cross. These images unmistakeably evoke the scene of state-sanctioned torture 

under apartheid, suggesting that the suffering of these unnamed victims has been 

transferred to Soho. Shortly after, Soho sees a black man lying unconscious on the road 

being repeatedly kicked and beaten. Each blow is marked by a red cross on the man’s 

body, and when the film cuts to an X-ray of the man’s torso, it is clear that the 

positioning of the red crosses corresponds exactly to those on Soho’s earlier X-ray. The 

transferral of the assault victim’s injuries onto Soho’s X-rays enacts a perilous elision of 
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victim and bystander, implying that the physical violence inflicted upon the victim has 

been transformed into a kind of trauma that Soho experiences himself.  

The rendering of Soho’s spine as a railway track, its contours examined by a 

stethoscope that bores deep into his torso, registers an earlier, but indisputably modern, 

iteration of psychological trauma. This image calls to mind the controversial “railway 

spine” phenomenon from the nineteenth-century, a condition “which was characterized 

by the manifestation of a variety of physical disorders in railway accident victims who 

had apparently suffered no injury.”76 As Ralph Harrington notes, “railway accidents 

acquired a highly significant role as agents of traumatic experience” in the rapid 

industrialisation of the early- to mid-nineteenth century. In the specific context of early 

twentieth-century South Africa, “the railways exemplified the material benefits of 

imperialism, and helped forge the idea of a unified nation.”77 Jeremy Foster argues that 

“[i]n remote parts of South Africa, the railway line and its attendant structures were the 

sole evidence of modernity and national progress in the landscape”.78 The railways were 

crucial to the construction of a national imaginary amongst white South Africans: 

 
cutting across and undermining the geographically-separated regions of the 
new country at several different levels. They not only brought distant places 
into the national economy, they also made it possible for citizens to travel 
to and visit those places. […] The railways’ ability to collapse time and 
distance, and bring the whole country within a single coordinated imaginary 
was exemplified by the regularised timetable, which required that all stations 
in the country operate on the same time.79  

 

More generally, railways generated social anxieties, coalescing around the notion that 

they were “intrinsically at odds with the established order embodied in the rural 

landscape, the social structure of traditional communities, and the constitution of the 

human mind and body.”80 Thus the railway accident came to be perceived as an 

alarming example of a heretofore unimaginable industrialised terror “seen as capable of 

bringing about new, insidious, highly disruptive forms of injury and disorder in the 
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human body.”81 But how might this seemingly arcane reference to a nineteenth-century 

medical condition relate to our current discussion of historical trauma? Because, as 

Luckhurst explains in his critical genealogy of trauma, “the general scholarly consensus 

is that the origin of the idea of trauma was inextricably linked to the expansion of the 

railways in the 1860s.”82 Railway spine heralded an unprecedented “conjuncture of body 

and machine, the violent collision of technological modernity and human agency.”83 

Luckhurst argues that this marked an “intrinsically modern” understanding of trauma as 

“a medico-legal problem […] defined in and through the institutions and discourses 

marking the rise of the professional society in the nineteenth century.”84 More 

specifically, Harrington suggests that railway spine was “recruited into the ‘advance’ 

towards the ‘psychodynamic revolution’ in modern medicine, with conceptualisations of 

the condition following a trajectory of ‘progressive’ […] versions: through physical 

disorder, to physical disorder influenced or provoked by non-physical factors, to the 

purely psychological”;85 Luckhurst observes that it “was the first instance of a theory of 

trauma that became contentious because rival theories placed it at opposing ends of the 

spectrum from physical to psychical etiologies.”86 What, then, does the imagery of the 

railway spine say about Soho’s condition? To explain this detour, I will return to Caruth 

and consider her elucidation of the metaphoric significance of the railway accident in 

her theorising of trauma.  

In Unclaimed Experience, Caruth takes Freud’s reflections on the railway accident 

in the nineteenth century and extends its symbolic resonance in order to understand the 

belatedness of traumatic experience:  

 
The accident, that is, as it emerges in Freud and is passed on through other 
trauma narratives, does not simply represent the violence of a collision but 
also conveys the impact of its very incomprehensibility. What returns to 
haunt the victim… is not only the reality of the violent event but also the 
reality of the way that its violence has not yet been fully known.87 
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Caruth continues, writing:  

 
Yet what is truly striking about the accident victim’s experience of the 
event… is not so much the period of forgetting that occurs after the 
accident, but rather the fact that the victim of the crash was never fully 
conscious during the accident itself… The experience of trauma, the fact of 
latency, would thus seem to consist, not in the forgetting of a reality that 
can hence never be fully known, but in an inherent latency within the 
experience itself. The historical power of the trauma is not just that the 
experience is repeated after its forgetting, but that it is only in and through 
its inherent forgetting that it is first experienced at all.88  

 

Caruth’s articulation of belatedness is implicitly evoked in Dubow and Rosengarten’s 

reading of the collision in History. They contend that “it is the moment of crisis itself 

that signals the awareness of history, an awakening to the past at the point it is 

wrenched into shocking correspondence with present sight.”89 For Dubow and 

Rosengarten, what is at stake “is not a ‘history of the main complaint’, but rather history 

as the main complaint: the experience of that incomplete temporality in which things 

are realized at the moment of their awakening, in and through a confrontation with 

crisis.”90 Furthermore, Dubow and Rosengarten argue that “[t]he collision is as much a 

matter of temporalities as it is of objects, bodies, images.”91 The metaphoric significance 

of the accident, inextricably tied to belatedness and forgetting in histories of trauma, is 

telegraphed through the collision and Soho’s railway spine. The accident, and Soho’s 

subsequent awakening, thus becomes “an enlivening to history, or, more strongly as an 

enlivening by history. An indeed, Soho awakens from his coma precisely at the instant 

that the past hurtles unexpectedly into the present. It is a head-on collision.”92 And yet 

the final scene, in which a rehabilitated Soho is returned to the administration of his 

commercial empire, suggests that his awakening to and by history has been short-lived. 

The ending casts doubt on the lingering after-effects of this awakening: if Soho’s 

collision with history leads to a restoration of the status quo and not to its upending, 

then what does this say about the limitations of such a confrontation?  
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Although outwardly Soho does not appear to have any physical injuries, his 

comatose state indicates that he has been traumatised by the accident. Reading Soho’s 

body allegorically is encouraged by “Kentridge’s technique of erasure and substitution 

[which] inclines us to interpret each element as allegory; so many parts map onto so 

many others – the body of the victim is the body of the state, is Soho’s body.”93 Godby 

suggests that “the assault in which the trauma of the victim is transferred to the witness 

can be taken as an allegory of the indivisibility of South African society.”94 However, I 

want to argue against the “indivisibility” of South African subjectivities, and insist upon 

the continuing importance of distinctions between the identity categories of victim and 

bystander. After all, the uncritical transferral of the victim’s trauma to the bystander 

(Soho) is an example of what LaCapra has called “vicarious traumatisation”. LaCapra is 

interested in negotiating an ethical position vis-à-vis historical trauma, and he is 

especially wary of vicarious traumatisation:  

 
In the vicarious experience of trauma, one perhaps unconsciously identifies 
with the victim, becomes a surrogate victim, and lives the event in an 
imaginary way that, in extreme cases, may lead to confusion about one’s 
participation in the actual events.95  
 

In History, the victim becomes Soho, implying that the position of the black victim has 

been “colonised” by the white subject. It ignores the critical distinction between victim 

and witness, and enacts a violent denial of the particularities of the victim’s experience. 

As a counterpoint to vicarious traumatisation, LaCapra proposes that one can be 

virtually traumatised: “one may imaginatively put oneself in the victim’s position while 

respecting the difference between self and other and recognizing that one cannot take 

the victim’s place or speak in the victim’s voice.”96 According to LaCapra, “[s]uch 

virtual experience may be connected with what I have termed empathic unsettlement, 

which, I would argue, is desirable or even necessary for a certain form of understanding 

that is constitutively limited but significant.”97 Soho’s identification with the victim, to 

the extent that Soho appears to “suffer” the injuries of the victim, is an example of 
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“projective or incorporative identification inducing vicarious victimage” which fails to 

recognise and respect “the distinction – [but] not the binary or total opposition – 

between self and other.”98 Ethical witnessing, I would argue, can only proceed if the 

distinction between self and other is maintained.  

 

Witnessing 

 There are two levels of witnessing evinced in History. Firstly, it registers Soho’s 

witnessing of apartheid: as he drives through the South African landscape, he is 

confronted with its institutionalised violence. In other words, Soho is a witness to 

apartheid in the narrative. Yet, beyond that, one might say that the viewer of the film is 

also a witness: a witness to Soho’s witnessing. In acknowledging the multiple levels of 

witnessing enacted in and by the film, History registers the complexities of engaging with 

(or, failing to engage with) the traumatic legacies of apartheid. The multiple registers of 

witnessing are foregrounded through the framing of the scenes: the violence that Soho 

witnesses is framed through multiple screens (windscreens, medical scanners) and the 

reflection of Soho’s eyes in the rearview mirror serves to further emphasise the film’s 

concern with witnessing. Significantly, the viewer is positioned as witness, thus 

implicating the viewer in the unfolding events, forcing us to interrogate our own 

complicity in what unfolds on-screen.  

Soho’s rearview mirror evokes – unconsciously, perhaps – Derrida’s “rearview 

vision of a future for which apartheid will be the name of something finally abolished.”99 

This quotation is taken from Derrida’s essay “Racism’s Last Word,” which was 

originally written for the exhibition catalogue for “Art contre/against Apartheid,” which 

opened in Paris in November 1983.100 Written more than a decade before South Africa 

would hold its first democratic elections, “Racism’s Last Word” enunciates, in a “future 

perfect gesture,”101 the memory of apartheid, still yet-to-be abolished. Speaking of the 

“Art contre/against Apartheid” exhibition, Derrida writes:  
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In all the world’s cities whose momentary guest it will be, the exhibition will 
not, so to speak, take place, not yet, not its place. It will remain in exile in 
the sight of its proper residence, its place of destination to come […] South 
Africa beyond apartheid, South Africa in memory of apartheid.102  

 

And yet the evocation of the rearview mirror in History suggests both a looking back to 

the past and a not-seeing of the past. Derrida’s future-to-come of a post-apartheid 

South Africa is the present-day of History, but what is registered in Soho’s symbolic 

journey is the non-memory of the privileged white subject. Indeed, the rearview mirror 

here suggests a seeing for the first time for Soho, not “[a] memory in advance.”103 Soho’s 

belated recognition of the violences committed under the name of apartheid calls 

attention to its forgetting in the past and present.  

Godby points out that the rearview mirror reflects not only Soho’s eyes but, 

metaphorically, those of the spectator as well.104 “Through this device,” Godby argues, 

“the spectator is made to share the experience of the driver as he witnesses the assault 

and becomes involved in the accident: the spectator shares the experience – and the 

responsibility.”105 While I agree that the framing of Soho’s eyes in the rearview mirror 

encourages the viewer to identify with Soho, I contend that this does not inevitably lead 

to a sense of shared responsibility. The accident leads to Soho’s awakening and 

recovery, but Soho himself is never held accountable for the accident: the fate of the 

pedestrian whom he hits remains unknown and unspoken.  

In reading Soho’s awakening as an epiphanic realisation of his, and, therefore, 

the viewer’s, own complicity in the violent past of South Africa there are two 

interrelated (and equally problematic, I would argue) assumptions that demand 

interrogation. It assumes that Soho’s sudden recovery, at the moment immediately 

following the pedestrian’s body smashing into the windscreen, represents an awakening 

of his own. Viewed through the (wind)screen of his car, the violent realities of apartheid 

(street protests, police brutality, lifeless bodies) serves to distance Soho, and the viewer, 

from these events. In so doing, these events run the risk of spectacularisation, of being 

rendered as graphic spectacles that unfold before Soho’s eyes but from which he can 

                                            
102 Derrida, “Racism’s Last Word,” p. 293.  
103 Derrida, “Racism’s Last Word,” p. 291.  
104 Godby, “Memory and history,”in Nuttall and Coetzee (eds.), Negotiating the past, p. 109. 
105 Godby, “Memory and history,” in Nuttall and Coetzee (eds.), Negotiating the past, p. 109.  



 157 

nevertheless remain removed. History demonstrates the difficulty of not turning the 

brutality of apartheid into a kind of spectacle of violence.   

And yet what History ultimately demonstrates are the complications that arise 

when seeing is equated unquestioningly with bearing witness. Shoshana Felman reminds 

us:  

 
To bear witness is to take responsibility for truth: to speak, implicitly from 
within the legal pledge and the juridical imperative of the witness’s oath. To 
testify – before a court of law or before the court of history and of the 
future; to testify, likewise, before an audience of readers or spectators – is 
more than simply to report a fact or an event or to relate what has been 
lived, recorded or remembered.106  

 

Soho sees, through his windscreen, the violence and oppression committed under the 

name of apartheid. But does he bear witness to it? If we take seriously Felman’s claim 

that to bear witness is “to take responsibility  - in speech – for history or for the truth of 

an occurrence,”107 then I would argue that Soho might witness the violence that has been 

committed under apartheid, but that he ultimately fails to bear witness to its atrocity.  

In this respect, I diverge from Dubow and Rosengarten’s reading of Soho’s 

comatose state. Dubow and Rosengarten argue that Soho’s choice might be framed in 

the following way:  

 
[D]oes one live with the virtuous, but untenable, weight of the past or in 
the vaporous air of a free, but unhistorical, present?... In History of the Main 
Complaint, Kentridge shows how either case offers only a feigned resolution, 
a failure issuing from a non-recognition of the dialectic. Understood thus, 
at issue in the image of the comatose Soho is not a man made insensible 
because of the weight of what he has seen, but rather because of the burden 
of what he has not yet seen. What this means is that the moment of 
regained consciousness, for Kentridge’s character, can be understood as an 
enlivening to history, or, more strongly, as an enlivening by history.108 

 

I do not agree that Soho’s awakening should be read as an “enlivening by history”: 

rather, I see this as a turn away from historical consciousness. After all, Soho’s 

rehabilitation, and his return to the day-to-day running of his commercial empire at the 

                                            
106 Shoshana Felman, Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History (New York and 
London: Routledge, 1992), p. 204.  
107 Felman, Testimony, p. 204.  
108 Dubow and Rosengarten, “History as the Main Complaint,”, p. 673.  



 158 

end of the film, leaves the viewer “wondering if his sudden recovery means business as 

usual.”109 In arguing that seeing cannot be equated with bearing witness, I am not 

denying that seeing, both literally and metaphorically (as a synonym for knowing), holds 

a crucial place in bearing witness. Rather, what I am proposing is that seeing, the initial 

encounter, can only be a starting point for a deeper engagement, one that requires the 

seeing subject to go further than being a bystander. Godby claims that “[t]he climax of 

the film in Soho’s recovery at the very moment of his recall to memory of the accident” 

is a moment of “liberation from the burden of responsibility [which] comes only with 

each individual’s acknowledgment of his or her complicity in the violent history of 

South Africa.”110 If it is liberation, it has come at the expense of vicariously assuming 

another’s trauma, not from a recognition of one’s own complicity.  

 

III: Stereoscope  (1999) 
 

The opening scene of Stereoscope is an empty switchboard exchange, devoid of 

any activity except for the ticking of a clock. The film then cuts to Soho Eckstein, clad 

again in his signature dark pinstriped suit, standing alone in a sparsely-furnished room. 

A black cat slinks across the screen, its tail tracing out the film’s title along the white 

exterior wall of the switchboard. The working day begins: the switchboard hums to life 

with a few operators connecting calls, and Soho sits at his desk, scrutinising a sheet of 

figures. The activity in the switchboard gradually increases, with more and more 

operators seated at each station. The telephone calls are rendered as electric blue lines, 

emerging from the switchboard and darting through windows to megaphones then to 

telephone receivers. The film’s gentle, meandering pace becomes increasingly urgent as 

the ringing becomes incessant, and the blue lines multiply, suggesting a proliferation of 

simultaneous calls.  

When the film shifts back to Soho at his desk, surrounded by adding machines 

and ledgers, the screen is split vertically into two halves, thus literalising the bifurcated 

vision evoked by the film’s title. At first, both sides appear to represent the same image 

(Soho sitting behind his desk, a close-up of his account books) but soon, each side of 

the frame begins to diverge from the other. In the left-hand frame, Soho continues to 
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occupy himself with the running of his commercial empire amid the whirr of telephones 

and adding machines. The right Soho, however, seems increasingly lost: he sits 

pensively with downcast eyes, his desk now empty. The frame still split into two halves, 

the scene shifts to Soho standing alone in the same bare room at the beginning of the 

film: a blue line darts in through an open doorway and circumscribes Soho, forming a 

quadrant around his upper body. Another blue line darts in from the floor and is 

deflected sharply off the right wall: in the left-hand frame, the line grazes past the top of 

Soho’s head, but it strikes the right-hand Soho in his face. The left Soho is unaffected, 

but, significantly, the right Soho sits down on the bed, as if wounded. The room now 

begins to fill with sound recording and transmission equipment (a rotary telephone, a 

reel-to-reel tape recorder); the left Soho stands, seemingly oblivious to the blue lines 

darting in and out of the room, while the right Soho remains seated, deep in thought.  

There is a close-up of the two Sohos, and we can see that the thin blue line that 

separates the two has become much thicker, as if to suggest that the two frames have 

become increasingly divergent. The film cuts to a large group of protesters in the street: 

their cries blend in with Philip Miller’s orchestral score, overlapping with the persistent 

beeps of the sound equipment. The right Soho puts his ear up against the wall, as if 

listening attentively, while the left Soho remains insensible to it all. The film then cuts to 

scenes of public violence: a naked woman is held and kicked repeatedly by two 

uniformed officers, the body of a man lies lifeless on a street, snipers on a rooftop fire 

shots into the crowd below. The moderately slow, almost pensive tempo of Miller’s 

score quickens as the cries grow louder; while the left-hand frame fills with numbers 

and crisscrossing blue lines, the right Soho holds his head in hands, as if overwhelmed. 

Returning to the streets filled with protesters, in the foreground of the frame we can see 

a black bomb, which explodes: all the buildings and protesters are obliterated, the frame 

now rendered an empty and indistinct grey. The score climaxes with the bomb 

explosion, and the film returns to the two Sohos. In the left-hand frame there are 

multiple Sohos, still surrounded by blue lines and sound equipment. On the other side, 

the right Soho sits facing the dividing wall, his room slowly depleted of its sparse 

possessions. The black cat from the film’s opening title sequence reappears, curling 

itself into a ball, which is then transformed into a bomb: it detonates, leaving just a 

whitewashed frame. In the film’s penultimate scene, the words “GIVE/FORGIVE,” 
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written in the same electric blue, are flashed on screen five times. The film concludes 

with Soho standing alone in a bare room with downcast eyes. From the breast pocket of 

his jacket comes a flood of electric blue lines, gushing out like a waterfall. Soon, there 

are lines pouring from his lower front pockets and trouser pockets, pooling at his feet 

and slowly filling the room.  

 Like History, Stereoscope ventures into the fraught terrain of post-TRC South 

Africa. It is a reckoning with history that is focused specifically on the beneficiaries of and 

bystanders to apartheid. Cloistered from the outside world, the solitary figure of Soho is 

cast as a passive and disinterested observer to South Africa’s traumatic past. And yet 

this self-imposed cordon sanitaire from the street-level tumult cannot be sustained: Soho 

is ineluctably drawn into a reckoning with South Africa’s violent past.  

In Stereoscope, the penultimate in the 9 Drawings for Projection series, Kentridge 

deploys the titular nineteenth-century optical device to dramatise the fissures in post-

apartheid South Africa. The split-screen evokes the bifurcated vision of the stereoscope: 

the doubling of Soho suggests an unbridgeable gap between the two frames. Near-

identical at first, the two Sohos gradually diverge to such an extent that the possibility of 

reconciling the two becomes more difficult to entertain. As Gunning points out, “[w]hat 

is lacking […] is the point of coherence where the two images superimpose to create 

one life-like illusion. Instead, Kentridge gives us a split image, seemingly the production 

of inner fission.”111 Kentridge exploits the capacity of the stereoscope “to quantify and 

formalize the physiological operation of binocular vision,”112 only to show how the 

increasing divergence between the two frames means that the two cannot be reconciled 

in a single image. Jonathan Crary reminds us that the stereoscope was the second-most 

significant form of visual imagery in the nineteenth century, surpassed only by 

photography.113 It was developed as a result of the continuing scientific fascination with 

“[b]inocular disparity, the self-evident fact that each eye sees a slightly different image 

[…] The question that preoccupied researchers was this: given that an observer 

perceives with each eye a different image, how are they experienced as single or 
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unitary?”114 Gunning argues that “Kentridge’s process of animation foregrounds […] an 

undermining of any optical illusion of coherence,”115 implying that the stereoscopic 

image, in its nineteenth-century incarnation, was predicated upon an illusory “place of 

perfect convergence.”116 However, it is debatable whether this “place of perfect 

convergence” ever existed in the stereoscopic image. Crary argues:  

 
In the stereoscopic image there is a derangement of the conventional 
functioning of optical cues… When we look head-on at a photograph or 
painting our eyes remain at a single angle of convergence, thus endowing 
the image surface with an optical unity. The reading or scanning of a stereo 
image, however, is an accumulation of differences in the degree of optical 
convergence, thereby producing a perceptual effect of a patchwork of 
different intensities of relief within a single image. Our eyes follow a 
choppy and erratic path into its depth: it is an assemblage of local zones of 
three-dimensionality, zones imbued with a hallucinatory clarity, but which 
when taken together never coalesce into a homogeneous field.117 

 

Thus, perhaps it would be more accurate to say that Kentridge exploits an already 

existing and, more importantly, intrinsic characteristic of the stereoscopic image: unable 

to achieve the optical unity of a photograph or a painting, it presents instead a 

“technical reconstitution of an already reproduced world fragmented into two 

nonidentical models.”118 The dualistic and nonidentical stereoscopic image is deployed 

by Kentridge to focus attention on what Mamdani has called “the bifurcated nature of 

apartheid as a form of power that governed natives differently from non-natives.”119 In 

Stereoscope, Soho’s privileged existence is challenged by the knowledge of the brutal 

realities of apartheid for South Africans opposed to the regime. The divided Soho 

represents the battle between an increasingly untenable wilful ignorance and a 

despairing helplessness that comes with such knowledge.  

The film registers a critical temporal disjunction: the present-day “new” South 

Africa and the former apartheid-era South Africa. The electric blue lines energise and 

make real (for Soho at least) a historical reality that cannot be neatly relegated to the 
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past. The electrified blue lines are like “the ghost [that] imports a charged strangeness 

into the place or sphere it is haunting, thus unsettling the propriety and property lines 

that delimit a zone of activity or knowledge.”120 In Stereoscope, this haunting takes place 

in a nascent nation-state that is still grappling with a traumatic past that has claims on 

the present, that demands to be heard. It intrudes, loudly and unwelcomely, into Soho’s 

existence, interfering in his routines. It forces Soho to contend with an “oppressed past 

[that] is neither linear, a point in a sequential procession of time, nor an autonomous 

alternative past. In a sense, it is whatever organized violence has repressed and in the 

process formed into a past, a history, remaining nonetheless alive and accessible to 

encounter.”121 The incessant ringing of the telephones is literally a calling out, which, 

diegetically speaking, is addressed to Soho. This calling out, I would argue, seeks to 

activate a haunting – and belated – recognition:  

 
Upon recognition, the oppressed past or the ghostly will shock us into 
recognizing its animating force. Indeed, to fight for an oppressed past is to 
make this past come alive as the lever for the work of the present: 
obliterating the sources and conditions that link the violence of what seems 
finished with the present, ending this history and setting in place a different 
future.122  
 

This call for recognition also addresses the viewer, placing us in an uncomfortable 

position; no longer a passive spectator, we are now, like Soho, a bystander, with all the 

ethical complications and obligations that that category designates. 

 

“The public ear”: empathic listening 

In Stereoscope, an endless proliferation of electric blue lines both divide and 

connect: it is a thin blue line that separates the two Sohos, but these same lines dart 

through walls, acting as lines of (tele-)communication. The seemingly contradictory 

impulses of the lines is evidenced in a scene from the middle of the film. The screen is 

split into two, with both frames depicting a close-up of Soho’s desk. In the left-hand 

frame, a mass of blue lines stream out from a loudspeaker, but the lines’ attempts to 

cross over to the right-hand frame are deflected by the central dividing blue line. As 
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Bennett observes in relation to another of Kentridge’s films, “[g]raphic lines are, at 

once, lines of connection and lines of flight, suggesting the irrepressible flows of 

violence.”123 In Stereoscope, the electric blue lines cut a swathe through the grey urban 

setting, travelling along power and telephone cables and burrowing deep underground, 

sometimes transforming into a reel-to-reel tape recorder or a telephone switch. While 

objects such as megaphones and rotary telephones are a recurring trope in the earlier 

films from the 9 Drawings for Projection series, the foregrounding of sound transmission 

and recording in Stereoscope acquires an intensified political and ethical valency in the 

wake of the public hearings of the TRC. 

Mark Sanders remarks that the telecommunication technologies in Kentridge’s 

film Ubu Tells the Truth (1997) are both “lethal and liberatory.”124 What Sanders is 

referring to is how “[t]elephonic, electronic, and phonographic recording and 

transmission technologies, benign and felicitous in ordinary use, tortured and killed” in 

apartheid-era South Africa.125 In Stereoscope, Kentridge extends his consideration of how 

technologies of communication, recording and transmission were imbricated in the 

surveillance, violence and torture of political dissidents involved in the anti-apartheid 

movement. The reel-to-reel tape recorders buried deep underground hint at the covert 

electronic surveillance of opposition political groups by government agencies. Even an 

object as innocuous as a Walkman could be pressed into the service of state-sponsored 

killing.126 To recognise “when familiar words and things transmute into the most sinister 

of weapons and meanings,”127 is to register a characteristic symptom of haunting. That 

mundane objects can so easily be transformed into something sinister in Stereoscope (a cat 

morphs into a bomb, for example) suggests that there is something beyond what is 
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immediately apparent. This is one of the ways that haunting gestures to us, by showing 

“how that which appears to be not there is often a seething presence, acting on and 

often meddling with taken-for-granted realities.”128 The blue lines in Stereoscope also have 

a lethal purpose: at one point, a line darts out from a wall-mounted speaker, hitting a 

black figure in the torso. The body convulses repeatedly, as if electrocuted, then stops. 

In another scene, a naked man, with his hands tied behind his back, is held at gunpoint 

by a masked man in an interrogation room. Before the gun is fired, however, a blue line 

shoots in from a loudspeaker in the corner of the ceiling, piercing his head like a bullet.  

In foregrounding sound – its utterance, recording and transmission – Kentridge 

does more than highlight the multiple and sometimes duplicitous uses of sound devices 

and technologies in state-sponsored terror. In the context of post-TRC South Africa, 

the emphasis on aurality, on what is heard (or not heard, perhaps), takes on an urgent 

ethical and political tenor that is wedded to the accounts of extensive human rights 

violations submitted to the Commission. The widely broadcast public hearings, in which 

victims and their families testified to the gross violations endured under apartheid, came 

to define public discourses on truth, reconciliation and healing. Stereoscope draws 

attention to the act of listening, and how it is implicated in the increasing recognition, 

amongst white South Africans in particular, of the violence committed by the apartheid 

regime. In this context, then, it is the ethical dimensions of listening that are brought to 

the fore. In the film, listening is not only about inter-subjective communication: it also 

heralds the beginning of an empathetic encounter between victims and bystanders. With 

his ear pressed against the wall, Soho listens intently; only a blue line separates him from 

the brutal realities of South Africa’s past.  

It is the sounds of apartheid that finally make it impossible for Soho to remain 

wilfully ignorant: as the tempo of the score speeds up, the film presents in quickfire 

succession a series of scenes documenting the all too familiar violence of the apartheid 

regime. Protesters clamour outside an office building, a man is thrown over a wall, a 

naked woman is kicked and beaten by the riot police, a dead man lies in a looted street, 

ignored by the angry mob in the background. In History, Soho’s symbolic journey 

through South Africa brings him into a literal and violent collision with the nation’s 

recent past, viewed through his car’s windscreen. And yet this confrontation leaves 
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Soho ultimately unchanged; at the film’s end, he returns to his desk and to the 

management of his corporate affairs. That Soho’s seeing does not lead to an epiphanic 

realisation of his own complicity in South Africa’s past suggests that seeing is not 

enough to awaken a process of inter-subjective and intra-societal reconciliation. Bennett 

has warned of the perils of a symbolic over-investment in “seeing” as a metaphor:  

 
The notion that brutal truths were hidden under apartheid can clearly be 
overextended to the point where ‘seeing’ for white South Africans becomes 
a function simply of uncovering truths that were occluded under apartheid 
(suddenly whites see what blacks could always see; vision that was 
previously impaired is restored to full functionality).129  

 

It is listening, not seeing, that comes to symbolise the possibility of an intra-societal 

process of communication, recognition, and understanding. In proposing that listening 

can be an ethical act, I am not claiming that it is an unproblematic route to 

reconciliation; Soho is, after all, a reluctant, if not recalcitrant listener. But listening does 

seem to activate an engagement with the outside world that seeing does not in 

Kentridge’s films.  

In her semi-autobiographical memoir reporting on the TRC public hearings, 

Afrikaner journalist Antjie Krog writes that “the Truth Commission microphone with 

its little red light was the ultimate symbol of the whole process: here the marginalized 

voice speaks to the public ear, the unspeakable is spoken – and translated – the personal 

story brought from the innermost depths of the individual binds us anew to the 

collective.”130 Listening is figured as a redemptive process, for both the speaker and the 

listener. And yet to frame this process as inherently redemptive is not without ethical 

complications. One must remain cognisant of the uneven burden placed on victims, and 

how individual traumas can be pressed into the service of nationalistic unifying 

narratives. Bennett sounds a note of caution:  

 
Once testimony enters the public domain, however, it is regarded as 
common property. As a result, control of speech is effectively wrested from 
the witness as testimonies are unwittingly appropriated into self-
aggrandizing, ‘white-liberal’ or redemptive narratives. Hearing testimony 
becomes a means of indulging ‘white guilt’ insofar as it allows an audience 
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to act out an emotional response… the failure to respect another’s 
ownership of testimony – and the fact that it cannot be shared  - betrays 
what amounts to a failure of encounter.131 

 

Thus listening offers the possibility of an empathic encounter, but it also carries the risk 

of failure if the victim’s trauma is too easily subsumed under a collective narrative of 

healing and reconciliation.  

 To propose that an empathic encounter is activated by Soho’s listening is not to 

suggest that Soho is redeemed by this process. At one point, Soho holds his head in his 

hands, apparently overwhelmed by the import of what he has heard. Perhaps Soho is 

haunted by what Krog describes as the “sound bites screaming in my ears,”132 the 

seemingly endless accounts of torture and abuse: “Every week we are stretched thinner 

and thinner over different pitches of grief … how many people can one see crying, how 

much sorrow wrenched loose can one accommodate […] and how does one get rid of 

the specific intonation of the words? It stays and stays.”133 Invasive and persistent, the 

spoken testimonies do not allow Krog any respite from the Commission’s work. Soho, 

too, cannot escape the incessant ringing of the telephone, their calling out to him. 

Soho’s listening leads him to be haunted by what he has heard; more importantly, this 

haunting draws him into a recognition that the “organized forces and systemic 

structures that appear removed from us make their impact felt in everyday life in a way 

that confounds our analytic separations and confounds the social separations 

themselves.”134 Reluctantly, Soho is drawn back into the delicate network of social life.  

 

Tears and tears: crying, affect, and trauma  

In the final scene, Soho stands alone in the empty room, his eyes downcast. Electric 

blue tears stream from his pockets, pooling at his feet. Soho’s tears flood the room, 

eventually reaching up to his knees, but he does not cry. There are tears, then, but there 

is no visible crying. In earlier scenes, these blue lines acted as lines of connection, 

representing the exchange of information between South Africans; in one scene, there 

are blue lines darting through ceilings and walls of a high-rise apartment building as the 
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incessant ring of multiple telephones builds to a fever pitch. And yet in the final scene, 

these electric blue lines of (tele-)communication are transformed into tears. I want to 

offer some thoughts on the significance of this transformation, and discuss the broader 

cultural and ethical implications of tears and crying in the context of post-TRC South 

Africa.  

The public hearings of the TRC, in which victims and perpetrators – but not 

bystanders – were called to testify to the human rights violations inflicted under 

apartheid, provoked strong reactions across the social and political spectrum. Derisively 

referred to as the “Crying and Lying Commission”135 or the “Kleenex Commission”136 

by some vocal, predominantly Afrikaner, detractors, the TRC trod an uneasy line 

between spectacle and judicial institution. Even those who were supportive of the TRC 

acknowledged the performative nature of the commission; Albie Sachs, the recently 

retired Judge of the Constitutional Court of South Africa, described it as an 

“extravagant drama.”137 But it was precisely those moments identified as “dramatic” or, 

perhaps, “excessive,” that provided those who were opposed to the commission with 

ample ammunition to disparage the TRC’s work. As Rustom Bharucha observes: 

 
Witnesses broke down periodically, and unlike judges in court, Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu, the Chairperson of the Truth Commission, would be seen 
to weep openly during the sessions, apart from praying, lighting candles and 
bursting into song. Tellingly, this ‘extravagant drama’ was, at once, 
authenticated as the primary site of ‘truth’ and discredited for its emotional 
‘excess’… Archbishop Tutu was taken to task for reducing the hearings to 
'tearful occasions', thereby undermining his own impartiality.138  

 

Significantly, these public displays of emotion – weeping, breaking down – are seen to 

threaten the legitimacy of the hearings themselves; as Claudia Braude astutely notes, 

“[t]he Commission’s impartiality is undermined, in the eyes of several commentators, by 

truth that is felt, including by displays of emotion or empathy with the victims.”139 And it 

was not only the victims who cried: Archbishop Tutu, who chaired the Commission, 
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recalls how he cried during the testimony of Singqokwana Malgas, who was left 

incapacitated by the injuries sustained under police torture:  

 
I was too full from all that I heard and it was all too much for me too. I 
could not hold back the tears, I just broke down and sobbed like a child. 
The floodgates opened. I bent over the table and covered my face with my 
hands. I told people afterward that I laugh easily and I cry easily and 
wondered whether I was the right person to lead the commission since I 
knew I was so weak and vulnerable.140   

 

It is noteworthy that Tutu appears to concede that crying is a sign of weakness or 

vulnerability; he adds, “[m]ercifully it was the last time that I cried in public during the 

lifetime of the commission.”141 Tutu unwittingly lends credence to the notion that 

crying imperils the credibility of the commission, implying that tears are infelicitous in a 

public forum such as the TRC, especially for those who hold a position of judicial 

standing. (However, it should be noted that Tutu does not seem to suggest that victims 

who cry while testifying are weak and vulnerable.)  

And yet the fact remains that “[t]o many, it is precisely the tears that raise 

questions about the TRC’s legitimacy.”142 Put simply, “[t]ruth and tears counter[ed] each 

other” in the public hearings of the TRC.143 To those who remain cynical of the 

Commission’s wider aims of reconciliation and national unity,  

 
all that is being accomplished is a public and excessive display of tears. It is 
precisely the public display of sentiment and emotions that serve as their 
justification for the non-credibility of the TRC. This is consistent with the 
discourse of impartiality, partly intrinsic to the TRC and partly attributed to 
it, which functions such that emotional displays are seen as contrary to both 
impartiality and legal rigour.144  

 

However, I would argue that the tears shed during the public hearings of the TRC are 

not so much a counter to truth as they are testimony to truth: that is to say, tears testify to 

the personal or narrative truth. In its report, the TRC states that it will recognise four 

categories of truth: factual or forensic truth; personal and narrative truth; social truth; 
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and healing and restorative truth.145 As Bharucha argues, “the tears, cries, and sobs of 

the victims” might then be read “as ‘non-verbal’ signs of the destruction of language 

through pain” rather than “the very grounds on which the exposition of truth was 

distrusted.”146 To subsume tears or any other visible affective response under the rubric 

of “spectacle” or “performance” would constitute a failure to recognise the significance 

of affect and affective engagement in testimony.  

 The notion that truth that is “felt” might not accord with factual or historical 

truth calls to mind a well-known example of “fallible” eye-witness testimony raised in 

Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub’s Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, 

Psychoanalysis, and History. Laub, a trained psychoanalyst and psychiatrist, co-founded the 

Video Archive for Holocaust Testimonies at Yale University. In “Bearing Witness or 

the Vicissitudes of Listening,” Laub recounts the case of a particular interviewee, a 

woman in her late sixties who survived Auschwitz. During her testimony, she recalls 

seeing four chimneys explode at the camp: “‘The flames shot into the sky, people were 

running. It was unbelievable.’”147 Later, the woman’s testimony is called into question by 

historians, as records show that only one chimney was blown up, not four. The 

historians “could not accept – nor give credence to – her whole account of the events. 

It was utterly important to remain accurate, least the revisionists in history discredit 

everything.”148 Laub counters the historians’ position, arguing that her account does 

testify to “historical truth”:  

 
‘The woman was testifying […] not to the number of the chimneys blown 
up, but to something else, more radical, more crucial: the reality of an 
unimaginable occurrence. One chimney blown up in Auschwitz was as 
incredible as four. The number mattered less than the fact of the 
occurrence. The event itself was almost inconceivable. The woman testified 
to an event that broke the all compelling frame of Auschwitz, where Jewish 
armed revolts just did not happen, and had no place. She testified to the 
breakage of a framework. That was historical truth.’149  
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For the historians, the fallibility of the woman’s recollection calls into question her 

entire testimony: “Because the testifier did not know the number of the chimneys that 

blew up […], the historians said that she knew nothing.” Laub, however, thinks “that 

she knew more, since she knew about the breakage of the frame, that her testimony was 

now re-enacting.”150 Laub’s analysis of the vicissitudes of bearing witness, of measuring 

individual testimonies against historical truth, brings into sharp relief my earlier 

discussion of truth, testimony and affect in relation to the TRC. Laub argues that truth 

can be corroborated by “fallible” testimony, and implicit in this claim is that truth 

exceeds the limitations of historical fact. The “excessive” element (four chimneys, not 

one) is, for Laub, precisely what validates the affective truth of the woman’s testimony.  

 How, then, does this bear upon the tension between affect and truth-telling in 

post-TRC South Africa? Indeed, why attend to affect at all? What is at stake here, I 

would argue, is a recognition of the legitimacy of affective truth, of truth that can be 

neither corroborated nor refuted by simple recourse to historical fact. The tears shed by 

the victims at the TRC hearings testified to the affective truth of their traumatic 

experiences. If these tears were “excessive,” then this could be seen as confirming the 

“excessive” traumas suffered by those who testified. Returning now to Stereoscope, how 

does this position us to read Soho’s flood of tears? On the one hand, the flood of tears 

suggests that Soho is overwhelmed by what he has heard. And yet Soho’s tears are not 

those of a victim. Rather, Soho’s tears evince a belated recognition, perhaps, of his own 

complicity as a bystander in the network of violent inequality that guaranteed his own 

privilege at the same as it dehumanised and oppressed others. Thus Soho’s tears might 

be read as evidence of a belated empathic encounter. In his sweeping social history of 

crying, Tom Lutz argues that “[t]ears are one of the ways empathy is recognized, and 

one of the ways empathy is sought.”151 “In its combination of self-directedness and self-

transcendence,” Lutz identifies crying while alone as perhaps “the paradigmatic example 

of the empathetic response.”152 Lutz proposes that “[o]ur empathetic tears… are for our 

ourselves and for others: they are both the stuff of self-absorption and a crying out, a 
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call, an announcement.”153 However, the final scene of Stereoscope complicates the 

reading of Soho’s tears as empathic: his tears flood the room, but he does not cry. The 

tears stream out from his pockets, but not his eyes. In refusing to represent Soho 

crying, Kentridge appears to draw a fine but crucial distinction between tears and 

crying, and, more importantly, between those who do and do not have the right to cry. 

It is the victim, not the bystander, who has the rightful claim to cry. For Soho to cry 

would be to suggest an empathic intimacy with the victims of apartheid to which Soho 

has no legitimate claim. Soho’s tears herald the beginning of an empathic engagement 

with those who suffered under apartheid, while acknowledging that the continuing 

force of this historical trauma will never be equally shared. 

The beginning of Soho’s empathic engagement with the victims of apartheid 

can be framed as a confrontation between insides and outsides: Soho, so long 

quarantined from the social and political machinations of the world outside his office, is 

now jolted from his passivity. In their unrestrained energy, the blue lines interrupt 

Soho’s consciousness, forcing him to reconsider his own subjective relation to the 

outside world. Transformed into tears, the blue lines signify more than lines of 

connection: they come to represent an affective interruption.  

I now want to tease out some of the ideas denoted by the word “tears,” as a 

rupture, rent or fissure, but also as what the Oxford English Dictionary calls the “visible 

feature of weeping.” As homographic heteronyms, “tears” and “tears” are both highly 

suggestive of a central preoccupation of Stereoscope: namely, affective responses to 

historical trauma. Christov-Bakargiev has made a similar connection between “tears” 

and “tears” in her essay “On Tears and Tearing: The Art of William Kentridge.” She 

writes that Kentridge’s  

 
is an elegiac art that explores the possibilities of poetry in contemporary 
society: it speaks through tears, those pouring out of Soho’s pockets and 
flooding the room in the 1999 film Stereoscope. Yet it also provides a raw, 
vicious, and satirical commentary on that society: it speaks through tearing 
– the torn black paper of a procession of the dispossessed.154  

 

                                            
153 Lutz, Crying, p. 247.  
154 Christov-Bakargiev, “On Tears and Tearing,” in Rosenthal (ed.), William Kentridge: Five Themes, p. 110.  



 172 

While Christov-Bakargiev concentrates her discussion of tearing on Kentridge’s literal 

tearing of black paper to create collages (such as Stair Procession (2000)), my concluding 

interest is focused on the symbolic rupture of apartheid and its interruptive legacies.  

In raising the heteronymic and homographic relationship between “tears” and 

“tears,” I am not merely drawing attention to a minor linguistic coincidence. In fact, the 

relationship between the two words is far more resonant than might first appear. On 

the one hand, a tear, or a rupture or fissure, is a definitive characteristic of trauma, 

which is often understood as a kind of breach. On the other hand, the tears of crying or 

weeping are commonly associated with traumatic events, engendered by feelings of loss 

or sorrow. Thus tears can be seen as constitutive of trauma in two ways: firstly, in 

initiating the traumatic event (breach, rupture) and secondly, as an affective response to 

this trauma. Furthermore, tears, as a bodily fluid that is secreted from the tear duct (or 

lacrimal gland), are also suggestive of a kind of breach: in this case, of the limits of the 

human body itself. Tears, in traversing the boundary between the inside and the outside 

of the body, might be read symbolically as something that draws attention to the 

limitations (or boundaries) of the human body, and thus the individual subject. As 

Stewart notes, bodily fluids, because they are at once inside and outside the human 

body, generate a great deal of cultural anxiety precisely because of their ambiguous 

nature.155 Soho’s tears, then, do ultimately act as a means of connecting insides and 

outside: they are a visible affective expression of Soho’s belated recognition of his own 

complicity as a bystander.  

 

FOR/GIVE: forgiveness in post-apartheid South Africa 

Near the film’s end, the word “FOR/GIVE”, in electric blue lettering, flashes 

on the screen. The manner in which this word is split in two brings to mind the 

(impossible) economy of the gift. On a black screen, the word “GIVE” appears, then 

the prefix “FOR” appears shortly after, then the whole word fades away; in all, this 

happens five times. The film cuts to a close-up of Soho looking down, blue lines spilling 

out of his breast-pocket like a waterfall, forming a pool at his feet. Blue lines spill forth 
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from his hip pocket too; the puddle grows larger, eventually reaching his knees, but 

Soho remains impassive, his gaze cast downwards. The film concludes with this scene, 

and it would appear that Soho has finally sought forgiveness for his own complicity as a 

historical bystander. But of whom does Soho ask forgiveness? Who is being addressed 

by the words GIVE/FOR/FORGIVE? And what questions are raised by structuring 

forgiveness as a kind of gift, as the film seems to suggest that it is? These are the 

questions to which I will turn in the final part of this chapter.  

Perhaps the most prominent and influential advocate for the central role of 

forgiveness in the processes of truth, reconciliation and nation-building has been 

former Archbishop Tutu. The title of the TRC Chairman’s book No Future Without 

Forgiveness, which was published after the conclusion of the TRC hearings, makes plain 

Tutu’s overriding belief that healing and reconciliation are not possible without 

forgiveness.156 Tutu place forgiveness within a Christian framework, arguing:  

 
In the act of forgiveness we are declaring our faith in the future of a 
relationship and in the capacity of the wrongdoer to make a new beginning 
on a course that will be different from the one that caused us the wrong. 
We are saying here is a chance to make a new beginning. It is an act of faith 
that the wrongdoer can change. According to Jesus, we should be ready to 
do this not just once, not just seven times, but seventy times seven, without 
limit – provided, it seems Jesus says, your brother or sister who has 
wronged you is ready to come and confess the wrong they have committed 
yet again.157  

 

While Tutu’s model of forgiveness – irrevocably bound up with Christian ideas of 

confession, repentance and contrition – may have informed the framework of the TRC 

hearings,158 Derrida’s writing on forgiveness and on the gift are useful interventions. In 

“On Forgiveness,” Derrida argues a seemingly paradoxical position, namely that 

“forgiveness forgives only the unforgivable.”159 For Derrida, forgiveness is 

“impossible,”160 existing between two poles, the unconditional and the conditional: 
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These two poles, the unconditional and the conditional, are absolutely 
heterogeneous, and must remain irreducible to one another: if one wants, 
and it is necessary, forgiveness to become effective, concrete, historic; if 
one wants it to arrive, to happen by changing things, it is necessary that this 
purity engage itself in a series of conditions of all kinds (psychological, 
political, etc.). It is between these two poles, irreconcilable but indissociable, that 
decisions and responsibilities are to be taken. Yet despite all the confusions 
which reduce forgiveness to amnesty or to amnesia, to acquittal or 
prescription, to the work of mourning or some political therapy of 
reconciliation, in short to some historical ecology, it must never be 
forgotten, nevertheless, that all of that refers to a certain idea of pure and 
unconditional forgiveness, without which this discourse would not have the 
least meaning.161  

 

Derrida’s proposal that forgiveness oscillates between these two poles, the 

unconditional and the conditional, resonates strongly with his earlier writing on the gift. 

Elaborating on what he calls conditional forgiveness, Derrida points out that this is 

predicated on the “conditional logic of the exchange” in which “forgiveness can only be 

considered on the condition that it be asked, in the course of a scene of repentance 

attesting at once to the consciousness of the fault, the transformation of the guilty, and 

the at least implicit obligation to do everything to avoid the return of evil.”162 But for 

Derrida, the unconditional and impossible pole of forgiveness is, like the gift, 

necessarily “aneconomic.”163 I would argue that Derrida’s theorising of forgiveness and 

the gift intersect with Kentridge’s representation of forgiveness as gift in Stereoscope. The 

word “GIVE” clearly frames forgiveness as a gift, but, perhaps more troublingly, it also 

implies (intentionally or otherwise) that forgiveness is something that can be demanded 

of someone. The manner in which this request is framed is problematic because it 

seems to offer little choice to those of whom forgiveness has been asked. But, returning 

to Derrida, we might ask if forgiveness can be demanded at all?  

In “A Taxonomy of Illocutionary Acts,” the linguist John R. Searle established a 

basic classification of illocutionary acts. Building upon the earlier work of John Austin, 

who had already made some tentative steps in establishing his own classificatory system 

in How to Do Things with Words (1962), Searle proposed an alternative taxonomy, 

comprising five categories: representatives; directives; commissives; expressives; and 
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declarations. Although it is beyond the scope of my argument to engage with all of 

these categories, I do want to pause to consider directives, the second category of 

Searle’s taxonomy. For Searle, “[t]he illocutionary point of these consists in the fact that 

they are attempts […] by the speaker to get the hearer to do something. They may be 

very modest ‘attempts,’ as when I invite you to do it or suggest that you do it, or they 

may be very fierce attempts as when I insist that you do it.”164 Searle lists the following 

verbs as examples of directives (although this is by no means an exhaustive list): “order, 

command, request, ask, question, beg, plead, pray, entreat, and also invite, permit, and 

advise.”165 Keeping in mind Searle’s elaboration of directives, I want to argue that the 

visual representation of forgiveness in Stereoscope – literally spelt out on screen – seems 

to suggest that forgiveness might also be a directive – a demand or request.  

“GIVE/FORGIVE”: the stereoscopic division of the word calls attention to its 

constituent parts (“for” and “give”) but also suggests the ethical complications that arise 

when forgiveness is framed as a directive. If forgiveness is framed as a demand, or even 

as an obligation or duty, does this not go against the fundamental spirit of forgiveness: 

“a forgiveness worthy of its name, would be a forgiveness without power: unconditional 

but without sovereignty”?166 I would argue that this is ultimately the paradox that Stereoscope 

leaves us with: a recognition of the central role of forgiveness in a reconciled future 

South Africa, but also an awareness that forgiveness cannot be legislated, mandated or 

institutionalised by a judicial body such as the TRC. To do so would be to divest 

forgiveness of its “aneconomic” status, and perhaps, of its restorative potential. 

Stereoscope also calls attention to another fundamental paradox: only the dead can 

forgive. As Derrida argues, “if anyone has the right to forgive, it is only the victim, and 

not a tertiary institution.”167 Derrida asks: “[W]ho would have the right to forgive in the 

name of the disappeared victims? They are always absent, in a certain way. The 

disappeared, in essence, are themselves never absolutely present, at the moment when 

forgiveness is asked for […]”168 Is forgiveness even possible in this case? From whom 
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can forgiveness be sought? The survivors? The families of the victims? The TRC? And 

who, ultimately, is authorised to forgive?   

Throughout Stereoscope Kentridge literalises the bifurcated vision of the 

stereoscope by splitting the screen in two. However, the split screen suggests that there 

is no possibility of reconciling the two halves in order to form a unified image. The 

differences between the two competing visions are too radical for them to be subsumed 

into a shared, singular vision. Indeed, this impasse seems to gesture towards a more 

fundamental issue at stake in my discussion of forgiveness:  

 
Can there be… a scene of forgiveness without a shared language? This 
sharing is not only that of a national language or an idiom, but that of an 
agreement on the meanings of words, their connotations, rhetoric, the aim 
of reference, etc. It is here another form of the same aporia, when the 
victim and the guilty share no language, when nothing common and 
universal permits them to understand one another, forgiveness seems 
deprived of meaning […].169   

 

If one of the central conceits of the TRC was a staging of the scene of forgiveness 

between victims and perpetrators, Stereoscope asks how the figure of the bystander might 

complicate this scenario. In foregrounding the importance of a shared language (in the 

broadest sense), Derrida here acknowledges the difficulties that discourses of 

forgiveness must come to terms with in the aftermath of a collective trauma such as 

apartheid. Like Derrida, Kentridge is cognisant of this dilemma but is unable, finally and 

necessarily, to imagine a scene of forgiveness. In its place, however, there is the 

beginning of an empathic engagement. 
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Chapter Four 
 

Casting shadows from the side: ghostwriting 
trauma in the art of Kara Walker 
 

 

 

 

I: The End of Uncle Tom? 

On 4 November 2008, the day on which Barack Obama became the first African-

American to be elected President of the United States of America, Ralph Nader, the 

independent presidential candidate, made the following comments in relation to 

President-Elect Obama: “To put it very simply, he is our first African-American 

president; or he will be. And we wish him well. But his choice, basically, is whether he’s 

going to be Uncle Sam for the people of this country, or Uncle Tom for the giant 

corporations.”1 Later that day, Nader spoke to correspondent Shepard Smith on The 

Fox Report to discuss these earlier comments, which Nader had originally made in an 

interview on the Fox News affiliate radio station KTRH Houston. At the end of the 

interview, Smith asks Nader if he regrets using the term “Uncle Tom” to describe 

President-Elect Obama; Nader replies, “Not at all.”  

Nader’s decision to use the term “Uncle Tom” to describe President-Elect 

Obama, and the ensuing controversy that his comments generated, speaks volumes 

about the complexity of racial politics in contemporary America. While most 

commentators were quick to condemn Nader for his use of “Uncle Tom”, the 

comments left by online bloggers and anonymous viewers who had seen the video on 

YouTube demonstrate a heterogeneous response to Nader’s comments. Many appeared 

to agree with the sentiment that Obama was a “toady” (a term that had been used by 

Nader himself in his interview with Smith) for large corporations and that he had 

neglected the poor and working-class America in order to appeal to middle America. 

While I do not have the space here to consider the complex and diverse sentiments 
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generated by President Obama’s election victory, what interests me about this incident 

is how it highlights the continuing currency of racially-charged stereotypes such as 

“Uncle Tom” in contemporary American culture. I am particularly struck by Nader’s 

apparently disingenuous use of the term, and how it fails to properly acknowledge the 

overwhelming historical and cultural baggage that burdens the term “Uncle Tom.” The 

terms refers, of course, to the eponymous character of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s classic 

anti-slavery novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowly (1852), whose character has 

been subject to vigorous symbolic revision and contestation: from earlier praiseworthy 

assessments of the noble, long-suffering and God-fearing slave to later reappraisals that 

emphasised his unquestioning subservience to white authority, thus recasting “Uncle 

Tom” as “an epithet for servility.”2 Nader’s comments, and the varied responses that 

they generated, speak to the complex terrain of racial politics in contemporary 

American society, and the difficulties of disentangling how we talk about race today 

from the histories of racial oppression. This moment marks yet another shift in the 

cultural and political signification of the term “Uncle Tom.” Nader’s usage of “Uncle 

Tom” evinces a troubling but perhaps unintended consequence of the movement away 

from a post-Civil Rights racial politics and towards a new, so-called “post-race” 

America. And yet the enduring currency of “Uncle Tom” suggests the term’s resistance 

to any attempts to evacuate it of its racial connotations or ignore its historical 

provenance.  

Although Kara Walker could not have possibly foreseen Nader’s comments 

when she made her silhouette installation The End of Uncle Tom and the Grand Allegorical 

Tableau of Eva in Heaven (1995), the work does seem to prefigure, in an uncannily 

prescient way, the lingering power of nineteenth-century racial stereotypes in the 

present-day. In The End of Uncle Tom, one of her earliest silhouette tableaux, Walker 

reimagines Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. In this chapter, I argue that this instance of 

Walker’s artistic practice is significant precisely because it attends to the historical and 

cultural genesis of racial stereotypes such as “Uncle Tom.” Perhaps even more 

importantly, her work insists on the importance of acknowledging the historical legacies 

of such racial stereotypes, and their lingering presence in contemporary America. 
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Walker’s The End of Uncle Tom can be read not only as a self-reflexive acknowledgement 

of the lingering currency of racial stereotypes but also the extent to which nineteenth-

century racial ideologies continue to inform contemporary ideas of race and racial 

politics. I am particularly interested in the recasting of Uncle Tom in The End of Uncle 

Tom, and how this figure insists upon the stubborn persistence of racialised ways of 

thinking in contemporary “post-race” American culture. The logic of haunting, I 

propose, is a useful way of approaching Walker’s art because haunting is especially 

attentive to things that are taken for granted or unseen. Furthermore, haunting 

foregrounds the problematics of “living after” historical trauma; Walker’s large-scale 

silhouettes tableaux are clearly haunted by the legacies of slavery but while they mine 

the antebellum period for their subject matter, they do not seek to construct a “realist” 

or “historically accurate” narrative of slavery and plantation life. Rather, Walker’s 

tableaux are reimagined narratives in which the characters and setting may at first glance 

seem familiar but which, on closer inspection, betray a strange, unsettling quality. 

 

Cultural afterlives 

The title of Walker’s tableau beckons the viewer to reconsider the historical and 

cultural afterlife of Stowe’s novel. In Walker’s reconstructed version of Stowe’s 

sentimental abolitionist narrative, the Uncle Tom figure is seen in profile in a half-

kneeling position, facing to the right. His hands are clasped together and raised in front 

of his head, which is turned towards the sky, as if pleading for forgiveness or clemency. 

His pants are pulled down to mid-thigh, exposing his buttocks and an umbilical cord 

that is attached from him to a newborn infant sitting on the ground below him. Uncle 

Tom’s foetus might be read as the symbolic “origin” of the stereotype of the simple, 

kindly but ultimately helpless black man. “The end” referred to in the title might refer 

to Uncle Tom’s death (in Stowe’s novel, he is beaten to death by the cruel slavemaster, 

Simon Legree), but this reading seems unsatisfactory, given that Walker represents 

Uncle Tom in the act of childbirth and not on his deathbed. I propose that “the end” of 

the title might refer ironically to the diverse forms and enduring legacies of Stowe’s 

protagonist in American popular culture. As Nader’s re-invocation of the term a century 

and a half after the publication of Stowe’s novel clearly demonstrates, there is no “end” 
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in sight for Uncle Tom. And yet the end of Uncle Tom had been (wishfully) predicted 

throughout the twentieth century.   

In March 1925, writing in a special edition of the Survey Graphic entitled 

“Harlem: Mecca of the New Negro,” Alain Locke proclaimed: “The day of ‘aunties,’ 

‘uncles’ and ‘mammies’ is equally gone. Uncle Tom and Sambo have passed on… The 

popular melodrama has about played itself out, and it is time to scrap the fictions, garret 

the bogeys and settle down to a realistic facing of facts.”3 For Locke, the “Old Negro”, 

represented by such stock figures, “had long become more of a myth than a man […] 

more of a formula than a human being – a something to be argued about, condemned 

or defended, to be ‘kept down,’ or ‘in his place,’ or ‘helped up,’ to be worried with or 

worried over, harassed or patronized, a social bogey or a social burden.”4 By the time 

Locke’s essay was published, the titular character of Stowe’s novel had come to 

represent – along with figures such as the mammy and the pickaninny – the outmoded 

and negative racial imagery inherited from nineteenth-century popular culture. But 

Locke’s farewell to Uncle Tom would prove wishful rather than prophetic: as Nader’s 

comments demonstrate, the figure of Uncle Tom would continue to have cultural and 

political currency more than a century and half after he first appeared in Stowe’s 

writing.   

In 1956, J. C. Furnas published Goodbye to Uncle Tom, a sustained critique of 

Stowe’s novel. Furnas takes issue with Stowe’s sentimentalising of slavery and her 

alleged misconceptions of the historical realities of slavery, and laments the continuing 

influence of her novel:  

 
Uncle Tom would never have burned on and on had it not been 
compounded of the misconceptions, Southern and Northern, the 
wrongheadednesses, distortions and wishful thinkings about Negroes in 
general and American Negroes in particular that still plague us today. They 
might not plague us quite so sore if Mrs. Stowe had not so persuasively 
formulated and thus frozen them.5  

 

                                            
3 Alain Locke, “Enter the New Negro,” Survey Graphic, 6:6 (1925), p. 631.  
4 Locke, “Enter the New Negro,” p. 631.  
5 J. C. Furnas, Goodbye to Uncle Tom (London: Secker and Warburg, 1956), p. 8.   
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Furnas even claims “that American Negroes have made her titular hero a hissing and a 

byword. Many of them would rather be called ‘nigger’ than ‘Uncle Tom.’”6 By the mid-

twentieth century, “Uncle Tom” had become an epithet: a pejorative term for a black 

person who was submissive to white authority, a “race traitor” who seeks to ingratiate 

themselves into white society, often at the expense of ties to the black community. And 

yet for Stowe’s contemporaries, the figure of Uncle Tom had been far more complex 

than this later negative signification might suggest. While Stowe undoubtedly cast Uncle 

Tom in the mould of the simple, docile Negro – he is described in the beginning by his 

master as “a good, steady, sensible, pious fellow”7 – Linda Williams notes that Stowe’s 

representation was “a two-edged sword, leading, on the one hand, to the assertion of 

permanent differences between blacks and whites, and, on the other hand, to the 

politically radical awakening to a common humanity before God.”8 Williams argues that 

the contemporary black/white racial melodrama can be traced back to Stowe’s novel, 

arguing that it was “the first widely popular moment in the melodrama of black 

suffering,” and that “its key icon of the beaten black slave,” Uncle Tom, “played to a 

white public as commodified mass entertainment.”9 Melodrama, argues Williams, often 

“moves to restore some semblance of a lost past.”10 But in The End of Uncle Tom, it is 

only the illusion of a restoration: what is affirmed is the present currency of these 

cultural tropes. Williams states emphatically: “This icon has not ceased to resonate in 

contemporary American culture.”11 Walker’s tableau, as well as the recent controversy 

of Nader’s comments, only adds weight to Williams’s claim.  

Uncle Tom has become one of the most emblematic examples of the suffering 

male black body. However, in Walker’s recasting of Uncle Tom as a feminised figure in 

the midst of childbirth, the register of his suffering has been radically reconfigured. 

Instead of the familiar sight of the black male slave suffering physical violence at the 

hands of a brutal white slavemaster, here Uncle Tom’s suffering is associated with the 

pain of childbirth. Indeed, Williams argues that before Uncle Tom’s Cabin, “the story of 

female bondage and male escape was the convention for slave narratives […] Stowe’s 

                                            
6 Furnas, Goodbye to Uncle Tom, p. 8. 
7 Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin: or, Life Among the Lowly (1852; Cambridge, Mass: Belknap, 
1962), p. 6.  
8 Williams, Playing the Race Card, p. 57.  
9 Williams, Playing the Race Card, p. xiv.   
10 Williams, Playing the Race Card, p. 36.  
11 Williams, Playing the Race Card, p. xiv.  
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great melodramatic innovation was thus her feminization of the freedom narrative […] and 

her masculinization of the bondage narrative and the beating vision through the character of 

Uncle Tom.”12 In Stowe’s novel, “Tom’s (passive, feminine) story of patient bondage, 

goes against the grain of more conventional heroic melodramas of oppressed slaves.”13 

While Walker does not reverse the feminisation of Uncle Tom in her work, her version 

of Uncle Tom, in the midst of childbirth, telegraphs a shift in his feminised 

representation. 

Walker violates the natural order of childbirth by representing a male character 

in the act of birthing a foetus. Yasmil Raymond argues that “[i]n Walker’s hyperbolic, 

feminizing interpretation of Stowe’s ideal house-slave, Uncle Tom is rescued from the 

Victorian desexualized stereotype of the cuddly, big black man and rendered instead as 

a surrogate mother experiencing a hellish childbirth.”14 It is a striking image that 

troubles identifications of gender and sexuality, and destabilises the earlier 

characterisations of Uncle Tom. In Walker’s tableau, the Uncle Tom figure is placed to 

the right of a white, one-legged slavemaster, who is seen simultaneously impaling an 

infant with a sabre and raping a young slave girl, who grasps a cornstalk for support.15 

The two male figures, the black slave and white slavemaster, are positioned as 

counterpoints. Visually speaking, the infant who is being impaled by the slavemaster 

and the foetus that is being birthed by Uncle Tom are almost mirror-images: the long, 

thin sabre bears remarkable similarity to the umbilical cord that attaches the foetus to 

Uncle Tom. Yet the implications of the two figures could not be more different. The 

white slavemaster is the embodiment of excessive cruelty and brutality: he is 

represented in the act of killing an infant at the same time as he sexually penetrates a 

young girl. The seemingly unprovoked killing of an infant serves to reinforce the notion 

that the institution of slavery is inherently cruel and violent. In a reversal of the 

                                            
12 Emphasis in the original. Williams, Playing the Race Card, p. 62. 
13 Williams, Playing the Race Card, p. 62. 
14 Yasmil Raymond, “Maladies of Power: A Kara Walker Lexicon”, in Phillipe Vergne, Kara Walker: My 
Complement, My Enemy, My Oppressor, My Love. (Minneapolis: Walker Art Center, 2008), p. 360.  
15 In Seeing the Unspeakable: The Art of Kara Walker, Gwendolyn Dubois Shaw notes that “[t]he phallic 
cornstalk that the slave grasps for support is a joke about ‘corn-holing,’ a vulgar slang for anal penetration 
in which the master and slave are engaged. Its nasty implications are further evoked by the implication 
that the slave-master is corn-holing the girl with what might be called his ‘third leg,’ which in turn is 
common slang for penis, as well as an ironic reference to his missing leg and his victim’s function as a 
surrogate limb supporting his bulk.” Shaw, Seeing the Unspeakable: The Art of Kara Walker (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2004), p. 56. 
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conventional stereotype of dangerous, hypersexual black masculinity, the white 

slavemaster is cast in the role of the violent, oversexed male figure. Walker’s Uncle 

Tom, on the other hand, bears no trace of the hypersexual, morally-threatening 

masculinity that has historically been associated with black men. Indeed, the portrayal of 

Uncle Tom in the act of birthing a child suggests that he has been the victim of an 

unspeakable violation. This recasting of the Uncle Tom role here only reaffirms the 

shifting dynamics of its status as a cultural signifier.  

 

The stereotype  

 The stereotype is central to Walker’s art, although its functions and valencies 

might be more complicated than some of the commentary on her work might allege. In 

one respect, the debates surrounding Walker’s representation of stereotypes are nothing 

new: in the 1920s and 1930s, prominent African-American writers such as Locke, 

William Stanley Braithwaite and Sterling Brown all wrote about the troubling 

persistence of “Negro” stereotypes in American literary and visual culture.16 Of 

particular concern for these and other African-American writers was the near ubiquity 

of what Braithwaite termed the “genre stereotype” of the Negro, of which the Uncle 

Tom figure was a prominent example.17 The attention given to Uncle Tom was 

undoubtedly due to the popularity of Stowe’s novel and its unique historical claim, no 

less persistent for being unverifiable, that its publication had “convulse[d] a mighty 

nation” and played a role in the beginning of the Civil War.18 The apocryphal tale of 

Abraham Lincoln meeting Stowe and declaring, “So this is the little lady who made this 

big war,” only serves to secure the novel’s position as an agent of unrivalled historical 

and political change. And yet this only partially answers the question of the ubiquity of 

Uncle Tom in racialised representations of black men in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. I would argue that the other part of the equation has to do with the 

novel’s transformation into what Henry James called “a wonderful, ‘leaping’ fish”: 

“much less a book than a state of vision… it simply sat down wherever it lighted and 

                                            
16 See Martha Jane Nadell’s discussion of stereotyping the “Old Negro” in Enter the New Negroes: Images of 
Race in American Culture (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London: Harvard University Press, 2004), pp. 21-
24. 
17 Braithwaite, as cited in Nadell, Enter the New Negroes, p. 21.  
18 George Whicher, as cited in Williams, Playing the Race Card, p. 47.  
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made itself, so to speak, at home.”19 As James points out, Stowe’s novel displayed an 

unprecedented capacity to “leap” across genres and generations. Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

spawned “Tom-Mania”, which referred not only to its unparalleled popularity on both 

sides of the Atlantic, but also to its reinvention in new forms (songs, plays and novels) 

and its commodification (board games, chinaware and cards, to name but a few).20 The 

capacity for Stowe’s original text to generate and sustain seemingly endless revision and 

adaptation is suggestive of a parallel reinvention of what the Uncle Tom figure 

represented at different times and to different audiences.21  

 But what is it about the stereotype of Uncle Tom that has proved so enduring, 

in spite of its changeability? In order to better understand this phenomenon, we must 

first consider stereotype itself. As a form of pictorial representation, E. H. Gombrich 

writes that stereotype is related to the older term simile, and involves classifying and 

fitting the object into a familiar schema.22 From this, “[t]he artist […] can embark on a 

‘copy’ of reality.”23 Thus “stereotype hinges on a pretense of verisimilitude and 

repetition,” and becomes legible for its audience when they “can identify images with 

the subjects to which they allude.”24 However, when the pretense is forgotten (or 

elided), when its constructedness is naturalised, when a stereotype comes to be seen as a 

complete and accurate representation of an entire racial group, things become 

problematic.  

That negative stereotypes of African Americans were central to the discursive 

regime of racial oppression (including, but not limited to slavery) in the United States 

goes without saying. But what interests me about Walker’s reappropriation of the Uncle 

Tom figure is how it registers the fundamental ambivalence of the stereotype itself. 

Homi K. Bhabha’s discussion of the stereotype in colonial discourse is instructive here. 

Bhabha argues:  

 

                                            
19 Henry James, as cited in Williams, Playing the Race Card, p. 45.  
20 Sarah Meer, Uncle Tom Mania: Slavery, Minstrelsy & Transatlantic Culture in the 1850s (Athens and London: 
The University of Georgia Press, 2005).  
21 Although it is beyond the purview of my discussion here, for a detailed analysis of contemporary 
responses to Uncle Tom, see Meer, Uncle Tom Mania. Williams also discusses different antebellum 
manifestations of Uncle Tom in Playing the Race Card, pp. 45-95.  
22 E. H. Gombrich, Art & Illusion: A study in the psychology of pictorial representation, fifth edition (1977; 
London: Phaidon, 1995), p. 63.  
23 Gombrich, Art & Illusion, p. 75.  
24 Nadell, Enter the New Negroes, p. 24.  
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It is the force of ambivalence that gives the colonial stereotype its currency: 
ensures its repeatability in changing historical and discursive conjunctures; 
informs its strategies of individuation and marginalisation; produces that 
effect of probabilistic truth and predictability which, for the stereotype, 
must always be in excess of what can be empirically proved or logically 
constructed.25  

 

For Bhabha, this ambivalence is registered in the fact that the stereotype “is at once an 

‘other’ and yet entirely knowable and visible.”26 The stereotype, continues Bhabha, 

“gives access to an ‘identity’ which is predicated as much on mastery and pleasure as it 

is on anxiety and defense, for it is a form of multiple and contradictory belief in its 

recognition of difference and its disavowal of it. It is an “arrested” form of figurative 

representation, which, “in denying the play of difference (that the negation through the 

other permits), constitutes a problem for the representation of the subject in significations 

of psychic and social relations.”27 It is precisely this ambivalence that Walker gestures 

towards in her recasting of Uncle Tom. My interest in this chapter, then, is how the 

ambivalence of the stereotype is marshalled in order to affectively engage the viewer in 

Walker’s reimagined scenes of antebellum slavery. 

In insisting upon the racial and sexual specificities of Uncle Tom’s identity, 

Walker resists attempts to render a  “safe” version of Uncle Tom, one that has been 

denuded of his problematic historical provenance. I contend that it is precisely this 

“sanitised” version of Uncle Tom that Nader attempts to invoke in his “post-race” 

comments about Barack Obama. In bringing together Walker’s The End of Uncle Tom 

and Nader’s public comments about Barack Obama, I wish to show competing 

definitions of the term “Uncle Tom”: on the one hand, Walker’s work attests to the 

racialised history and politics of such a term; on the other hand, Nader’s calculated use 

of the term wilfully forgets its racial significance, redefining it as a synonym for toady in 

“post-race” America.  

In a New York Times article following Obama’s endorsement as the Democratic 

Party presidential candidate (but before his historic election in November 2008), Matt 

                                            
25 Homi K. Bhabha, “The Other Question: Difference, Discrimination and the Discourse of 
Colonialism,” in Russell Ferguson et al (eds), Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary Cultures 
(Cambridge, Mass., and London: The MIT Press, 1990), p. 71.  
26 Bhabha, “The Other Question,” in Ferguson et al (eds), Out There, p. 76.  
27 Emphasis in the original. Bhabha, “The Other Question,” in Ferguson et al (eds), Out There, p. 76. 
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Bai explores the shifting terrain of “post-race” American politics.28 Bai notes the 

generational change that has shifted the contours of African-American politics in recent 

years: 

 
The generational transition that is reordering black politics didn’t start this 
year. It has been happening, gradually and quietly, for at least a decade, as 
younger African-Americans, Barack Obama among them, have challenged 
their elders in traditionally black districts. What this year’s Democratic 
nomination fight did was to accelerate that transition and thrust it into the 
open as never before, exposing and intensifying friction that was already 
there. For a lot of younger African-Americans, the resistance of the civil 
rights generation to Obama’s candidacy signified the failure of their parents 
to come to terms, at the dusk of their lives, with the success of their own 
struggle — to embrace the idea that black politics might now be 
disappearing into American politics in the same way that the Irish and 
Italian machines long ago joined the political mainstream.29 

 

I would argue that Nader’s disingenuous use of the term “Uncle Tom” co-opts 

this idea of a post-race America, which is tentatively embraced by some of the 

younger African-American leaders whom Bai interviews, and uses it as a defence 

against possible accusations of racism. Both Nader’s and Walker’s invocations of 

“Uncle Tom” are inescapably haunted by Stowe’s original narrative, as well as the 

vast constellation of adaptations and interpretations that followed in its wake.  

The debates generated by the politics of a “post-race” America, especially 

in relation to the politics of identity, can also be detected in the critical reception 

of Walker’s art. Indeed, Walker’s art has become a touchstone for thinking 

through concerns about cultural legacies, the “uses” of history and the ethics of 

representation. And yet Walker’s art has also been the subject of vociferous 

debate and controversy amongst curators, scholars and the wider art community. 

(I will return to this point later in the chapter.) A number of critics have taken her 

to task for her use of negative imagery of African-Americans.30 Equally, her work 

has been championed by other scholars for its creative engagement with the 

                                            
28 Matt Bai, “Post-Race: Is Obama the End of Race Politics?,” New York Times (10 August 2008) URL: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/10/magazine/10politics-t.html [Accessed: 15 December 2008], np. 
29 Bai, “Post-Race: Is Obama the End of Race Politics?” 
30 See, for example, Michael D. Harris, “The Language of Appropriation: Fantasies and Fallacies,” in 
Colored Pictures: Race & Visual Representation (Chapel Hill and London: University of North Carolina Press, 
2003). I discuss the controversies surrounding the negative assessment of Walker’s art by Betye Saar and 
Juliette Bowles in part III of this chapter.  
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mythologies of American racism.31 Indeed, the axis around which much of the 

current scholarship turns is Walker’s (mis)representations of slavery. What is at 

stake in these debates, even if it is not always explicitly articulated, entails the 

“proper” representation of slavery and its legacies (form, structure, tone, genre), 

and who is authorised to construct these representations. In what follows, I will 

consider more closely the ethical and affective registers of Walker’s 

representations of slavery.  

 

II. Casting shadows from the side   

In tracing the continuing reverberations of Uncle Tom in Walker’s art and 

American popular culture more generally, I am brought back to Hortense Spiller’s 

observation that “‘slavery’ is primarily discursive”: 

It seems to me that every generation of systematic readers is compelled not 
only to reinvent “slavery” in its elaborate and peculiar institutional ways and 
means but also, in such play of replication, its prominent discursive features 
as ‘a group of objects that can be talked about (or what is forbidden to talk 
about), a field of possible enunciations (whether in lyrical or legal language), 
a group of concepts (which can no doubt be presented in the elementary 
form of notions and themes), a set of choices (which may appear in the 
coherence of behavior or in systems of prescription).’ […] In a very real 
sense, a full century or so ‘after the fact,’ ‘slavery’ is primarily discursive, as 
we search vainly for a point of absolute and indisputable origin, for a 
moment of plenitude that would restore us to the real, rich ‘thing’ itself 
before discourse touched it. In that regard, ‘slavery’ becomes the great ‘test 
case’ around which, for its Afro-American readers, the circle of mystery is 
recircumscribed time and again. This realization is stunning: as many times 
as we reopen slavery’s closure, we are hurtled rapidly forward into the 
dizzying motions of a symbolic enterprise, and it becomes increasingly clear 
that the cultural synthesis we call ‘slavery’ was never homogeneous in its 
practices and conception, nor unitary in the faces it has yielded.32 

 

I quote Spillers at length here in order to foreground my interest in the representation 

of slavery, and its legacies, in Walker’s work. I am interested in the ways in which the 

discourse of slavery has been marshalled in Walker’s representations of this “peculiar 

                                            
31 See, for example, Mark Reinhardt, “The Art of Racial Profiling,” in Ian Berry et al (eds), Kara Walker: 
Narratives of a Negress (Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: The MIT Press, 2003), pp. 110-129 and 
Shaw, Seeing the Unspeakable. 
32 Hortense Spillers, “Changing the Letter: The Yokes, the Jokes of Discourse, or, Mrs. Stowe, Mr. 
Reed,” in Deborah E. McDowell and Arnold Rampersad (eds), Slavery and the Literary Imagination 
(Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989), pp. 28-9. 
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institution”. I want to build upon Spillers’ claim that slavery “is first and foremost, 

textual, or eminently constituted in discourse,”33 and as such, it is important to clarify at 

this point that my discussion of Walker’s work is concerned with the representation of 

slavery, as opposed to the historical reality of slavery. Like W. J. T. Mitchell, I want to 

build upon “Spiller’s gestures of resistance to the historical ‘knowledge industry’ that 

has turned slavery into an object of ‘massive demographic and economic display,’ a 

phenomenon so well known that nothing more is to be known about it.”34 A key 

tension in the reception of Walker’s revised antebellum narratives – in particular her 

large-scale silhouette tableaux – relates to their apparent recirculation of historical 

misrepresentations inherited from cultural artefacts such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin as well as 

Gone With the Wind (both Mitchell’s 1936 novel and the 1939 film adaptation directed by 

Victor Fleming). On the one hand, Walker’s art might be seen as a prime example of 

the recycling of antebellum imagery for the viewing pleasure of a sophisticated, visually-

literate Western audience. But on the other hand, Walker’s reappropriation of these 

cultural narratives goes beyond mere historical voyeurism by foregrounding how the 

political and cultural currencies of slavery are always rooted in present-day exigencies. 

The repetition, adaptation and reinvention of slavery in her art are inextricably linked to 

the shifting, malleable but nevertheless enduring legacies of racial ideologies inherited 

from slavery. As Darby English observes in relation to Walker’s silhouettes: 

 
Just as surely as the figures appear familiar, the tableaux’s suggestive titles 
and evocative associations call to mind novels whose endings we know and 
films we can recite from memory… if Walker’s tableaux represent slavery, 
they decidedly do not represent it as an institution and its particular forms – 
and perhaps not even as a matter we can any longer get right or wrong.35 

 

This marks a shift from the historical reality of slavery to the long shadows cast by 

slavery in the present-day, however faint or distorted they might be. In this respect, 

Walker is following in the path forged so eloquently by Toni Morrison in her novel 

Beloved (1987). Of Beloved’s “evocative […] sociological and mythical reality,” Avery 

                                            
33 Spillers, “Changing the Letter,” in McDowell and Rampersad (eds), Slavery and the Literary Imagination, p. 
29.  
34 W. J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation (Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994), p. 184.  
35 Darby English, How to See a Work of Art in Total Darkness (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London: The 
MIT Press, 2007), p. 76.  
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Gordon writes that “we will hear not only ‘their’ story, the old story of the past, but 

how we are in this story, even now, even if we do not want to be.”36 “To be haunted,” 

observes Gordon, “is to be tied to historical and social effects,” and it is the now-ness of 

slavery, its undeniable yet not always obvious presence, that makes Walker’s art 

haunted.37 

Proposing that Walker’s revised antebellum narratives are concerned with the 

discursivity of slavery and its shifting figurative forms is not to say that they disavow 

history in favour of representation (as if history and representation could ever be 

divorced). Rather, Walker’s silhouette tableaux, such as The End of Uncle Tom and Gone, 

An Historical Romance of a Civil War as It Occurred Between the Dusky Thighs of One Young 

Negress and Her Heart (1994), offer what might be termed “hypothetical histories,” to 

borrow a term from Gary Saul Morson. This term comes from Morson’s elaboration of 

the idea of “sideshadowing,” which, he argues, “conveys the sense that actual events 

might just as well not have happened […] Something else was possible.”38 Unlike 

foreshadowing, which provides only the illusion of alternative possibilities by lifting “the 

veil on a future that has already been determined and inscribed,”39 sideshadowing “casts 

a shadow ‘from the side,’ that is, from the other possibilities […] Sideshadows conjure the 

ghostly presence of might-have-beens or might-bes.”40 Morson argues that  

 
Sideshadowing restores the possibility of possibility. Its most fundamental 
lesson is: to understand a moment is to grasp not only what did happen but 
also what else might have happened. Hypothetical histories shadow actual 
ones. Some nonactual events enjoy their own kind of reality: the temporal 
world consists not just of actualities and impossibilities but also of real 
though unactualized possibilities.41 

 

While Morson is concerned primarily with the function of sideshadowing in literary 

narratives, its redeployment in thinking about Walker’s visual narratives extends its 

theoretical possibilities. Formally, the silhouette is related to the shadow (a point I will 

                                            
36 Avery F. Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination, second edition (1997; 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), p. 188; 190.  
37 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 190.  
38 Gary Saul Morson, Narrative and Freedom: The Shadows of Time (New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1994), p. 118. 
39 Morson, Narrative and Freedom, p. 117.  
40 Emphasis added. Morson, Narrative and Freedom, p. 118.  
41 Emphasis in the original. Morson, Narrative and Freedom, p. 118. 
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return to later in this chapter), so, in a sense, Walker’s narratives literalise the 

metaphoric aspect of Morson’s formulation. But more significantly, Walker’s 

reimagined antebellum narratives, told in the subjunctive mode of what might-have-

been, act as a counternarrative to the existing cultural scripts of slavery bequeathed 

from earlier texts. They fill in the unspeakable gaps that could not be spoken by the 

slave narratives, and in their “falseness”, they call attention to the politically- and 

culturally-expedient (mis-)representations that might go unnoticed (or at least 

unremarked upon). In the next section, I will concretise my claims by reading Walker’s 

Slavery! Slavery! as a sideshadow of Eastman Johnson’s canonical painting of Southern 

slavery, Negro Life at the South (Old Kentucky Home) (1859). But first, a brief excursus into 

the history of the silhouette is required.  

 

Silhouettes 

Silhouettes form a central part of Walker’s artistic practice, so it is apposite at 

this point to consider their origins. Silhouettes were originally known as “shades”, and 

emerged from the desire to depict the human profile accurately. They were first 

produced by having the artist trace the form of a subject’s face on a piece of paper, 

which had been cast using the help of a candle for illumination. This original tracing 

was then transferred using an instrument called the pantograph onto a smaller piece of 

paper. Once this was done, the artist could then make any alterations or additional 

touches to the final work. Silhouettes are particularly suggestive of the late eighteenth 

century, when they became fashionable amongst the middle and upper classes. The 

term “silhouette” came from Etienne de Silhouette (1709-69), a French finance minister 

who was widely disliked for his frugality and whose favourite pastime happened to be 

cutting profiles from black card. Thus the term silhouette, as applied to profile art, 

originally had disparaging overtones as a ‘cheap’ artform (not unlike like the allegedly 

frugal finance minister).42 Furthermore, silhouettes were often seen as a lesser artform 

because they did not seem to require as much artistic skill as a conventional oil portrait; 

there was a prevailing sentiment that even an artist of “limited” drawing ability could 

produce a “good” silhouette. 

                                            
42 Peggy Hickman, Silhouettes: a living art (Newton Abbot: David & Charles, 1975), p. 10. 
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If silhouettes were an attempt to represent the likeness of the subject concretely, 

then they also betray a certain anxiety about the importance of such an endeavour. In 

their attempt to assert a material presence, they inevitably draw attention to the 

mortality of the human subject. Yet there is something paradoxical about the silhouette 

as a means of representing presence, which relates to the figuring of silhouettes as 

“negative” images. At the heart of the silhouette is the shadow: the final work of art is 

in fact a copy of a shadow that has been cast onto a sheet of paper. In that respect, 

these original silhouettes had a claim to a sense of verisimilitude (in the sense that they 

were produced from a shadow cast by a subject onto a piece of paper). Yet Walker’s 

silhouettes, even though they do mimic the form of their antecedents, nevertheless do 

not have the same claim to verisimilitude. They are not produced by tracing the 

shadows cast by different figures; they do not represent “actual” people or events. 

Perhaps silhouettes might be reconceived as a “negative” presence or an absent 

presence; like photographs, they are haunted images. In their very purest form, 

silhouettes outline the absence of light: the solid black of the silhouette is brought into 

relief by the light that traces its outline. But, as Victor Stoichita asks, “how can we 

explain the negativity with which the shadow is so often invested in Western painting? 

The simplest solution lies in the status of otherness with which representations of the 

cast shadow are endowed. This notion was intrinsic to the myth that […] also involved 

the creation of a double.”43 Walker’s silhouettes might thus be recast as “false” shadows; 

they are fictive reimaginings of the past by Walker. What, then, can Walker’s “false” 

histories tell us about the “real” histories of slavery in America?  

In Making Memory Matter: Strategies of Remembrance in Contemporary Art, Lisa 

Saltzman argues that the re-emergence of the silhouette in contemporary artistic 

practice is emblematic of a particular engagement with historical trauma.44 For 

Saltzman, “[i]t is a logic in which the subject of representation is at once absent yet 

present, schematized yet utterly recognizable, neither fully visualized nor materialized, 

but nonetheless, legible. It is a logic in which the subject is conjured more than figured.”45 

Saltzman elaborates further on this particular logic of representation: 

                                            
43 Victor I. Stoichita, A Short History of the Shadow (London: Reaktion Books, 1997), p. 132.  
44 Lisa Saltzman, Making Memory Matter; Strategies of Remembrance in Contemporary Art (Chicago and London: 
The University of Chicago Press, 2006), p. 53.  
45 Emphasis in the original. Saltzman, Making Memory Matter, p. 53. 
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Silhouette, shadow, specter: each form, as form, establishes an ethical 
relation to traumatic history, and moreover, to its subjects, its victims. Such 
forms acknowledge, in their refusal of material signification and in their 
insistence upon constitutive absence, at once the incommensurability of 
representation and, in turn, the ways in which these unrepresentable 
subjects, historical and human, come to haunt the present while demanding 
at the same time that they fundamentally defy representation, and with that, 
recognition. In short, such forms establish an ethics of representation that 
is predicated on a logic of spectrality, on marking precisely that which 
cannot be represented, yet making it somehow, legible.46   
 

Legibility and visibility are both central to my engagement with Walker’s art and the 

racialised modes of representation to which it is deeply indebted but also speaks back. 

The logic of haunting is predicated upon an uneasy dialectic between presence and 

absence, as well as between the past and present (and future). In Walker’s large-scale 

installations, the “long-gone” historical trauma of slavery is given material presence in 

the silhouette figures, even if they are only made from black card. While these two-

dimensional card figures can never adequately represent the actual bodily and psychic 

trauma that slavery inflicted, they do function, in part, as present-day reminders of the 

overwhelming brutality of American slavery.  

Slavery! Slavery! Presenting a GRAND and LIFELIKE Panoramic Journey into 

Picturesque Southern Slavery or “Life at ‘Ol’ Virginny’s Hole’ (sketches from Plantation Life)” See 

the Peculiar Institution as never before! All cut from black paper by the able hand of Kara Elizabeth 

Walker, an Emancipated Negress and leader in her Cause (1997) (hereafter Slavery! Slavery!) is a 

large-scale black-paper silhouette tableau that spans across a semi-circular installation 

space. It is intended to evoke the old-fashioned cyclorama, and Walker herself has 

noted that its form intentionally references a much larger cyclorama in Atlanta that 

depicts a scene from the Civil War.47 Its semi-circular layout and near-lifesize figures 

serve to induct the viewer into the representational space of the piece. Entering the 

room through a narrow doorway, the viewer is almost overwhelmed by the scale of this 

artwork. Slavery! Slavery! fills the entire wall-space, and it is difficult to determine if there 

is a central focal point of the piece. The installation can be read from left to right or 

right to left as there is no clear linear progression that appears to operate within the 

                                            
46 Saltzman, Making Memory Matter, p. 53. 
47 English, How to See a Work of Art, p. 92. 
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tableau. The figures in the tableau (there are more than 30 in total) are depicted in 

various scenes from plantation life, as the title suggests. Yet on closer inspection it 

becomes clear that what is represented here is far from what one might expect from a 

realist or historically-accurate narrative of plantation life. Slavery! Slavery! abounds with 

sexual and scatological imagery, and repeatedly confronts the viewer with scenes of 

exploitation, conflict and violence.  

In proposing that Slavery! Slavery! offers an alternative imagining of American 

slave life, I am thinking in particular of how Walker’s tableau might be read as a 

counternarrative or sideshadow to Eastman Johnson’s iconic painting Negro Life at the 

South (Old Kentucky Home) (1859). Arguably the most well-known painting of American 

slavery, Johnson’s painting has come to represent in American popular culture what 

John Davis calls “a generic, romantic image of ‘life in the South,’ a broad national 

stereotype of plantation culture.”48 Yet Davis is quick to point out that the painting’s 

now-iconic rendering of Southern plantation life on the eve of the Civil War ignores the 

work’s historical and geographical specificity, which has resulted in a “nostalgic blunting 

of the image into a generalized ‘Old Kentucky Home.’”49 Despite its title, Johnson’s 

painting was set in urban Washington, not rural Kentucky, a fact that was overlooked, 

even in contemporary reviews following its exhibition at the National Academy of 

Design in 1859.50 Thus Johnson’s painting retains its canonical status as an emblematic 

depiction of antebellum plantation life. 

Slavery! Slavery!’s indebtedness to Johnson’s painting is evident in its content, 

composition and scale. While Walker’s tableau is much larger than Johnson’s painting 

(3.7m x 25.9m and 91.4cm x 115cm, respectively), Negro Life at the South was notable in 

its time for being much larger than Johnson’s previous paintings, as well as for the 

complexity of its composition.51 Like Johnson’s painting, Walker’s tableau is organised 

around separate groups of figures. While Johnson’s painting is set in the outdoor yard 

of a rundown house, Walker’s tableau is set in multiple locations: outside the slave 

                                            
48 John Davis, “Eastman Johnson’s Negro Life at the South and Urban Slavery in Washington, D.C.,” The 
Art Bulletin 80:1 (1998), p. 67.  
49 Davis, “Negro Life at the South and Urban Slavery,” p. 67. 
50 Davis, “Negro Life at the South and Urban Slavery,” p. 69-70. 
51 Davis, “Negro Life at the South and Urban Slavery,” p. 69. 
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quarters, beneath the night sky, and around the negress fountain. The big house of the 

slavemaster is a small and distant presence in the background of the work.  

It is, perhaps, unsurprising that Walker should reference Johnson’s painting in 

her own work, given the iconic status that Negro Life at the South has achieved since its 

first exhibition one hundred and fifty years ago. Yet it is telling that she has chosen a 

painting whose provenance is as complex and problematic as that of Negro Life at the 

South. As a faithful rendering of Southern plantation life, Johnson’s painting is, in fact, a 

falsehood: in spite of its title, it represents urban slavery in Washington D.C. But this 

falsehood has been perpetuated and circulated throughout American popular culture to 

the extent that its geographical and historical specificity has been lost. Intentionally or 

otherwise, Walker’s referencing of this painting in her own work beckons the viewer to 

consider the complex discursive processes which allow a painting (or a novel, event or 

figure) to be divested of its historical and cultural particularities and re-emerge in a 

reshaped form, with different meanings. Slavery! Slavery! might be an imagined 

representation of plantation life as it never really was, but it functions as a rebuttal to 

the similarly “false” representation of antebellum slavery that is depicted in Negro Life at 

the South. 

 

 The cyclorama 

It was commonplace for silhouettes that were produced in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries to be miniature portraits, even though these usually originated 

from life-sized shade drawings. These were then often transferred onto small ovals of 

card (which were then framed), or perhaps onto jewellery such as lockets or brooches. 

What interests me about Walker’s silhouettes is their size: in the case of her most well-

known tableaux, these are often life-size or near life-size. While the original silhouettes 

often involved a process of reduction (which was often made possible by the 

pantograph) and miniaturisation, Walker’s silhouettes usually entail a process of 

enlargement. (This only applies to her large-scale tableaux; many of her single-figure 

silhouettes are much smaller than life-size.) It seems to me that this shift in scale – from 

the miniature silhouettes of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to Walker’s large-

scale silhouettes in the twenty-first century – must also entail a shift in how these 

silhouettes are read. The enlargement (exaggeration?) of this form suggests that what is 
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being represented in these tableaux cannot be contained within the miniature form; in 

other words, Walker’s representations exceed the formal logic of the small-scale 

silhouette.  

Susan Stewart proposes that the miniature is “a metaphor for the interior space 

and time of the bourgeois subject” while the gigantic is “a metaphor for the abstract 

authority of the state and the collective, public, life.”52 Exaggeration, Stewart argues, is 

“socially placed within the domains of anti- and nonauthority: the feminine, the 

childish, the mad, and the senile.”53 Stewart suggests that:  

 
Our most fundamental relation to the gigantic is articulated in our relation 
to landscape, our immediate and lived relation to nature as it ‘surrounds’ us. 
Our position here is the antithesis of our position in relation to the 
miniature; we are enveloped by the gigantic, surrounded by it, enclosed 
within its shadow. Whereas we know the miniature as a spatial whole or as 
temporal parts, we know the gigantic only partially. We move through the 
landscape; it does not move through us.54 

 

The idea of being “surrounded” by a vast landscape resonates strongly with the 

experience of viewing Slavery! Slavery!.55 By entering this semi-circular space, the viewer 

becomes immersed in an overwhelming fantastical landscape in which it is impossible to 

take in everything that is being represented at any one time. Stewart refers to this 

sensation of the viewer being “swallowed up” when she writes about the gigantic:  

 
The partial vision of the observer prohibits closure of the object. Our 
impulse is to create an environment for the miniature, but such an 
environment is impossible for the gigantic: instead the gigantic becomes 
our environment, swallowing us as nature or history swallows us. In the 
representation of the gigantic within public space it is therefore important 
that the gigantic be situated above and over, that the transcendent position 
be denied the viewer.56 

Walker denies the viewer a transcendent position by almost enclosing the viewer in the 

circular space of a cyclorama. The refusal of a transcendent position has serious 

                                            
52 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 1993), p. xii.  
53 Stewart, On Longing, p. xiii.  
54 Stewart, On Longing, p. 71.  
55 For a thoughtful analysis of how Walker’s silhouette tableaux engage with the conventions of landscape 
painting, see English, “A New Context for Reconstruction: Some Crises of Landscape in Kara Walker’s 
Silhouette Installations,” in How to See a Work of Art, pp. 96-135.   
56 Stewart, On Longing, p. 89.  
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implications for how the viewer engages with the tableau’s representation of physical 

trauma. On the one hand, the cyclorama format of the tableau serves to spectacularise 

the traumatic violence of slavery; its exaggerated scale and “excessive” content turns the 

historical trauma of slavery into a spectacle. Although this spectacularisation of slavery 

seeks to confound commonly-held assumptions about American slavery, it nevertheless 

runs the risk of reinscribing the same stereotypes (and the ideological practices that 

underpin them) that Walker attempts to critique. In the introduction to Scenes of 

Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America, Saidiya V. Hartman 

cautions against the “casualness” with which images of violence against black slaves are 

circulated in popular and academic discourse about slavery: “Rather than inciting 

indignation, too often they immure us to pain by virtue of their familiarity […] because 

they reinforce the spectacular character of black suffering.”57 Hartman emphasises “the 

precariousness of empathy and the uncertain line between witness and spectator,”58 and 

I would argue that this unease with the representations of the traumatised black body is 

central to understanding Walker’s engagement with violence (especially that of a sexual 

nature) in her art. 

As with her other large-scale silhouette tableaux, Walker’s representation of 

plantation life is all the more confronting because of its scale: the near life-size figures 

engender a sense of intimacy between the viewer and the work of art. The cyclorama 

setting of Slavery! Slavery! encourages this sense of intimacy by spatially collapsing the 

distance between the viewer and the work of art. This opens up a paradox of sorts, 

given that is has been the silhouette rendered in miniature form – brooches, lockets – 

that has traditionally been associated with intimacy. The nature of the exhibition space 

(a purpose-built semi-circular room with a narrow doorway) means that the viewer is at 

all times no more than a few metres away from the installation. The distance between 

the viewer and the artwork is determined and constrained by the exhibition space itself. 

Even if one were to take a step back from the wall, this would simply mean that one is 

stepping closer to another section of the cyclorama. In stepping into the exhibition 

space one is surrounded on all sides by the tableau, which can be a disorienting and 

even claustrophobic experience. In creating such a space, Walker seems to deny the 

                                            
57 Emphasis added. Saidiya V. Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-
Century America (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 3.  
58 Hartman, Scenes of Subjection, p. 4. 
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viewer the possibility of “stepping back” from the artwork and, therefore, from what is 

being represented. The viewer is not so much a passive, distant observer as an actor 

who is central (quite literally, in a spatial sense) to the drama that unfolds. The circular 

nature of the cyclorama format implies that there is no clear beginning or end to the 

work. In fact, when one first walks into the exhibition space, one’s visual focus is 

immediately drawn to the centre of the installation, which lies directly in front of the 

entry to the exhibition space. Thus one’s encounter with the work begins at the centre, 

with no clear indication if the work is intended to be “read” from left to right or from 

right to left. It would seem that this ambiguity is intentional on Walker’s part; of the 

dozens of characters who occupy this silhouette tableau, roughly half face left and half 

face right; there is no indication, then, of privileging one starting point over another. 

Indeed, Amy Tang suggests that “the term narrative is not quite right in that it implies a 

plot with beginning, middle, and end, whereas Walker’s installations offer no such 

plotting. […] it is unclear whether figures are coming or going, who is in the foreground 

or background, or where one should even begin looking.”59 What is emphasised here, 

then, is the repeated circulation of scenes, characters and tropes.  

 

On the edges of the body 

The act of cutting that is central to the production of Walker’s silhouettes is 

suggestive of a kind of violence that belies the often innocent and domestic perception 

of silhouette-making. In cutting away at the black paper in order to create these images, 

Walker appears to be engaged in an act of creative (rather than destructive) violence.60 

Walker’s silhouettes can be read as a series of incisions, which bring to mind the idea of 

wounding or trauma. Thus trauma is doubly inscribed in Walker’s silhouettes, in form 

and subject matter: not only do they engage with the physical and psychological trauma 

experienced by slaves, but their very production enacts a kind of physical trauma too. 

The scissors that are used to make the silhouettes are further echoed in the works 

themselves: as Yasmil Raymond has noted, knives, axes and razor blades often feature 
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in Walker’s tableaux.61 This is vividly illustrated in one of her single-image silhouettes 

entitled Cut (1998). This work depicts a slave woman, an “emancipated negress” 

perhaps, who has slit both of her wrists with a razor blade, which she still holds in one 

of her hands. Blood gushes out from both wrists in an exaggerated manner, and there 

are two small pools of blood that lie to the left of her feet. While this scene ostensibly 

represents an act of suicide, the female figure is represented in a strangely exuberant 

manner. The woman is depicted jumping into the air, her full skirt ballooning as if she 

were to be carried up and away. Her arms are outstretched over her head, further 

emphasising the blood that pours forth from her self-inflicted wounds and suggesting 

that this act should be read as one of defiance and liberation. The dual violences that 

are at play in Walker’s silhouettes suggest that violence cannot simply be read as 

destructive: the act of cutting the black cardboard is integral to the creative process, and 

yet the violence that is represented in her work is often destructive.  

The cutting that forms an intrinsic part of Walker’s process evinces an 

awareness of the vulnerability of the body’s edges. Returning to Stewart, I am drawn to 

her analysis of the paradoxical nature of the body: “The body presents the paradox of 

contained and container at once. Thus our attention is continually focused upon the 

boundaries or limits of the body; known from an exterior, the limits of the body as 

object; known from an interior, the limits of its physical extension into space.”62 

Drawing upon the work of Lacan on the “erotogenic” zones of the body (openings 

such as the lips, the anus etc.), Stewart argues:  

 
[T]hese apertures of ingestion and emission work to constitute the notion 
of the subject, of the individual body and ultimately the self. Those 
products which cross such boundaries thereby become products of great 
cultural attention. What is both inside and outside the body (feces, spittle, 
urine, menstrual blood, etc.) tends to become taboo because of its 
ambiguous and anomalous status. A great deal of cultural regulation is 
required to privatise the erotogenic zones and to prohibit the projection of 
their pleasure within the domain of public space, and such regulation 
simultaneously aids in the development not only of the individual subject 
but also of the ‘private space’ occupied by that subject.63  
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351-4. 
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However, Stewart’s formulation of the private space of the subject and the public 

domain of the social must be complicated when it is faced with the breakdown of the 

public and the private engendered by slavery. In plantation slavery, the domestic space 

of the slaveholder was also the domain of labour for the slave; furthermore, slaves were 

denied any clear demarcation between home and workplace. The multiple vignettes in 

Slavery! Slavery! are testament to the blurring of the distinction between public and 

private: a young white man has sex with a black woman while perched precariously on 

the edge of the roof, meanwhile below them, a white couple peer through a door’s 

keyhole to see a young black man bending over, with his backside facing the door. The 

private space of the individual subject is also called into question in Walker’s narrative: 

does the enslaved subject have access to a private space? Or is this a privilege only 

accorded to subjects who had the right to claim individual subjectivity?  

Slavery! Slavery! draws attention to the limits of the body through its repeated 

representation of bodily fluids and the violated or injured body. A cursory examination 

of this tableau reveals several examples: in the far left, there is a headless child holding 

the severed head of a duck, whose headless body, wings still flapping, lies just to the 

right of the child; in the centre, a black slave woman vomits into a small puddle whilst 

kneeling down on the ground; a white man, who is kneeling down with his face towards 

the ground, breaks wind, which is evidenced by a large cloud of flatulence next to his 

buttocks; to his right is the negress fountain, from which saliva, sweat, urine and breast 

milk flows freely; in the far right, there is a large pile of excrement on the ground, 

surrounded by flies. In her critical lexicon of recurring symbols in Walker’s oeuvre, 

Raymond argues that defecation is “encoded with messages about obscenity, 

disobedience, and defiance.”64 In extending Raymond’s analysis of scatological imagery, 

I propose that representations of bodily fluids function as visible markers of the 

materiality of bodies. The emphasis on the material nature of bodies – excrement, urine, 

vomit, blood, semen – reminds us that bodies are not merely texts to be read, discussed 

and analysed. Walker is concerned in foregrounding the materiality of the suffering 

endured by slaves, while at the same time cognisant of the ultimately impossible task of 

representing that suffering. 
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Building upon the work of Geoffrey Hartman and Dominick LaCapra on 

secondary traumatisation, Jill Bennett argues for a “conjunction of affect and critical 

awareness” that leads not to “affinity (feeling for another insofar as we can imagine being 

that other)” but to “a feeling for another that entails an encounter with something 

irreducible and different, often inaccessible.”65 The mode of empathic engagement that 

I adumbrate in relation to Walker’s art stresses the importance of recognising and 

maintaining the irreducibility of the spectator to and the subject of trauma.  

Is an ethical engagement with representations of historical trauma even 

possible? Or do creative modes of representation inevitably lead to a spectacularisation 

of violence and suffering, what Spillers has elsewhere referred to as “pornotroping”? 

Walker’s reimagined antebellum narratives dramatise the visual logic of “pornotroping,” 

a term coined by Spillers to describe the manner in which the captive body of the slave 

becomes “a source of an irresistible, destructive sensuality” but is also “reduced to a 

thing,” so that the “captured sexualities provide a physical and biological expression of 

otherness.”66  

The graphic depictions of sex and violence in Slavery! Slavery!, seem, at first sight,  

to uncritically rehearse Spiller’s notion of pornotroping; the spectator is confronted 

with aestheticised images of violence, promiscuous sexual activity, grotesque bodies 

(half-human, half animal), bodily fluids (faeces, menstrual blood, urine, sweat, spit). Yet 

I would argue that Walker’s art goes beyond this initial shock, and engenders something 

more: an extended engagement that transcends pornotroping. Walker’s aestheticised 

black bodies may be pornotropes, but as “objects” they compel the spectator to 

consider their own implication in the viewing and circulation of such images. 

In spite of their flat two-dimensionality, the materiality of these bodies is 

emphasised. In so doing, Walker acknowledges her interest in the discursivity of slavery 

while at the same time reminding us of slavery’s material reality, that slavery was written 

on the material bodies of slaves themselves. In one of the tableau’s vignettes, a black 

slave woman (her identity is suggested by the kerchief in her hair and the rough, 

unfinished hem of her skirt) can be seen vomiting while she kneels down. Like the 
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bodily fluids that gush forth from the negress, the act of vomiting is a visceral reminder 

of the living, breathing people who laboured, endured and suffered under the institution 

of slavery. In the next part of this chapter, I will turn my attention to what it might 

mean to write, from the present moment, in the shadow of slavery’s legacies.  

 

III: Letter  f rom a black g ir l  (1998) 

In June 1997, Walker was awarded a prestigious John D. and Catherine T. 

MacArthur Foundation Fellowship (commonly referred to as the MacArthur “genius 

grant”); only 28 years old at the time, Walker was the youngest recipient that year and 

the youngest artist ever to receive the honour. Shortly after the award was announced, 

the prominent African-American artist Betye Saar penned an open letter warning 

against Walker’s work. In her letter, which was sent to hundreds of curators, artists, 

politicians and editors, Saar writes: “I am writing you, seeking your help, to spread 

awareness about the negative images produced by the young African American artist, 

Kara Walker.”67 Included in her letter were images of Walker’s work, such as The End of 

Uncle Tom, as well as the following warning: “These images may be in your city next.”68 

In an interview conducted after the launch of the letter-writing campaign, Saar said: “I 

visualize myself as a warrior. My art and my mouth are my weapons. My goal in sending 

out the letters is to increase people’s awareness.”69 Saar claims that “I have nothing 

against Kara except that I think she is young and foolish,” but she goes on to say that 

“Kara is selling us down the river.”70 While Saar is not alone in her criticism of Walker’s 

art and its positive reception by the American arts establishment, her outspoken 

comments have come to represent an older generation of African American intellectuals 

(Saar was born in 1926) who express concerns about the recycling and reappropriation 

of black stereotypes. Older African Americans “remember the history of blacks selling 

others in Africa and the history of struggle of blacks in the United States,”71 claims Saar, 

attributing, in part, the conflicting positions in this debate to a generational divide. 
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Saar’s comments appeared in an unsigned editorial, entitled “Extreme Times 

Call for Extreme Heroes,” published in The International Review of African American Art 

(IRAAA). The editorial began with the following announcement: “History repeats itself 

and the African-American visual arts community is deeply divided. The repetition 

occurs with the resurrection of stereotypical black figures in American fine arts and 

popular culture. Opinions sharply diverge as a controversy over this imagery grows.”72 

The issue at stake here for the author is the appropriation of negative stereotypes of 

black people in the work of prominent young African-American artists, and “the 

enthusiastic reception”73 of these works by the mainstream art establishment in North 

America and Europe.  Although unsigned, the editorial was written by Juliette Bowles, 

the editor of the IRAAA, and surveys the work of Michael Ray Charles and Kara 

Walker, both young African-American artists74 whose work had begun to attract critical 

attention and commercial success in the mid-1990s. A number of prominent African-

American artists, curators and academics are interviewed and quoted in the editorial, 

which attempts to provide an overview of the wide-ranging positions on the recycling 

of stereotypical black imagery in contemporary art (and beyond), from those who 

applaud Charles and Walker for “challenging the viewer to confront the nature and 

history of racism on its own raw terms” to those who oppose “the artists’ recycling of 

stereotypes” and “feel that the artists are making their reputations and large sums of 

money off their own people’s suffering, are repeating monotonous themes to 

exhaustion, and are catering to the most base interests of white curators and 

collectors.”75 Yet, as Gwendolyn Dubois Shaw notes, the article “soon degenerates into 

a subtly veiled attack on Walker alone.”76 References are made to Walker’s hair (“waist-

length, auburn braid extensions”), her white husband (“her marriage to a German man 

holds interest for observers”), her vegetarianism and her impending motherhood 

(Walker was pregnant with her first child at the time).77 On the final point, Bowles goes 

so far as to declare that the likelihood of Walker “producing art that is ‘great’ in the 

opinion of most knowledgeable African American art lovers (a generally open-minded, 
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progressive, and intellectually sophisticated group) as well as in the view of the star 

makers in the larger art world” has increased “now that Kara Walker is pregnant with 

her first child.” By way of explanation, Bowles makes the bold claim that “Pregnancy, 

childbirth and mothering are totally transforming experiences.”78  

In her reply to the editorial (which was published in a subsequent issue of the 

IRAAA), Walker notes the “limitations of responding to an article purporting to be a 

survey on contemporary artists’ use of (derogatory) stereotypes of African Americans, 

which seems instead to devolve into an attempt to read this artist.”79 Walker asserts that 

the earlier editorial  

 
makes gross assumptions about my work, intent, and self-perception based 
on re-readings of previously published materials with several excerpts taken 
(irresponsibly) out of context […] In the end, the author(s) create a densely 
over-determined atmosphere for the work by citing questionable reference 
to everything from my hairstyle to my husband. Ultimately, though perhaps 
unwittingly, the article produces another vignette in the drama of shadows 
that establishes the relevancy of this body of work.80  

 

Adopting the format of an open letter, Bowles’ reply to Walker’s response was 

published in the same issue: 

 
Dear Kara Walker, the “Extreme Times…” article was both a survey and a 
critique – people were surveyed, subjective opinions were given. My 
conclusion – that you are quite gifted, that you have broken new ground, 
that your work is becoming redundant – was fair and equitable. I did not 
give myself a by-line but I certainly was not trying to conceal my identity.81 

 

The informal tenor of Bowles’ opening (“Dear Kara Walker”) continues throughout the 

response (she begins three paragraphs with “Kara, […]”) and assumes an even more 

patronising tone as she attempts to refute the criticisms made by Walker in her reply:  

The reference to your hair style was a way of raising the question of 
whether you wore the reddish, straight, almost waist-length, braid 
extensions because you were adopting part of the costume of your alter 
egos, ‘Missus K.E.B. Walker, Colored’ and the ‘nigger wench.’ Since they 
wish to be the white slave master's wife, do they also yearn to have the 

                                            
78 [Bowles], “Extreme Times,” p. 8.  
79 Kara Walker, “Kara Walker’s Response,” The International Review of African American Art, 15:2, (1998), p. 
48. 
80 Walker, “Kara Walker’s Response,” p. 49 
81 Juliette Bowles, “Editor’s Response,” The International Review of African American Art 15:2 (1998), p. 50. 
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white mistress's hair? There was also a big sister type motive behind the 
hair call: ‘Baby sister, those extensions are tired. Discover your own beauty!’ 
By the way, I really like your new look.82 

 

Bowles veers from a sympathetic “big sister” persona towards a more combative tone 

when she writes:  

 
Kara, with regard to your stated purpose of exposing ‘racist icons’ rather 
than denying and internalizing them, you might consider this: An important 
part of an influential person's ability to help exorcise the ‘exaggerated black 
body’ from the ‘contemporary imagination,’ is clear, direct communication. 
While drawing from concepts of cultural theory, DO NOT BECOME A 
PRISONER OF ‘DISCOURSE’! (And worse, half-digested ‘discourse’!)83  

 

Bowles proposes that “clear, direct communication” might be a more effective way of 

defusing the power of racist iconography; later, she accuses Walker of simply 

“depicting” rather than critically “dissecting” such imagery.84 Furthermore, Bowles’s 

warning to Walker (“DO NOT BECOME A PRISONER OF ‘DISCOURSE’!”), 

implies a wider antipathy towards a (postmodern) cultural politics that is seen to 

privilege art that exhibits moral relativism over that which expresses unambiguous 

social messages which are “easily comprehended.”85 

In prefacing my discussion of Walker’s Letter from a black girl (1998) with the 

controversy generated by Saar’s letter-writing campaign and the “Extreme Times…” 

editorial, I call attention to how the reception of Walker’s art often turns around 

questions of (auto)biography, authenticity, authority and identity. Letter from a black girl 

(hereafter Letter), produced in the year following Saar’s open letter and Bowles’s 

editorial, might be read as a veiled response to Walker’s critics. Yet Letter is not merely a 

rejoinder to her outspoken detractors: indeed, to maintain such a limited interpretation 

would be to misidentify Walker (the artist) as the “black girl” of the text and fall victim 

to the same biographical overdetermination that I call into question. In its dramatisation 

of the interior life of a fictional young black woman (a former slave, perhaps?), Letter 

betrays affinities to heterogeneous literary traditions: the slave narrative, the epistolary 

                                            
82 Bowles, “Editor’s Response,” p. 50. 
83 Bowles, “Editor’s Response,” p. 51. 
84 Bowles, “Editor’s Response,” p. 51. 
85 Bowles, “Editor’s Response,” p. 51. 
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novel, the open letter. (Furthermore, in its prominent position at the entrance to 

Walker’s retrospective, Letter bypasses the standard curatorial artist biographies, 

choosing instead to address gallery patrons directly.) These three distinct literary 

antecedents share in common a mixture of the private and public, and, in the case of 

the slave narrative and the open letter, a history of political action. In my reading of 

Letter, I consider how attempts at writing the self are always mediated – at times 

licensed, at others frustrated – by race and gender ideologies. In addition, I reflect on 

how the conventions of epistolarity – presence, absence, deferral, misdirection, silence, 

intimacy – bring into sharp relief how writing the self in Walker’s text is inevitably a 

haunted enterprise: haunted by the historical proscriptions and injunctions of slavery 

and segregation intended to deny full and equal selfhood to African Americans. I resist 

a narrow biographical framing of Letter but at the same time I want to take seriously the 

issues of authority, authenticity and identity raised by Saar’s letter-writing campaign and 

Bowles’s editorial.  Further, I hope to intervene in the extant scholarship on Walker’s 

art by proposing that Letter is a significant but under-scrutinised aspect of her oeuvre, 

one that marks a shift from the stereotype to the type-written letter. 

Letter is written in the form of an open letter, and is comprised of vinyl transfer 

text affixed directly onto the wall. The black letters, rendered in an old-fashioned 

typewriter font, appear in stark contrast to the white gallery wall: 

 
Dear you hypocritical fucking Twerp, 
 
Id just like to thank you for taking hold of the last four years of my life and 
raising my hopes for the future. Id like to thank you for giving me clothes 
when I needed them and food when I needed it and for fucking my brains 
out when my brains needed fucking. I hope that the time we spent in the 
Quarters with my family sleeping nearby quietly ignoring what you 
proceeded to do to me – what, rather I proceeded to do to you – ws 
worthwhile for you, that you got the stimulation you so needed, Because 
now That Im Free of that poison you call Life, that stringy, sour white 
strand you called Sacred and me saviour, that peculiar institution we 
engaged in because there was no other foreseeable alternative, I am LOST. 
 
Before, when there was a before, an upon a time I was a blank space 
defined in contrast to your POSITIVE, concrete avowal. now, a blank 
space in the void and I have to thank you for forgetting to stick your neck 
out for me after I craned my neck so often in your arms.  
 
Dear you duplicitous, idiot, Worm, 
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NOw that youve forgotten how you like your coffee and why you raised 
your pious fist to the sky, and the reason for your stunning African Art 
collection, and the war we fought together, and the promises you made and 
the laws we rewrote, I am left here alone to recreate My WHOLE 
HISTORY without benefit of you, my compliment, my enemy, my 
oppressor, my Love 
 
Should i never be heard from again, follow the Route of my forebears and 
quietly GO, or shall I seek to kill you, burning the last of the fuel you gave 
me and expected of me? 

 

The opening address line (“Dear you hypocritical fucking Twerp”) establishes the angry 

tone of the letter. Assuming the defiant voice of a scorned lover, the first paragraph is 

suggestive a tumultuous relationship between the unnamed black girl and her former 

lover. The author sarcastically thanks her addressee “for taking hold of the last four 

years of my life and raising my hopes for the future” and “for giving me clothes when I 

needed them and food when I needed it and for fucking my brains out when my brains 

needed fucking.” This suggests that there was an unequal sexual relationship between 

the author and the addressee, and lends credence to the reading that the “black girl’ is a 

former slave writing to her white slavemaster. The references to “Quarters” and “that 

peculiar institution”86 in the next sentence appear to confirm that this missive has been 

penned by a former slave.  

Halfway through the letter, however, a second address line appears (“Dear you 

duplicitous, idiot, Worm”) and the identities of the addressee (and the author, perhaps) 

appear to transform. In the catalogue for Walker’s retrospective at the Hammer 

Museum, Yasmil Raymond and Rachel Hooper write that “Walker appropriates the 

sentimentality of love letters, but what she writes is a first-person account of the 

troubled relationship between a ‘Black Girl’ and her lover, who can be read as her 

master, an art collector, and even the viewer.”87 The former slave of the first two 

                                            
86 During the nineteenth century, “our peculiar institution” was a well-known euphemistic term for 
slavery that was often used in the South to defend slavery and to argue for its continuation. In 1956, 
Kennneth Stampp’s The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South was published. In his 
authoritative historical account of American slavery, Stampp disputed the prevailing viewpoint of slavery 
as a misguided but relatively benign paternalistic institution, proposing instead that it was ruthlessly 
commercial, exploitative and cruel. Kenneth M. Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellum 
South (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1956).   
87 Yasmil Raymond and Rachel Hooper, “My Complement, My Enemy, My Oppressor, My Love,” 
exhibition brochure (Los Angeles: Regents of the University of California, 2007), p. 4.  
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paragraphs becomes a young artist, and the slavemaster becomes an older art collector 

or curator (“your stunning African Art collection”); Darby English proposes that the 

second half of Letter is addressed “to an art-collecting ex-boyfriend.”88 Letter concludes 

with a question; there is no farewell, no name, no signature. If, as Leigh Gilmore 

contends, “[t]he ontological being is manifest in the author’s signature,” what does it 

mean if there is no signature?89 What does it say about the nexus of author(ity), 

authenticity and identity at play in the text? 

 

Ghostwriting 

I would argue that Letter from a black girl is an act of ghostwriting. In proposing 

that Letter be read as an act of ghostwriting, I am not suggesting that Walker is an 

amanuensis or that Letter is a collaboration between Walker and an unnamed (but real) 

“black girl.” I offer the term ghostwriting here as a method of conceptualising the 

hauntological enterprise (to extend Derrida’s homophonic neologism 

ontologie/hauntologie) in which Letter is engaged.90 Specifically, I use the term ghostwriting 

to describe how reimagined narratives of historical trauma can make absent historical 

subjects present, however waveringly. Ghostwriting is concerned with the ghostly 

figures whose stories were forgotten, whose voices were muted or unheard, whose 

traces were erased (even though, as I will argue, absence is always felt, even if it does 

not seem apparent at first). But this concern does not entail a recuperation of a “lost” 

historical figure and restoration of this figure to its “rightful” place in a revisionist 

history. Rather, ghostwriting is speculative; it imagines what may have been by casting a 

shadow from the side. At the same time, ghostwriting is concerned with emphasising 

                                            
88 Darby English, “This is not about the past: Silhouettes in the work of Kara Walker,” in Berry et al 
(eds.), Kara Walker: Narratives of a Negress (Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: The MIT Press, 2003), 
p. 146. 
89 Leigh Gilmore, Autobiographics: A Feminist Theory of Women’s Self-Representation (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 1994), p. 34.  
90 Erica L. Johnson marshalls the term ghostwriting to describe “a subject’s dictation of his or her text to 
a writer, a collaboration between a subject and a writer, or a writer’s full-scale creation of a text on the 
part of his or her subject.” Johnson uses the term to describe how authors such as Toni Morrison and 
Michelle Cliff have reimagined real historical figures in their fiction (Margaret Garner in Beloved and Mary 
Ellen Pleasant in Free Enterprise, respectively). My use of the term “ghostwriting” in relation to Kara 
Walker differs from Johnson’s formulation because Walker does not refer to actual people in her art; thus 
my deployment of the term focuses on the poetic aspects of Walker’s haunted methodology while 
acknowledging the important differences between Walker’s enterprise and that of Morrison’s and Cliff’s. 
That Walker does not refer to a real, singular historical subject in her work is an important point, to 
which I will return. Erica L. Johnson, “Ghostwriting Transnational Histories in Michelle Cliff’s Free 
Enterprise,” Meridians: feminism, race, transnationalism, 9:1 (2009), pp. 115-116. 



 208 

the continuing, haunting relation between past traumas and their presence in the now, 

even when the past appears to be dead and gone. It is about acknowledging that “you 

can be grasped and hurtled into the maelstrom of the powerful and material forces that 

lay claim to you whether you claim them as yours or not.”91 Letter is penned in the spirit 

of giving expression to the sentiments of a young black woman who was excluded, 

through a complex nexus of cultural and economic factors, from finding expression in 

extant historical narratives. In this respect, one might argue that Letter follows the 

trajectory mapped out by Morrison’s Beloved, a fictive retelling of the life of Margaret 

Garner, a fugitive slave. In Beloved, Morrison offers a poetic reimagining of the story of a 

runaway slave mother, who, having fled her owners in Kentucky and escaped to 

Cincinnati, killed her own daughter when faced with recapture, rather than see her 

returned to slavery. Morrison explains that she recalled the story of Margaret Garner 

from a newspaper clipping in The Black Book (which she coedited in 1974) when she 

began writing Beloved: “The historical Margaret Garner is fascinating, but, to a novelist, 

confining […]. So I would invent her thoughts, plumb them for a subtext that was 

historically true in essence, but not strictly factual in order to relate her history to 

contemporary issues about freedom, responsibility, and women’s ‘place’.”92 For 

Morrison, the retelling of Garner’s story (as Sethe) takes part in the ongoing process of 

making “the slave experience intimate,”93 by not allowing the limitations of archival 

records stand in the way of articulating experiences that are “true in essence”; Beloved 

exceeds the limits of History (with a capital “H”) and recognises that it is not only the 

“strictly factual” that has a claim to historical truth.  

Walker’s Letter takes up the challenge of articulating the experiences of a young 

black woman constrained by the historical legacies of enslavement and exploitation. But 

Walker’s “black girl” is, unlike Morrison’s Margaret Garner/Sethe, a complete 

invention: there is no historical document to vouchsafe her existence. But this fiction 

audaciously assumes an autobiographical voice, a voice that has no proper authority, or 

so it would seem. (I will return to the idea of authority later.) And yet, I would argue, 

Letter speaks historical truth, even if it is not beholden to it: namely, it attests to the 

                                            
91 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 166.  
92 Emphasis added. Toni Morrison, “Foreword,” in Beloved (1987; London: Vintage Books, 2007), p. xi.  
93 Morrison, “Foreword”, p. xii. 
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structural conditions (slavery, racial inequality, sexual exploitation) that excluded, muted 

or forgot the experiences of young black women in historical narratives. 

“[T]he ghostwriter must narrate blank pages in the historical record,” 

asseverates Erica L. Johnson. And so this is what Letter attempts to realise: to narrate, in 

a voice that wavers between forceful and hesitant, the writing of self by a young black 

woman in the midst of cultural and historical forces that might be hostile towards such 

an endeavour. By eschewing references to an actual person (there are no identifying 

names, places or dates in the letter), Walker moves beyond literary ventriloquy and 

foregrounds how present-day discussions about authority, authenticity and identity are 

indebted to the traumatic legacies of slavery, oppression and exploitation. Letter is not 

so much a speaking for an absent subject as it is a speaking about the historical conditions 

that meant that this subject could not speak for herself. 

Peggy Kamuf asks, “[b]ut is there not always something ghostly about a 

signature […]? It is an unnerving remainder or reminder, a fragment that was never 

wholly of the whole, be it author or work.”94 Extending Kamuf’s observation, I would 

argue that there is something ghostly about the absence of a signature, too: the text and 

author have been sundered, leaving only the words as traces. The unnamed author of 

Letter haunts the interstices of the text. The contours of this haunting, the manner in 

which it “gesticulates, signals, and sometimes mimics the unspeakable as it shines for 

both the remembered and the forgotten,”95 will be the locus of my engagement.  

 

“What tangled skeins are the genealogies of slavery!”: Inheritance, tradition and 

generations 

My discussion of Letter begins with a question of generations: the generational 

divide – between older African Americans (such as Betye Saar) and those born in the 

post-Civil Rights era (such as Walker) – that has emerged in the reception of Walker’s 

art. I want to argue that this generational divide suggests a deeper fissure, one to do 

with lineage, inheritance and tradition. These issues are clustered in the word 

“generation”, in all its attendant connotations: production, propagation, progeny, 

pedigree, but also as a collective noun for those born within a certain time period 

                                            
94 Peggy Kamuf, Signature Pieces: on the institution of authorship (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988), p. 20. 
95 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 150.  
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(“Generation X”). Thus “generation” is suggestive of what has come before (descent, 

genealogy) at the same time as it signifies what is to come in the future (procreation, the 

act of begetting). These twin preoccupations, I would contend, go to the very heart of 

the debates surrounding Walker’s work. Taking seriously the idea that “generation” 

exists between these two irreducible poles, I consider how Letter is caught between the 

irreducible and often conflicting demands of lineage, inheritance and tradition. 

I argue that Letter is borne of the competing desires to acknowledge one’s 

indebtedness to one’s literary and cultural antecedents while at the same time forging an 

identity that is not overburdened by the historical freight of slavery. To put it another 

way: Letter is caught between honouring literary and cultural traditions of earlier 

generations of African-American writers and the generation of a new cultural politics that 

speaks to the present-day heirs of these traditions. To borrow Cheryl Wall’s re-

imagining of a well-known blues trope, Letter is about “worrying the line”: a technique 

that “may be used for purposes of emphasis, clarification, or subversion” in which a line 

may be altered, interrupted, appended or repeated.96 Wall states that she is interested in 

two specific metaphors conjured by the term “the line,” lineage and literary tradition,97 

both of which coincide with my own concern with the multiple meanings of 

“generation” in relation to Letter. Although Walker’s epistle proposes a metaphoric 

linkage between genealogy (not necessarily limited to consanguinity) and cultural 

inheritance, this linkage is never straightforward, but rather “worried” by ruptures, 

interruptions and contradictions. Inheritance, Derrida reminds us, is necessarily 

heterogeneous: 

 
An inheritance is never gathered together, it is never one with itself. Its 
presumed unity, if there is one, can consist only in the injunction to reaffirm by 
choosing. ‘One must’ means one must filter, sift, criticize, one must sort several 
different possibles that inhabit the same injunction. […] it [the injunction] 
always says ‘choose and decide from among what you inherit’ […]98  

 
                                            
96 Cheryl Wall, Worrying the Line: black women writers, lineage, and literary tradition. (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2005), p. 8. Wall cites Sherley Anne Williams’s observation that “repetition in blues 
is seldom word for word and the definition of worrying the line includes changes in stress and pitch, the 
addition of exclamatory phrases, changes in word order, repetition of phrases within the line itself, and 
the wordless blues cries that often punctuate the performance of the songs.” Williams, as cited in Wall, 
Worrying the Line, p. 8.  
97 Wall, Worrying the Line, p. 8.  
98 Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New International, trans. 
Peggy Kamuf (New York and London: Routledge, 1994). p. 16.  



 211 

Inheritance, thus, is never predetermined: it is always in progress. Letter is concerned 

with how one inherits, with how one comes to terms with a legacy that is both enriching 

and overwhelming.  

In Letter, “family” refers not only to one’s kin but also to the African-American 

community as a whole. In extending the kinship metaphor, Walker draws upon the 

unique historical significance of family in African-American culture. African-American 

cultural and literary narratives have had, and continue to have, an abiding interest in 

family and familial relations. These narratives often focus on reconstructing one’s 

lineage and rediscovering lost kin, usually in the quest to determine one’s selfhood. This 

is unsurprising, given the historical conditions of slavery, which effectively prevented 

African-Americans from participating in what Spillers calls the “mythically revered 

privilege” of “Family”:  

 
‘Family,’ as we practice and understand it ‘in the West’ – the vertical transfer 
of a bloodline, of a patronymic, of titles and entitlements, of real estate and 
the prerogatives of ‘cold cash,’ from fathers to sons and in the supposedly 
free exchange of affectional ties between a male and a female of his choice – 
becomes the mythically revered privilege of a free and freed community.99  

 

For slaves, “family” was marked by forced separation, uncertain (or denied) lineage and 

lost kin. Writing under the pseudonym of Linda Brent in Incidents in the Life of a Slave 

Girl, Harriet Jacobs declares, “What tangled skeins are the genealogies of slavery!”100 

Jacobs laments the fact that her children, born to a white father, have no claim to his 

name: “Always it gave me a pang that my children had no lawful claim to a name.”101 

This compels us to ask: is the unnamed black girl of Letter nameless by choice? Or does 

she have no claim to a name? For black slaves the notion of family, with all its attendant 

connotations of affection, support and a stable identity, is a “mythically revered 

privilege” that bears little resemblance to their own experiences.  

“One never inherits without coming to terms with some specter,” argues Derrida; 

inheritance always entails a reckoning with ghosts.102 Letter is haunted by the historical 

                                            
99 Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” in Black, white and in color: essays on American literature and culture, 
p. 218.  
100 Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861; New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1988), p. 121.   
101 Jacobs, Incidents, p. 120.  
102 Derrida, Specters of Marx, p. 21.  
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and cultural legacies of slavery: it acknowledges the central role of literacy in the quest 

for slaves’ freedom, and it is deeply indebted to the slave narrative, the literary genre sine 

qua non that, according to Morrison, inaugurates “the print origins of black literature (as 

distinguished from the oral origins).”103 In its reference to “the Route of my forebears”, 

the author of Letter appears acutely aware that she is treading a path that was forged by 

countless African-American literary and cultural antecedents. Yet Walker’s ambivalence 

towards family, which I read as a metaphor for the African-American community more 

broadly in this instance, suggests a complicated and conflicting disposition towards her 

cultural inheritance.  

In the first half of Letter, the author launches a vituperative attack on her former 

slavemaster, but she also tacitly condemns her family for “sleeping neerby quietly 

ignoring what [the addressee] proceeded to do to me.” This suggests an ambivalent, 

almost hostile, relationship between the author and her family. The word “quietly” is 

repeated in the second last line of letter, bringing to mind its earlier associations of 

wilful ignorance: “Should i never be heard from again, follow the Route of my forebears 

and quietly, GO […] ?” This question is left unanswered at the missive’s end, and 

suggests that the author disavows the imposed communality that is embodied in the 

slave narrative tradition. To follow the route of her forebears, the letter implies, is to 

consent to a future that is muted by the inheritance of tradition.  

This goes to the heart of the hostility that Walker has encountered from critics 

such as Saar and Bowles, for whom Walker’s art is an “unworthy” heir to African-

American cultural traditions. For earlier generations of African Americans, the need to 

counter racist representations mobilised a nascent community around a collective 

concern. As Cornel West writes:  

 
The initial Black response […] was to resist the misrepresentation and 
caricature of the terms set by uncontested non-Black norms and models 
and fight for self-representation and recognition […] The initial Black 
diaspora response was a mode of resistance that was moralistic in content and 
communal in character. That is, the fight for representation and recognition 
highlighted moral judgments regarding Black “positive” images over and 
against White supremacist stereotypes. These images “re-presented” 

                                            
103 Toni Morrison, “The Site of Memory”, in Ferguson et al (eds.), Out There, p. 299.  



 213 

monolithic and homogeneous Black communities, in a way that could 
displace past misrepresentations of these communities.104 
 

While not denying the obvious need of earlier (and current) generations to actively resist 

racist ideologies, this had the consequence of establishing a mythically unified and 

homogeneous black community. This has led to what West calls “[t]he hidden 

assumption […] that we have unmediated access to what the ‘real Black community’ is 

and what ‘positive images’ are.”105 In order to better understand how black communality 

and unity came to be privileged in African-American culture, one must first consider the 

legacies of the slave narrative as literary tradition.  

Black slaves had historically been prevented from learning how to read and 

write by their slavemasters as literacy amongst slaves was perceived as potentially 

threatening to the existing slave/master power relations. As Henry Louis Gates Jr. 

notes, “there is an inextricable link in the Afro-American tradition between literacy and 

freedom. And this linkage originates in the slave narratives. […] In literacy lay true 

freedom for the black slave.”106 Slave narratives such as Frederick Douglass’ Narrative of 

the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave (1845), Olaudah Equiano’s The Interesting 

Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African (1814) and Harriet 

Jacob’s (“Linda Brent’s”) Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861), provided an insight 

into the harsh realities of American slavery and thus became powerful tools in the anti-

slavery movement, highlighting the inherent brutality of slavery. Gates writes: “The 

black slave narrators sought to indict both those who enslaved them and the 

metaphysical system drawn upon to justify their enslavement. They did so using the 

most enduring weapon at their disposal, the printing press.”107 Thus Letter is borne from 

a historical context in which reading and writing were inextricably linked to freedom 

from bondage. 

Gates also draws attention to how slave narratives came to form a collective 

narrative:  

 

                                            
104 Emphasis in the original. Cornel West, “The New Cultural Politics of Difference,” in Ferguson et al 
(eds.), Out There, p. 27. 
105 West, “The New Cultural Politics of Difference,” in Ferguson et al (eds.), Out There, p. 28.  
106 Henry Louis Gates Jr., “Introduction,” The Classic Slave Narratives (New York: Mentor, 1987), p. ix. 
107 Gates, “Introduction,” p. ix.  
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In this process of imitation and repetition, the black slave’s narrative came 
to be a communal utterance, a collective tale, rather than merely an 
individual’s autobiography. Each slave author, in writing about his or her 
personal life’s experiences, simultaneously wrote on behalf of the millions 
of silent slaves still held captive throughout the South.108  

 

Given that a sense of communality was integral to these slave narratives, perhaps we 

can begin to see why Walker’s representations of slavery have generated such 

opposition amongst certain sections of the African-American arts community. Like 

these earlier slave narratives, Letter is built upon the processes of imitation and 

repetition. However, in the case of the slave narratives, this meant that they 

 
came to resemble each other, both in their content and in their formal 
shape. So similar was the structure of these narratives that it sometimes 
seems to the modern reader that the slave authors were tracing a shared 
pattern, and then cutting that pattern from similar pieces of cloth. There 
can be little doubt that, when the ex-slave author decided to write his or her 
story, he or she did so only after reading, and rereading, the telling stories 
of other slave authors who preceded them.109  

 

Antebellum slave narratives were usually prefaced by an editor’s introduction. These 

prefaces, often written by white abolitionists served to authenticate the slave’s story: 

they attested to the “character” of the former slave and to the veracity of the account 

itself.110 In Ghostly Matters, Gordon points out that “[t]he slave narrative was an 

authenticated testimony, written by slaves or former slaves in an autobiographical 

address, that sought to reverse for the author and for the society the conditions of 

bondage it described.”111 Yet these narratives were “greatly constrained by the demands 

placed on it by the abolition movement, its primary sponsor and its largest 

consumer,”112 and thus “[s]ounding truthful, acquiring the condition of believability […] 

was as important to the slave narrative’s success as a political document as any truth 

about slavery it would remit.”113 Gordon adds that these narratives were “not to display 

                                            
108 Gates, “Introduction,” p. x.  
109 Gates, “Introduction,” p. x. 
110 For example Lydia Child’s edited Jacobs’s Incidents and wrote an “authenticating” preface for its 
publication. 
111 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 143.  
112 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 144.  
113 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 145.  
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an literary self-consciousness”,114 as this might cast doubt on the authenticity of what 

was being recounted. According to John Sekora, “the condition of begetting, beginning, 

continuing, and controlling a written text” are implicit in the term “authority” when 

examining slave narratives: “the issues are parentage, propriety, property, and 

possession.”115 Sekora’s gnomic formulation “black message/white envelope” (taken 

from the title of his article published in Callaloo in 1987) pithily summarises the 

constraints placed on slave narratives that needed to appeal to a white readership.116  

The prominent position of Letter in the entrance to her retrospective suggests that 

Walker intends to wrest authorial control from the “editor” by addressing the 

reader/viewer directly: she refuses to have her work “vetted” and “authorised” by an 

external agent. In this case, one might read Walker as assuming some degree of 

curatorial control over the exhibition of her work; after all, it is usually the responsibility 

of the curator to write a brief biography of the artist, often displayed at the front of the 

exhibition space and included in the accompanying programme. The prominent 

position of Letter at the front of the exhibition acts as an introduction to her work, but, 

unlike the conventional curator-authored biography, Letter is self-authored and self-

authorising, at the same time that it recognises the fiction of attempting to write a stable 

self. Kamuf argues that “the signature implies a declaration of the sort: I declare that I 

am in truth s/he whose name I here sign. There is… a mutual implication of constative 

declaration and the performance of signature – each resting on and implying the prior 

establishment of the other.”117 If there is no signature, no mark of the author(ity) to 

declare the authenticity of the work, then how does this recast the truthfulness (or 

otherwise) of the text?  

 

(Ghost)writing the self: epistolarity and (auto)biography 

 “I am left here alone to recreate My WHOLE HISTORY without benefit of you, 

my compliment (sic), my enemy, my oppressor, my Love.” So writes the unnamed 

“black girl” in Letter. In reading Letter as a text preoccupied with the negotiation and 

(self-)authorisation of subjectivity, this statement acknowledges how identity, history 

                                            
114 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 144.  
115 John Sekora, “Black Message/White Envelope: Genre, Authenticity, and Authority in the Antebellum 
Slave Narrative,” Callaloo 32 (1987), p. 485.  
116 Sekora, “Black Message/White Envelope,” pp. 482-515. 
117 Kamuf, Signature Pieces, p. 35.  
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and memory are inextricably woven together. Earlier, the author writes “I am LOST” 

and declares that she is now “a blank space,” suggesting that this epistle marks the 

beginning of a tentative endeavour to negotiate a sense of self through writing. But the 

self, as Sidonie Smith eloquently observes,  

 
is not a noun, a thing-in-itself, waiting to be materialized through the text. 
There is no essential, original, coherent autobiographical self before the 
moment of self-narrating. Nor is the autobiographical self expressive in the 
sense that it is the manifestation of an interiority that is somehow 
ontologically whole, seamless, and ‘true.’118  

 

The self, then, is not an essential, cohesive, pre-existing entity; rather, it emerges in the 

process of self-narration. In Letter, this process is initiated by a rupture with the past; the 

ghostly author writes that she is now “Free of that poison you call Life.” Smith argues 

that “[a]utobiographical narration begins with amnesia;” in severing ties with her past 

and creating a “blank space,” the author inaugurates the process of self-narration with 

an act of wilful amnesia.119 In engaging with feminist criticism on autobiography in my 

reading of Letter, I am conscious that it is not, strictly speaking, an autobiographical text. 

In light of my earlier criticisms of what I regard as oversimplified biographical readings 

of Walker’s art, it might appear strange that I now seek to marshall autobiographical 

theory in my engagement with Letter.120 And yet Letter is deeply wedded to ideas of self-

                                            
118 Sidonie Smith, “Performativity, Autobiographical Practice, Resistance,” in Sidonie Smith and Julia 
Watson (eds.), Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Reader (Madison and London: The University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1998), p. 108.  
119 Sidonie Smith, “Performativity, Autobiographical Practice, Resistance,” in Smith and Watson (eds.), 
Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Reader, p. 109.  
120 Although it is beyond the purview of my discussion here, it is important to note how gender has been 
implicated in the reading and reception of women’s autobiographical epistolary writing. In 
“Autogynography: Is the Subject Different?,” Domna C. Stanton notes that the term “autobiographical” 
has been historically used as a “positive” term when referring to male-authored works but had “negative 
connotations when imposed on women’s texts” (p. 6). The term “autobiographical,” when used in 
relation to female-authored works, “affirm[ed] that women could not transcend, but only record, the 
concerns of the private self; thus, it had effectively served to devalue their writing.” Elizabeth C. 
Goldsmith, in her “Introduction” to Writing the Female Voice: Essays on Epistolary Literature, argues that this 
has led to the “reading of female letters as ‘natural,’ ‘authentic,’ and essentially nonliterary” (p. x).  By 
misreading female-authored epistolary literature as unmediated accounts of a female subject’s inner life, 
the theorising of these works has tended to devalue their status as literary texts, thus neglecting the ways 
in which these texts often reconstruct, undermine and subvert the conventions of the epistolary genre. To 
read “even the most intimate of letter exchanges as transparent expressions of the private self” is a 
“fallacy,” argues Goldsmith (p. x). The last two decades of the twentieth century witnessed a revival in 
scholarly interest in women writers of the epistolary genre (generated, in part, by the publication of novels 
such as Alice Walker’s The Color Purple (1982) and Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1986)). This 
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representation and self-narration that lie at the heart of autobiography. Letter’s 

preoccupation with the textual practices and strategies of self-representation betrays its 

overriding concern with how earlier generations of black women writers have negotiated 

their own self-representation, within the shifting historical constraints of race, class and 

gender. Thus Letter can be seen as participating in a broader shift “in the nature of life-

writing or autobiography over the past sixteen centuries, moving from a focus on ‘bios,’ 

or the course of a lifetime, to focus on ‘autos,’ the self writing and being written.”121 “Life-

writing,” in its “indefinition and lack of generic rigor, its comfortable loose fit and 

generous adaptability,” is perhaps a more felicitous term for the genre in which Walker’s 

Letter participates.122  

 

Leigh Gilmore has coined the term autobiographics  

 
to describe those elements of self-representation… that mark a location in a 
text where self-invention, self-discovery, and self-representation emerge 
within the technologies of autobiography – namely, those legalistic, literary, 
social, and ecclesiastical discourses of truth and identity through which the 
subject of autobiography is produced. Autobiographics […] is concerned 
with interruptions and eruptions, with resistance and contradiction as 
strategies of self-representation.123  

Gilmore interrogates how autobiographics “operat[es] within texts that have not been 

seen as autobiographies and occur[s] in the margins of hegemonic discourses within 

cultural texts, in the social spaces carved in the interstices of institutions.”124 In a similar 

vein, Letter plays around and within the discursive practices of textual self-representation, 

                                                                                                                           
renewed interest in the epistolary genre has led to a critical re-examination of the female voice, in 
particular its potential for the subversion of textual authority and authenticity. 
See Domna C. Stanton (ed.), The Female Autograph (New York: New York Literary Forum, 1984); and 
Elizabeth C. Goldsmith (ed.), Writing the Female Voice: Essays on Epistolary Literature (London: Pinter 
Publishers, 1989). See also Linda S. Kauffman, Discourses of Desire: Gender, Genre, and Epistolary Fictions. 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986); Kauffman also devotes a substantial portion of her later book on 
epistolarity in modern fiction to women’s writing. See Kauffman, “Part 2: Women’s Productions,” in 
Special Delivery: Epistolary Modes in Modern Fiction (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 
1992), pp. 133-262. Another significant contribution to the field is Janet Altman’s Epistolarity: Approaches to 
a Form, which provides a general overview of the epistolary genre. However, Altman’s study only briefly 
discusses a handful of women writers, namely Colette and George Sand. Janet Gurkin Altman, Epistolarity: 
Approaches to a Form (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1982). 
121 Emphasis added. James Olney, Memory and Narrative: The Weave of Life-Writing (Chicago and London: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1998), p. xv.  
122 Olney, Memory and Narrative, p. xv.  
123 Leigh Gilmore, Autobiographics: A Feminist Theory of Women’s Self-Representation, Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 1994, p. 42. 
124 Gilmore, Autobiographics, p. 42.  
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in particular its focus “on writing itself as constitutive of autobiographical identity,” the 

“discursive contradictions in the representation of identity,” and “the name as potential 

site of experimentation rather than contractual sign of identity.”125 The name as 

autobiographical pact, Philippe Lejeune argues, is the affirmation in the text of “the 

identity (‘identicalness’) of the name (author-narrator-protagonist).”126 In Letter, this pact 

is not honoured; there is no neat equivalence between Walker and the black girl, in spite 

of the attempts by some of her critics (and supporters) to read Walker as the subject of 

her art.127 However, it seems appropriate to consider Letter in relation to autobiography 

given the genre’s foundational role in the inauguration of a black literary tradition; 

Arnold Rampersad claims that “no single genre holds sway over a culture as powerfully 

as does autobiography over Afro-American literary expression.”128 In this nascent 

expressive culture, the slave narrative was the earliest (and most prolific) form of black 

autobiography. Morrison observes that “no slave society in the history of the world 

wrote more – or more thoughtfully about its own enslavement,”129 while Alice Walker 

states simply that “[o]ur literary tradition is based on the slave narratives.”130  

Following Derrida’s observation that “[e]very text participates in one or several 

genres… yet such participation never amounts to belonging,” I propose that Letter takes 

part in the genre of autobiography without belonging to it, at the same time as it takes 

part in another distinct but related genre: the epistolary novel.131 Closely aligned to 

women’s autobiography, the epistolary genre shares a privileging of the act of writing 

and the textual negotiation of self-representation. What particularly interests me is how 

Walker draws from the conventions of both genres in order to emphasise their shared 

interest in the gaps, silences, ruptures and contradictions that mark the writing of self by 

the author.   

                                            
125 Gilmore, Autobiographics, p. 42.  
126 Philippe Lejeune, On Autobiography, trans. Katherine Leary (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1989), p. 14.  
127 It is not only Walker’s detractors who have attempted to read Walker into her work. There have also 
been competing views amongst scholars who have reviewed her work favourably, namely Shaw and 
English. English takes issue with Shaw’s reading of Cut (1998) as an autobiographical portrait, arguing 
that it uncritically conflates artist and subject. See English, “This is not about the past,” Berry et al (eds.), 
Narratives of a Negress, pp. 143-146; and Shaw, Seeing the Unspeakable, pp. 125-151.  
128 Rampersad, as cited in John Sekora, “Is the Slave Narrative a Species of Autobiography?,” in James 
Olney (ed.), Studies in Autobiography (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), p. 100.  
129 Morrison, “The Site of Memory,” in Ferguson et al (eds.), Out There, p. 301. 
130 Alice Walker, as cited in Sekora, “Is the Slave Narrative a Species of Autobiography?,” p. 100.  
131 Jacques Derrida, “The Law of Genre,” trans. Avital Ronell, Critical Inquiry, 7:1 (1980), p. 65. 
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In concurring with Derrida’s observation that absence structures all writing, I 

would argue that the epistolary genre further amplifies the dialectic of presence and 

absence that is central to the logic of haunting.132 Epistolarity is structurally dependent 

upon absence; after all, if the addressee were present, the need for epistolary 

communication would not exist. But is the absence of the addressee, not, in actual fact, 

“a presence that is distant, delayed, or, in one form or another, idealized in its 

representation?”133 Is the author, the black girl, not also absent from the text? At the 

very moment in which the gallery patron reads Walker’s Letter, the “black girl” is absent 

too: all that remains is her epistle, a material yet ghostly trace.  

As Joshua Gunn observes, the logic of haunting is preoccupied with the notion 

of a “post-humanist” subject “that is constructed, decentered, fragmented, performed, 

and/or split.”134 In proposing that the author is a spectral figure, I do so advisedly, 

conscious that “the social reality of haunting and the presence of ghosts are prominent 

features” of African-American culture.135 Gordon eloquently observes that “it is not so 

difficult to see that any people who are not graciously permitted to amend the past, or 

control the often barely visible structuring forces of everyday life… is bound to develop 

a sophisticated consciousness of ghostly haunts.”136 Yet to speak of Letter’s black girl as 

ghostly is not to diminish her claim to personhood, or to reinstate the mercantile 

economy in which enslaved subjects are property, “things” to be owned, exploited and 

traded. Writing in another context, Gordon proposes that the figure of the ghost “can 

return, expectantly and incarnate, to settle claims that cannot be adjudicated easily or 

cheaply, to settle claims that are clamoring.”137 Letter’s accusatory tone certainly suggests 

that there are unsettled claims; the author repeatedly refers to being abandoned: “I am 

LOST,” “I am left here alone…” But what exactly are these claims? 

                                            
132 Derrida writes: “One writes in order to communicate something to those who are absent. The absence 
of the sender, the addressor, from the marks that he (sic) abandons, which are cut off from him and 
continue to produce effects beyond his presence and beyond the present actuality of his (sic) meaning, 
that is, beyond his (sic) life itself, this absence, which however belongs to the structure of all writing.” 
Jacques Derrida, “Signature Event Context,” in Peggy Kamuf (ed.), A Derrida Reader: Between the Blinds 
(New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), p. 87-88. 
133 Derrida, “Signature Event Context”, p. 90.  
134 Joshua Gunn, “Mourning Humanism, or, the Idiom of Haunting,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 92:1 
(2006), p. 79.  
135 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 151.  
136 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 151.  
137 Gordon is writing about the ghostly figure of Beloved in Morrison’s novel. Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 
167.  
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Letter articulates, at times angrily, at others bewilderedly, the complex and often 

fraught enterprise of self-authorisation for a black woman. This desire for self-

authorisation has had to contend with the fact that the identificatory categories of 

“black” and “woman” have historically had a lesser entitlement to what might be called 

“humanity” (although that is not to say that the two share a common history of 

oppression). This was an imperative taken up by black women writers, who sought to 

stake a full and equal claim to humanity. Nellie Y. McKay reminds us:  

 
For twentieth-century black women identity is grounded in models of 
nineteenth-century black women who passed on to their generations the 
most vital lesson of their experiences: black womanhood was not static or a 
single ideal. The selves in the stories of the early foremothers reveal black 
female identity as a process of ongoing reinvention of self under the 
pressures of race, class, and gender oppression.138 

 

In Letter, this reinvention of the self both recognises and resists this inheritance 

bestowed by earlier generations of black women; this, after all, is the double imperative 

of the heir, according to Derrida. Inheritance means “to receive what is larger and older 

and more durable,” at the same time that it requires the heir “to choose, to prefer, to 

sacrifice, to exclude, to let go and leave behind.”139 Letter’s abrupt shifts and stuttering 

tone are symptomatic of the difficulties of self-authorisation under the shadow of 

inheritance.  

Elaborating on the wider implications of the epistolary form, Wendy Wall writes 

that “[r]ecent critical theory persistently reminds us that writing always fragments the 

self as it strives for an imposed unity; yet the epistolary style, with its emphasis on 

discrete entries and its limitation to a first person narration emphasizes these inherent 

disjunctive qualities of language.”140 In Letter, Walker does not attempt to impose a 

unified, coherent structure, foregrounding instead the fragmented and incoherent 

nature of writing. In “Envois,” Derrida asks the preliminary questions one might ask 

oneself when reading Letter:  

 
                                            
138 Nellie Y. McKay, “The Narrative Self,” in Smith and Watson (eds.), Women, Autobiography, Theory: A 
Reader. p. 100.  
139 Derrida, “Choosing One’s Heritage,” in Jacques Derrida and Anne Dufourmantelle, For What 
Tomorrow: A Dialogue, trans. Jeff Fort (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), p. 3.  
140 Wendy Wall, “Lettered Bodies and Corporeal Texts,” in Henry Louis Gates Jr. and K. A. Appiah 
(eds), Alice Walker: Critical Perspectives Past and Present (New York: Amistad Press, 1993), p. 264.   
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Who is writing? To whom? And to send, to destine, to dispatch what? To 
what address?… That the signers and addressees are not always visibly and 
necessarily identical from one envoi to the other, that the signers are not 
inevitably to be confused with the senders, nor the addressees with the 
receivers, that is with readers (you for example), etc. – you will have the 
experience of all this, and sometimes will feel it quite vividly, although 
confusedly.141  

 

This sense of disjunction is further emphasised by the letter’s two separate addressing 

lines: are there two different letters? Is the second part a rewriting of the first? Are both 

parts written to the same addressee(s)? Are both parts written by the same author? The 

structural fragmentation of Letter gestures towards the fragmented and incoherent 

writing of self: there is no authentic, singular “black girl” subject. In its place, we see the 

failure of  

 
the cultural injunction to be a deep, unified, coherent, autonomous ‘self’” 
since “the autobiographical subject is amnesiac, incoherent, heterogeneous, 
interactive… the autobiographical subject finds him/herself on multiple 
stages simultaneously, called to heterogeneous recitations of identity. These 
multiple calls never align perfectly. Rather they create spaces or gaps, 
ruptures, unstable boundaries, incursions, excursions, limits and their 
transgressions.142  

 

The gap that exists between the first and second parts of the letter acts as a rupture that 

“erodes the illusion of textual coherence” and interrupts the “entrenched coherence of 

‘subjectivity,’ on the one hand, and, on the other, the cultural production of ‘writing’ 

through the silencing of women.”143 Letter problematises any attempt to recuperate a 

singular, authentic “black girl” by searching for clues or signs that might be contained in 

the text: instead, there are gaps, silences and contradictions.  

                                            
141 Emphasis in the original. Derrida, “Envois,” in The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud and Beyond, trans. 
Alan Bass (1980; Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1987), p. 5. In introducing 
Derrida to my discussion here, I am struck by how Walker’s Letter resonates with Derrida’s “Envois”, 
which he describes “as the remainders of a recently destroyed correspondence.” Derrida claims in his 
introduction that “Envois” is “the preface to a book that I have not written,” and the text proceeds as a 
kind of one-sided exchange between “Derrida” and an unnamed and unspecified interlocutor (who may 
or may not be his lover), whose correspondence we never read. Even from this inadequate description of 
Derrida’s work, we can see some resonances with Walker’s Letter: the open letter of ambiguous 
authorship, the unnamed addressee(s), the unstable status of the author(ity) in the text. 
142 Sidonie Smith, “Performativity, Autobiographical Practice, Resistance,” in Smith and Watson (eds.), 
Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Reader. p. 110.  
143 Gilmore, Autobiographics, p. 49.  
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Writing about the postcard, Derrida affirms that they are “half-private half-

public, neither the one nor the other,”144 a description which seems equally fitting for 

the open-letter format of Letter. Letter evokes multiple senses of openness: open-

endedness, open to (mis)interpretation, open to multiple addressees and readers.  In its 

public exhibition in an art gallery, Walker’s open letter positions the reader as voyeur. 

The interplay of the public and private in Letter, its vacillation between intimacy and 

hostility, also calls back to Bowles’ and Walker’s open letters in the IRAAA (I am 

thinking in particular of Bowles’ tone towards Walker in her unsigned editorial and 

subsequent reply, patronising yet captious). In her analysis of the epistolary form, Wall 

argues that it “complicates the notion of audience, making the reader a voyeur… to a 

private and intimate confession. This is an unsettling position; reading is portrayed as an 

act of intrusion, of violation.”145 The intrusive nature of reading an open letter, a form 

both public and private, is foregrounded by the text’s pugnacious tone: the author’s 

repeated use of “you” compromises the distinction between the reader and the 

addressee, implicating the reader in the letter’s textual economy. Walker plays with the 

instability of the second-person address in order to emphasise the crucial role of the 

readership or audience in the textual negotiation of subjectivity. For Sidonie Smith, 

“[a]n audience implies a community of people for whom certain discourses of identity 

and truth make sense.”146 Acknowledging that the audience is actively summoned in the 

production of textual meaning suggests that  “autobiographic writing is engaged in an 

ongoing process of authorization in order to capture not its subject so much as its 

object: the reader.”147 Ultimately, then, the reader of Letter is drawn into a recognition of 

their own emplacement within the letter’s attempts at self-authorisation.   

 

“I am a marked woman, but not everybody knows my name”: On names, 
naming and identity 
 

Let’s face it. I am a marked woman, but not everybody knows my name. 
‘Peaches’ and Brown Sugar,’ ‘Sapphire’ and ‘Earth Mother,’ ‘Aunty,’ 
‘Granny,’ God’s ‘Holy Fool,’ a ‘Miss Ebony First,’ or ‘Black Woman at the 
Podium’: I describe a locus of confounded identities, a meeting ground of 

                                            
144 Derrida, “Envois,” p. 62.  
145 Wall, “Lettered Bodies,” in Gates and Appiah (eds), Alice Walker, p. 271.   
146 Smith, “Performativity, Autobiographical Practice, Resistance,” in Smith and Watson (eds.), Women, 
Autobiography, Theory: A Reader, p. 110.  
147 Gillian Whitlock, The Intimate Empire: reading women’s autobiography, (London: Cassell, 2000), p. 3.  
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investments and privations in the national treasury of rhetorical wealth. My 
country needs me, and if I were not here, I would have to be invented.148  

 

Spillers’ opening gambit from “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar 

Book” lists the multiple “names” by which black women have been known. I use the 

word “name” advisedly, aware that the monikers mentioned by Spillers are not “proper 

names”; they are paternalistic, generalised shorthand for a type, someone who belongs 

to the socially-constructed category of “black woman.”  

Letter from a black girl: the title announces the (non-)identity of the author in an 

unembellished manner. As I have suggested earlier, the absence of a name, of a diegetic 

by-line, frustrates attempts to align the fictive author with a real, historical figure. And 

yet the lack of a name demands further consideration. The wider implications of 

Walker’s nameless “black girl” warrants a brief excursus into the history of names and 

naming in African-American culture. In Long Black Song, Houston A. Baker writes: “The 

simple English word name has an awesome significance for black American culture that 

it can never possess for another culture; the quest for being and identity that begins in a 

nameless and uncertain void exerts a pressure on the word name that can be understood 

only when one understands black American culture.”149 This quest can be traced back to 

the earliest days of slavery, in which African slaves were systematically denied the right 

to their own “proper name.” Debra Walker King notes that “[i]n the public arena of 

white masters and white namers, captive Africans’ unnaming during slavery stripped 

from them the proud names they were given shortly after birth (or names they assumed 

later in honor of self-affirming events). Except in isolated cases, empty English or 

Spanish names and epithets unceremoniously replaced them.”150 Unnaming and 

renaming were acts of ontological and spiritual violence that were central to slavery, and 

these processes abetted the dehumanisation of African slaves.   

A number of former slaves have attested to the profound impact of unnaming 

and renaming. William Wells Brown describes his forced renaming (from “William” to 

                                            
148 Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” p. 203. 
149 Houston A. Baker Jr., Long Black Song: Essays in Black American Literature and Culture (Charlottesville: 
The University Press of Virginia, 1972), p. 120.  
150 Debra Walker King, Deep Talk: Reading African-American Literary Names (Charlottesville: University 
Press of Virginia, 1998), p. 44. 
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“Sandford”) as “one of the most cruel acts that could be committed upon my rights.”151 

Olaudah Equiano recounts how refusing to answer to his “new” name  “Gustavus 

Vassa”  “gained me many a cuff.”152 In her study of the significance of literary names 

and naming processes in African-American literature, King argues:  

 
[I]t is with slave narratives […] that a tradition of emphasizing names and 
naming in African-American literature originates – but not where it ends. 
Defining self as well as maintaining a sense of one’s humanity through a 
name is a dominant characteristic of contemporary short stories, 
autobiographies, novellas, novels, and poems written by black men and 
women.153  

 

In spite of the historical legacy of unnaming and renaming that was central to slavery, 

King is quick to point out that “[u]nnaming… is not always pernicious” and “can be 

represented in three ways: through namelessness, the loss of a name, or the silencing of 

a name’s enunciative capabilities.”154 In Letter, the unnaming of the “black girl” does not 

signify the loss of name so much as an act of wilful namelessness. It is an act of 

strategic anonymity, “a symbolic gesture denoting the nameless characters’ inability to 

assert themselves fully within a world that is hostile or alien to their self-image.”155 Her 

namelessness is now self-authorised, rather than imposed upon her by an external agent 

or institution. Her lack of a “proper name” draws attention to the complex and fraught 

history of naming in African-American culture, but at the same time refuses to passively 

accept the possible dehumanising implications of namelessness. Can a name given by a 

master to a slave (or a former slave) ever be a “proper name”? A “proper name” 

designates an individual (or place or thing), but such a definition does not take into 

account the multiple significations of the word “proper.” “Proper” can mean 

“genuine”, “correct”, “respectable”, but it can also denote possession, an intrinsic 

quality or property of the person or thing specified. But the slave economy deemed that 

slaves were property: in so doing, they were denied their own properties – materially, 

legally, spiritually. How, then, could these subjects have a “proper name”? The absence 

                                            
151 William Wells Brown, Narrative of William W. Brown, An American Slave (London: Charles Gilpin, 1849), 
p. 96.  
152 Olaudah Equiano. The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano; or, Gustavus Vassa, the African, 
Written by Himself, Volume I, (London: [self-published], 1789) p. 96. 
153 King, Deep Talk, p. 56.  
154 King, Deep Talk, p. 21.  
155 King, Deep Talk, p. 18.  
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of the author’s proper name draws attention to the fictionality of the text and its author: 

the “black girl” of the title is a fictive construct that does not refer back to any “real 

person.” But it also draws attention to the conundrum faced by African-American 

subjects vis-à-vis naming practices: what constitutes a proper name, a name that 

properly refers? “Before,” she writes, “when there was a before, an upon a time I was a 

blank space defined in contrast to your POSITIVE, concrete avowal. now, a blank 

space in the void […].” Before, her namelessness was negative, other. But this is no 

longer the case, it would seem: her current namelessness is enacted in the “void” of 

freedom, no longer subject to the will of her master.   

King points out that the term “girl”, like “boy” bears a complex legacy in the 

United States. While “girl” can be used by white Americans among themselves to 

denote “a socialized identity of female good-naturedness, gaiety, inexperience, 

youthfulness, submissiveness, or pleasure”, when used by whites in reference to African 

Americans, it “speaks primarily of childlike dependence, manageable irresponsibility, 

and white superiority; it becomes an utterance of mockery, disrespect, and denunciation 

– this because of a history of racist unnaming.”156 King writes: “Historically, racists used 

boy and girl so frequently when speaking of blacks that, in many cases, they substituted 

these terms for the names of the individuals addressed. […] For African Americans the 

terms became hated epithets, perjorative descriptive names.”157 However, King is quick 

to add that “culturally coded subversions of white naming practices” could act as a form 

of resistance to racist unnaming:  

 

[B]lack women’s use of girl and girlfriend redefines and renames white racist 
discourses in a manner that does not obliterate the history connected to it. 
Instead, these names’ double-voiced desires call out to the struggles of a 
common history and revise that history through the deep talk of a 
homophonic cultural imprint.158  

 

If the term “black girl” is self-authorised in Letter, as opposed to being bestowed by a 

paternalistic, racist cultural convention, its valency shifts considerably. The 

appropriation of “girl” can also be read as a refutation of any “proper name” that may 

have been bestowed upon the author by a person or institution whose authority she 
                                            
156 King, Deep Talk, pp. 202-203.  
157 King, Deep Talk, p. 203.  
158 King, Deep Talk, p. 204.  
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does not accept. The anonymous “black girl” speaks to the traumatic legacies of 

unnaming and renaming wrought by slavery, but also gestures towards the possibility of 

undoing the negative effects of these legacies, of turning them into something else. 

 

Coda 

In 2009, A New Literary History of America, edited by Greil Marcus and Werner 

Sollors, was published. In this ambitiously sweeping compendium of American literary 

and cultural life from the sixteenth century to the present-day, it is Kara Walker who 

has the last word.159 Simply entitled “Barack Obama,” Walker’s visual essay thinks 

through the complex and often contradictory sentiments generated by President 

Obama’s election on November 4, 2008. Over six pages of black and white mixed-

media collages, Walker attempts to represent the heterogeneous, multi-vocal responses 

of African Americans to this historic event. Fragments of handwritten text are 

justaposed with Walker’s familiar black and white silhouettes. “The era of no black 

presidents is over,” Walker declares in one of the images;160 on the facing page, she 

evokes the contemporary idiom, writing, “WTF?!!” and “OMG!”161 And yet these 

moments of levity are counterposed with more sombre reminders of African-American 

history: on the next page is a photograph of Malcolm X superimposed with a silhouette 

of a black man lynched, hanging from a tree whose branches spread across the image 

like intricate lacework. Walker’s visual essay, like The End of Uncle Tom, Slavery! Slavery! 

and Letter before it, registers a persistent concern with the legacies of slavery: here, past 

violences share the same frame as future hopes. Walker reminds us that even today, in 

the era of America’s first black president, the endurance of these legacies demands our 

vigilant attention. And yet Walker also resists charting a coherent future trajectory for us 

to follow. In the first collage, part of the text reads: “The new and revised edition of the 

American Narrative feat. Polyglot, multiracial, son of a. daughter of the […].” An 

unfinished sentence, an unknown future yet to be written: this is what remains. 

                                            
159 Kara Walker, “Barack Obama,” in Greil Marcus and Werner Sollors (eds.), A New Literary History of 
America (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2009), 
pp. 1045-1050.  
160 Walker, “Barack Obama,” in Marcus and Sollors, A New Literary History of America, p. 1046.  
161 Walker, “Barack Obama,” in Marcus and Sollors, A New Literary History of America, p. 1047.  
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Afterword 
 

 

 

 

During my visit to the Kara Walker retrospective at the Hammer Museum in 2008, I 

learnt from one of the museum guides that Walker no longer hand-cuts her black card 

silhouettes; rather, they are mechanically reproduced from original templates for each 

exhibition. At the end of the retrospective, these “exhibition copies” are discarded. 

Indeed, my guide even joked about surreptitiously salvaging these copies from the 

museum’s bins at the conclusion of the retrospective. That the wounded and violated 

bodies of Walker’s reconstructed fantasies of antebellum slavery are constantly 

produced, discarded and reproduced might be seen as evincing a certain callousness 

towards the historical suffering of others. But, as I have endeavoured to argue in this 

thesis, Walker’s silhouettes, like the other texts under consideration, are not 

preoccupied with memorialising trauma by fixing it to an iconic, originary event. The 

distinction between these texts and other artworks that seek to memorialise historical 

trauma and suffering is important to bear in mind. While permanent public memorials 

serve as a constant reminder to historical trauma, the visual representations that I have 

discussed here are less interested in monumentalising trauma and more concerned with 

initiating a critical dialogue about art, trauma and witnessing.  

This thesis has contributed to the expanding field of trauma studies by focusing 

on visual culture from postcolonial sites. In turning my attention to the visual 

representations of trauma’s legacies, rather than the traumatic scene, I have sought to 

extend the field beyond the current focus on an event-based model of historical trauma. 

I argue that a critical engagement with visual culture is a crucial intervention in trauma 

studies, which for too long has been wedded to literary texts and analysis. Through a 

series of close readings, I have stressed the need to remain attentive to the specificities 

of the visual. I hope to have contributed to an emergent critical idiom on visual culture 

and trauma that “derive[s] theory from the visual.”1  

                                            
1 Jill Bennett, Empathic Vision: Affect, Trauma, and Contemporary Art (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2005), p. 150. 
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My enquiry into the persistent legacies of historical trauma was animated by a 

question that has already become cliché: “what does it mean to be haunted by the 

past?” But taking seriously this dead metaphor has led me to reconsider what it might 

mean to negotiate an ethical engagement with representations of trauma. It would be 

contrary to the spirit of this thesis, however, to impose a unifying narrative of trauma 

and haunting, or to offer false closure, given the active resistance to such gestures by 

my chosen texts. But rather than regard this resistance as a symptom of ethical 

indecision or timidity, I want to put forth the case that a scholarly approach that is 

marked by hesitation or tentativeness is no less rigorous or critical than one 

characterised by bold self-assuredness. 

In the conclusion to Empathic Vision, Jill Bennett poses the question, “‘What 

comes after trauma culture?’”2 She notes immediately, however, that to frame the 

debate in this way is to trivialise trauma, by transforming it into a fleeting academic 

preoccupation. Nevertheless, the question of what comes after, of how one might live 

in the after, demands serious consideration. Indeed, what it means to “live after” 

trauma, and how art might offer ways of thinking through this dilemma, have been 

among the abiding interests of this project, and have moved and sustained it over the 

past five years. Avery Gordon acknowledges that “[t]here is more to social life than 

haunting.”3 Nevertheless, she argues that “much is at stake in our recognition of and 

engagement with ghostly matters, in our ability to stop fleeing from the recognition of 

the something more.”4 Haunting, I have argued, conceived as a mode of critical and 

affective engagement, offers a starting point for an ethics of witnessing. But haunting 

can only be the beginning of such an engagement; it attends to the legacies of the past 

in order to further an understanding of what it might mean to “live after.” 

 

                                            
2 Bennett, Empathic Vision, p. 149.  
3 Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination (1997; Minneapolis and London: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2008), p. 206.  
4 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, p. 206.  
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