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The one good thing about my being raped was that it 
made the testing stop. The testing and the rape. I live 
both everyday.

(Edwidge Danticat, Breath, Eyes, Memory)1

Breath, Eyes, Memory (1994), the debut novel of Haitian author Edwidge 
Danticat, follows the fortunes of Sophie, who struggles to come to terms 
with the traumatic past of being ‘tested’ by her mother, Martine (the tra-
dition of identifying that a girl’s hymen remains intact). Yet, she is also 
deeply affected by her mother’s personal trauma, which Martine speaks 
of above. In this quotation, Martine testifies to her traumatisation; first, 
by the testing her mother had performed upon her, but also by her rape 
as a young girl, which resulted in Sophie’s birth. As Martine reflects, an 
individual may experience simultaneously multiple traumas, and these 
are not necessarily equally weighted. The trauma of rape, in particular, 
leaves her with nightmares and, ultimately, leads to her suicide but – as 
Martine acknowledges – it at least stops the necessity of her mother’s 
virginity tests.

I begin my introduction with this example of recent postcolonial 
writing because Danticat’s book speaks not only of the individual 
traumas experienced by women like Sophie and Martine, but also of 
a collective trauma experienced by both men and women in Haiti 
in the twentieth century, living under the violent regime of François 
Duvalier and the Tonton macoutes, who figure in the novel as a recur-
ring and threatening instrument of torture and murder (it is suggested, 
for example, that Martine’s rapist may well have been a macoute). The 
turbulence and violence of Haiti’s history permeates the novel, and its 
conclusion is suitably brutal. Following Martine’s suicide and funeral, 
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Sophie runs into the cane field – the site not only of her mother’s rape, 
but also historically that of slavery – and beats the cane:

I ran through the field, attacking the cane. I took off my shoes and 
began to beat a cane stalk. I pounded it until it began to lean over. 
I pushed over the cane stalk. It snapped back, striking my shoulder. 
I pulled at it, yanking it from the ground. My palm was bleeding.

[…]
From where she was standing, my grandmother shouted like the 

women from the marketplace, ‘Ou libéré?’ Are you free? (233)

This scene recalls Martiniquan colonial psychiatrist Frantz Fanon’s 
claim, articulated in The Wretched of the Earth (1961), that decolonisa-
tion is always a violent phenomenon: ‘At the level of individuals, vio-
lence is a cleansing force. It frees the native from his inferiority complex 
and from his despair and inaction; it makes him fearless and restores 
his  self-  respect.’2 In attacking the cane, Sophie works through various 
traumas: a personal trauma from the violation of her testing; a familial 
trauma from her mother’s rape; and a collective Haitian trauma engen-
dered by the viciousness of colonisation and slavery, decolonisation, 
and the more recent history of Haiti.

The title of Danticat’s novel Breath, Eyes, Memory alludes to acts of 
living, witnessing, testifying, remembering and forgetting, central con-
cerns of the essays in this collection. While colonialism is generally 
understood to have involved the settlement of people in another place 
(incurring violence against, and the exploitation of, indigenous popula-
tions), postcolonialism is more difficult to define, as it is both a histori-
cal and epistemological term, meaning quite literally after empire, but 
also referring to a particularly diverse set of issues.3 Postcolonial studies 
therefore involves the examination of a number of countries around the 
world which, though formerly tied by bonds of empire, have differing 
histories and concerns, and are not all postcolonial in the same way. 
Settler countries, for example, like New Zealand, Australia and Canada 
are postcolonial in a different way to places that did not see dramatic 
European settlement.4

In recent years, critics have also argued for the postcoloniality of 
African American literature. While Christine MacLeod has explained 
that, ‘With neither a territorial identity nor the usual element of 
physical separation from the metropolitan centre, black America can-
not strictly be said to fit any standard model of the colonial or postco-
lonial experience’, there may be compelling reasons to include African 
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American works within the category of postcolonial literature.5 Bill 
Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin’s definition of postcolonial 
theory is illuminating in this respect:

[It] involves discussion about experience of various kinds: migra-
tion, slavery, suppression, resistance, representation, difference, race, 
gender, place, and responses to the influential master discourses of 
imperial Europe such as history, philosophy and linguistics, and the 
fundamental experiences of speaking and writing by which all these 
come into being. None of these is ‘essentially’  post-  colonial, but 
together they form the complex fabric of the field.6

It is clear that each of these attributes of postcolonial experience can 
be applicable to the history and lives of African Americans; their 
enforced migration to the US; their enslavement and suppression; 
segregation; resistance; the Civil Rights movement;  self-  representation 
and responses to the Western master discourses, and so on. Therefore, 
it seems pertinent to include African American responses to trauma in 
this collection and, in particular, Chapter 3 by Emily Zobel Marshall 
examines this terrain.7

Trauma theory

Psychological approaches to postcolonial studies have often exam-
ined the effects of colonisation and decolonisation on the colonised, 
or formerly colonised, as well as colonisers. These effects include the 
internalisation of racism, inferiority complexes and the traumatic 
legacies of colonisation and slavery,  post-  slavery trauma, apartheid, 
wars and  twentieth-  century genocides. After the Second World War, 
several  French-  speaking theorists began looking at the psychological 
effects and legacies of colonisation upon the colonised and colonisers; 
alongside Fanon, we can include Octave Mannoni and Albert Memmi.8 
It is important to mention these writers, as they are proof of an early 
relationship between psychological and postcolonial methods that is 
often overlooked by those who see only an inherent Eurocentrism in 
psychological approaches to trauma.

While, initially, trauma was conceived only as a bodily wound, 
Sigmund Freud played an important role in changing the understand-
ing of trauma to describe a psychological wound.9 His early  twentieth- 
 century writing on traumatic experience (in particular, the essay 
‘Mourning and Melancholia’, in which melancholia is understood to 
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be an endlessly repeating remembering, and mo urning as a working 
through in order to enable forgetting) has proved especially influen-
tial to those active in trauma studies. The decade of the 1990s saw a 
renewed interest in trauma studies, much of which focused on the late 
 twentieth-  century traumatic effects of the Jewish Holocaust on its sur-
vivors. Yet many of the key critics emphasised the applicability of their 
ideas beyond the boundaries of Holocaust studies. Dominick LaCapra, 
for example, argued that, while there are clear differences between 
the traumas of slavery and the Holocaust, both present ‘problems of 
traumatization, severe oppression, a divided heritage, the question 
of a founding trauma, the forging of identities in the present, and so 
forth’.10 Paul Gilroy similarly argued in The Black Atlantic: Modernity and 
Double Consciousness (1993):

There are a number of issues raised by the literature on the Holocaust 
which have helped me to focus my own inquiries into the uncom-
fortable location of blacks within modernity. However, it seems 
appropriate to ask at this point why many blacks and Jews have been 
reluctant about initiating such a conversation. I want to argue that 
its absence weakens all our understanding of what modern racism is 
and undermines arguments for its constitutive power as a factor of 
social division in the modern world.11

Cathy Caruth has been a distinctly influential theorist in the area of 
trauma studies. In Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History 
(1996), she defines trauma as an ‘overwhelming experience of sudden 
and catastrophic events in which the response to the event occurs 
in the often delayed, uncontrolled repetitive appearance of hallucina-
tions and other intrusive phenomena’.12 As this quotation suggests, 
the traumatic experience is of such magnitude that its effects are felt 
belatedly through hallucinations, flashbacks or nightmares (perhaps 
like those mentioned by Martine in the opening quotation from 
Breath, Eyes, Memory).  Post-  traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), a term 
coined in 1980 in relation to Vietnam war veterans, has been useful 
for many writers like Caruth in seeking to understand these problems 
with memory.13 Given the interest of those working in trauma studies 
in the effects (both short term and long term) of trauma, it therefore 
seems logical to approach the work of trauma theorists in order to 
better understand the legacies of colonialism and decolonisation. As 
David Lloyd has argued in his essay ‘Colonial Trauma/Postcolonial 
Recovery?’ (2000):
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Trauma entails violent intrusion and a sense of utter objectifica-
tion that annihilates the person as subject or agent. This is no less 
apt as a description of the effects and mechanisms of colonization: 
the overwhelming technological, military and economic power of 
the colonizer, the violence and programatically excessive atrocities 
committed in the course of putting down resistance to intrusion, 
the deliberate destruction of the symbolic and practical resources of 
whole populations.14

This annihilation of subjectivity may also be seen in internalised rac-
ism. Fanon wrote of this phenomenon in Black Skin, White Masks: 
‘Through the call of the other, the black person is stripped of subjectiv-
ity, and becomes conscious of himself as merely an object “in the midst 
of other objects”.’15 This awareness of self is specifically generated by 
being ‘recognised’ as black by a white person: ‘not only must the black 
man be black; he must be black in relation to the white man’.16 Fanon 
therefore describes a split in the psyche, where a black person is not 
only reduced to an object by the white gaze but, as a consequence, 
behaves differently with white, as opposed to black, people.17

 Nigerian-  British author Buchi Emecheta’s novel  Second-  Class Citizen 
(1974) examines life for a Nigerian immigrant, Adah, and her husband 
Francis in a difficult climate of racism in late 1960s’ Britain. While Adah 
develops strategies for coping with, and ultimately resisting, racism, 
such as her growing pride in being black, inspired by her Canadian col-
league Bill’s knowledge of African American writers, Francis internalises 
the racism with which he is surrounded:

Adah knew that his blackness, his feeling of blackness, was firmly 
established in his mind. She knew that there was discrimination all 
over the place, but Francis’s mind was a fertile ground in which such 
attitudes could grow and thrive.18

As this quotation attests, the effects of racism on the self are damaging 
indeed. Stuart Hall has referred to such internalised racism as ‘one of the 
most common, least explained features of “racism”: the “subjection” of 
the victims of racism to the mystifications of the very racist ideologies 
which imprison and define them’.19

However, despite the apparently clear connections between postco-
lonial studies and trauma studies, as Roger Luckhurst has explained 
in ‘The Trauma Knot’ (2010), ‘to utter the word “trauma” is to 
invite controversy; it is a name for always contested ground’.20 In 
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particular, concerns have been expressed about the politics and ethics 
of writing from the West about  non-  Western peoples, and psychological 
approaches to postcolonialism have often been dismissed for their per-
ceived Eurocentrism.21 Some psychologists have rejected the term PTSD 
entirely because of its Western focus; for example, Anthony J. Marsella, 
Matthew J. Friedman and E. Huland Spain argue that ‘it is widely known 
that many  non-  Western ethnic groups present symptoms somatically 
rather than psychologically or existentially’.22 Recognising the ongo-
ing nature of many postcolonial traumas, Gill Straker coined the term 
‘Continuous  Post-  traumatic Stress Syndrome’ to describe the often 
unending persecution and trauma within the context of South Africa.23 
It seems, then, that caution is still warranted; as Lindsey Moore and 
Ahmad Qabaha argue in Chapter 1, the persistent association of trauma 
studies and Holocaust histories also effectively frustrates Palestinian 
attempts to make visible their trauma.

Other theorists have been concerned about the ethics of the ‘appro-
priation’ of trauma, with the possibility of ‘transmitting’ trauma from 
the survivor to the testimony’s witness, or even later generations of the 
survivor’s descendants. As Luckhurst proposes in The Trauma Question 
(2008):

Trauma […] appears to be worryingly transmissible: it leaks between 
mental and physical symptoms, between patients (as in the ‘conta-
gions’ of hysteria or shell shock), between patients and doctors via 
the mysterious process of transference or suggestion, and between 
victims and their listeners or viewers who are commonly moved to 
forms of overwhelming sympathy, even to the extent of claiming 
secondary victimhood.24

This idea of the transmissibility of trauma has cropped up frequently 
in theoretical and psychological works.25 LaCapra posits that the effects 
of trauma may extend beyond the immediate victims, but terms like 
‘victim’ and ‘survivor’ must always be applied with care, as it is vital 
to avoid appropriating another’s traumatic experience. Instead, one 
should enact an ‘empathetic unsettlement’.26 This is a key term for 
LaCapra, and refers to the unsettling that prevents an inappropriate 
identification with the victim of trauma.

This concern with the ethics of empathy articulated by LaCapra can 
also be found in the work of Marianne Hirsch, who has been using, and 
refining, the term ‘postmemory’ in her critical works since 1992.27 In 
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‘The Generation of Postmemory’ (2008), Hirsch defines the term as a 
way of explaining what she calls the belated ‘memories’ experienced by 
those who did not directly witness the traumatic events. Postmemory 
is ‘a structure of  inter- and  trans-  generational transmission of traumatic 
knowledge and experience. It is a consequence of traumatic recall but 
(unlike  post-  traumatic stress disorder) at a generational remove.’28 

As Hirsch’s postmemory is an attempt to explain forms of intergen-
erational empathy, so too have psychological approaches to postco-
lonialism attempted to understand not only the relationship between 
different cultures, but also between the past and the present. We may 
not yet have seen all of the postponed effects of colonisation; certainly 
many of today’s racial anxieties in Britain, for example, may be traced 
back to Britain’s colonial past and its historical relationships with its for-
merly colonised countries.29 If we are still grappling with the traumatic 
legacies of the past of colonisation, it is perhaps unsurprising that we 
have not yet necessarily come to terms with the more recent colonial 
and postcolonial traumas of the twentieth and  twenty-  first centuries, 
including such events as the apartheid regime in South Africa, the 
Alg erian war, genocides in Rwanda and Cambodia,  Israeli–  Palestinian 
conflict, and the asylum and displacement of vast numbers of people 
around the world.

Postmemory may even help prepare us for those postcolonial trau-
mas still to come: by studying the past, and developing an awareness 
of the needs of those that have experienced trauma (for example, to 
be listened to), postmemory’s transgenerational quality means it may 
be passed on through generations as a warning against repeating the 
violence and errors of the past. As Hirsch and Leo Spitzer argue in ‘The 
Witness in the Archive: Holocaust Studies/Memory Studies’ (2009):

Truly responding to the ethical provocation that witness testimony 
has transmitted and conveyed across generations and political 
boundaries would then entail our determined and collective efforts 
to prevent or to stop genocide and ethnic cleansing from being com-
mitted yet again.30

Any study of representations of trauma is also faced with the issue of 
ethics, and the question of whether a literary, visual or filmic depic-
tion of trauma is necessarily appropriate; as Geoffrey H. Hartman has 
questioned, ‘How does one make poetry out of the unhappiness of 
speaking?’31 Yet, as Stef Craps argues in his book Postcolonial Witnessing: 
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Trauma Out of Bounds (2012), attention to trauma may enable a greater 
understanding of injustice and a fairer future:

By fostering attunement to previously unheard suffering and putting 
into global circulation memories of a broad range of traumatic histo-
ries, an inclusive and culturally sensitive trauma theory can assist in 
raising awareness of injustice both past and present and opening up 
the possibility of a more just global future; and, in so doing, remain 
faithful to the ethical foundations of the field.32

The essays in this collection explore some new possibilities for under-
standing postcolonial traumas, with representations of both personal 
and collective traumas from around the globe  – from Palestinian, 
Caribbean, African American, South African, Maltese, Algerian, Indian, 
Australian and British writers, directors and artists. The subtitle reflects 
some of the key shared concerns in the works explored here; namely, the 
difficulty of dealing with memories of trauma (too painful to remember, 
yet too important to forget);33 the challenge of testifying to, or narrating, 
a traumatic past; and the modes of resistance to trauma which we see 
emerging in the various creative works under examination in this book.

This volume is deliberately not a collection on ‘trauma fiction’, a 
label too narrow for its eclectic focus. Contributors explore a range of 
genres and types of representation, including not only the novel, but 
also television and stage drama, the graphic novel, short story, film and 
fictionalised memoir. The title Postcolonial Traumas is also an attempt 
to recognise the diversity of traumatic experiences in the postcolonial 
world; there is not one homogeneous postcolonial trauma, such as a 
unified trauma of colonisation; rather, authors and critics are attentive 
to the specifics of location, historical and cultural contexts. As a collec-
tion, these essays necessarily share some important concerns regarding 
past, current and even future traumas, but they remain a diverse com-
pilation of some of the many representations of postcolonial traumas.

Chapter 1, by Lindsey Moore and Ahmad Qabaha, examines the 
continuation of Palestinian trauma in Omar Robert Hamilton’s short 
film Though I  Know the River is Dry (2013). Moore and Qabaha trace 
connections in the film to the Palestinian Nakba of 1948 and other cata-
lytic events in the modern history of Palestine, most notably the 1967 
Naksa and the First and Second Intifadas. They explore the difficulty of 
making visible such traumas, but also the potential for film as a mode 
of healing and recovery. In Chapter 2, Sandra Courtman also traces a 
continuation of violence; this time, focusing on childhood traumas in 
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Caribbean writing by women. Often overlooked (as Courtman argues, 
because of the difficulty of a simple categorisation of their works), 
when considered together, this collection of writing about cruelty sees 
a continuity of violence against children in the Caribbean. Crucially, for 
Courtman, such creative responses to trauma may provide a means of 
coping with suffering.

Emily Zobel Marshall’s focus in Chapter 3 is on a different strategy for 
dealing with trauma; namely, the trickster figure in African American 
writing, with particular emphasis on works by Ralph Ellison and Nella 
Larsen. As Marshall identifies, the trickster figure may be seen as a 
means of resisting trauma, and can be traced from African oral tradi-
tions to contemporary African American writing. Marshall’s explora-
tion of the prominence of the trickster figure in African American texts 
persuasively offers a new model for understanding modes of resistance 
to trauma.

Examining a very different area of postcolonial traumas, in Chapter 4, 
Paulina Grzęda focuses on the idea of testimony in autobiographical 
writing from  post-  apartheid South Africa. As Grzęda explains, such 
 writing has proliferated over recent decades and, in her focus on works 
by J. M. Coetzee, she explores the blurring of boundaries of genre in his 
novelised memoirs. Such a hybrid form suggests Coetzee’s attempt to 
represent a traumatic past that perhaps cannot be contained within the 
more straightforward classifications of either fiction or memoir.

Postcolonial traumas, then, may be seen to blur distinctions between 
certain modes of narration, and Sam Knowles’ innovative chapter 
explores the potential of the graphic novel as a representation of the 
postcolonial. Knowles traces the use of the graphic novel in represent-
ing traumas ranging from the Jewish Holocaust to Hurricane Katrina. In 
concentrating on the work of Joe Sacco, Knowles dwells on the politics 
and ethics of representing trauma, examining the boundaries of what 
can, or cannot, be shown.

The work of Algerian novelist Assia Djebar features in Chapter 6 by 
Lucy Brisley, in which she explores a range of theoretical ideas con-
cerning academic psychological approaches to trauma. In particular, 
she interrogates the usefulness of Freud’s concepts of mourning and 
melancholia. While often considered central to Western psychological 
approaches to trauma, Brisley questions the efficacy and appropriate-
ness of these concepts in understanding Djebar’s novels and the speci-
ficity of the Algerian context for her writing.

In Chapter 7, Alberto Fernández Carbajal takes a novel approach to 
postcolonial traumas, via the trope of friendship and its relinquishment 



10 Abigail Ward

in novels by E. M. Forster and Salman Rushdie. The intertextuality of 
Rushdie’s works provides what Carbajal sees as clues which demand the 
reader engage closely with a literary trail, in order to comprehend not 
only the intertextual relationship between these literary works, but also 
between the colonial past and postcolonial present.

In Chapter 8, I  examine Trinidadian author Harold Sonny Ladoo’s 
novel No Pain Like This Body (1972),which explores a meagre existence 
for an  Indian-  Caribbean family in 1905 on the fictional ‘Carib island’. 
The text’s pervasive hatred and violence leads me to conclude that No 
Pain Like This Body might be called a realist dystopia. In contrast, in 
Chapter 9, Christopher Davis returns to the African continent. While 
his focus, like Grzęda’s, is on  post-  apartheid South Africa, his essay is 
attentive to the concept of memory and, more specifically, what he 
refers to as Breyten Breytenbach’s burdensome relationship with ideas 
of truth and memory. Again, there are multiple traumas at play here, 
both personal and collective. As Davis argues, it is not just a case of 
trying to either forget or unearth traumatic memories; the question of 
what to do with such memories is also posed.

The ethics of memory and trauma surface, too, in Gillian Roberts’ 
exploration in Chapter 10 of the film Jindabyne (2006), Ray Lawrence’s 
adaptation of Raymond Carver’s short story ‘So Much Water So Close to 
Home’. Roberts examines the effect of the changed location (from the US 
to Australia), and how Lawrence’s work engages with debates surround-
ing colonial traumas, the Australian landscape, national apology, and the 
possibility of reconciliation between white settlers and indigenous groups.

Marie Josephine Diamond’s chapter on Shani Mootoo’s novel Cereus 
Blooms At Night takes an ecocritical approach to exploring the trauma 
of rape in an  Indian-  Caribbean context. In revealing the transformative 
potential of nature, Diamond examines ecological possibilities for deal-
ing with traumas. Finally, in Chapter 12, Pietro Deandrea interrogates 
recent British televisual and dramatic representations of human traffick-
ing, as a ‘new slavery’, focusing on the recurring images of the ghost 
and the prison. In doing so, Deandrea argues compellingly that forms of 
postcolonial traumas continue in the contemporary world.

Many of these essays testify to this continuation of historic traumas 
in the present, or what Edward Said has called an ‘uncertainty about 
whether the past really is past, over and concluded, or whether it con-
tinues, albeit in different forms’.34 Yet, and importantly, if these essays 
share a concern with the ongoing nature of an array of postcolonial 
traumas, they also identify the attempts of novelists, illustrators, play-
wrights and directors to speak of, resist, and challenge not only personal 
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and collective traumas, but also conventional modes of narration. In 
doing so, such creativity may offer insights into future possibilities for 
dealing with, resisting and representing postcolonial traumas.
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Perhaps the greatest battle Palestinians have waged as 
a people has been over the right to a remembered pres-
ence and, with that presence, the right to possess and 
reclaim a collective historical reality.

(Edward Said)1

International recognition of Palestinian trauma, including the founda-
tional trauma of  al-  nakba (‘the catastrophe’) of 1948,2 is the cornerstone 
of the collective Palestinian struggle for  self-  determination. Hegemonic 
Israeli versions of history, however, continue to obstruct Palestinian 
 counter-  representational efforts to make their trauma visible. This is not 
only about who has the loudest voice; that is to say, the most power-
ful (political and economic) backing. Nor is the problem confined to 
the progressive disappearance of Palestinian land or viable habitus, 
producing a near impossible present and future. The close fit that has 
obtained between trauma studies and recuperated Holocaust histories,3 
and the use of trauma discourse to sediment Israeli  self-  definition, have 
deferred acknowledgement of Palestinian trauma as a political and ethi-
cal imperative.4

One of the best sources for understanding the specific characteristics of 
Palestinian trauma is its cinema, which from its inception has provided 
authentic – if not necessarily realist – portrayals of the Palestinian histori-
cal and contemporary experience.5 ‘In its attempt to articulate a national 
narrative’, writes Edward Said, ‘Palestinian cinema discovers a world 
that has been frequently hidden’, and makes it visible.6 Nurith Gertz 

1
Chronic Trauma, (Post)Colonial 
Chronotopes and Palestinian Lives: 
Omar Robert Hamilton’s Though 
I Know the River is Dry/Ma‘a Anni 
A‘rif Anna  al-  Nahr Qad Jaf
Lindsey Moore and Ahmad Qabaha
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and George Khleifi flag up the contrapuntal agenda at stake when they 
point out that ‘the history of the Palestinian film […] is the history of 
the endeavor to recount the Palestinian story, against the setting of the 
Israeli account that had previously silenced it’.7

The representational context is not limited to Palestinians: others 
have produced visual media pointing to the potential for, and limits 
of,  consciousness-  raising and empathic identification with Palestinian 
trauma.8  British-  born,  Egyptian-  based Omar Robert Hamilton is one of 
them. His oblique short film Though I Know the River is Dry (Ma‘a Anni 
A‘rif Anna  al-  Nahr Qad Jaf, 2013) illustrates that trauma is a continu-
ous reality of Palestinian life.9 The film connects the Nakba and other 
catalytic events in the modern history of Palestine, notably  al-  naksa 
(the ‘setback’) of 1967 and the First ( 1987–  91) and Second ( 2000–  6) 
Intifadas.10 These connections indicate that trauma persists in the con-
sciousness of the Palestinian people and will have no resolution without 
an almost unimaginably ambitious political solution; they also under-
line the close fit between the private/individual and the public/collec-
tive in this context. Hamilton’s film thus problematises trauma theory 
in particular ways, but it also transposes the fundamental insight of 
trauma studies: that there is a compulsion to find a way to tell the story 
of traumatic experience.11 In the Palestinian case (not exclusively), the 
imperative is moral and political as well as psychological. Palestinian 
cinema challenges what, from the Palestinian point of view, is a persis-
tently colonial situation.12

Palestinian feature and documentary films of the last decade such 
as Hany  Abu-  Assad’s Paradise Now ( Al-  Janna  al-  Alān, 2005) and Omar 
(2013), Vibeke Lokkeberg’s Tears of Gaza (2010), Fida Qishta’s Where 
Should the Birds Fly? (2012) and Emad Burnat’s and Guy Davidi’s Five 
Broken Cameras (Khamas Kamı̄rāt Muh. at.t.amah, 2012) present trauma 
as intrinsic to Palestinian history and identity, rendering precarious 
any individual or collective achievement. Recent events – the building 
of the Separation Wall ( al-  Jidār  al-  Fāṣil, which features prominently in 
both Five Broken Cameras and Omar), the continuous ethnic cleansing 
of Palestinians from Jerusalem and other parts of the West Bank, and 
the Israeli attacks on Gaza in 2006,  2008–  9 (the focus of both Tears of 
Gaza and Where Should the Birds Fly?), 2012 and 2014 – have influenced 
the emergence of a new cinematic protagonist such as the one we see 
in Though I Know the River is Dry, who manifests profound pessimism, 
even despair.

We thus partly challenge, by updating, Gertz’s and Khleifi’s argu-
ment that Palestinian cinema has moved towards the presentation of 
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characters who dramatise ‘a  post-  traumatic reflection’.13 Though I Know 
the River is Dry is fairly typical of films produced in the last decade in 
that it stresses massive continued injustice and the dynamic worsening 
of the Palestinian situation. Many of these films emphasise the present 
impossibility of working through trauma and anticipate a still darker 
future. Their directors realistically portray a tragic status quo and a lack 
of initiatives for resolution to the Palestinian tragedy.14

This is not to say that contemporary cinema negates the stubborn 
struggle of Palestinians to survive and to cultivate a human existence. 
In fact, it has been said that hope  – ‘materially grounded, progres-
sively functioning,  future-  forming hope’ – is the only really incurable 
Palestinian syndrome.15 We end our chapter with an example of a film 
that explicitly links the witnessing of trauma to potential healing, at 
least to the extent where witnessing can continue. In the main analysis, 
we offer Hamilton’s short, sombre film as an example of the fact that 
art is, more generally, an  other-  oriented reconstruction of reality which, 
in Said’s words, ‘exists intensely in a state of unreconciled opposition to 
the depredations of daily life’.16

Without Palestine: archiving exile

In the sorrow of a history buried alive, the year 1948 
in Palestine fell from the calendar into exile, ceas-
ing to reckon the marching count of days, months, 
and years, instead becoming an infinite mist of one 
moment in history.

(Susan Abulhawa)17

Palestinian history has been partly shaped by its exiles, not only in 
terms of the work those in diaspora have done – as the authors of our 
epigraphs exemplify – but because the ‘right of return’, while a corner-
stone of Israeli nationalism, continues to be refused to Palestinians. In 
one sense, Palestinian history is structurally exilic; while the Palestinian 
people have lived and laboured in the region for millennia, a collec-
tive sense of community and identity, which would later be articulated 
as nationalism, was necessitated by the loss of historic Palestine. Ilan 
Pappé insists upon the material facts – the foundation of the State of 
Israel produced up to 800,000 refugees; 531 Palestinian villages were 
destroyed and eleven urban neighbourhoods emptied – in his specifica-
tion of the genocide of 1948 as ‘the most formative event in the modern 
history of the land of Palestine’.18 The Nakba, however, has been erased 
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from Israeli history and from (therefore bogus) reiterations of a ‘Peace 
Process’.19

About half the international Palestinian population are refugees, both 
within and without historic Palestine. The total number of Palestinians 
living ‘outside’ (whether as refugees or in diaspora) is approaching 
five and a half million.20 Even Palestinians resident in their historic 
land tend to be distanced from their  pre-  1948 dwelling places and 
separated  – by borders, the Separation Wall and checkpoints  – from 
other parts of the community, including family members. Palestinians 
still lack a  nation-  state and are regionally marginalised, to put it 
mildly, in political, economic and cultural terms. The landscape has 
become increasingly unrecognisable to its original inhabitants.21 To the 
‘memoricide’ that Pappé condemns, Nur Masalha adds ‘toponymicide’; 
‘the  de-  Arabisation of the land […] the erasure of ancient Palestinian 
place names and their replacement by newly coined Zionist Hebrew 
toponymy’.22 This emphatically colonial strategy progressively lim-
its the possibility of a political resolution. Judith Butler has recently 
exposed the limitations of the ‘two state solution’ on the grounds that 
‘the [Palestinian] nation is partially scattered, and any notion of the 
nation would have to consider the rights of those who have been forci-
bly expelled from their own homes and lands’.23 Butler emphasises that 
‘Any nation built on these presuppositions depends on the disavowal 
of 1948, furthers that disavowal, and blinds itself to the continuing 
condition of expulsion for diasporic Palestinians.’24 The separation of 
the West Bank from Gaza, the Wall and the progressive settlement of 
the West Bank, additionally, fragment contemporary Palestine into ‘a 
 non-  viable nowhere state’.25

The erasure of Palestinian spaces and stories prompted Said’s impas-
sioned call for ‘permission to narrate’ in 1984, which has been taken 
up by practitioners across the creative spectrum, as well as the heritage 
industry, in the production of contrapuntal archives.26 These are distinc-
tively shaped, due to the fragmentary source material with which they 
work, producing necessarily unorthodox vehicles for actively recon-
stituting what is forcibly foreclosed. Creative archives in this context, 
oriented towards a future of ‘potential inclusion and  re-  inheritance’, 
reimagine what the community, and its archive, might just conceivably 
still become.27 To this end, there has been a flourishing of creative rep-
resentations of Palestine with a distinctly outward orientation over the 
last decade. This reflects – and helps to encourage – increasing interna-
tional scepticism about Israeli hasbara (positive propaganda) and recep-
tivity to the other side of the story, particularly when the Palestinian 
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cause is not mediated by its official spokespeople. The independent 
production and ‘crowdsourcing’ of Hamilton’s film lend it credibility as 
a  bottom-  up creative enterprise.28 The director’s links to international 
networks of Palestinian advocacy – Hamilton is the son of Ahdaf Soueif, 
a  long-  standing activist for Palestine and the founder of Palfest, which 
Hamilton now produces – and the film’s availability without charge on 
the Internet consolidate its reach.29

Within ‘Palestine’/Palestine within

Though I  Know the River is Dry is a short ( 19-  minute) film set in the 
West Bank, specifically around Qalandia checkpoint and refugee camp. 
It stars  Israeli-  born Palestinian actor Kais Nashif as an unnamed pro-
tagonist returning home, remembering his departure to the US and 
reflecting upon both choices. His soliloquy and recollected fragments 
of dialogue with his family constitute the voiceover. As Sarah Irving 
suggests, ‘Hamilton’s spare script and  stripped-  down direction, full 
of hints and references, are more a series of clues than a continuous 
narrative.’30 The narrative present is constantly interrupted by memories 
and imagined events (notably, images of his brother’s imprisonment 
and torture come gradually into focus). Images are encountered within 
the diegesis  – photographs, street posters, the cover of Tayib Salih’s 
novel Mawsim  al-  Hijra ila  al-  Shāmal (Season of Migration to the North, 
1966) – and archival photographs and film footage interrupt it, exceed-
ing the protagonist’s focalisation but suggesting a collective memory 
archive.31

The film condenses key motifs in Palestinian creative work, includ-
ing the challenges of returning to Palestine from exile (rarely cast as 
entirely voluntary) and the multiple forms of imprisonment encir-
cling Palestinian existence.32 The protagonist’s constrained move-
ment through Palestinian spaces is oriented toward ‘liberat[ion of] a 
fragmented history by reclaiming memories of a shared past’.33 The 
film casts Palestine as a site of devastation on multiple (personal, famil-
ial, historical, topographical, architectural, corporeal) levels. Equally 
characteristically, trauma manifests as a crisis of form, in which 
 non-  sequential or disturbed time reflects ‘the almost metaphysical 
impossibility of representing the present’ or moving towards narrative 
resolution.34

Trauma, classically conceived, arises from a catastrophic event that 
is not grasped by the conscious mind, is unrelated to prior knowledge, 
is not describable and leaves no traces. After a period of silencing and 
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repression (latency, for Sigmund Freud), it returns as a reconstruction 
that eludes direct access, ascertainable only through effects and traces that 
live on in consciousness. The traumatic event haunts the present as 
‘acting out’ or parapraxis.35 One significant outcome is that time stands 
still: the past replaces the present and the future is viewed as a return to 
it, thereby preventing progress. Repeated, ongoing or ‘chronic’ trauma is 
particularly difficult to reintegrate as a series of rationally linked causes 
and effects with a viable future project. In the Palestinian case, trauma 
persists and repeats in reality, as was made very explicit in Gaza in sum-
mer 2014. What sort of ‘working-through’36 is possible when trauma is 
mundane, material, quotidian, repeated and eminently repeatable?

Though I Know the River is Dry is structured so as to represent trauma as 
an  ever-  present reality of Palestinian life. It opens with images of graffiti 
and posters of martyrs on street walls, observed by a young man (subse-
quently revealed as the protagonist’s ‘lost’ brother) who disappears into 
a dark tunnel. After a glimpse of the Mediterranean Sea, which residents 
of the West Bank can rarely access, an image of the brother smiling 
introduces the focalising perspective (here memory) of the protagonist. 
Doors and windows serve as portals to the past, where images flash up 
of family members. A  family drama is partially revealed, interrupted 
sporadically by archival photographs and footage. These evoke 1948 
and 1967, presenting images of militant Zionist terrorism, transporta-
tion vehicles, refugee camps, house demolitions and the various  Arab– 
 Israeli, including Gazan, wars. The film also shows footage of Palestinian 
demonstrations met by Israeli tear gas. The implicit connection that the 
film makes between these incidents suggests that Palestinian trauma is 
multiply layered. As Elisabeth Jaquette suggests, the incorporation of 
archives means that ‘the past emerges as something both stitched into 
the present and to be weighed against the future’.37

Cathy Caruth argues that the psychological flashback symptomatic 
of trauma, or traumatic  re-  enactment, ‘conveys […] both the truth of an 
event, and the truth of its incomprehensibility’.38 Hamilton uses flashbacks 
to show that Palestinian lives are marked not only by  non-  integrated 
traumatic memories, but also by repeated traumatic events that fore-
warn of future trauma. The film presents a brutal colonial reality that 
promises neither a recovery from trauma, nor a way out. The protago-
nist’s aspiration towards a different way of existing, through migration 
to the US and ‘freedom’, is disrupted by necessary return, which means 
reincorporation of the calamities that define his family’s and the wider 
community’s experience. He exemplifies the exposure of Palestinians 
to chronic trauma; that is, trauma that repeatedly occurs. The exposure 
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to repeated trauma and the experience of living in a state of constant 
danger have grave psychological effects, such as psychological chaos 
and a feeling of futility. In interview, Hamilton has explained that 
‘the film does not merely focus on the main character’s story but also 
on the collective trauma of the Palestinian community as a whole. In 
the Palestinian context, the personal and collective experiences are 
closely related.’39 He corroborates that the archive of images in the film 
‘is one way to show that the personal and collective concerns of the 
Palestinians are inextricably connected.’40

Kai Erikson’s definition of collective trauma as ‘a blow to the basic tis-
sues of social life that damages the bonds attaching people together and 
impairs the prevailing sense of communality’ is apt to an understanding 
of what this film represents.41 The protagonist’s family home, one of 
three key chronotopes in the film, functions as metonymy of national 
space.42 The first word of the film is ‘baladi’, translated as ‘home’ in the 
subtitles, but with a primary meaning of ‘my country’. The protagonist 
carries the key to his family house, which is revealed as a depopulated 
space of dusty boxes and damaged furniture: we only have access to 
the home as a site of security and warmth through flashback and it is 
implied that both mother and brother are now dead.43 Hamilton con-
flates house and nation as precarious sites in the occupation context; 
the key symbolises the protagonist’s inability to keep home private and, 
also allegorically, to prevent violent incursion.44

Maurice Halbwachs argues that memory functions within frameworks 
such as the family; for memory to be recuperated in a coherent man-
ner, its framework must also be stable.45 The family house in Palestinian 
cinema tends to represent the preservation of heritage, projecting ‘the 
harmonious unity of the past’.46 This idea can be problematic from a 
feminist perspective, given the truism that women are constructed as 
national border markers and preservers and transmitters of cultural 
heritage.47 The film posits a dominant binary of men as active agents 
in the collective struggle – the father, uncle and brother are, or were, 
resistance fighters  – and of women as guardians and reproducers of 
Palestine, specifically of Palestinian sons. The protagonist’s belated 
appeal to ‘yumma’ (mother) is juxtaposed with historical images of 
expulsion and of the view from the roof terrace, thus with land. This 
conflation of mother(land) ostensibly reiterates the gender binary of 
public definitions of Palestinian identity, for example in the National 
Charter of 1968, in which ‘whereas men and women are interpellated 
as Palestinians […] only masculine performativity defines Palestinian 
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nationalist agency’.48 Moreover, for Joseph Massad, ‘struggling against 
the Israeli occupiers and colonizers’ is cast as ‘a masculinizing act’.49

However, the competing demands of female family members pre-
sent an impossible choice for the protagonist. The unfeasibility of life 
under occupation is his rationale for leaving with his pregnant wife. 
His mother, though, insists upon ṣumoud (collective steadfastness and 
strong attachment to location),50 an ethos that rebuffs Israeli attempts 
to force out Palestinians and to plunge their history into oblivion:

PROTAGONIST: Mother. This is my son. His future.
MOTHER:  And what would your father have said? That we run 

from our fights now? Hmm?
PROTAGONIST: No. It’s not like that.
MOTHER: I see no other word for it.

The protagonist’s masculinity is discursively put on trial and it perform-
atively fails. The film’s diegesis does not include the fate of his child, 
which would potentially represent a positive outcome; indeed, pictures 
of his crying wife might indicate that the child is lost. Whether he regret-
fully addresses his brother or his wife – the addressee is left deliberately 
ambiguous – the protagonist clearly fails to protect his house and family.

Erikson suggests that:

Traumatized people often come to feel that they have lost an impor-
tant measure of control over the circumstances of their own lives and 
are thus very vulnerable. That is easy to understand. But they also 
come to feel that they have lost a natural immunity to misfortune 
and that something awful is almost bound to happen.51

Indeed, the film’s protagonist seems to give up his quest for relief from 
trauma. Towards the end of the film, he moves aimlessly in and around 
Qalandia, begging in an interior monologue for his brother’s or his 
wife’s forgiveness and haunted by his mother’s words: ‘come home 
today, how could you leave him and us?’

The director has said that the concluding sequence of the film was 
also its starting point: ‘I was trying to write a poem about Qalandia’, 
another significant chronotope.52 As the protagonist moves through 
the checkpoint and observes a child being beaten by an Israeli soldier, 
he comments: ‘Qalandia, I hate the word. But no other word will do. 
You’ve returned us to the beginning. To the naming of things […] You’ve 
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made a world without doubt.’ Helga  Tawil-  Souri views Qalandia, in par-
ticular, as synecdochical of  Israeli-  reinvented space, ‘where Palestinians 
are physically reminded of their subjugated position’.53 As one of the 
authors of this chapter can testify from lived experience, checkpoints 
signify the daily exposure of Palestinians to surveillance, hindrance 
and obstruction by the Israeli military and manifest the Israeli  colonial 
method for fragmenting the Palestinians. David Fieni illustrates the 
capacity of cinema to reveal ways in which the checkpoint is a site 
at which ‘the temporality of exception and the suspension of law 
 operate as the internal clockwork of desecular sovereignty’.54 He refers 
to the citation, while suspending and superseding, of democracy that 
Israel’s ‘elastic geography’ of occupation exemplifies.55 The checkpoint 
 promises to ‘suspend’ time in the purging of danger but, in doing so, 
disavows a heterogeneous temporality: it enables or obstructs passage 
at differential speeds and, in the case of Israel/Palestine, marks a pas-
sage between two different time zones.56 Most importantly, it produces 
‘temporicide’ in the sense of a ‘radical disruption of [Palestinian] lived 
time’.57 As such, the checkpoint maintains the instability of Palestinian 
lives, as well as repeated Palestinian exposure to discrimination and 
strategies of disorientation.

The protagonist of Hamilton’s film, while passing through Qalandia, 
sardonically states that ‘freedom is here’, but means the opposite. As 
the actor moves between the Separation Wall and the checkpoint, 
the camera exposes the multiple layers of incarceration that constrain 
Palestinian mobility, space and choice. Israeli checkpoints exemplify 
the continuous colonial remaking of Palestinian topography. If the ulti-
mate goal of Zionism is to decimate Palestine as physical space, in the 
protagonist’s words ‘cutting through our hills, slashing our veins’, the 
corollary of this is a necessary destabilisation and ‘[re]naming of things’ 
that attempts to expunge Palestinian histories.58

Said argued that irony is a constitutive factor in Palestinian lives, a 
means to reflect on tragic reality and a subversive tactic to alleviate 
repeated exposure to trauma. To speak of the Palestinian condition in 
terms of an aesthetics of irony is ‘by no means to reduce or trivialize’ 
that condition.59 The deeper irony in this context is that ‘the classic 
victims […] of  anti-  Semitic persecution and the Holocaust have in their 
new nation become the victimizers of another people, who have become 
therefore the victims of the victims’.60 Elia Suleiman’s The Time that 
Remains ( Al-  Zaman  al-  Bāqi, 2009), an acutely ironic film, exposes not 
only the (Israeli) sovereign time that regulates Palestinian lives but also, 
as Fieni glosses it, an ‘unforgotten, unredeemed [Palestinian] time’, which 
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‘entail[s] a particular kind of “constellation” of the present and past’.61 
Hamilton’s film also suspends the  techno-  teleological Zionist project, 
insisting, as the writer Elias Sanbar affirms, that ‘we [Palestinians] haven’t 
vanished yet. We haven’t become invisible yet.’62

The Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem is a third significant chronotope. 
Public and private photographs of the site (the latter with the protago-
nist’s brother in the frame) are overlaid by the plea of his mother on 
the soundtrack: ‘erja‘a’ (‘come home’). Jerusalem, an unresolved locus 
of  Israeli–  Palestinian conflict and the matrix of Palestinian historical 
memory, has symbolic value in national and religious terms.63 It signi-
fies steadfastness and rootedness, the stakes and the continuity of the 
ongoing Palestinian struggle against Israeli occupation and towards 
 self-  determination. Allusions to  al-  ḥaram  Al-  Aqsa mosque also trigger 
Palestinian memories of the Second Intifada, initiated as a result of a 
provocative visit to the site by Ariel Sharon on 28 September 2000.

Waïl S. Hassan observes that ‘private feelings, and private life are inex-
tricably woven into the fabric of collective history’, and ‘in an extreme 
situation like that of Palestinians living in exile or under occupation, 
it is impossible to obscure such ties’.64 Trauma is perceived as a shared 
plight and steadfastness as necessary to secure a viable future. When the 
protagonist scrapes his knuckles along the grille at Qalandia, the gesture 
is interpretable as  self-  harming that both manages and sustains pain, sig-
nifying  re-  assimilation of a shared Palestinian experience. The director 
states that the film was reconceived after the Egypt 2011 Revolution, 
to be more about ‘the inevitability of resistance’ than the impetus for 
departure.65 As such, it suggests that the best place for Palestinian men, 
including unborn sons, is to join the collective struggle. Though I Know 
the River is Dry connects the protagonist’s ‘ crisis-  ridden masculinit[y] to 
the experience of national trauma’, whereby both inadequate masculin-
ity and collective suffering require remedy.66 This connection, however, 
does little to destabilise underpinning collocations of masculine action, 
public struggle and national  self-  definition. While this film  – as do 
others such as Paradise Now  – places masculinity in crisis in relation 
to the colonial environment, it would ideally suggest a wider range of 
gendered subject positions, identities and trajectories.67

Filming trauma

People are asking us to move on, to forget the past. But 
it’s not the past – it’s now.

(Annemarie Jacir)68
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Though I Know the River is Dry mirrors the current movement for interna-
tional recognition of Palestinian human rights in the face of a traumatic 
ongoing history, a campaign that ‘poses the greatest challenge to Israel’s 
exclusionary use of trauma in its foreign policy’.69 This demand is at the 
heart of the most recent Palestinian application to the United Nations 
for the recognition of a Palestinian state and the successful lobby 
to become a member of the International Criminal Court. Norman 
G. Finkelstein, critiquing what he calls ‘the Holocaust Industry’, has 
stated that ‘to make out moral distinctions between “our” suffering and 
“theirs” is itself a moral travesty […] We are all [including Palestinians] 
holocaust victims.’70 Masalha concurs that the Palestinian experi-
ence is ‘resonant with all extreme human suffering, including historic 
Jewish persecution and suffering in Europe’.71 Yet, he argues that the 
Palestinian Nakba is ‘never mentioned within the context of Trauma 
Studies or Genocide Studies’.72 As Annemarie Jacir asserts above, the 
Nakba continues. An acknowledgement of suffering, alongside recogni-
tion of the continued struggle for  self-  determination, viable living space 
and historical truth, can contribute to the liberation of Palestinians 
from persistent violence, injustice and trauma.

Films about Palestine foreground and interpolate stories to which ‘the 
powerful nations have not wanted to listen’, in an attempt to reveal 
and potentially to alleviate Palestinian vulnerability.73 The fact that the 
camera is a potent witness is most explicitly acknowledged in Five Broken 
Cameras.74 Emad Burnat, a  self-  defined falaḥ (peasant), sacrifices – as the 
film’s title suggests – five cameras to his mission to record Israeli violence 
along the Separation Wall near the village of Bil’in. The opening camer-
awork of the film suggests disorientation, emergency, flight, and light or 
lens damage. However, two cameras literally save Burnat’s life, blocking 
Israeli gun and gas canister fire. The film opens and closes with images of 
the cameras, retrieved, patched up and in Burnat’s possession; we are told 
that the sixth camera is still working even though the filmmaker has been 
hit with a stun grenade. The Palestinian trauma documented in the film 
is corporeal (death and  near-  fatal wounds), topographical (Israeli bulldoz-
ers raze the land surrounding the village, including ancient olive trees) 
and psychological, extending to the disturbing maturity of Burnat’s  four- 
 year-  old son whose first words include ‘cartridge’ and ‘soldier’. However, 
Five Broken Cameras insists upon the value of critical cinema in witness-
ing and transmitting trauma. Burnat tells the viewer that healing is 
‘a victim’s sole obligation. By healing you resist oppression. But when I’m 
hurt over and over again, I forget the wounds that rule my life. Forgotten 
wounds can’t be healed. So I film to heal […] It helps me confront life and 
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survive.’ Our analysis of Though I Know the River is Dry also suggests the 
capacity of cinema about Palestine and Palestinians to testify to chronic 
and collective trauma and thus, to some extent, to transcend it.
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2 
From Mary Prince to Joan 
Riley: Women Writers and the 
‘Casual Cruelty’ of a West Indian 
Childhood
Sandra Courtman

Objectively, my childhood was massively dysfunctional 
and traumatic. I  have no happy memories of it. But 
I never felt deprived; I played with the cards I was dealt.

(Caryl Phillips)1

In this observation from a recent interview, a  self-  reflexive Caryl Phillips 
explains how childhood trauma defines him as a postcolonial writer. 
The circumstances of his ‘massively dysfunctional and traumatic’ child-
hood were shared by many of his generation of children of West Indian 
immigrants who came over to England in the 1950s. This statement 
from Phillips is part of the continuum of writing about childhood 
trauma which both men and women have articulated. When writing 
about his traumatic childhood experience in an essay from Colour Me 
English (2011), Phillips employs the distancing effect of a  third-  person 
narrator:

He is only ten years old when his father decides that it is fine to 
leave him all alone in his spartan flat while he goes to work the 
night shift in the local factory. There is no television. No radio. 
Nothing to seize his attention beyond the few soccer magazines 
that the son has brought with him from his mother’s house. Then, 
late at night, alone in the huge double bed, he leans over and 
he begins to read the book. […] The ten year old boy reads John 
Howard Griffin’s Black Like Me and, alone in his father’s bed, he 
tries hard not to be afraid. That night he leaves the lights on, and 
in the morning he is still awake as his exhausted father slides into 
bed next to him.2
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The author might be expected to relate the experience of this fearful 
night in the first person, but a  third-  person narrator places the memory 
at a distance and is a sign of a psychic split. In picking up any avail-
able book as a distraction, it also provides an example of how the child 
‘played with the cards [he] was dealt’. Julia Kristeva writes that all iden-
tities are unstable and that ‘Creativity as well as suffering comprises 
these moments of instability, where language, or the signs of language, 
or subjectivity itself are put into “process”.’3 In my opening quotation, 
because he is speaking to an interviewer, Phillips cannot easily talk 
about himself in the third person; as Kristeva explains, ‘in ordinary 
communication – which is organised, civilised – we repress these states 
of incandescence’.4 Instead, he uses the word ‘objectively’ to place him-
self outside of a subjective and painful experience. Nevertheless, he is 
asking us to read the personal/subjective as a collective trauma which is 
representative of a historically embedded childhood experience of the 
British  post-  Second World War diaspora. His use of the word ‘objective’ 
is a call to go beyond, or what Stef Craps and Gert Buelens have identi-
fied as ‘the idea that recovery from the traumas of colonialism is basi-
cally a matter of the individual witness gaining linguistic control over 
his or her pain’.5 Phillips has the intellectual and creative talent to gain 
‘linguistic control’ over his individual pain; as Kristeva asserts, what sep-
arates writers from people with debilitating melancholia is ‘the possibil-
ity of lifting her/himself out of it. […] The writer is able to describe her/
his depression to us, and this is already a triumph.’6 For many postcolo-
nial writers and artists, lifting themselves out of the depression associ-
ated with childhood trauma is accompanied by an ethical responsibility 
to give voice to those silent victims of collective traumas. Postcolonial 
writers continually frame stories of personal traumas within a broader 
history of colonial violence, racism and oppression, and their work 
reveals the consequences of an historical collective trauma.

This essay is concerned with one strand of postcolonial trauma  – 
women’s writing about childhood cruelty – that might get overlooked 
because it resists easy categorisation in terms of its author’s race and 
class. The examples offered here are connected structurally and histori-
cally to stories of multiple traumas and transgenerational suffering by 
women. While these experiences are particular to the individuals who 
write about them, at the same time, they form part of a collective tes-
timony of childhood trauma contingent on the conditions of slavery, 
abolition, migration and diaspora.

Frantz Fanon worked with a psychological legacy with its roots in the 
violence of the plantation economy. Fanon begins his seminal analysis 
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of racial psychopathology in Black Skin, White Masks (1952) by citing 
Aimé Césaire’s observation: ‘I am talking of millions of men who have 
been skillfully injected with fear, inferiority complexes, trepidation, ser-
vility, despair, abasement.’7 The routine quality and defamiliarisation of 
systematic tropes of violent colonial power structures are what Achille 
Mbembe, Africanist historian and political philosopher, refers to as ‘the 
banality of power’.8 The nexus between that history and its traumatic 
legacy is crucial to our understanding of Caribbean literature. This essay 
recognises what Craps and Buelens refer to as ‘the importance of attend-
ing to the political and cultural contexts in which literary testimonies 
are produced and received’.9 In this essay, I  am developing a com-
parative framework specifically for women writers expressing personal 
trauma within a collective legacy of colonial experience. Historically, 
women writers, from the earliest published examples such as The History 
of the enslaved Mary Prince (1831), to contemporary fiction from the 
Caribbean and its diasporas have used writing to express their direct or 
indirect contact with childhood trauma.

The essay takes a long view and therefore will differ from work that 
uses close textual analyses to explore formal and aesthetic modes of 
representation of postcolonial trauma. Rosanne Kennedy cites Felman’s 
argument that ‘a modernist  anti-  realist aesthetic offers the most effective 
textual form for representing traumatic events’.10 She asserts that the 
‘danger of this argument, which is grounded in élitist and Eurocentric 
assumptions about literary form, is that it potentially renders “trauma” 
itself a high culture concept’.11 In actuality, the experience of trauma 
under slavery cuts across the boundaries of high and low cultural forms, 
and has  black-,  white- and  brown-  skinned protagonists. As argued by 
Thomas Pringle, the abolitionist and editor of Prince’s History, slavery 
brutalised everyone involved and removed their humanity.12

This systematic brutalisation and its traumatic legacy had a profound 
effect on children both during and after the period of slavery and 
colonisation in the Caribbean. The experience of cruelty is depicted 
both as a personal and collective trauma for those children of planters/
perpetrators who grew up as witnesses, victims and apprentices to these 
practices. Floggings, rape and other forms of violence become so nor-
malised during slavery that they came to be regarded as a banal part of 
the cruelty that sustained the plantation economy. The ordinariness of 
acts of extreme violence lost all meaning as an inhumane transaction. 
How this traumatises children is revealed as a theme in women’s writing 
throughout the history of Caribbean literature. Much of the literature 
available suggests that violent behaviour towards children becomes a 
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symptomatic response to a loss of social, political and patriarchal power 
which becomes acute at particular historical moments during slavery, 
abolition and decolonisation. My examples are all taken from periods 
in which there is considerable pressure for change in the status quo of 
violent rule. Space does not allow for discussion of all of these examples, 
but they can be grouped into four historical periods:

1. When  Bermudan-  born Mary Prince publishes The History of Mary 
Prince in 1831, slavery is under pressure from abolitionists.

2. In her most famous novel, Wide Sargasso Sea (1966), Jean Rhys writes 
about the period of crisis for planter families immediately after 
emancipation; her work often depicts childhood trauma for white 
colonials. Rhys’ most immediate women writer contemporaries are 
Eliot Bliss, Elma Napier and Phyllis Shand Allfrey. Bliss’ young pro-
tagonist Em suffers a violent beating from her mother in Luminous 
Isle (1934). Napier is unusual, in that she escapes the ‘casual cruelty’ 
of a Scottish aristocratic childhood (Youth is a Blunder, 1948) and 
leaves her marriage and children to settle in Dominica in 1932 (Black 
and White Sands, which was written in the 1960s but not published 
until 2009).13 In Allfrey’s The Orchid House (1953) the father returns 
to Dominica traumatised by the experience of serving as an officer in 
the First World War.

3. Women continue to write about childhood cruelty at the height of 
nationalism and on the cusp of independence. These movements 
sounded a  death-  knell for families who were privileged under colo-
nial rule. For example, Lucille Iremonger’s first novel Creole (1950) 
and autobiography Yes My Darling Daughter (1964) engage with a 
long history of cruelty in Creole families and the author’s need to 
escape from its legacy. The taboo about child cruelty and its rela-
tion to postcolonial trauma would have been lifted by Beryl Gilroy’s 
migration novel, In Praise of Love and Children in the early 1960s, had 
it not been rejected by publishers (it had to wait for Peepal Tree to 
publish it in 1996). The novel, discussed below, details how sexual, 
physical and psychological traumas are connected to colonial histo-
ries of slavery and migration. Joan Riley’s novel about a child who 
is the victim of incest, The Unbelonging, was published in 1985 but, 
before this, Rosalind Ashe’s  little-  known Jamaican novel Hurricane 
Wake (1977) had also depicted cruelty and incest. In both novels, 
male perpetrators (a father and an elder brother) are emasculated by 
diminished social positions and turn their frustrations into abusive 
relationships with their daughters and siblings.
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4. Contemporary women’s writing continues to explore these trans-
gressions against women apprenticed to the oppressive practices 
of colonial patriarchy. For example, these are revisited in Haitian 
Edwidge Danticat’s novel Breath, Eyes, Memory (1994) where Sophie 
Caco resists the practice of checking a girl’s virginity (a Haitian moral 
tradition) and we learn of the rape of her mother Martine. In Nalo 
Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber (2000)  seven-  year-  old Tan Tan is sexu-
ally abused by her father and becomes pregnant. Because contem-
porary writing is accessible, we can find many more examples that 
depict forms of abuse.

In this chapter, I select three textual examples taken from these four 
periods in order to explore connections between diverse expressions of 
childhood trauma present in women’s fiction and autobiographies of 
white Creole and  African-  Caribbean origins. There are many more exam-
ples of women writing about childhood trauma, but these selections 
span historical distance, the black/white divide, and formal/genre divi-
sions. They suggest the ubiquitous presence of child cruelty as a running 
theme in women’s writing from very different race and class positions.

These histories are all connected by trauma in some way; as Craps 
writes, ‘For trauma studies to have any hope of redeeming its promise 
of ethical effectiveness, traumatic metropolitan or First World histories 
must be seen to be tied up with histories of colonial trauma.’14 I would 
go further to argue that, within the field of postcolonial trauma texts, 
there are other blind spots which are in danger of missing the connec-
tions to be made between the dehumanisation of coloniser and the 
pain of the colonised. Women’s writing shows how a direct experience 
of trauma is experienced (if not in equal measure) by both mistress and 
slave, and their respective descendants. In women’s writing we can hear 
the voices of all parties. Mbembe writes that ‘There is no binary opera-
tional in this power relation’, and we simplify the relational aspects 
of trauma if we continue ‘to interpret [this relation as] resistance or 
absolute domination’.15 These collective traumas are differentiated by 
the intersection of race, class and gender, but they are connected by 
an historically determined experience of loss, whether that loss is of 
power/dominance or loss of freedom. Mbembe explains this connection 
as resulting in mutual zombification; the relationship between colon-
iser and colonised is like that of an ‘illicit cohabitation’ which results 
in ‘mutual zombification of both the dominant and those whom they 
apparently dominate. This zombification meant that each robbed the 
other of their vitality and has left them both impotent.’16
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Here I  discuss the earliest known text to iterate childhood trauma 
under slavery – The History of Mary Prince. I will go on to trace its echo 
in the work of Rhys and Gilroy. Child cruelty is often occluded, but is 
a repetitive and thematic concern in women’s writing as they return 
again and again to the trauma of child cruelty in its various forms  – 
physical, psychological, emotional and sexual.

From slavery to abolition and the role of the History of 
Mary Prince

The language of slavery was a language of cruelty. In his book Blind 
Memory: Visual Representations of Slavery in England and America,  1780–  1865 
(2000), Marcus Wood goes so far as to describe it as a language of torture: 
‘To instil fear and obedience in the powerless requires the systematic 
application of torture.’17 The signs of this system were literally written as 
scars on the bodies of slaves and later exhibited, as in the case of Prince, 
as physical testimony of ‘the truth’ of her complaint by abolitionists. The 
fragile imbalance in power relations required that the majority popula-
tion, the enslaved, were controlled by fear and violence issued by a much 
smaller population.18

The importance of Prince’s History as the earliest published represen-
tation of a collective experience of female trauma cannot be underesti-
mated. This autobiographical account fits into the Latin American genre 
of ‘testimonio’ which emerged as a new literary form in the 1960s. This 
is a story told by a subaltern which, as representative of a social class or 
group, will challenge official history.19 Prince’s History, personalised in 
the title, is used as a testimony, in the literal and legal sense, not just to 
her own experience but to a much wider system of cruelty and oppres-
sion. Drawing on the work of John Beverley, Kennedy explains:

testimonio should be treated as a documentary genre, rather than 
read as fiction. [Beverley] contends that ‘We are meant to experience 
both the speaker and the situations and events recounted as real. 
The “legal” connotation implicit in its convention implies a pledge 
of honesty on the part of the narrator which the listener/reader is 
bound to respect.’20

The reality of Prince’s History was pivotal to its success as one of the 
most influential agents in the abolition of slavery. The historical sig-
nificance of her story and its ‘truth’ is profound. This can never be 
just Prince’s story because, as Sara Salih contests in the introduction to 
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Prince’s History, it is ‘not just a record of her personal experiences, it is 
also a protest on behalf of all those who were forced to suffer the abuse 
of their human rights during the era of transatlantic slavery’ (xxxii).

The History of Mary Prince was the first narrative of the life of a black 
woman to be published in England. It is not an individual autobiogra-
phy in the usual sense of the word but a collective text,  co-  authored with 
amanuensis Susanna Strickland. In 1828, Prince was taken to London by 
her owners Mr and Mrs Wood, and presented herself to female aboli-
tionists who must have regarded her story as having enormous potential 
in the campaign to end to slavery. Prince was spirited enough to seek 
advocacy but her illiteracy robbed her of authorial control. Scholars 
have debated the role of Strickland and the instability of a text which 
was undoubtedly ‘doctored by zealous  anti-  slavery campaigners’ (xxx). 
However, if we read it as an example of documentary ‘testimonio’, rather 
than for its verisimilitude, its ability to challenge the official version, 
rather than its literal truth, gives it wider significance. We cannot know 
to what extent it was mediated from the perspective of Strickland, but it 
nevertheless exists as a loosely chronological narrative account of vari-
ous punishments which Prince endured and witnessed under slavery.

The violence meted out to women slaves and their unborn children 
affect her (and must have affected Strickland) profoundly. Prince tells 
the story of a favourite fellow slave, Hetty, who is pregnant (possibly 
with the master’s child but Prince doesn’t say). In the final stages of 
pregnancy, the master flogs Hetty repeatedly and so hard that ‘she was 
delivered after severe labour of a dead child’ (15). Prince concludes: ‘Poor 
Hetty, my fellow slave, was very kind to me. […] her death was hastened 
(at least the slaves all believed and said so) by the dreadful chastisement 
she received from my master during her pregnancy’ (15). Child slaves, 
traumatised by bearing witness to such violence, were largely without 
protection. What Prince also reveals about abuse within planter fami-
lies would be of little use to abolitionists but is significant in relation 
to trauma studies. These acts were not confined to slaves but were also 
often a part of parental discipline for the children of planters. Prince 
relates a story about how she risks everything in an act of  cross-  racial 
sisterhood when she defends the white daughter of ‘Mr D’. In this story 
she illustrates Mbembe’s assertion that power relations during slavery 
are less binary and more open to challenge than they might first appear. 
That Mr D is equally cruel to his own daughter is testament to the 
brutalisation and moral degeneracy of the plantocracy. The following 
quotation is one of the earliest depictions of how the cruelty meted out 
to slaves might equally be turned towards planters’ wives and daughters:
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The old master often got drunk, and then he would get in a fury with 
his daughter, and beat her till she was not fit to be seen. I remember 
on one occasion, […] I heard a great screaming; I ran as fast as I could 
to the house, [… and] found my master beating Miss  D– dreadfully. 
I strove with all my strength to get her away from him; for she was all 
black and blue with bruises. He had beat her with his fist, and almost 
killed her. The people gave me credit for getting her away. (24)

Here Prince is wilful, independent and strong enough to face up to 
the tyranny of Mr D. Although her position as slave should render her 
powerless, she fights back and sides with a planter’s daughter in an act 
of gender solidarity.

Prince’s story depicts extremes of physical and psychological acts of 
violence from early childhood and, though descriptions of sexual vio-
lence are omitted from Prince’s History, they haunt the text. There are 
codified depictions of Prince’s ‘indecent masters’, suggesting she prob-
ably spoke about sexual abuse, but that this was censored by Strickland. 
Of the sadistic Mr D who beat his own daughter, Prince tells us that

He had an ugly fashion of stripping himself quite naked, and order-
ing me then to wash him in a tub of water. This was worse to me than 
all the licks. Sometimes when he called me to wash him, I would not 
come, my eyes were so full of shame. (24)

This expression of shame, that she has no means of resisting, is para-
mount to her testimony as a Christian who is telling the truth about 
her master. What seems to be on trial in the 1833 libel action between 
Pringle and Mr Wood (Prince’s owner) is not Mr Wood’s behaviour but 
Prince’s moral character and her humanity. She is examined on the 
witness stand for her supposed dishonesty, moral lassitude, laziness 
and alleged complicity in sexual relations with her master. Therefore, 
she had to revisit her trauma in public only for it to be denied. Her 
testimony did little to help refute these claims and Pringle lost the libel 
action brought by Wood. However, even under the shackles of slavery 
she managed to save enough money to buy her freedom, though when 
she approached Mrs Wood there is no sign of any sisterhood. Prince is 
already beginning to unravel the power relations of the slave system 
well before abolition:

Mrs Wood was very angry – she grew quite outrageous – she called 
me a black devil, and asked me who had put freedom into my head. 
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‘To be free is very sweet,’ I said: but she took good care to keep me a 
slave. I saw her change colour, and I left the room. (31)

Prince’s observation of Mrs Wood’s ‘change in colour’ was arguably 
a sign of fear. Prince is neither a passive victim nor simply a weapon 
in the abolitionist’s arsenal. Quite remarkably, in spite of all legal and 
material efforts by Mr and Mrs Wood, she reversed her middle passage 
enslavement and became free in England.

 Post-  emancipation examples of child cruelty and the work 
of Jean Rhys

My next example moves from slave narrative to  post-  emancipation and 
from black servant/slave to descendants of the white planter/mistress. 
What happens if we move our attention from the story of the enslaved 
Prince to the fearful Mrs Wood? However much white childhoods in 
the West Indies differed from African ones (free or unfree) they are, as 
Evelyn O’Callaghan argues powerfully in Woman Version: Theoretical 
Approaches to West Indian Fiction by Women (1993), historically illumi-
nating.21 We do not have Mrs Wood’s story, but Prince’s History would 
suggest that it is unlikely to be a happy or powerful one. The lives of the 
colonised and the coloniser were so intimately bound together that, to 
use Cathy Caruth’s phrase, quite simply they are horribly ‘implicated in 
each other’s histories’.22

The children of colonists were ever present in this implication. 
C. L. R. James wrote in The Black Jacobins that, from the earliest period 
of colonisation,

Indulgence had the white colonial in its grip from childhood. […] 
To the unhealthiness of the climate and the indulgence of every 
wish were added the open licentiousness and habitual ferocity of his 
parents, the degradation of human life which surrounded the child 
on every side.23

The work of Rhys and other white creole women writers explores con-
flicts contingent on the unhealthy history shared between the children 
of indulgent planters and their freed slaves. These depictions are often 
concerned with a resulting neurosis. Rhys’ work pathologised the 
‘mad creole’ woman whose demise is brought on by moral degeneracy 
and plantocratic fall. Her novel Wide Sargasso Sea is paradigmatic of 
what Kenneth Ramchand termed ‘the terrified consciousness’ of the 
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white creole woman writer: ‘Adapting from Fanon, we might use the 
phrase “terrified consciousness” to suggest the White minority’s sensa-
tions of shock and disorientation as a massive and smouldering Black 
population is released into an awareness of its power.’24 Rhys’s literary 
expression of trauma is therefore made to seem to be a normal state 
for women writers with such a family history. For diagnostic purposes, 
trauma is defined as ‘an event that is outside the range of human experi-
ence’.25 However, drawing on the work of feminist psychoanalyst Laura 
S. Brown, Kennedy reminds us:

many traumas that women and girls experience occur commonly in 
familiar surroundings, and therefore lack the requirement of excep-
tionality. [As Brown] argues: ‘“Real” trauma is often only that form 
of trauma in which the dominant group can participate as a victim 
rather than as the perpetrator … The private, secret, insidious trau-
mata to which a feminist analysis draws attention are more often 
than not those events in which dominant culture and its forms and 
institutions are expressed and perpetuated.’26

Rhys’ family were part of that dominant culture with its ‘private, 
secret, insidious traumata’, and she set Wide Sargasso Sea in Jamaica 
in the period just after emancipation, in which Prince’s History had 
played a part. With free labour abolished, and the habit of indulgence 
unsustainable, the family is thrown into abject poverty. This explora-
tion of women’s writing suggests that there is a corollary between loss 
of political, economic and social status in creole families and abusive 
behaviour within these families. It is as if the cruelty that was mani-
fest as banal and casual under colonisation, once outlawed, is turned 
inwards towards its own members. Cruel acts are revealed in the fic-
tion and autobiographies of women writers who are the daughters of 
empire.

In Wide Sargasso Sea, the child protagonist Antoinette is deprived 
emotionally, socially and materially. She grows up in the knowledge 
that she is part of a new order which not only excludes her, but com-
pletely reverses the power binary: ‘Old time white people nothing but 
white nigger now, and black nigger better than white nigger.’27 Rhys’ 
novel explores what happens to creole women of families that must 
live on without the plantation economy that Prince helps her fellow 
slaves to escape from. Child neglect, abuse and cruelty are also running 
themes in Rhys’ short stories, and a textual return to these experiences 
is significant for postcolonial trauma scholarship.
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Her story ‘Goodbye Marcus, Goodbye Rose’ describes an early experi-
ence of sexual trauma for the child protagonist.28 This event is bound 
up to an actual happening in Rhys’ childhood where she felt powerless-
ness as the victim of an English gentleman who abused his social status 
with her mother. In the colonial West Indies, English men and women 
were typically regarded as socially superior to creole families whom, it 
was supposed, lacked their breeding and refinement. In The Worlding of 
Jean Rhys, Sue Thomas explains the origins of the experience:

In 1938 Rhys wrote an autobiographical narrative about having been 
mentally seduced as a fourteen year old in Dominica by an elderly 
English gentlemen, ‘Mr Howard.’ Rhys’ narrative, which she experi-
ences difficulty in telling, is a recovered and contextualised memory 
of a series of incidents that constitute a sexual rite of passage from 
naïve girlhood to ‘doomed’ womanhood.29

Rhys wrote about the constant return of this repressed memory: ‘I shut 
away at the back of my mind any sexual experiences, […] not knowing 
that this would cause me to remember them in detail all the rest of my 
life.’30 In ‘Goodbye Marcus, Goodbye Rose’ the man is a damaged war 
veteran. He is focalised through the eyes and language of the child pro-
tagonist Phoebe, who describes Captain Cardew as being

not only a very handsome old man but a hero who had fought 
bravely in some long ago war which she thought you only read about 
in history books […] He’d been wounded and had a serious opera-
tion without an anaesthetic. Anaesthetics weren’t invented in those 
days. (25)31

Captain Cardew’s impaired masculinity is compensated for by a pat-
tern of manipulative relationships with very young girls. In the story, 
Phoebe, like Rhys, is easily snared: ‘Mostly he talked about me, me, me. 
It was intoxicating … irresistible.’32 She is captivated by the handsome 
Captain, who takes her for walks and treats her ‘as though she were a 
grown up girl’ (25), courting her with ‘a large box of chocolates’ (25). 
Angier suggests this experience generates deeply ambivalent feelings 
towards the man and his seduction techniques, and Rhys wrote in her 
1938 account that she was simultaneously ‘dreadfully attracted, dread-
fully repelled’.33

In the story, which follows the autobiographical events very closely, 
when the child is asked her age, this conversation follows:
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‘I’m twelve’, said Phoebe, ‘– and a bit’.
‘Hah!’ said the Captain. ‘Then soon you’ll be old enough to have 

a lover!’ His hand, which had been lying quietly by his side, darted 
toward her, dived inside her blouse and clamped itself around one 
small breast. ‘Quite old enough,’ he remarked. (26)

Fearful of what might come next, the child seeks protection from her 
mother, telling her that that she no longer wants to walk with the 
Captain. However, Phoebe’s compliance is demanded both from pro-
tector and perpetrator, and her story therefore is repressed before it 
is told. Her mother ignores the signs of Phoebe’s distress and instead 
‘impressed on her how kind it was of him to bother with a little girl like 
herself’ (25). In the story, like many abused children, Phoebe is left to 
shoulder the responsibility for the act and she experiences intense feel-
ings of shame: ‘no one would believe exactly how it had happened, and 
whether they believed her or not she would be blamed’ (27).

Phoebe is shocked and fascinated by the Captain’s stories, feeling 
that she has been chosen as the special recipient because it ‘could only 
mean that he’d seen at once that she was not a good girl – who would 
object – but a wicked one’ (29). His choice seems to mesh with Rhys’ 
own understanding that: ‘Pain, humiliation, submission  – that is for 
me.’34 In the autobiographical record, the stories escalate into violent 
fantasies involving  sado-  masochistic rituals in which she acts out the 
role of a naked servant. In the fictionalised version, these details are 
reduced: ‘He’d explain that love was not kind and gentle, as she imag-
ined, but violent. Violence, even cruelty, was an essential part of it. He 
would expand on this, it seemed to be his favourite subject’ (28). In the 
story, the danger to Phoebe is only removed when the Captain’s wife, 
‘who was a good deal younger than her husband, became suspicious 
and began making very sarcastic remarks’ (28). From this comment we 
can assume that the Captain’s behaviour had been a previous cause for 
concern for his much younger wife. Indeed, possibly she knew of the 
dangers because she too had once been one of his child victims.

At the heart of this story is the shadowy figure of Phoebe’s mother, 
who fails to protect her child, regarding his desire for Phoebe’s company 
as flattering. Burrows suggests that Rhys

delineates a  mother–  daughter relationship or relationships damaged 
by both racial and gender positioning at a moment in history. The 
 mother–  daughter knot, always entangled by its relationship to patri-
archal oppression, racial and class domination and the exploitation 
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inherent in white capitalist society, can never be separated from its 
own historicity.35

In Wide Sargasso Sea, too, Antoinette and her mother are part of this 
knot, which sees the mother mad with loss and grief and a daughter 
craving protection:

They stared, sometimes they laughed. Long after the sound was 
far away and faint she kept her eyes shut and her hands clenched. 
A  frown came between her black eyebrows, deep  – it might have 
been cut with a knife. […] I touched her forehead trying to smooth 
it. But she pushed me away, not roughly but calmly, coldly, without 
a word, as if she had decided once and for all that I was useless to 
her. (17)

White creole women writers like Rhys write about deeply ambivalent 
relationships with their parents whom, though often cruel or neglectful, 
they find they love none the less. As Burrows explains, ‘In its extreme 
form, unresolved ambivalence is regarded as one of the cardinal symp-
toms of schizophrenia.’36 It is the confusion caused by the ambivalence 
of these feelings that causes pain; this unresolved ambivalence is a per-
sistent theme in works by white creole writers like Rhys.

Trauma legacies of slavery revisited in migration 
and diaspora

Whereas the mad creole mother is familiar through the work of Rhys 
and others, this theme is not exclusive to the ‘terrified consciousness’ of 
white female colonists. The following analysis presents a rare example 
of an  African-  Caribbean mother figure also associated with cruelty and 
ambivalence, and moves us on to another defining historical moment 
within Caribbean literary history. Gilroy’s migration novel In Praise 
of Love and Children was written during the ‘Windrush’ era, as it has 
come to be known, the period of mass migration from the West Indies 
which began in 1948 and continued throughout the 1950s and 1960s.37 
Gilroy’s work receives little critical attention and, elsewhere, I have writ-
ten about its context and why this novel was published thirty years after 
it was first presented.38 Here, I wish to root the figure of the mad, cruel 
mother directly in the historical legacy of families who were enslaved, 
rather than those descended from the plantocracy.
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Childhood neglect, abuse and trauma feature heavily in Gilroy’s 
work both as a fiction writer and in her work as an  ethno-  psychologist. 
She worked with the consequences of abandoned immigrant children 
and with many women who were depressed and suicidal. She has writ-
ten about her interest in ‘areas of trauma in the lives of despairing 
women – areas such as tokenism, denial,  status-  inconsistency,  power- 
 relationships and the family as the primary seat of socialisation within 
the historicisms of slavery’.39 Gilroy explores the idea of the despairing 
woman and her dysfunctional family as a direct legacy of ‘socialisation 
within the historicisms of slavery’ in In Praise of Love and Children. She 
depicts the lives of a transnational family of West Indian migrants, 
focusing on a brother and sister, Arnie and Melda, who are haunted by 
the return of a traumatic memory of their family life in what was then 
British Guiana.

Melda is the child of an extramarital liaison between her father and 
an aunt, and is punished repeatedly for the shame of her father. Ma 
is so cruel to Melda that eventually she has to be taken to a safe place 
by her teacher and protector Mrs Penn. The teacher confronts the way 
that Ma treats the child like a slave: ‘I know she is not yours! Everybody 
does. You work her like a donkey from dawn to dusk. You’re cruel to her. 
We all know.’40 Particularly distressing is that the child seems to fully 
accept this cruelty as being ‘for her own good’ and as a casual part of 
her everyday routine:

when Ma yelled at me or gave me an unexpected cut with a stick, 
I thought she did it for my own good […]. What was harder to cope 
with was the way Ma used her eyes as weapons of near destruction 
upon me […]. She seemed from those mad, piercing brown eyes of 
hers, to be seeing right into me, and willing to death whatever was 
good and growing in me. She did not pretend to love me. […] Sobs, 
hard and deep would bounce out her very centre, as she struggled to 
dismantle her fury and pain. There were times when she would whip 
someone until, after a while, her exhaustion and crumpled emotions 
would pull her to the floor and abandon her there. (15)

Beatings by a  wild-  eyed woman who is left spent and exhausted echo 
some of the punishments suffered, and witnessed, by Prince. Gilroy 
reveals in her novel that these incidents mimic the discipline of cruel 
slave masters/mistresses, but they are being administered by a mother 
who is descended from these cruel practices of slavery. One memory 
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which she and Arnie revisit is particularly painful and could easily have 
been an episode in Prince’s History:

she dragged me into the yard, smeared me with molasses, and stood 
me in an ants’ nest, full to the brim with cutters that used to frighten 
us with their savagery.

The ants fell upon me, biting me with unrelenting ferocity. […] 
I could not walk properly for days. (31)

Melda’s inability to recall the details is a feature of repression, but the 
memory floats up in London with Arnie, who was implicated in his 
sister’s trauma as a witness. Living together in a London bedsit, they 
talk about their childhood, trying to – to return to Craps and Buelen’s 
phrase – gain ‘linguistic control’ over the acts of extreme cruelty meted 
out to Melda. Arnie makes the explicit connection between their 
mother’s cruelty and its legacy in slavery: ‘I sometimes wonder what 
made Ma the ways she was – so cruel, so violent, like slave days, Sis’ 
(29). Melda replies: ‘Slave days is still with us […]. When we fight one 
another we still in the slave yards’ (29). Gilroy regards the  mother–  child 
bond as the primal dysfunctional relationship with its historical roots 
in slave society, explaining that ‘The emotional needs of young slave 
children, kept naked until eight and sexually initiated were ignored by 
their owners.’41 This dysfunctional relationship between birth mother 
and child was often a result of enforced separations that left the care of 
the young to planters and overseers who regarded children as of value 
only in a production line of free labour. What is shocking in Gilroy’s 
novel is that Ma, as an African descendant, seems to be mimicking the 
cruelty of slave owners in her emotional, psychological and physical 
abuse of Melda.

This revelation about child cruelty in the Windrush era and after, 
and its connection to the traumatic legacies of slavery, is significant. 
Any expression of child cruelty by the victims, especially violence and 
sexual abuse within the family or by slave owners as nominal ‘heads 
of the slave family’, was heavily tabooed until Gilroy and Riley. It was 
repressed not just by the psychic forces of individuals who had experi-
enced the trauma, but collectively as an expression of the ugly history 
of colonisation. But, as we have seen, it returns again and again and 
is omnipresent as a theme in women’s writing from the earliest pub-
lished examples to the present day; the unimaginable cruelty depicted 
in The History of Mary Prince resonates throughout the work of writers 
as markedly dissimilar as Rhys and Gilroy. The evidence suggests that 
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the ubiquity of child trauma will ensure that writers, regardless of 
their colour, ethnicity or class, will continue to reveal the nuances in 
a legacy of violence. Through their creative works, Caribbean women 
writers have found a way to voice repressed childhood traumas. In 
their various forms and modes of narration they remake these pasts 
as a refusal of the silence surrounding their part in the histories of 
colonial terror.
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According to Carl Jung, ‘in picaresque tales, in carnivals and revels, in 
magic rites of healing, in man’s religious fears and exaltations, [the] 
phantom of the trickster haunts the mythology of all ages’.1 Indigenous 
trickster figures across the globe share startling similarities. They can 
 shape-  shift, transcend gender boundaries and remove their body 
parts, and above all, they are the breakers of taboos and social norms. 
However, it is vital not to overlook the unique cultural context in 
which particular tricksters are embedded. Transported by slaves to the 
Americas, African trickster figures played a fundamental role during the 
plantation regime; Anansi the spider became central to the Caribbean 
storytelling tradition and Brer Rabbit gained popularity in North 
America, while Eshu was adopted by the religious practices of slaves, 
in particular Hoodoo in North America, Santeria in Cuba and Vodun 
in Haiti. Storytelling on plantations in the Americas was a communal 
activity, providing a cathartic release from the traumas of plantation 
life and ensuring the continuation of African oral traditions. The trick-
ster also demonstrated ways in which slaves could thwart the plantation 
system using some of the few means available to them; their cunning, 
intelligence and linguistic wit. In twentieth-century North America, the 
Brer Rabbit trickster, the hero of plantation folktales, metamorphosed 
once more to become central to the African American literary tradition.

This chapter examines the  twentieth-  century African American liter-
ary manifestations of the Brer Rabbit trickster in the fiction of Nella 
Larsen (Passing, 1929) and Ralph Ellison (Invisible Man, 1952) through 
the lens of trauma theory. The texts deal with Harlem during  1920–  50, 
a period of deeply coded racial stratification. I begin by briefly exam-
ining the postcoloniality of the texts in hand and considering the 
applicability of trauma theory to the novels. I then move on to explore 
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the roots of the African American trickster, before analysing the ways in 
which Ellison and Larsen employ trickster figures and strategies to test 
and subvert imposed racial and social boundaries. I argue that, like the 
oral narratives exchanged during the plantation period, these trickster 
fictions embrace ambiguity, transformation and transcendence and, in 
doing so, offer their readers psychological methods to challenge racism 
and the traumatic legacies of slavery.

There has been much debate over the application of the term ‘post-
colonial’ to African American writing. One could argue that, if postco-
lonial writing is writing produced by formally colonised nations after 
independence from colonial control, then all literature produced in 
North America after the War of Independence should be classed as post-
colonial, which in turn raises questions about the position of Native 
American literature.2 However, while African Americans were not colo-
nised by European powers on American soil – and therefore do not his-
torically fit the usual models of postcolonial experience – postcolonial 
issues of diaspora, exile, migration, rupture, nationhood and hybridity 
are nevertheless central to the African American literary tradition.3 It is 
indeed a postcolonial perspective which underpins the work of many 
African American critics and authors who are dedicated to analysing 
the effects of colonialism, their position in relation to the colonial and 
postcolonial, and to unpicking concepts of American identity.4

The central tenets of postcolonial theory can help enrich our under-
standing and analysis of African American writing and, in turn, enliven 
postcolonial debate. The texts under examination in this chapter focus 
on what can be described as the pathology of the colonised; the fear, 
 self-  hatred and internalised racism which reverberate through a com-
munity alienated from and degraded by white society. Furthermore, 
African Americans today are in a unique position; to live in the United 
States is to live in a former colonial centre, but also in an economic 
superpower of the postcolonial world – yet many black American com-
munities remain economically deprived and marginalised, existing on 
the peripheries of mainstream society. Is this not, as Christine MacLeod 
argues, a perfect site for a postcolonial analysis which deals with sub-
jugation and margins?5 The positioning of African American writers 
at both the  socio-  economic centre and peripheries is ripe for further 
analysis. If postcolonial theory centres on challenging totalities and 
dismantling fixed, authoritarian structures, the term must be flexible 
and malleable enough to encompass this body of writing. To integrate 
African American writing into the existing body of postcolonial work 
is to offer a medium through which black Americans can share and 
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exchange their experiences and explorations within the postcolonial 
framework at a global level. This, in turn, facilitates rich comparative 
study, examining  cross-  cultural fertilisation in terms of resistance strat-
egies and cultural forms from across and beyond the black diaspora.6

Another fruitful convergence of discourses, as exemplified in this 
edited collection, is the use of trauma theory as a tool for postcolonial 
literary analysis. While trauma theory has been increasingly employed 
as a theoretical framework for literary practice, its use by postcolonial 
critics is relatively new.7 However, as Irene Visser highlights, there are 
serious problems regarding the Eurocentric roots of trauma theory that 
need to be addressed before its application to postcolonial texts offers 
desirable results. Indeed, since the 1990s, trauma therapists, mental 
health professionals and aid workers in  non-  Western contexts have 
voiced concerns about using  Western-  based trauma models in their 
work due to their ethnocentric foundations in Holocaust research and 
Freudian theory.8 As Stef Craps and Gert Buelens argue, Eurocentric 
structures and views which broaden the gap between the West and 
the rest of the world may actually be maintained and supported by 
trauma studies if trauma theory continues to ignore and marginalise 
 non-  Western traumatic events and histories.9 Traditional models of 
trauma theory do not take into account alternative knowledge systems, 
coping mechanisms and methods of healing found in  non-  European 
cultures; akin to postcolonial theory, trauma theory needs to be revised 
to offer keener insights into global legacies of violence.10 Visser, Craps 
and Buelens call for the numerous postcolonial critics now drawing 
on trauma theory to help move the discourse away from a focus on 
Holocaust issues and towards a more precise and comprehensive under-
standing of trauma in postcolonial countries. In doing so they must 
address the deficits in trauma theory which render it incompatible to 
an analysis of ‘collective, prolonged and cumulative experiences of trau-
matisation’ and examinations of issues of guilt, complicity and agency 
in the colonial and postcolonial context.11 The texts under examination 
here embody the postcolonial themes of trauma, resistance, transcend-
ence and transformation through the figure of the trickster.

Ellison and Larsen’s trickster protagonists and narrators challenge 
reductive concepts of African American identity. Hybrid, complex and 
ambiguous characters, tricksters fail to comprehend or accept totalitar-
ian social structures which attempt to bind them to an identity based 
on their race or social positioning. Both writers draw from the trickster 
archetype to address not only personal trauma but also historical trau-
mas of slavery, segregation, migration, poverty and sexism in Harlem. 
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During the  1920s–  50s, Harlem was thought to be a beacon of hope and 
freedom by African Americans across the United States. Despite the 
often disappointing reality, the promise of jobs and higher wages, of 
greater equality and the excitement of city life fuelled by the Harlem 
Renaissance, brought thousands of black Americans to the city. Ellison 
and Larsen capture the thrilling sense of opportunity offered by Harlem, 
as well as the limitations of the freedoms it offers. Where better to locate 
the trickster protagonist, symbolic of liberty and transformation, than 
in a city space glorified for its ability to facilitate transcendence and 
reinvention?

When examining the trickster archetype it is impossible to ignore 
Jung’s contributions. While his analysis is often highly problematic and 
awash with Eurocentric, colonial prejudices and assumptions which 
hamper the credibility of his analysis, his work on the role of tricksters 
in indigenous cultures remains highly influential. The trickster, for 
Jung, is a universal archetype from the unconscious which is altered as 
it makes its way into the conscious mind through myth and symbol. 
He argues that trickster tales are able to liberate humankind from fixed 
structures; for Jung, they demonstrate the latent desire in humankind 
to escape social protocol. The trickster is a liminal,  pre-  social, pure and 
unhindered entity stripped of any commitment to the group – a power-
ful primal energy which falsifies the structures of the human world.12 
Tricksters change their identities to outmanoeuvre and overcome their 
opponents. In many African versions of slave trickster tales, the trickster 
is neither a deity nor from the human or animal world, but can harness 
the powers of both the gods and humankind.13 They are creatures who 
inhabit a position on the margins from which they test and extend 
established boundaries. By appropriating the spirit of the trickster in 
literary form, trickster novels are able to scrutinise borderline identities, 
an ideal medium for examining the lives of people forced to live on 
the margins of society. As the embodiment of liminality, the trickster is 
thus a medium for transcending the trauma of racism and prejudice. If, 
as Cathy Caruth argues, trauma is a mental wound, then the trickster 
offers the victim a form of healing.14 Like the protagonists of Invisible 
Man and Passing, if one can ‘elude or slip through the network of clas-
sifications’, trauma will be unable to impose itself repeatedly.15 The typi-
cal emotional reaction to a trauma – repression, guilt, repetition – may 
be transcended, as the victim refuses to adhere to emotional and social 
conventions.

Enslaved Africans from East, Central and South Africa brought the sto-
ries of the trickster Hare to the Americas, which, like so many trickster 
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tales, depict a physically small and vulnerable creature using his cun-
ning intelligence to prevail over larger animals. The Hare became known 
as Brother, or ‘Brer’ Rabbit on the plantations and became part of the 
American cultural mainstream through the work of the white American 
journalist Joel Chandler Harris, who wrote several collections of ‘Uncle 
Remus’ stories from  1870–  1906. Harris’ tales were told to him by African 
American plantation workers, and he has been both applauded for keep-
ing the folktales alive and criticised heavily for contributing towards pat-
ronising black stereotypes; for plagiarism, and for defending slavery. In an 
angry essay, ‘Uncle Remus, No Friend of Mine’ (1981), for example, Alice 
Walker accused Harris of stealing part of her heritage and making her ‘feel 
ashamed of it’.16 Uncle Remus, a character of Harris’ invention, is a type 
of ‘Uncle Tom’ figure, a kind and contented old slave who tells the Brer 
Rabbit stories for the amusement of a little white boy. Harris’ versions of 
the tales are sanitised to entertain white readers; the exposé of the vio-
lence and injustice at the heart of plantation life found in tales collected 
by less biased collectors, such as those transcribed by African American 
folklorists from The Hampton Folklore Society (founded in 1893)17 is 
tempered, and the stories offer a benign and picturesque view of slavery.

In several popular Brer Rabbit tales, Rabbit pits his wits against the 
dumb and lumbering Brer Bear. In the African American version of the 
famous ‘Tar Baby’ tale in The Book of Negro Folklore (1958), compiled 
by Langston Hughes and Arna Bontemps, Brer Rabbit refuses to share 
the digging of a well with the other animals and then helps himself to 
all the water.18 The animals devise an ingenious scheme; they make a 
Tar Baby (a doll covered in sticky tar, which also plays a pivotal role 
several Caribbean Anansi stories) and leave it in Rabbit’s path. When 
Rabbit sees the doll he thinks it is Brer Bear and speaks to it. Frustrated 
by the lack of response, he hits the Tar Baby several times until he is 
completely stuck. Thus ensnared, the animals meet to discuss how to 
kill him, but Rabbit, through his sly duplicity, verbal skills and cunning 
is returned safely to his home in the briar patch. In the Uncle Remus 
version, predictably, Rabbit is not victor. While there is little doubt 
that Harris’ Brer Rabbit is a character dislocated from his origins as an 
African and slave folk hero, the trickster figure which was appropriated 
by  twentieth-  century African American authors in an effort to trans-
form the political and literary landscape, where fixed perceptions of 
social and racial boundaries dominated, abounds with the innovative 
energy and sly stratagems of the original African trickster.

In Invisible Man, the personal and historical trauma experienced by 
the text’s protagonist initially interrupts the continuity of his life and 
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the narrative, repeating itself until trickster strategies allow him to tran-
scend his trauma and break, or cheat, the cycle. Along with the trick-
sters Clare and Irene, the  anti-  heroines of Passing, these protagonists 
are morally dubious, yet refuse to feel guilt or allow their experiences 
to destroy them. If the roots of trauma are often located in the guilt of 
survival rather than the unbearable nature of the traumatic event or 
encounter, then the way of the trickster, the master of survival at all 
costs, can liberate one from the cycle of remorse.19

Ellison’s Invisible Man is plagued by trickster figures until he learns, 
through his traumatic experiences, enough about trickster strategies to 
outmanoeuvre his opponents. Like Brer Rabbit, he learns to be creative, 
to ‘dodge traps’ and ‘see around corners’, resulting in an awareness of 
the weaknesses of those who seek to manipulate or destroy him.20 The 
narrator calls himself the Invisible Man as people refuse to see him, and 
begins his account of his journey towards an ambiguous ‘awakening’ by 
describing himself as the easily fooled Brer Bear, hiding from the world 
in a den underground: ‘Call me  Jack-  the-  Bear, for I am in a state of hiber-
nation’.21 The psychological journey he must undertake to understand 
and adopt some of the strategies used by Brer Rabbit  –  quick-  witted, 
devoid of guilt, and a master of oratory – is arduous. He is forced by a 
series of trickster figures to continually reassess his identity and wear 
several different masks as he performs the roles of obsequious student, 
clueless dupe, black revolutionary, Marxist orator, pimp and playboy.

In ‘Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke’ (1958) Ellison discusses his 
indebtedness to the folk tradition and the trickster archetype in Invisible 
Man while warning critics not to oversimplify their analyses of his 
work. This essay is a response to his ‘old friend and sparring partner’ 
Stanley Edgar Hyman, who identified several trickster figures in Ellison’s 
text.22 Ellison expresses his frustration that his work was  pigeon-  holed; 
alongside that of so many black writers during the period, he argues 
that it is continually examined by critics through the lens of the black 
American folk tradition. He accuses Hyman and others of generalisation 
in their analysis of trickster archetypes and of playing a ‘critical game’ of 
‘archetype hunting’ which ignores the specifics of literary works; ‘from 
a proper distance all archetypes would appear to be tricksters’, Ellison 
states.23 He goes to great lengths to emphasise his dual literary heritage 
and points out that he is as much indebted to the African American folk 
tradition as he is to white modernists Eliot and Joyce:

I use folklore in my work not because I am a Negro, but because writ-
ers like Eliot and Joyce made me conscious of the literary value of 
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my folk inheritance […]. I knew the trickster of Ulysses just as early 
as I knew the wily rabbit of Negro American lore, and I could easily 
imagine myself a  pint-  sized Ulysses but hardly a rabbit, no matter 
how human or resourceful or Negro.24

Ellison highlights the universality of the trickster figure; trickster figures 
of ancient Greek and Roman origin such as Hermes, Mercurius and 
Ulysses himself have long fascinated and inspired European writers, 
and Ellison adds depth and complexity to the trickster narrative genre 
by drawing from his European, black and white American literary herit-
age. Indeed, Ellison stresses that masking and tricksterism are not just 
African American strategies, but that the whole of America is a ‘land 
of masking jokers’: ‘We wear masks for the purposes of aggression and 
defence, when we are projecting the future and preserving the past. In 
short, the motives behind the mask are as numerous as the ambiguities 
the mask conceals.’25 In Invisible Man the narrator’s ‘awakening’ is only 
possible as he becomes ‘conscious of his own victimisation’, which in 
turn enables him to step out from behind his masks.26 Initially, he is 
haunted by his  mild-  mannered grandfather’s last words, a complex 
and confusing riddle or ‘deathbed curse’ which outlines how he should 
respond to the dominant white community: ‘Live with your head in 
the lion’s mouth. I want you to overcome ’em with yeses, undermine 
’em with grins, agree ’em to death and destruction, let ’em swoller you 
till they vomit or bust wide open’ (17). Rather than encouraging sub-
missiveness to whites, at the heart of this riddle is a trickster’s survival 
strategy; remain duplicitous and stay in open combat with your oppres-
sors while making them believe they have the upper hand. Ellison states 
that the grandfather is not a ‘ smart-  man-  playing-  dumb’ but a ‘weak 
man who knows the nature of his oppressor’s weakness’, whose ‘mask 
of meekness conceals the wisdom of one who has learned the secret of 
saying “yes” which accomplished the expressive “no”’.27

While at college the still innocent Invisible Man stumbles upon the 
trickster figure Jim Trueblood. At the end of the Invisible Man’s academic 
year he drives the white millionaire founder of his college, Mr. Norton, 
around the campus and surrounding countryside. He unwittingly takes 
Mr. Norton to a huddle of shacks, where they are met by the poor 
black sharecropper Trueblood who tells them a terrible story of incest. 
Trueblood explains to Mr. Norton, who appears mesmerised by his tale, 
how he slept with his daughter while dreaming. Although the college 
students condemn Trueblood’s actions, he is assisted financially by the 
white community, who pay him a great deal of attention. Mr. Norton is 
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drawn to the tale partly because it taps into his own incestuous desires 
towards his daughter, and partly because it confirms his own, and the 
white community’s, racial prejudices concerning the sexual behaviour 
and morality of poor African Americans.

The Trueblood episode serves to highlight Mr. Norton’s own trickery, 
dismantling his performance of philanthropy and revealing his patron-
ising racial prejudices, which in turn demonstrates the unstable and 
problematic ideological foundations on which the Invisible Man’s college 
are built. Trueblood is a skilful Bluesman and a master storyteller: ‘He 
cleared his throat, his eyes gleaming and his voice taking on a deep, incan-
tatory quality, as though he had told the story many, many times’ (48). 
After his story, Norton gives him a hundred dollar bill to buy toys for 
his children. Houston A. Baker, Jr. argues that Trueblood is a trickster 
who employs his story as a marketable product, using his trickster’s sto-
rytelling gift to sell to Mr. Norton and other whites the narrative they 
long to hear; one that justifies their racism. He thus not only evades 
punishment, but is rewarded for his transgressions; in the wake of the 
incident he tells his audience: ‘’Fore they heard ’bout what happen to us 
out here I couldn’t get no help from nobody. Now lotta folks is curious 
and goes outta they way to help’ (47).28 As Baker explains, ‘Trueblood’s 
sexual energies, antinomian acts, productive issue, and resonant expres-
sivity make him – in his incestuous, liminal moments and their imme-
diate aftermath – the quintessential trickster.’29 Morally objectionable, 
 self-  interested, shameless and a performer of sycophancy, Trueblood is 
perhaps the most destructive and dangerous type of trickster. He not 
only breaks society’s greatest taboo, but uses the story of his transgres-
sion for  self-  gain.

On his arrival in Harlem the narrator meets Peter Wheatstraw, pos-
sibly named after Beatrix Potter’s Peter Rabbit, and described as the 
‘Devil’s only  son-  in-  law’ (194), who advises the Invisible Man to reclaim 
his ‘roots’ as an orator and learn to play the trickster. He warns him: 
‘man, this Harlem ain’t nothing but a bear’s den’ (143). The Invisible 
Man responds: ‘I tried to think of some saying about bears to reply, but 
remembered only Jack the Rabbit, Jack the Bear’ (143). Peter tells him: 
‘All it takes to get along in this here man’s town is a little shit, grit and 
 mother-  wit. And man, I was bawn with all three’ (144). At this point 
in the narrative, Peter highlights the narrator’s innocence, and the dis-
tance he must travel to achieve ‘ mother-  wit’ and gain an awareness of 
his historical roots and oppressor’s tricks.

Lucias Brockway, who plays the role of both trickster Rabbit and ‘Tar 
Baby’, also helps the narrator on his path towards his awakening. Lucias 
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is a paint factory worker, obsequious to whites and fearful that the 
unions are after his job; he is a threat to the solidarity and struggle of 
poor workers and blacks alike. He is similar to Brer Rabbit in appearance 
and is described as ‘small, wiry’ with ‘cottony white hair’ and ‘shrewd, 
reddish eyes’ (169, 170). He has a ‘heavy engineer’s watch’ in his breast 
pocket which he regularly pulls out and squints at (much like Lewis 
Carroll’s March Hare) and, when he comes to blows with the narrator, 
he bites him viciously with his sharp  rabbit-  like teeth. However, like the 
Tar Baby, Lucias’ sticky and grimy overalls look, to the Invisible Man, 
as if they have been ‘dipped in pitch’ (169). The narrator observes that 
‘Great tucks showed in his overalls where the folds were stuck together 
by the goo with which he was covered, and I  thought, Tar Baby, and 
wanted to blot him out of my sight’ (185). It is his encounter with 
Brockway which leads to an explosion in the paint factory and the nar-
rator’s subsequent hospitalisation. Identified by the narrator as the Tar 
Baby, a character who has become synonymous with a situation best 
avoided, Lucias Brockway is nothing but bad news.

As he recovers consciousness in hospital, the narrator appears to have 
forgotten his identity. A card is held out to him by the doctors asking 
his name; when he fails to answer, other question cards are offered, 
including one which asks: ‘WHO WAS BUCKEYE THE RABBIT?’ (197). The nar-
rator responds: ‘I laughed deep, deep inside me, giddy with the delight 
of  self-  discovery and the desire to hide it. Somehow I  was Buckeye 
the Rabbit […]. It was annoying that he had hit upon an old identity’ 
(197). When the narrator is discharged, he feels that he is in the grip of 
an ‘alien personality’, but simultaneously realises that he is devoid of 
fear and cannot be intimidated by his opponents. He has become Brer 
Rabbit, his innocence lost, and he believes that, to survive in Harlem, he 
must become the trickster rather than Bear, the dupe. Yet this transfor-
mation is  short-  lived, demonstrated when he finally comes  face-  to-  face 
with the powerful Jack, the communist leader, alias ‘buckeye’, another 
name for Brer Rabbit, who moves like Brer Rabbit ‘across the floor with 
a bouncy, rolling step’, and who wants a Brer Bear to trick into helping 
him conduct a destructive master plan to the detriment of the black 
community in Harlem (234).

Once he becomes aware of Jack’s tricks, the Invisible Man metamor-
phoses once more. As he walks through Harlem wearing dark sunglasses, 
people mistake him for a man named B. P. Rhinehart, a person of mul-
tiple identities, from pimp to Reverend, whom we never meet. Through 
wearing the many guises of the  shape-  shifter, he becomes aware of the 
fragility and fluidity of his own identity. Indeed, Ellison states that the 



The Fiction of Ralph Ellison and Nella Larsen 57

B. (for bliss) P. (for Proteus) Rhinehart is a perfect example of the trick-
ster figure. While Ellison pokes fun at the ‘critical game’ of ‘dissolving’ 
fiction into ‘anthropology’, he describes B. P. Rhinehart as an ‘American 
virtuoso of identity who thrives on chaos and swift change’ (110). He 
is greedy (motivated by money and the ‘sheer bliss’ of impersonation), 
 god-  like, phallic and a  miracle-  worker. Ellison explains that Rhinehart’s 
function in the narrative is to allow the narrator to apply once again 
his grandfather’s cryptic riddle and advice to his own situation (110).

In ‘Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke’ Ellison interprets jazz trum-
peter Louis Armstrong, with his clownish performance and ‘intoxicat-
ing powers’, his mockery of authoritative figures (‘he takes liberties 
with kings and queens and presidents’) and his ability to ‘perform the 
magical feat of making romantic melody issue from a throat of gravel’, 
as the trickster personified.30 Interestingly, while Ellison downplays the 
influence of African American trickster narratives on his novel, Louis’ 
Blues song, ‘What did I do to be so Black and Blue’, is central to the 
narrator’s developing sense of  self-  awareness and frames both prologue 
and epilogue. In short, Louis’ trickster Blues performance demonstrates 
to the Invisible Man the possibility of making music out of invisibility.

In the novel’s epilogue the narrator decides to come out of his hiber-
nation, ‘since there’s a possibility that even an invisible man has a 
socially responsible role to play’ (468). The narrator will resurface after 
a profound awakening and turn his trauma into art through sharing 
his story; ‘could this compulsion to put invisibility down in black and 
white be thus an urge to make music of invisibility’ (16). The novel ends 
by addressing the reader and the African American community: ‘Who 
knows but that, on the lower frequencies, I  speak for you?’ (469). By 
being tested by the trickster, the narrator has been able to come to terms 
with the instability of his identity and, like the trickster tale, taken the 
listener on a journey towards  self-  awareness.

Nella Larsen’s novella Passing also depicts the use of trickster tech-
niques as strategies for overcoming trauma. The narrative charts the 
rekindling of a tense friendship between two  middle-  class  light-  skinned 
African American women, Irene (who has married a black man and 
lives a comfortable domestic life in Harlem with her husband Brian 
and two sons) and Clare (who has completely ‘passed’ into the white 
world and married the affluent white racist John Bellew). Through 
her manipulation of Irene’s attraction to her, Clare is initially cast as 
the trickster figure who lures Irene into a quagmire of emotional and 
sexual entanglement, yet we soon discover that both Clare and Irene 
employ the trickster’s ruthless survival strategies; through masking and 
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 shape-  shifting they perform a variety of inauthentic and deceitful roles. 
The novella’s narrative voice is also replete with trickster strategies; 
although Irene’s perspective dominates the majority of the story, an 
omniscient narrator interjects and reveals Irene’s  self-  delusions. While 
we are continually party to Irene’s  self-  questioning interior monologue; 
‘Couldn’t [Brian] see, even now, that it had been best for him?’;31 
‘Where was all the  self-  control, the common sense, that she was so 
proud of?’ (232); ‘Was it that she lacked the capacity for the acme of 
suffering?’ (235), an omniscient narrative voice interjects to offer the 
reader insights into Irene’s motivations that she herself cannot know. 
We are told she never ‘acknowledges’ how much she wants to control 
her husband Brian or will ‘admit that all other plans, all other ways, she 
regarded as menaces’ [my emphasis] (190). Yet this insight – that Irene 
does not acknowledge or admit her motives – is not extended to Clare. 
She is denied a narrative voice and viewed through the lens of Irene – 
we can only know what Irene tells us.

The act of racial passing is depicted by Larsen as a trickster’s art, 
and while Larsen’s novel might seem to conform to the typical ‘Tragic 
Mulatto’ narrative, a popular genre in  twentieth-  century American lit-
erature and film which centres on titillating racial boundary crossing, 
resulting in tragic consequences, she in fact both challenges and trans-
forms it. Larsen’s characters are hard and ambiguous, and invite little 
sympathy from the reader. It seems that Larsen cannily ensured the 
popularity of her most famous novellas Quicksand (1928) and Passing by 
borrowing from a popular and recognisable genre, while turning it on 
its head. A far cry from tragic victims, Irene and Clare (alongside Helga 
from Quicksand) are vain, grasping, insensitive and controlling; charac-
ter traits which eventually do lead to their downfall.

With connotations of masking and masquerade, death and liminality 
(passing from one state into another), ‘passing’ can offer great freedom. 
Indeed, those who passed across the ‘colour line’ in early  twentieth- 
 century America existed on the borderlands, threatening discourses 
of power. In the words of Victor Turner, they were ‘threshold people’, 
slipping through networks of classifications ‘betwixt and between the 
positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, and cer-
emonial’.32 As a young woman, Clare suffers the trauma of neglect at 
the hands of her drunken and abusive father and her racist white aunts, 
who take pleasure in making her work hard, yet she resists victimisa-
tion through the use of a repertoire of trickster strategies which allow 
her to reinvent herself, outmanoeuvre her opponents and transcend 
poverty. In a conversation with Irene she admits that she is dangerous, 
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and reveals her lack of moral code. Her sudden rush of honesty makes 
Irene, who is acutely aware of the insincerity of their performance of 
renewed friendship, feel ‘uncomfortable’:

‘It’s just that I haven’t any proper morals or sense of duty, as you 
have, that makes me act as I do.’
‘Now you are talking nonsense.’
‘But it’s true, ’Rene. Can’t you realize that I’m not like you a bit? 
Why, to get things I want badly enough, I’d do anything, hurt any-
body, throw anything away. Really, ’Rene, I’m not safe.’ Her voice as 
well as the look on her face had a beseeching earnestness that made 
Irene vaguely uncomfortable. (210)

Irene’s  well-  ordered life in Harlem is immediately under threat when 
she meets Clare at the upmarket Drayton Hotel, after many years of lit-
tle contact, where they are both ‘passing’ as white women to enjoy the 
luxurious and elite surroundings. Clare (who is anything but clear, as her 
name suggests, but seemingly full of murky ambitions) uses her trickster 
qualities – her sexuality and linguistic gifts – to entice Irene. Clare can 
harness the power of words to lure, both in her persuasive letters to Irene 
and in her conversations. She is manipulative and intuitive; she ‘always 
seemed to know what other people were thinking’ (234) and is described 
as ‘selfish, willful, and disturbing’ (202), and as possessing a ‘having way’ 
about her (153). Yet Clare, like Lucias Brockway, also plays the role of 
Tar Baby; indeed, she is twice described as having been ‘touched by the 
tar brush’, a racially pejorative term for those of mixed heritage which 
become synonymous with the Tar Baby figure.33 Not only is she prob-
lematically racially aligned to the Tar Baby, but also like the Tar Baby, 
she unmasks Irene, exposing her as the real trickster, capable of terrible 
destruction. The more Irene tries to resist Clare, the more entangled she 
becomes in Clare’s life. In the traditional folktale, Brer Rabbit abuses 
the Tar Baby both physically and verbally, yet he is ultimately furious 
with an inanimate object which holds a mirror to his wrath and reflects it 
back at him. The alluring Tar Baby Clare is also a conduit for Irene’s 
 self-  destruction, as Irene becomes disempowered, trapped and unmasked 
by her own possessive rage and destructive pride.

While Irene passes across the colour line infrequently to gain access 
to certain  white-  only public spaces like the Drayton, Clare has perma-
nently crossed over into white society, and her mixed racial origins 
remain a dangerous secret. Her reunion with Irene, however, awakens 
in her a longing for a return to the black community. Despite her 
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condemnation of Clare’s choices, Clare’s ability to recreate herself as 
a white woman and pass permanently seems thrilling to Irene, and in 
turn ignites in her a desire to break free from social and racial restraints.

The lives of both women are depicted by Larsen as dominated by an 
endless and gruelling round of social gatherings and events where they 
must play the roles of charming, genteel and sophisticated women. Yet, 
while Clare does not appear to be bound by any sense of loyalty to her 
black heritage and enjoys breaking social codes, Irene feels the need to 
be viewed as an upstanding member of her  middle-  class black commu-
nity who is keen to ‘protect’ her race. We begin to see Irene’s carefully 
managed performance unravel as the similarity between the two women 
is revealed; the disturbing presence of Clare in Irene’s life threatens to 
unmask her and unleash her repressed sexual and violent desires. The 
narrator tells us: ‘above everything else she had wanted, had striven, to 
keep undisturbed the pleasant routine of her life. And now Clare Kendry 
had come into it, and with her the menace of impermanence’ (229). 
Clare seems to  shape-  shift to frustrate her opponents and transform 
her appearance to gain the upper hand. Like the Invisible Man, she can 
assume multiple identities, and dresses to disarm, flaunting her unique 
beauty and refusing to wear anything ‘ordinary and inconspicuous’ in 
order (according to Irene) to titillate or to make Irene feel ‘dowdy’ (203). 
Her personality, too, is described as changeable:

Sometimes she was hard and apparently without feeling at all; some-
times she was affectionate and rashly impulsive. And there was about 
her an amazing soft malice, hidden well away until provoked. Then 
she was capable of scratching, and very effectively too. (145)

These multiple identities allow Clare to manipulate the people around 
her; she varies her performances and appearance according to her situ-
ation. Just as the trickster often entices his victims through putting his 
sexual gifts on display, Clare flirts with Irene and persistently draws her 
attention to her loveliness. She oozes sexuality: ‘Clare had a trick of slid-
ing down ivory lids over astonishing black eyes and then lifting them 
suddenly and turning on a caressing smile’ [my emphasis] (221). ‘Always 
stepping on the edge of danger’, Clare revels in subtly inappropriate 
behaviour – her smile is ‘just a shade too provocative for a waiter’ (152).

Clare is successful in using her sexuality as bait; she clearly arouses 
in Irene a deeply physical longing. Deborah McDowell and Judith 
Butler both examine the homosexual subtext of Passing, and McDowell 
argues that the real story is about ‘Irene’s awakening of sexual desire 



The Fiction of Ralph Ellison and Nella Larsen 61

for Clare’.34 Irene’s continual focus on the beautiful details of Clare’s 
clothes, skin, mesmerising lips and hair leave the reader with little 
doubt of her attraction, and Clare implements her sexual power to 
manipulate and confuse Irene; ‘Dear God!,’ exclaims Irene after Clare 
kisses her hair, ‘But aren’t you lovely. Clare!’ (194).

The Harlem ball, a yearly event during which both whites and blacks 
socialise and dance together, is an event which Clare, who enjoys the 
racial borderlands, refuses to miss despite the risk it entails. Clare, a 
‘blond beauty’, chooses a handsome and particularly ‘dark’ man to 
dance with, which causes, according to Irene, ‘a kind of emotional 
excitement’ in onlookers (205). Irene describes the attraction between 
the dance partners; ‘the sort of things you feel in the presence of some-
thing strange, and even, perhaps, a bit repugnant to you; something 
so different that it’s really at the opposite end of the pole from all your 
accustomed notions of beauty’ (205). The  light-  skinned Clare delib-
erately chooses a very dark partner to once again thwart convention, 
insisting on pushing back the boundaries of acceptability and revelling 
in the excitement of the testing of racial taboos.

While Irene highlights instances of Clare’s cruelty, Larsen offers the 
reader a glimpse of Irene’s callousness and strong survival instinct in the 
story’s opening pages. The pristine Irene finds herself surrounded by a 
crowd of people after a man collapses in front of her. Simultaneously 
foreshadowing her entrapment by the wiles of sultry Tar Baby Clare and 
highlighting her sexual repression, Irene is immediately repulsed by the 
bodily contact of a damp, sticky, soiled and sweating crowd, and dem-
onstrates a clear lack of human compassion: ‘She edged her way out of 
the increasing crowd, feeling disagreeably damp and sticky and soiled 
from contact with so many sweating bodies’ (147).

As the novella progresses, Larsen’s narrative trick becomes clear, and 
Clare and Irene become increasingly interchangeable. Terrified by the 
havoc created by Clare’s presence in her life, and deeply fearful that she 
is having an affair with her husband (perhaps as a result of her displaced 
sexual attraction for Clare), Irene fantasises about Clare’s death, offering 
another indication of the real woman behind the mask of gentility: ‘If 
Clare should die! Then – oh it was vile! To think, yes, to wish that! She 
felt faint and sick. But the thought stayed with her. She could not get 
rid of it’ (228).

In an ambiguous and gruesome finale, Clare ‘passes’ one last time. 
Her husband Bellew tracks her down and confronts her at a party in a 
 sixth-  floor apartment in the black community in Harlem. Soon after he 
enters the room, Clare plunges to her death from the window, leaving 
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the reader unsure if she has been pushed by Irene or Bellew, or has 
jumped. While the story ends by hinting at a variety of possible conclu-
sions, Larsen strongly suggests that Clare was pushed by Irene: ‘Irene 
wasn’t sorry. She was amazed, incredulous almost’ (239). Irene carefully 
plots her response to questioners and worries that people may have seen 
her hand on Clare’s arm; she wishes she had thought of the aftermath 
in ‘that sudden moment of action’ (239). Irene is thus exposed to the 
reader as the ultimate trickster who has failed in her attempt to ‘pass’ as 
a kind and loving mother, wife, friend and respectable member of the 
Harlem community.

This chapter has mapped the Invisible Man’s awakening and the 
recovery of his identity through challenges by trickster figures, and 
demonstrated that ‘passing’ is a trickster’s art in Larsen’s novella. Ellison 
argued that fiction and poetry could rarely possess the same immediacy 
and power as folklore because folklore tells us ‘what Negro experience 
really is’.35 Yet by drawing from trickster folklore, Ellison and Larsen not 
only successfully counter reductive representations of African American 
identity through the creation of nuanced and complex trickster figures, 
but implement trickster narrative strategies to experiment with the 
construction of meaning and directly challenge traditional Western 
novelistic forms. In doing so they reclaim the Brer Rabbit narratives 
from the hands of Joel Chandler Harris and return them to their ‘briar 
patch’ as celebrations of the multiplicity of identities African Americans 
were forced to adopt in early  twentieth-  century Harlem.

As a response to the historical trauma of slavery and racism, the trick-
ster novel also fulfils the need for a witness, an audience who will listen 
and recognise trauma – and go some way towards rendering it knowable. 
But above all, as symbols of chaos and freedom, tricksters are expressions 
of the innate human desire to thwart societal rules and overturn oppres-
sive regimes. Creatures of the threshold, they revel in their ambiguous 
identities on the borderlands of cultural space. It is through imbuing 
their characters and narratives with trickster qualities that these authors 
offer their readers, and themselves, a psychological release from the 
traumatic legacy of a regime rooted in a ridged, racist social hierarchy.
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Autobiographical writing has flourished over the last two decades in 
South Africa. Since the demise of apartheid, the numbers of memoirs 
and autobiographies being published each year have risen significantly. 
Bearing in mind South Africa’s continuous struggle to come to terms 
with the traumatic legacies of colonialism and apartheid, it is not 
surprising that many of those texts deal with the country’s violent 
past and, as such, they constitute an important intervention into the 
burgeoning field of postcolonial trauma studies. To adduce Archbishop 
Tutu’s words, all South Africans are, to some extent, ‘a wounded peo-
ple’.1 Elleke Boehmer has even suggested that crisis is what has come 
to define South African writing at large.2 Outside of the instrumental-
ising context of the resistance struggle, in the wake of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission’s (TRC) dissuasive practices to  co-  opt indi-
vidual testimonies into the hegemonic national discourse, the contem-
porary proliferation of autobiographical writings should not come as a 
surprise. What is intriguing is the authors’ marked preference for one 
particular autobiographical genre, namely the memoir, which focuses 
selectively only on certain aspects of one’s biography.

With particular reference to the cycle of novelised memoirs by 
J. M. Coetzee, encompassing Boyhood (1997), Youth (2002) and Summertime 
(2009), this chapter explores the suitability of an individual testimony 
and, in particular, of a fictionalised memoir, to engage with the impli-
cations of personal as well as more historically and socially based col-
lective trauma such as colonialism and apartheid. Adopting a textualist 
approach advocated by the leading theorists in the field of trauma 
studies, Cathy Caruth, Shoshana  Felman and Dori Laub, I  will cast 
some light on one of the multifarious ways in which traumatic experi-
ences can be inscribed in postcolonial narrative. Yet, simultaneously 
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acknowledging the limitations of a deconstructive and psychoanalytic 
perspective, with its focus on individual experience and reliance on 
psychoanalytic methods, I will also draw upon a number of other theo-
ries recently elaborated in the field of postcolonial trauma studies by 
Dominick LaCapra, Laura S. Brown, Marianne Hirsch, Charlotte Delbo, 
Lawrence Langer and Gilles Deleuze. My analysis will also be informed 
by varied conceptualisations that, although not explicitly grappling 
with trauma studies, prove exceptionally useful for the examination 
and understanding of trauma.

Within mainstream,  Holocaust-  derived trauma studies, it has become 
axiomatic that the profound psychic, as well as the physical, disruption 
that trauma inevitably entails can only be adequately rendered through 
the employment of formal experimentation and postmodern textual 
strategies. Thus, authors’ reliance on  anti-  narrative modes, such as  self- 
 reflexivity, disruption of linear chronology, fragmentation, preference 
for hybridity and polyvocality, as well as resistance to closure, is viewed 
as mirroring and replicating the conditions of a traumatic encounter 
and the disruptive effects such an event has on the human psyche.3 
However, such an assumption has been proven to be highly prescriptive 
and essentially reductive by a number of critical works in the field of 
postcolonial trauma studies over the last ten years, which argue that it 
threatens to homogenise trauma studies by ignoring the political and 
cultural contexts in which cultural artefacts are produced and received.4 
In their collections of essays, Jill Bennett and Rosanne Kennedy, Stef 
Craps and Gert Buelens, and Dolores Herrero and Sonia  Baelo-  Allué  all 
draw attention to the variety of representational practices employed by 
postcolonial writers for bearing witness to colonial, historical and cul-
tural trauma. My primary concern in this chapter is placed elsewhere. 
With regard to works which do rely on formal experimentation to 
evoke traumatic encounter, it may still be argued whether such nar-
rative patterns stem from the experience of trauma itself, or whether 
they can be interpreted as the authors’ deliberate choice to draw on 
 well-  established conventions by which trauma is recognised in literary 
representations in the Western world. My assumption is that, in the 
case of Coetzee’s novelised memoirs, the two seem to be closely inter-
twined. Thus, leaving this undecidable aporia unresolved, the following 
analysis will resonate with Anne Whitehead’s argument that, rather 
than borrowing from or imitating one another, postcolonial fiction (as 
well as creative  non-  fiction, like Coetzee’s autobiographical trilogy), 
simply overlaps with trauma fiction in its critical attitude to history as 
 meta-  narrative, its tendency to take conventional narrative strategies to 
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their limit, and its pronounced concern with the recovery of memory.5 
Therefore, one of the central tenets of this chapter is that, although 
Coetzee’s continuous disruptions of the genre of autobiography and his 
demonstration of various potentialities that the form offers may indeed 
be interpreted as showing signs of the effects of the  so-  called ‘insidious 
trauma’,6 they should simultaneously be considered an integral part 
of the writer’s critique of the naïvely redemptive discourse of  nation- 
 building, forgiveness and reconciliation which was established by the 
workings of the TRC (and, subsequently, its numerous media repre-
sentations) and which has since dominated the latest South African 
autobiographical output at large. Consequently, Coetzee’s selection of 
specific narrative patterns shall be viewed as not only stemming from 
the experience of trauma itself, but also, if not more markedly, as mani-
festing the author’s deliberate choice, constituting an act of resistance 
to what he sees as the potentially socially destructive current South 
African  life-  writing trends.

In her informative study of South African life writing in the period 
following the TRC hearings, Annie Gagiano draws attention to the 
wide social range of the texts published.7 The multifarious collec-
tion of autobiographies that have been published in  post-  apartheid 
South Africa incorporate the recollections of participation in the work-
ings of the TRC; life narratives of political leaders, prominent lawyers 
and activists; as well as autobiographical accounts of journalists, artists, 
South African intellectuals and academics. A significant contribution to 
this output over the past two decades was also made by major South 
African writers. The series of J. M. Coetzee’s fictionalised memoirs; Antjie 
Krog’s A Change of Tongue (2003); Chris van Wyk’s childhood memoir 
Shirley, Goodness and Mercy (2004); Breyten Breytenbach’s Dog Heart 
(1998); Bessie Head’s posthumous compilation of letters to Patrick and 
Wendy Cullinan Imaginative Trespasser (2005); Tatamkhulu Afrika’s com-
plex autobiography Mr Chameleon (2005); as well as André Brink’s Fork 
in the Road (2009) and Zakes Mda’s Sometimes there is a Void: Memoirs of 
an Outsider (2011) all constitute a fascinating addition to the wide 
spectrum of life recollections, recording from different angles personal 
contributions to the South African historical, political and intellectual 
process. Yet, as heterogeneous as this collection of life narratives may 
seem, Gagiano notes that a great majority of the texts analysed share 
common concerns and express similar preoccupations. Though mani-
festly testifying to the discursive shift towards the personal domain 
of introspective reflection, a number of life narratives published in 
late  twentieth-  century and  post-  millennial South Africa maintain the 



68 Paulina Grzęda

principles of ‘committed’ writing.8 While engaging with the disjunc-
tion between the public and private spheres, the works analysed are 
invariably preoccupied with ‘South Africanness’ and national identity. 
Placing emphasis on the socially and politically embedded character of 
the autobiographers’ lives, they remain historically situated and pub-
licly oriented.9 Such an ideological agenda would explain the authors’ 
marked predilection for such themes as belonging, social adjustment, 
reconciliation, the importance of bearing witness and the need to rein-
vent the country and forge an inclusive national identity. Thus, the 
overarching impression one gathers from exploring a large body of con-
temporary South African life narratives – in Gagiano’s words – is one 
of ‘a multifarious collection of compatriots’, invariably concerned with 
‘the recognition of South African diversities and differences as sources 
of mutual enrichment’ in their quest for a new ‘South Africanness’.10

Within such a highly optimistic, reconciliatory discourse of  nation- 
 building, Coetzee’s autobiographical trilogy may, indeed, be viewed as 
exceptional, and as overtly resisting current South African  life-  writing 
trends. The confusion and ambiguity with which all three works were 
approached by publishers, reviewers and critics alike clearly indicate 
that Coetzee’s life writings escape classification as a traditional autobi-
ography. Referred to interchangeably as ‘a novel’, ‘a piece of fiction’, ‘a 
fictionalized memoir’, ‘autobiographical novel’ and ‘autrebiography’,11 
each of the texts discussed has lent itself to variegated generic inter-
pretations. Out of the three publications, only Boyhood was largely 
accepted as being  non-  fiction. Whereas the American edition of Youth 
has inserted the subtitle Scenes from Provincial Life II, thus making a 
clear autobiographical link with its prequel, some reviewers categorised 
Youth as a novel.12 On the other hand, although instantly classified as 
a fictionalised memoir, the British edition of Summertime once again 
boasts the subtitle Scenes from Provincial Life. Yet, the American edition 
of the book offers a distinct subtitle: Fiction. The inconclusive interrela-
tion of the three books is only compounded by the publication in 2011 
of the latest British edition (Harvill Secker) gathering all three memoirs 
in one volume and under one common title, Scenes from Provincial Life. 
For the purpose of the following discussion, I will restrict myself to the 
employment of the terms: ‘a fictionalised/novelised autobiography’, 
or ‘a fictionalised/novelised memoir’, whose very oxymoronic nature, 
I believe, sufficiently signals the existent generic tensions.

Indeed, a careful reading of Coetzee’s autobiographical trilogy 
seems to lay credence to the implications of trauma theory about 
how  anti-  narrative representational methods (and complications over 
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traditional forms of authorship) can be effectively employed to convey 
the  paradox-  laden disruptions to temporality and language of a trau-
matic experience. Each of the texts discussed defies autobiographical 
convention in offering not a comprehensive,  all-  embracing, or even 
representative account, but rather a fragmented, highly episodic record 
of Coetzee’s life. The action of Boyhood spans the years  1950–  53, nar-
rating John’s childhood between the ages of ten and thirteen, tracing 
the time he spent with his family in the provincial town of Worcester 
and then Cape Town, where the family moves towards the end of the 
narrative. Youth narrates the young man’s formative years, focusing on 
the period of John’s life corresponding to the years  1959–  64, when he 
was a student at the University of Cape Town, from the age of twenty 
to the age of  twenty-  four. Driven by his artistic ambitions and his desire 
to escape a country caught up in political turmoil (following the events 
of the Sharpeville massacre) the protagonist decides to emigrate. Thus, 
having completed his degree in mathematics, young John moves to 
London, where he is employed as a computer programmer. Summertime, 
the latest instalment of Coetzee’s autobiographical project, focuses 
on the period in the author’s life from 1971/ 72–  77, that is from the 
age of  thirty-  one to  thirty-  seven when, upon his return to South Africa 
from the United States, Coetzee moves in with his widowed father, and 
his first novel, Dusklands (1974), is published. A formal device deployed 
that most strikingly distinguishes Summertime from its antecedents 
is the protagonist’s shift from the position of a subject to that of an 
object; someone to be studied and reflected upon, as the third volume 
of memoirs is conceived as a posthumous piece that narrates an English 
biographer’s attempts at chronicling these crucial, yet neglected, years 
in the Nobel Laureate’s life when he ‘was still finding his feet as a 
writer’.13 There emerges a highly anecdotal, patchy narrative, dwelling 
lengthily on some events and leaving many blanks in chronology. Such 
a narrative structure inscribes, in Klopper’s words, ‘a discontinuous 
subject, whose life fails to conform to a naturalistic logic of cause and 
effect … [is] determined by the arbitrariness of local contingencies, and 
[…] vulnerable to the vagaries of unstable memory’.14 Such disruption 
of narrative progression, and the employment of a highly fragmented, 
dispersed narrative typical of a memoir, may indeed be interpreted as 
communicating traumatic experience. As Tlhalo Raditlhalo has pointed 
out, many life narratives produced since 1994 in South Africa begin as 
classic autobiography, following chronologically all the strands of the 
narrator’s life, only to delineate into a memoir at a point when a trau-
matic experience comes into play.15
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Boyhood, Youth and, to some extent, Summertime depart from stand-
ard autobiographies in their consistent employment of the present 
simple tense. Such a narrative ruse may gesture to Charlotte Delbo’s 
conceptualisation of personal memory. A  Holocaust survivor and a 
trauma theorist, in her work, La Mémoire et les Jours (1995), Delbo dis-
tinguishes between ‘common memory’ or ‘ordinary memory’, which 
she sees as residing in the intellect, in thought and in language, and 
‘deep memory’ or ‘ deep-  lying memory’, which is a primary, sensory or 
bodily faculty of recall that imprints the traces of a traumatic experi-
ence. According to Delbo, whereas ‘common memory’ allows for the 
 spatio-  temporal distanciation between a victim and a traumatic event, 
and as such, permits narration, ‘deep memory’ resists narrativisation 
and collapses the distinction between the present and the past. Thus, 
‘deep memory’ epitomises the perpetual present time of the traumatic 
event and continually threatens to  re-  plunge the traumatised person 
back into the midst of trauma.16 Lawrence Langer terms such a blur-
ring of distinction between ‘deep memory’ and ‘common memory’ 
‘a disintegrating time’, since the recall of a traumatic encounter seals 
this experience in the moment of its occurrence, refusing to establish 
it as part of continuous time and, thus, condemning the victim forever 
to repeat the estranged past.17 This further links to Freud’s notion of 
 repetition-  compulsion, which, in its most debilitating aspect, mani-
fests itself through the insistent return of the past replayed as if it were 
fully present, thus capturing the victim within the trauma’s paralysing 
impact. Bearing in mind the atemporal structure of traumatic memory, 
Coetzee’s choice to narrate his childhood, youth and young adulthood 
in the present tense may, therefore, be symptomatic of these particular 
periods in his life being constitutive of trauma.

Another striking characteristic of the memoirs is their use of the 
 third-  person singular narration, a distancing device which proclaims a 
clear impulse to dislocate the narrated self from the centre stage. The 
distance implied appears to be manifold, as the  third-  person autobi-
ography, termed by Philippe Lejeune ‘heterodiegetic autobiography’, 
not only foregrounds the disjuncture between the protagonist, the nar-
rator and the author, disassociating the narrated consciousness from 
the narrative voice, but also accentuates the distance in time between 
the  real-  life experience and the time of recollection.18 Thus, Coetzee’s 
understanding of a life narrative appears to stay in line with theoreti-
cal developments in the studies of the genre embodied by the  so-  called 
‘third wave’ of autobiography criticism. One of its most prominent 
advocates, Louis A. Renza signals the contemporary estrangement of 
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the autobiographer from his or her past, as well as his or her status as 
an ‘I’. Renza claims that the autobiographical enterprise ‘occlude[s] the 
writer’s own continuity with the “I” being conveyed through his narra-
tive performance’.19 He also argues that, when recollecting his past, the 
autobiographer inevitably ‘presentifies’ that past, the present moment 
of writing always informing this recollection. Such theorisation proves 
particularly relevant when bearing in mind Coetzee’s choice to narrate 
his memories in the present tense. Confronted with a ‘screen between 
the truth of the narrated past and the present of the narrative situation’, 
Renza further asserts, the life narrator is forced to engage ‘the imper-
sonating effect of discourse’.20 Thus, according to Renza, contemporary 
autobiographical writing necessarily entails ‘a split intentionality: the 
“I” becoming a “he”’.21

In the case of Coetzee’s autobiographical output, this sense of 
alienation and  self-  effacing detachment is further compounded by the 
author’s deliberate choice to reduce the usage of the central protago-
nist’s name to an absolute minimum. In fact, in Boyhood, the protago-
nist is only once referred to by his first name, making the impersonal 
pronoun ‘he’ the author’s favoured mode of address. When discussing 
the  third-  person autobiography, Barthes reflects: ‘“He” is wicked: the 
nastiest word in the language: pronoun of the  non-  person, it annuls 
and mortifies its referent; it cannot be applied without uneasiness to 
someone one loves.’22 Such a consistent employment of the impersonal 
mode of address can be seen as accounting for the author’s  self-  abasing 
portrayal of his younger self depicted in all the three memoirs. Indeed, 
the John Coetzee of the texts is a repulsive figure; a narcissist deceived 
by delusions of grandeur; a  self-  absorbed recluse unable to establish any 
form of meaningful relationship; a mediocre lover and, unvaryingly, 
an object of ridicule and contempt. In this merciless  self-  presentation, 
Coetzee seems to be at pains to avoid any possible accusations of acting 
as his own advocate, thus compounding the alienation of the protago-
nist from the narrator.

Although free indirect discourse, another narrative strategy that 
Coetzee employs, is traditionally viewed as strengthening the affinity 
between the narrator and the protagonist, his use of the technique 
performs the opposite task. Rather than consistently focusing on sin-
gle consciousness, thus symbolically equating the narrator with the 
character, Coetzee inserts a number of extensions to the free indirect 
mode, through the introduction of different  character-  focalisers: the 
protagonist’s mother; his teacher; or other characters belonging to the 
adult world. Such shifts in focalisation can imply the existence of a 
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traumatising event in the character’s life, and by foregrounding the 
complexity of painful personal experiences, they may offer an ethical 
response to trauma. Miller points out that:

Free indirect discourse, written in the third person but incorporat-
ing the inner thoughts of each  character-  focalizer, creates utterances 
that […] ‘no one could have uttered’ […] In creating such impossible 
utterances, literary forms may be able to articulate  extra-  factual, 
experiential, and emotional responses to traumatic historical pro-
cesses that are difficult to communicate through ‘restricted docu-
mentary methods’.23

Indeed, employment of multiple focalisers provides us with a fuller, 
intersubjective vision.  Rimmon-  Kenan’s discussion of the mode argues 
that, by postulating ‘not only the  co-  presence of two voices, but also 
that of the narrator’s voice and a character’s  pre-  verbal perception or 
feeling’, free indirect discourse actually ‘enhances the bivocality or 
polyvocality of the text by bringing into play a plurality of speakers and 
attitudes’.24 The introduction of multiple perspectives offers a point of 
comparison with other writings that address traumatic experience. As 
Laurie Vickroy observes in her readings of Larry Heinemann’s Paco’s 
Story (1986) and Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987):

Many voices, emotions and experiences intermingle to produce 
individual and collective memory and to counteract silence and for-
getting […]. Multiple accounts sometimes reinforce and sometimes 
challenge each other, illustrating both the potential for sharing and 
healing but also missed connections, as when traumatic reactions 
isolate individuals with similar experience from one another.25

The polyvocality of Coetzee’s texts is compounded in Summertime. 
Broken into three sections, comprising John Coetzee’s dated notebooks, 
five interviews conducted by the biographer of the dead author, and 
undated notebook fragments, the book boasts a decisively more elabo-
rate narrative structure than any of its prequels. Whereas both sections 
of the notebook entries remain similar in structure and tone to Boyhood 
and Youth, in the employment of the  third-  person,  present-  tense dis-
course, the section containing transcribed interviews with Coetzee’s 
colleagues, lovers and relatives, constitutes a  multi-  vocal repertoire 
of selectively counterfactual and often contradictory accounts of the 
protagonist’s life. Thus, Julia Frankl, his  ex-  lover, sees their relationship 
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primarily as part of her estrangement from a bad marriage; the Brazilian 
dance instructor, Adriana Nascimiento, views Coetzee as a repulsive 
figure whose overtures she continually had to reject; Sophie Denoël, a 
fellow academic with whom he also had an affair, looks back at their 
romance with a tinge of nostalgia, and finally his favourite cousin, 
Margot Jonker, regards him as displaying the typical Coetzee weakness 
of character. The differences in the way each interviewee perceived 
John and their mutual relationship stem primarily from their own dif-
fering life experiences and are clearly determined by the elusiveness of 
memory, as well as its culturally and socially mediated nature. Indeed, 
such continuous juxtaposition of various subjectivities all highly 
dependent on the vagaries of human memory may be seen as gesturing 
to Deleuze’s concept of ‘world memory’, which indicates the manifold 
nature of the process of memory construction. Deleuze employs the 
metaphor of a membrane to illustrate the notion of memory, which is 
composed of ‘different levels of past’ intertwining with numerous ‘lay-
ers of reality’, which can be occupied by different characters at differ-
ent times.26 Abandoning the concept of memory as the property of an 
individual or of history, in his analysis of the processes governing the 
restoration and communication of traumatic memory, he demonstrates 
that memory operates across temporal, cultural, historical or political 
frontiers. If we grant that memory is indeed a product of the intersec-
tion of the personal and the collective, the individual and the historical, 
and the global and the local, then the reconstruction of one’s memory, 
including traumatic recollections, must necessarily entail tracing one’s 
trajectory through social and cultural landscapes in a way which will lay 
bare all the subsequent layers of the mnemonic membrane. Coetzee’s 
dependence on polyvocality, the employment of distinct focalisers, but 
most prominently the inscription within the narrative of Summertime of 
numerous, often contradictory, subjectivities all seem to be performing 
precisely this task. Out of what Cheney terms the ‘ mirror-  looking-  at-  a- 
 mirror structure’ of Summertime, arises a complex, polyvocal narrative, 
which endeavours to challenge and subvert the isolating effects of 
trauma.27

Yet another striking narrative ruse of all the memoirs under discus-
sion is the author’s continuous reliance on fictionalisation. Although 
the majority of the events invoked offer a truthful account of Coetzee’s 
own life, some consequential factual inconsistencies remain. Out of the 
three volumes discussed, Boyhood seems to constitute the most faithful 
 re-  enactment of the  real-  life incidents, although the original draft is 
known to have been modified by the American publisher, who asked 
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that genuine names were changed in order to prevent litigation.28 Youth 
and Summertime, on the other hand, strikingly overlook or misrepresent 
certain  well-  known events from the author’s life, such as his marriage 
to Phillipa Jubber; the fact that by the year 1977 Coetzee was already 
a father of two children, and that his mother did not die until 1985. 
Most obviously, though, Summertime portrays Coetzee as being dead. 
Within the contemporary shift from what Eakin calls ‘a documentary 
view of autobiography as a record of referential act to a performative 
view of autobiography centered on the act of composition’, fiction-
alisation seems to be entailed by the very processes of novelisation 
inherent in autobiographical writing and is therefore inevitable.29 Paul 
Ricoeur has further declared fictional language to be the most effective 
medium to provide the traumatised subject with the imaginative means 
to come to terms with, and accommodate, a painful experience. Thus, 
thanks to its ability to  re-  describe actuality, to depict it without rely-
ing on any previous referent, fiction can actually increase reality, thus 
offering the traumatised tools enabling them to begin the necessary 
shift in their  world-  view.30 In the case of Coetzee’s autobiographical 
trilogy, such an extensive manipulation of some crucial events from
the author’s life may, indeed, indicate such a desire to  re-  describe real-
ity in order to achieve a certain interpretation of his literary alter ego’s 
authorial development. According to Atwell, one of the most striking 
examples of how such a representation of a writerly persona is achieved 
is illustrated by removing the mother figure from Summertime’s plot. Since 
her influence on the character’s authorial formation has already been 
explored in Boyhood, clearly positioning young John outside the domi-
nant patriarchal discourses, there is a marked need this time to investigate 
more thoroughly the relationship with the father and the implications 
the paternal bond may have for the definition of the authorial figure.31

On the other hand, the choice to heavily fictionalise one’s life nar-
rative may equally be seen as indicative of many traumatised people’s 
paradoxical desire to reveal and simultaneously conceal. As Chris van 
der Merwe and Pumla  Gobodo-  Madikizela have remarked, this peculiar 
balance of revelation and concealment of memories, thoughts and 
intentions remains one of the main narrative forces of much trauma lit-
erature.32 When bearing in mind that most of the strictly private aspects 
of Coetzee’s life, his love and family relationships, remain concealed 
throughout the narratives of Boyhood and Youth, the works discussed do 
seem to facilitate the paradoxical, polarised process of distancing and 
identification. A very similar task appears to be performed by the great 
number of formal and textual devices that I have explored above, all of 
which aim at defamiliarisation of the genre of autobiography.
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Indeed, what Coetzee attempts to achieve through his continuous 
disruptions of the autobiographical genre and the emphasis on the 
inconclusive nature of truth is a deconstruction of any received dis-
courses and an accentuation of the porousness of boundaries (whether 
generic, aesthetic, political or social), and in doing so, the liberation 
of intellectual practice from the stifling effects of oppressive regimes 
such as apartheid.33 As early as 1987, in his Jerusalem Prize Acceptance 
Speech, Coetzee lamented the stifling, degrading effects that the apart-
heid system had on intellectual and spiritual life in South Africa. He 
openly denounced the political pressures shaping the act of writing, and 
the ubiquity of historical atrocities that ‘overwhelm[ed] and swamp[ed] 
every act of the imagination’.34 He also condemned the highly regulated 
relations between ethnic groups imposed by apartheid legislation as 
resulting in the ‘deformed and stunted inner life’ of South African soci-
ety as a whole.35 A similar vision seems to emerge from the framing of 
the plot of the three works discussed, where references to South African 
political events of the time openly register the author’s denouncement 
of the devastating effects an oppressive regime has on society’s intellec-
tual life. In one of the scenes contemplating his struggles to produce a 
worthwhile story, the young protagonist of Youth admits: ‘South Africa 
was a bad start, a handicap.’36 On another occasion, when confronted 
with a Pan-Africanist Congress demonstration outside the university 
campus, his concerns are summarised in the words: ‘What is the coun-
try coming to, when one cannot run a mathematics tutorial in peace?’ 
(37). The intellectually debasing properties of politics and the tyrannical 
nature of the state are compounded in Summertime when Sophie Denoël 
reflects on the character’s disengagement from politics: ‘He looked 
down on politics. […] He looked forward to the day when politics and 
the state would wither away.’ Yet, she sadly concludes, 

In Coetzee’s eyes, we human beings will never abandon politics 
because politics is too convenient and too attractive as a theatre in 
which to give play to our baser emotions […] In other words, poli-
tics is a symptom of our fallen state and expresses that fallen state. 
( 228–  9)

Thus, Coetzee’s writings may be seen as bearing witness to what the 
feminist psychologist Laura S. Brown labels ‘insidious trauma’, which 
she defines as ‘the traumatogenic effects of oppression that are not 
necessarily overtly violent or threatening to bodily  well-  being at the 
given moment, but that do violence to the soul and spirit’.37 ‘Insidious 
trauma’ (a term coined, yet never elaborated on, by Brown’s colleague 
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Maria Root) denotes the chronic psychic suffering generated by the 
structural violence of diverse forms of inequity and which is not rec-
ognised as being traumatic by the hegemonic model of trauma, which 
still tends to perceive trauma in terms of a single, highly disruptive 
event that falls outside normal everyday experience, and whose impact 
can only be studied in the way it affects individuals. Shifting the focus 
away from the personal, ‘insidious trauma’ can be seen as historically and 
socially based collective trauma. In order to be able to adequately 
address the multitude of different forms of suffering that contemporary 
societies endure, Brown stresses the need to expand our understand-
ing of trauma to encompass those ongoing, daily forms of oppression 
that affect whole communities. She also points out that accepting the 
perception of trauma as a shared cultural condition of everyday reality 
would necessarily require a new mode of representation, one that would 
accurately speak to the traumatised individuals’ relationality. One 
such alternative form of address is provided by Dominick LaCapra’s 
 theorisation of trauma.

LaCapra claims that empathy is fundamental in responding to 
trauma, providing it acknowledges the unbridgeable distance between the 
victim and the secondary listener. His concept of ‘empathic unsettle-
ment’ is defined as ‘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’.38 When address-
ing traumatic events of the past, it would be recommendable, LaCapra 
argues, to employ a type of writing that would not only inscribe ‘acting 
out’ but also ‘working through’, ‘developing articulations that are rec-
ognised as problematic but still function as limits and as possibly desir-
able resistances to undecidability’.39 In his attempt to alert the authors 
to the dangers of creating an ‘ over-  identification’ with the victim of a 
traumatic event, thus risking the conflation of the experience of suffer-
ing of victims and secondary witnesses, LaCapra does not preclude the 
employment of disruptive techniques, such as aporia, varying focalisa-
tion, or numerous distancing devices. He simply advocates a balance 
between disruption and engagement. Adopting ‘empathic unsettle-
ment’ as one’s narrative strategy is thus viewed as an ethical approach 
to literary representations of suffering.40

LaCapra’s theorisation of ‘empathic unsettlement’ seems to be an 
elaboration of Kaja Silverman’s concept of ‘heteropathic’ identifica-
tion. When discussing processes of identification in film studies in her 
influential work, The Threshold of the Visible World (1996), Silverman 
discriminates between two possible modes of the subject’s identifying 
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with the other: ‘idiopathic’ identification, which she sees as a ‘cannibal-
istic’ tendency to consume the other within the self, rewriting the other 
from one’s own perspective, and ‘heteropathic’ identification, which 
requires stepping outside of the self and respecting the other’s alterity, 
recognising his or her irreducible separateness.41 For Silverman, it is the 
heteropathic identification that proves enriching and displays a moral 
potential. Similarly, in ‘Projected Memory: Holocaust Photographs 
in Personal and Public Fantasy’ (1999), when gesturing towards pos-
sible ways of ethically addressing collective trauma such as Holocaust, 
Marianne Hirsch urges postmemorial artists to ‘resist appropriation and 
incorporation, resist annihilating the distance between self and other, 
the otherness of others’ in their attempt to avoid becoming surrogate 
victims.42 Thus, she claims, out of respect to the traumatised,

[An artist must] find the balance that allows the spectator to enter 
the image, to imagine the disaster, but that disallows the overappro-
priative identification that makes the distances disappear, creating 
too available, too easy an access to [a] particular past.43

Coetzee’s fictionalised memoirs markedly contain signs that complicate 
the pursuit of such an imaginative identification and force us to retain 
a critical perspective. While it may be claimed that the author’s reliance 
on  anti-  narrative modes, such as  self-  reflexivity, fragmentation, prefer-
ence for polyvocality and hybridity, and resistance to closure is aimed 
at mirroring and replicating the damaging effects of ‘insidious trauma’ 
on one’s psyche, such formal experimentation may equally be viewed as 
the author’s deliberate choice to draw on  well-  established conventions 
of representing trauma in the Western world, such as ‘empathic unset-
tlement’. Stretching the limits of ‘heteropathic’ identification, he adopts 
an approach that not only allows him to step outside of the self and 
recognise the other’s fundamental separateness, but which enables him 
to reposition himself as the other. Indeed, through the inscription of 
numerous narrative gaps, employment of alienating devices, narrative 
destabilisations, varying focalisation, and free indirect discourse, the 
autobiographical trilogy repositions the writer as experiencing a radical 
loss of subjectivity, or abjection. Imaginatively inscribing the author’s 
developing understanding and confusion, Coetzee’s novelised memoirs 
remain highly attentive to the author’s opacity in giving an account of 
his life. When pondering certain marked trends in the way traumatised 
people narrate their life stories, Judith Butler has even suggested that 
such willingness of the ‘I’ to narrate his or her own impenetrability – his 
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or her own limits of knowability – is what constitutes the ‘I’’s ethical 
obligation to the other, and as such can be seen as a crucial aspect of 
former perpetrators’ penance after periods of oppression and tyranny.44 
She contends that

Willingness to imagine oneself in the position of the other while 
remaining vulnerable before one’s own opacity in giving an account 
of oneself importantly contributes to the human rights project of 
social justice and reconciliation after oppressive regimes and epi-
sodes of extensive violence.45

Thus, situating ethical agency in the autobiographical subjects’ mani-
fold vulnerability – to their relationality to the other, to the other’s opac-
ity in the way he or she is represented, and finally to their own opacity 
in narrating their life stories  – Butler seems only to further develop 
LaCapra’s and Silverman’s concepts of how the project of forgiveness 
and reconciliation may be successfully carried out in a traumatised 
country, such as South Africa. Offering us a perspective on trauma that 
writes from both inside and outside the traumatic experience, Coetzee 
openly contributes to such a project, and in doing so, he provides a 
powerful alternative to the unifying, homogenising discourse of  nation- 
 building that dominated South African autobiographical output in the 
transition period and, to large extent, also its  post-  transitional phase.

When advocating ‘emphatic unsettlement’ as an ethical response to 
literary representations of trauma, LaCapra recognises that empathy 
may affect narrative form in its attempt to ‘place in jeopardy fetishized 
and totalizing narratives that deny the trauma that called them into 
existence and recuperat[e] the past in terms of uplifting messages or 
optimistic,  self-  serving scenarios’.46 In a similar vein, in their insightful 
discussion of Holocaust testimonies, Heidi Grunebaum and Yazir Henri 
analyse ‘unheroic,  anti-  linear, fragmented memoirs’ of Holocaust survi-
vors, which they see as subverting the very convention of heroic sur-
vival narrative (which Holocaust narrative tends to be) in the Western 
literary tradition.47 They also point towards some illuminating con-
gruencies between Holocaust narratives and the discourse of the TRC’s 
hearings in South Africa. Just as Holocaust narratives of a heroic victim 
tended to excise the individual and the problematic in the service of a 
larger triumphalist discourse of survival, the TRC testimonies equally 
threaten to displace the most personal, the most traumatic accounts in 
the service of a shared national memory, and an official history of hero-
ism, sacrifice and redemption.
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I argue that Coetzee’s trilogy of fictionalised memoirs engages with a 
similar task to the one performed by the ‘unheroic’ Holocaust memoirs 
discussed by Grunebaum and Henri. In recuperating these problematic, 
unsettling, displaced memories of his childhood and youth, Coetzee 
seems to be protesting against the invalidation of personal experi-
ence in South Africa, stemming from the multiple appropriations of 
individual testimonies in the name of the reconciliatory discourse of 
 nation-  building. What he achieves through an autobiography, which 
is, to use Klopper’s words, ‘ambiguously located at the limits of self 
and other, present and past, narration and historiography’,48 is  re- 
 appropriation,  re-  internalisation of the disembodied narratives of a col-
lective, unsutured memory promoted by the TRC testimonies and other 
autobiographical records that have been proliferating in  post-  millennial 
South Africa.

Yet, perhaps paradoxically, as much as Coetzee’s disruptive unheroic 
narrative struggles to replace the personal experience at centre stage, the 
ultimate point of reference remains collective. Enhancing polyvocality, 
by offering a wide range of multiple perspectives, bearing out the endur-
ing effects of ‘insidious trauma’, continuously inhibiting the human 
ability to interconnect (not only on the individual level, but also on 
the collective one), Coetzee’s memoirs simultaneously foreground the 
socially, politically and culturally embedded nature of personal identity 
and memory. Such emphasis on human beings’ interconnectedness fur-
ther gestures to the possibly recuperative properties of autobiographical 
writing. In her comprehensive study of life writing, Seyla Benhabib 
states:

From the time of our birth we are immersed in ‘a web of narratives’, 
of which we are both the author and the object. The self is both the 
teller of tales and that about whom tales are told. The individual with 
a coherent sense of  self-  identity is the one who succeeds in integrat-
ing these tales and perspectives into a meaningful life story.49

If we heed Deleuze’s contention that memory is the product of inhibit-
ing various cultural, historical and political spaces and, therefore, its 
reconstruction and communication must necessarily operate across 
temporal, cultural and interpersonal boundaries, Coetzee’s fictionalised 
memoirs do seem to achieve the insight into ‘world memory’, resituat-
ing their recollections at the intersection of the personal/the individual 
and the collective/the historical.50 Thus, one might be inclined to con-
clude that highly experimental, novelised memoirs of the type Coetzee 
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has written are a vehicle particularly  well-  suited for bearing witness 
to, and coming to terms with, the  long-  term effects that historically 
and politically based trauma such as apartheid may have on both per-
sonal as well as collective identity. Through their fragmentary, episodic 
nature, their consistent employment of  anti-  narrative strategies, their 
unheroic nature and their tendency to fictionalise, novelised memoirs 
not only echo the disruptive effects of trauma, but also corroborate the 
central premise of autobiographical writing that a coherent sense of self 
can only be attained with the successful amalgamation of autonomy 
and solidarity.
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33. Paulina Grzęda, ‘The  Ethico-  Politics of Autobiographical Writings: J. M. 
Coetzee’s Boyhood, Youth and Summertime’, Werwinkel: Journal of Low 
Countries and South African Studies, 7:2 (2012),  77–  101 (87).

34. J. M. Coetzee, ‘Jerusalem Prize Acceptance Speech (1987)’, in Doubling the 
Point,  96–  9 (99).

35. Coetzee, ‘Jerusalem Prize Acceptance Speech’, 98.
36. J. M. Coetzee, Youth ([2002] London: Vintage Books, 2003), 62. Further refer-

ences are to this edition and will be cited parenthetically.
37. Brown, ‘Not Outside the Range’, 107.
38. Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma (Baltimore, MD: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 2001), 78.
39. LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma, 22.
40. In a similar vein, Cathy Caruth cautions the writers against providing totalis-

able, overly completed accounts of painful events, in her concern that the 
narrative of trauma should not lose the precision and the force of its impact 
(Trauma, 154).

41. Kaja Silverman, The Threshold of the Visible World (New York: Routledge, 
1996).

42. Marianne Hirsch, ‘Projected Memory: Holocaust Photographs in Personal 
and Public Fantasy’, in Acts of Memory: Cultural Recall in the Present, ed. Mieke 
Bal, Jonathan Crewe and Leo Spitzer (Hanover, NH: University Press of New 
England, 1999),  3–  23 (9).

43. Hirsch, ‘Projected Memory’, 10.
44. Judith Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself (New York: Fordham University 

Press, 2005), 64.
45. Cited in Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, Reading Autobiography: A  Guide 

for Interpreting  Life-  Narratives (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2010), 133.

46. LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma, 78.
47. Heidi Grunebaum and Yazir Henri, ‘ Re-  membering Bodies, Producing 

Histories: Holocaust Survivor Narrative and Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission Testimony’, in World Memory, ed. Bennett and Kennedy, 
 101–  18.

48. Klopper, ‘Critical Fictions’, 23.
49. Seyla Benhabib, Situating the Self (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992), 198.
50. Deleuze, Cinema 2, 117.



83

The Jews are undoubtedly a race, but they are not 
human.

(Adolf Hitler)1

With this dramatic epigraph, Art Spiegelman begins My Father Bleeds 
History (1986), the first  single-  volume publication of the graphic novel 
Maus (serialised from  1980–  91) that tells the story of the author’s life 
through the lens of the experiences of his Jewish parents in Poland in 
the Second World War. I quote this line in particular because it raises 
a central tenet of Nazi policy, the purported racial hierarchy that justi-
fied ‘The Final Solution’, and this is a fallacy that Spiegelman explores 
through the graphic aspect of his work: the Jewish people – Spiegelman’s 
parents included – are portrayed as mice, Germans are pictured as cats, 
and  non-  Jewish Poles are pigs, among other bestial representations of 
racial difference. I do not wish to focus extensively on the question of 
race in Maus, Spiegelman’s use of animal imagery, or the racial typing 
inherent in  far-  right European ideology of the early twentieth century; 
apart from the fact that these subjects lie beyond the bounds of this 
chapter, they are covered thoroughly by extensive criticism of Maus in 
the decade following its publication.2 Spiegelman’s foregrounding of the 
issue of race, through the graphical forms populating his work, though, 
shows how useful graphic novel literature can be in exploring relation-
ships between those of different races. The link between graphic novels 
and the postcolonial is one I explore in this chapter – specifically, how 
exactly does the graphic novel form enable an exploration of the work-
ings of the postcolonial? In doing so, I look at the work of the journalist 
and graphic author Joe Sacco, and a particular graphic novel treatment 
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of the marginalisation, belonging, and trauma inherent in particular 
experiences of immigration.

Art Spiegelman’s use of this quotation in his epigraph also points 
towards another of my concerns: trauma. Throughout the late twentieth 
and early  twenty-  first centuries, the graphic novel form has been 
a way of representing  almost-  unrepresentable experiences; indeed, 
Spiegelman himself returned to the representation of trauma with In 
the Shadow of No Towers (2004), a reflection on his traumatic experience 
of  – and ‘neurotic depression’ after  – the 9/11 New York attacks.3 As 
I  consider the link between the graphic novel and postcolonial liter-
ary representations, I  also want to highlight the extent to which the 
graphic novel is seen not only as an important way of presenting certain 
experiences, but often the only way. In a recent article on the experience 
of reading a work of literature in this form, Harriet Earle explains that 
graphic novel panel divisions can lend a particular incisiveness to their 
presentations of trauma. Using the example of the 9/11 attacks, Earle 
focuses on a short comic strip by the venerable comics artist Will Eisner, 
‘The Real Thing’, in which a film production company discusses their 
next blockbuster, at the same time as the window behind them frames 
the picture of a plane flying towards the World Trade Center. At the bot-
tom of one page, a figure wails: ‘WE NEED REALITY HERE! … SPECIAL EFFECTS 
STUFF, EVERYBODY’S GOT! … WHAT SELLS IS THE REAL THING!’4 In a piece of obvi-
ous situational irony, the next page consists of two panels, in which the 
plane crashes into the towers, and the executives gather, in silence, in 
front of the window. As an extension of Earle’s thesis about the effects 
of the formal structure of graphic novels on their impact, I argue that 
graphic novels enable a poignancy and immediacy of expression that is 
denied other forms of  post-  traumatic narrative. While this exploration 
will be secondary to the postcolonial ideas on which I focus, the idea 
that graphic novels provide access to a certain emotional directness 
makes them a particularly timely contemporary form to analyse in 
terms of discussions about postcolonialism and race.

One example of this immediacy is Josh Neufeld’s graphic novel A.D.: 
New Orleans After the Deluge ( 2007–  9), serialised as a webcomic starting 
just two years after the devastation of Hurricane Katrina that it docu-
ments. The biblical overtones of Neufeld’s title, in which the flooding 
caused by breaches made in the levees around New Orleans by hurricane 
winds is compared with the ‘Great Flood’ of the Hebrew God of Genesis, 
present the floods as if they were a sort of divine judgement, passed as a 
result of some  never-  specified sin. These strong historical connections, 
however, are put into sharp chronological relief by Neufeld’s use of 
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innovative forms: hyperlinks, online discussion threads, and podcasted 
interviews. Moreover, the biblical resonances are balanced by a particu-
lar focus on the human experience of Katrina and its aftermath; in his 
own words, Neufeld wanted to ‘tell the story from the perspective of 
a  cross-  section of New Orleans residents — sort of a “people’s history” 
of Hurricane Katrina’.5 Antony Dyer Hoefer, in his article on Neufeld’s 
text, explains the care Neufeld takes to avoid New Orleanian caricature: 
the protagonists of A.D.: New Orleans After the Deluge are ‘no voodoo 
priestesses, drag queens, jazz musicians, southern belles, Cajun shrimp-
ers, drug dealers, or corrupt politicians’.6 Neufeld’s characters are repre-
sentative of the cultural and racial diversity of this city in the American 
South without straying into the easy racial stereotype that, in the words 
of Homi Bhabha, can often be seen as ‘that particular “fixated” form 
of the colonial subject which facilitates colonial relations’.7 This sensi-
tive treatment of postcolonial subjects underlines the effectiveness of 
Neufeld’s portrayal of trauma: he refuses to submit to ‘either the sort 
of generalization offered’ by some of the sweeping news coverage mim-
icked in A.D., or to ‘its inverse, the easy, coherent narratives of tragedy 
or triumph’; for Dyer Hoefer, the work has ‘a profound pedagogical 
impulse, which nevertheless avoids the pitfalls of pedantry or cliché’.8

Before it is possible to study the particular exploration of postcolo-
nialism and trauma that I see emerging in the graphic novels of recent 
years, however, it is necessary to return to the roots of the graphic 
novel form. While these origins predate the work of Sacco, Neufeld and 
Spiegelman by many years, it is clear that there has always been a link 
between the graphic novel form, explorations of ‘otherness’, and con-
siderations of what it means to be ‘at home’. This is true whether the 
character in question is a being from another planet trying desperately 
to fit in on Earth, but kept from assimilation by crucial, extraordinary 
aspects of his own identity (the Superman franchise,  1938–); or the 
focus is on a band of differently abled individuals who are ostracised by 
humanity and yet spend their time in defence of that very alienating 
society (the  X-  Men,  1963–);9 or the narrative concerns the son of Polish 
Jews who were abused and interned under the laws of a repressive, 
racially hierarchical, political regime (Maus,  1980–  91). In order to begin 
to think about the foundations of the form in stories of superheroes, 
aliens and other tenets of Speculative Fiction (SF), it is important to 
consider the legacy of graphic novels on which these later narrative 
explorations depend.

By the time Maus began serialisation, in 1980, the graphic novel had 
been around for decades. As I have indicated, though, and as is clear 
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from the title of Stephen Weiner’s work on the form’s history, Faster 
than a Speeding Bullet: The Rise of the Graphic Novel (2003), it was pri-
marily seen as a vehicle for superheroes, science fiction and fantasy: 
SF narratives. These were predominantly produced in the US, and pri-
marily – though not exclusively – aimed at young boys. For years the 
form had been, according to Will Eisner’s Foreword to Weiner’s history, 
‘dismissed as cheap entertainment for kids’.10 Weiner himself, despite 
apparently being positioned against this opinion, does little to dispel it: 
in his own published list of the 101 Best Graphic Novels, over 40 per 
cent of titles are in the vein of Marvel superheroes and similar fantastical 
subjects.11 The  mid-  twentieth-  century glut of SF graphic novels in the 
US owed much to a period of attempted  post-  Second World War comics 
censorship, after which US publishers of the 1950s and 1960s had to 
reinvent many titles as predominantly superhero vehicles. Superhero 
stories – possibly surprisingly, given their inevitable tendency towards 
violent and abusive narratives  – were tales that, according to Weiner, 
‘did work well in the sanitised environment’ left by the Comics Code 
imposed on the genre in the US.12 Or maybe this was not in fact that 
surprising, given that the violence depicted was often superhuman, on 
both sides, and in any case it was invariably ‘the bad guys’ who ran into 
trouble – a comforting narrative for US citizens in the uncertain politi-
cal times of events like the Cuban Missile Crisis (1962), and overseas 
conflicts fought in regions from Korea ( 1950–  53) to Vietnam ( 1955–  75).

The persistence of the genre as a vehicle for fantastical, ephemeral 
or risible subjects is seen in the terminology that is used to refer to 
these cultural forms, which are often described as either ‘comic strips’ 
or ‘cartoons’. The first term calls to mind a short, humorous narrative 
played out in a set of  3-  to-  6 frames, in the vein of Peanuts or Garfield. 
While these two examples went on to spawn television series and 
 spin-  offs, lucrative merchandising deals, and even, most recently, a 
couple of relatively  big-  budget films,13 they started on the fringes of the 
mainstream, in the margins of newspaper pages; their origins are decid-
edly liminal. The second of the two supposedly denigrating terms for 
the form, ‘cartoon’, comes via several Latinate modifications from the 
root ‘carta’, paper; a cartoon was, originally, ‘a drawing on stout paper, 
made as a design for a painting of the same size to be executed in fresco 
or oil, or for a work in tapestry, mosaic, stained glass, or the like’.14 
Both definitions, then, suggest an element of marginality: although 
the literal meaning of the word ‘marginal’ refers to positioning ‘in the 
margins’, it has come to be used metaphorically as that which is ‘on or 
close to a limit below or beyond which something ceases to be possible 
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or desirable’, and thus ‘surplus’.15 Comic strips are short, on the fringes, 
and often quite literally disposable; cartoons are also temporary and 
 place-  holding – after the creation of the final painting, the preparatory 
cartoon had certainly ‘cease[d] to be possible or desirable’. Moreover, 
both terms have connotations of humour and frivolity that are often 
employed to undermine academic study. While I remain aware of the 
roots of this art form in marginality, I  argue it is important to look 
beyond this easy equating of ‘comic’/‘cartoon’ and ‘funny’/‘not wor-
thy of consideration’. Although I tend to use the term ‘graphic novel’ 
when referring to these works of literature, I do so more with an eye 
on the work of Eisner, who has described his own work as belonging 
to the graphic novel genre, than as a means to conceal the important 
origins of the form, or to attempt to confer ‘highbrow’ status on a sup-
posedly ‘lowbrow’ cultural form.16 In any case, the sense of hierarchy 
and snobbery encoded in the choice between ‘comic [strip]’, ‘cartoon’ 
and ‘graphic novel’ is something I am keen to eradicate, especially as all 
three have links to ideas of marginalisation and ‘ other-  ness’.

An important touchstone in the movement away from SF comics – 
though by no means the first17  – was Spiegelman’s Maus, which had 
a galvanising effect on a generation of graphic novelists, and sparked 
a boom in  well-  written, literary, complex, often emotionally darker 
graphic novels throughout the 1980s and 1990s, and into the current 
century. As well as this importance from a graphic novel perspective, 
Maus was a catalyst for many  post-  Holocaust narratives: literary repre-
sentation of the traumatic experiences undergone by Jewish and other 
subjugated peoples during the Second World War had often been ham-
strung by Theodor Adorno’s famous maxim that ‘to write poetry after 
Auschwitz is barbaric’.18 Hannah Arendt was able to publish Eichmann 
in Jerusalem in 1963, but it was not until the 1980s that the Holocaust 
could begin to be represented in artistic and cultural media as much as 
via political and ethical polemic.19 Barbara Foley, writing an analysis of 
Holocaust narratives in 1982, asserted that:

Since the  mid-  1960s writers have once again begun to grapple with 
the historical dimension of our being. But the treatment of factuality 
in much contemporary fiction reveals that a conception of history as 
nightmare has become an assumed – at times trite – underpinning of 
much recent writing.20

Of course, I do not mean to make a case for Maus as the original  post- 
 Holocaust narrative, at least four decades after the fact: diary accounts 
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by David Rousset, Primo Levi, Gerda Klein, Elie Cohen and many others 
take historical precedence by some years.21 I  do think, however, that 
Maus marks a significant swing in attitudes towards cultural representa-
tions of the events of the 1930s and 1940s, supporting Foley’s assertion 
that ‘some literary forms provide better frameworks than others for 
conveying the  subject-  matter of the Holocaust’.22

Also of note is the fact that the serialisation of Maus roughly coincides 
with the start of a rise in the study of marginalised peoples. Edward 
Said’s Orientalism, so often  name-  checked as a foundational text in 
postcolonial study, came out in 1978, sparking an interest in the effect 
on the colonised peoples of the ‘Orient’ of ‘the  high-  handed executive 
attitude of  nineteenth-  century and  early-  twentieth-  century European 
colonialism’.23 In the following decade, Ranajit Guha led the discussion 
of ‘Subaltern Studies’, which Rosalind O’Hanlon described as ‘the most 
provocative and interesting intervention’ in ‘the social historiography 
of colonial South Asia […] in recent years’, and which culminated in 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s short but  ground-  breaking essay ‘Can the 
Subaltern Speak?’ (1988).24 Later, in 1989, Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths 
and Helen Tiffin published The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in 
 Post-  Colonial Literatures, an early, comprehensive guide to postcolonial 
and  post-  imperial literature and culture. The 1990s saw explorations 
of such ideas from Mary Louise Pratt, Aijaz Ahmad, Homi Bhabha and 
Arjun Appadurai, among others;25 and, in the early years of the  twenty- 
 first century, alongside a further rise in the popularity of graphic novel 
narratives, came numerous surveys of developments in the field, from 
John McLeod’s Beginning Postcolonialism (2000), to a second edition of 
The Empire Writes Back (2002), to Robert Young’s Postcolonialism: A Very 
Short Introduction (2003).26

Alongside this development in postcolonial theoretical study, graphic 
novelist Joe Sacco has spent two decades immersed in the practical 
realities of postcolonial, marginalising, ‘ other-  ing’, and politically 
oppressive situations. A  war reporter, cartoonist, and graphic author, 
Sacco describes himself as a ‘comics journalist’, a designation that is 
reinforced by the title of his most recent collection of pieces on margin-
alised and suffering peoples, Journalism.27 In spite of his assertion that 
his oeuvre belongs to a lineage of factual reportage rather than creative 
graphic novels, however, I  consider Sacco’s work as contributing to a 
graphic novel genealogy that stretches back to Spiegelman’s Maus – and 
beyond. I do so in light of my earlier reservations about terminology 
and separatism, which lead me to refer to Sacco’s work in the rest of 
this chapter using the terms ‘cartoon’, ‘comic’ and ‘graphic novel’, often 
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interchangeably. Moreover, Sacco himself admits that there is a certain 
amount of creative subjectivity in what he does, as ‘there is nothing 
literal about a drawing. A  cartoonist assembles elements deliberately 
and places them with intent on a page […] this choosing […] makes 
cartooning [in journalism] an inherently subjective medium’ ( ix–  x). 
This creativity is reflected in reviews of Sacco’s work; Lisa Fischman 
acknowledges both the factual veracity of his output and also the crea-
tivity inherent in its construction:

By combining eyewitness reportage with the political and philo-
sophical perspectives of those he meets, Sacco tells stories in which 
the experiences, memories, and voices systematically excluded from 
mainstream news coverage – those pushed aside, to the margins of 
history – are recuperated.28

Sacco’s work has documented a series of engagements with those on 
‘the margins of history’, those who have been ‘pushed aside’. He has 
used the journalistic comic, a ‘marginal’ form of representation, to 
bring forward socially and politically ‘marginal’ personal stories. He has 
travelled to Palestine and Eastern Europe, interviewed the local people, 
and presented these interviews  – interwoven with precise historical 
detail – in graphic novel form: the comic strip Palestine ran in the early 
1990s and was collected in 2001, and his Eastern European travels led 
to Safe Area Goražde (2000) and War’s End: Profiles from Bosnia  1995–  96 
(2005).29 Journalism builds on these earlier works, with subjects such as 
Serbian war criminals on trial (‘The Hague’) and Palestinian refugees 
(‘The Palestinian Territories’).

My focus in the remainder of this chapter, however, is on a cartoon 
that postdates Sacco’s work in the ‘Middle East’ and Eastern Europe: 
‘The Unwanted’ (2010/12).30 Concentrating on another area of liminal-
ity and unrest – the Mediterranean – ‘The Unwanted’ is set in Malta, 
and focuses on the growing issue of immigration into Europe from 
North Africa via asylum on the Maltese archipelago. This setting is still 
relevant in the wake of the ‘Arab Spring’ uprisings in the years since 
the comic’s first publication, and the series of enforced and voluntary 
exiles sparked by these conflicts;31 moreover, Sacco’s focus on immi-
gration is also of importance in the recent European political climate 
of increasing interest in  right-  wing, nationalist policies and  anti- 
 immigrant rhetoric.32 ‘The Unwanted’ takes the form – as does Sacco’s 
other work  – of a series of interviews with the people involved: the 
inhabitants of Malta, local politicians, and the immigrants themselves. 
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Sacco includes himself as a character in these depictions, meaning 
that there is always an element of distance to the narrative; ‘Sacco the 
narrator’ surveys the scene, portraying those he interviews as well as 
the figure of ‘Sacco the journalist’, himself a vulnerable and flawed 
character. This important degree of  self-  awareness eliminates any sense 
of patronising Western anthropology from the inquisitive encounters 
between Sacco and the Maltese.33 The location of the narrative on the 
geopolitical margins of a continent, and on a landmass with histories 
of marginalisation of various kinds, has significant resonances for 
Sacco: he is a  Maltese–  Australian–  American journalist, returning to the 
country where he was born, and which he left as a migrant nearly fifty 
years earlier.34

My first focus, a few pages into the comic, is on a street scene in which 
North African figures stroll through a busy marketplace under the sus-
picious glares of local Maltese, who ‘don’t like it one bit’ (Journalism, 
112). After an introductory inset frame in which a government official, 
Darrell Pace, delivers a statistic about relative population numbers in 
Malta and Italy – Pace asserts that the 3,500 African arrivals on Malta 
in  2008–  9 ‘would be the equivalent, proportionally, of more than half 
a million immigrants landing in Italy’ – Sacco’s narrative declares that 
this is obvious to anyone on ground: ‘it doesn’t take an extrapolating 
official to tell you that Malta is experiencing a startling demographic 
shift’ (112). At this moment, the form of the narrative changes: from 
being attached to picture frames as marginal captions  – as is the 
case when Sacco quotes Pace  – text boxes scatter across the page. 
Significantly, the first of these captions sees the statement ‘black faces 
are everywhere …’ attached to a Christian statue in the background of 
the scene, complete with halo, robes and processional cross, and with 
its arm outstretched in benediction; the statue not only looks to be 
conferring a religious authority on this  quasi-  racist pronouncement, 
but also – in pointing beyond the frame and off the page – as if it were 
directing the ‘black faces’ away from Malta, back to Africa. The middle 
of the sentence, locating the immigrants – ‘in the streets … on buses … 
behind kiosks …’ – is presented via further individual boxes, dispersed 
through the crowd: Sacco is able to use the fragmentary nature of 
the comic strip form to reify the very immigrant condition he is 
talking about, underlining the lack of belonging that is at the centre 
of these drifting people. There is an important link here between the 
graphic novel form and postcolonial subjectivity, as the mechanics 
of this fragmented narrative style enable Sacco to highlight a para-
dox of the existence of migrants; they, in the words of the narrative, 
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‘are everywhere’, and yet they  – at least in the eyes of the political 
authorities – ‘belong’ nowhere.

Shortly afterwards, Sacco embarks on a sequence presenting the 
‘ self-  styled “racialist” visionary, Norman Lowell’ (117). Lowell speaks 
for a ‘significant number’ of the Maltese, with his inflammatory ideas 
about imprisoning the migrants, ‘DUMP[ING] THEM INTO QUARRIES’, and 
leaving them ‘[UNDER] THE BLISTERING SUN THERE, THE PELTING RAIN, AND JUST 
DROP[PING] BREAD AND WATER TO THEM’ (117). The picture accompanying 
this racist ‘solution’  – massed panicking Africans, concentrated in a 
pen formed by high brick walls, and stretching up towards the distant 
figures of Maltese officials  – echoes an earlier frame in which Sacco 
looks down through a chain link fence and over a low wall at a pile of 
rubbish: Lowell’s sense of immigrants as disposable, waste products is 
reinforced by a subtle parallel that goes unmentioned in the words of 
the text, as the narrative of the graphic novel develops through various 
media (114).35 When, on the page after this scene of immigrant brutal-
ity, Sacco draws the figure of Lowell at a microphone, in full oratorical 
flow, there is another graphical parallel, as the crowd of unidentified 
African figures imprisoned in Lowell’s imagined quarry is replaced by 
the anonymous heads of his appreciative audience (118). In addition to 
this graphical link between the immigrants and the Maltese, another 
aspect of the pictures accompanying Lowell’s speech is worth noting; 
there is a combination of  right-  wing thought with a  pro-  Europe stance. 
Lowell’s  anti-  Semitic, racist ‘world view […] blames the Jews for most of 
the world’s ills[,] holds up Hitler as “The Hero”’, and the symbol of his 
political movement is a white flash on a black background that closely 
mimics the ‘S’ of the Nazi storm troopers; yet Lowell ‘envisions a  Latin- 
 speaking, all white empire […] IMPERIVM EVROPA’. The Latinised spelling 
here posits a  pan-  European realm, in the mould of the Roman Empire, 
as a positive thing. In these frames – and throughout his Maltese work – 
Sacco is exploring the paradoxical simultaneity of a globalisation that 
appears to be about moving forward and broadening horizons, and yet 
is also about shutting down these spaces of globalised encounter.

It is the graphic novel form that enables Sacco to do this, as the 
images, lettering and framing combine to call such mistreatment of 
migrant peoples to account. Here we see a link with my earlier refer-
ence to  graphic-  novel representations of trauma, as there is a connec-
tion between the interpretive process of reading a graphic novel and 
the act of representing traumatic postcolonial experiences; I  want to 
finish this chapter by returning to Dyer Hoefer’s reading of Neufeld’s 
A.D.: New Orleans After the Deluge, which concludes by describing the 
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 post-  traumatic response of one of the people, Denise, whose story 
Neufeld narrates:

the process of  working-  through Denise must undergo to move for-
ward […] is not unlike the interpretative work required of reading 
a graphic narrative: both processes require one to take disparate, 
disconnecting elements to constitute something coherent. In both 
instances, the reader and the victim must make cognitive leaps of 
faith in order to make some sense of what has happened.36

As the rise of the narratologically complex graphic novel has occurred 
alongside the boom in postcolonial and  post-  traumatic literary and 
cultural study, there are serious implications for the cultural representa-
tion of trauma: the comparison made by Dyer Hoefer, drawing a paral-
lel between the ‘cognitive leaps of faith’ involved in two very different 
situations, is one that treads a fraught moral tightrope. Interrogating 
the ethics of interpretation and representation in this way, however, is 
essential to any politically engaged exploration of ideas of postcolonial 
literature and culture. The work of Sacco, Neufeld and Spiegelman – and 
many others – supports Hilary Chute’s assertion that ‘The most impor-
tant graphic narratives explore the conflicted boundaries of what can 
be said and what can be shown at the intersection of collective histories 
and life stories.’37As graphic novels and postcolonial study – with their 
relative focuses on marginalisation of various kinds – embed themselves 
in the academic mainstream, those in the political mainstream must 
continue to take account of the predicament of the marginalised.
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If trauma theory has emerged as a key paradigm for attending to an 
 ever-  expanding list of historical events,1 this is something it shares with 
melancholia, its theoretical counterpart.2 It is not simply that trauma 
and melancholia are both pathological responses to loss, but also that 
they are, at times, strategically deployed across the humanities as ethical 
markers of remembrance. Following on from the widespread academic 
rejection of mourning as a mode of forgetting,3 melancholia has been 
depathologised and mobilised as a memorial model that safeguards the 
memory of the lost other. Similarly, certain somatic manifestations of 
trauma are valorised precisely because they disavow teleological forms 
of ‘working through’ that might lead to the relinquishing of the past 
or, at the very least, the partial containment of the traumatic condi-
tion. Relatedly, recent theories of spectrality, inspired in large part by 
Jacques Derrida’s Specters of Marx (1993), figure the ghostly lost object as 
a haunting presence that disavows historical amnesia.4 In the field of lit-
erary analysis, narratological manifestations of the traumatic condition 
are regarded as ethical markers inasmuch as they resist the narrative 
closure that might signal the betrayal of the past and its victims. Yet the 
recent postcolonial novels of Algerian author Assia Djebar have begun 
to proffer a challenge to the notion that such tropes are inherently 
ethical. Ever since the 1995 publication of Le Blanc de l’Algérie (Algerian 
White) – the first of Djebar’s patently ‘spectropoétique’ (‘spectropoetic’)5 
texts – the author’s work has both engaged with, and problematised, an 
ethics of memory founded on the melancholic repetition of trauma. If 
later narratives such as La Femme sans sépulture (The Woman without a 
Grave, 2002) and La Disparition de la langue française (The Disappearance 
of the French Language, 2003) explicitly question the validity of such 
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tropes, this chapter will demonstrate how the author’s sense of unease 
emerges as early as 1995.6 With reference to Derrida’s work on the ethics 
of melancholia, I will trace how Algerian White subtly questions ‘stra-
tegic melancholia’ even as it directly engages it as a model of memory.

Trauma (as a response to loss) and Freudian melancholia typically 
share several characteristics, with traumatised and melancholic sub-
jects exhibiting parallel psychosomatic symptoms. Just as a profoundly 
troubling event – or indeed a series of events – can engender the trau-
matic condition, so a traumatic incident – be it the loss of a loved one 
or, as Freud suggests, even a more abstract kind of loss  – can trigger 
melancholia.7 In line with Cathy Caruth’s influential readings,8 trauma 
is frequently theorised as the unconscious ‘return of the repressed’ in 
which, as Dominick LaCapra puts it, the subject ‘acts out’ the traumatic 
event ad infinitum without being able to consciously access the trau-
matic referent.9 There are no words with which to express the trauma, 
which silently haunts the subject as an inassimilable and fragmentary 
flashback or nightmare. Similarly, in his 1917 essay ‘Mourning and 
Melancholia’, Freud figures melancholia as an unconscious response to 
loss: the grieving subject does not know whom or what has been lost, or 
else he cannot consciously articulate what it is about a person that has 
been lost.10 Just as the traumatic event returns repeatedly to haunt the 
traumatised subject, so the melancholic individual remains ensnared in 
a looping, repetitive, and ultimately unconscious relationship with the 
lost object, which the ego repeatedly appropriates and expulses in an 
ongoing fort/da movement.11 The ghostly lost object thus ‘haunts’ the 
grieving ego, just as the inaccessible ‘memory’ of a traumatic event is 
repeatedly enacted in the psyche. What is more, while mourning is a 
teleological process of naming loss in language, melancholia is typically 
associated with  self-  censorship and silence.12 As the  post-  Freudian psy-
choanalysts Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok argue, melancholia arises 
out of a trauma that cannot be named.13 All the mnemonic elements 
associated with the trauma or loss are swallowed and incorporated 
within the grieving ego; the individual then unconsciously constructs 
an internal psychic crypt in which to bury the trauma.14

In recent years, however, trauma and melancholia have also been 
figured as ethical responses to loss. If working through trauma is some-
times (erroneously, I would venture) equated with forgetting, this has 
led to a fixation upon the traumatic condition as a paradoxical form 
of ‘remembrance’.15 Discussing this tendency, Roger Luckhurst has cri-
tiqued the manner in which trauma studies tend to focus more on the 
somatic manifestations of  post-  traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) than 
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on the original event. The consequence of this, he argues, is that there 
is now ‘a kind of injunction to maintain the  post-  traumatic condition. 
To be in a frozen or suspended afterwards, it seems to be assumed, 
is the only proper ethical response to trauma.’16 Not surprisingly, he 
remarks that this fetishisation of trauma frames memory ‘entirely 
under the sign of  post-  traumatic melancholia’.17 Indeed, in recent 
depathologised accounts of melancholia, certain symptoms – suspen-
sion, repetitive looping, incorporation, and  object-  attachment  – are, 
despite their ostensibly debilitating effects, valorised as ethical markers 
of remembrance.18

This critical shift in attitudes towards melancholia stems in part from 
the poststructuralist scepticism towards wholeness and totalising dis-
course, including redemptive and palliative narratives. Indeed, Freudian 
mourning can be read as an authoritarian injunction to completely ‘get 
over’ a certain loss and to ‘move on’ to a new replacement object.19 
In the context of poststructuralism and deconstruction, this totalising 
approach seems naïve and, in many cases, impossible. Yet more than 
that, if mourning forgets the lost other via a process of assimilation, 
melancholia is seen to be ethical because it preserves the singular other 
at all costs. Despite Freud’s contention that melancholia operates can-
nibalistically, which is to say that the subject incorporates the other by 
swallowing him or her whole,20 some  post-  Freudian theorists argue that 
melancholia differentiates between self and other and, in this manner, 
safeguards the alterity of the lost object.21 Most famously, perhaps, 
Derrida contends that melancholic incorporation preserves the other as 
other.22 In Mémoires: For Paul de Man he not only argues against mourn-
ing but postulates that it is impossible. In order to respect the singular 
nature of the other, it is necessary to embrace a paradoxical form of 
resistant mourning in which introjection fails and  incorporation  – 
the failure to introject loss – succeeds.23 This aporia suggests that it is 
imperative that any form of normalising, ‘healthy’ mourning fails if 
the other is to avoid being consumed and assimilated as part of the 
self. Concomitantly, a melancholic relationship with the dead other, in 
which he or she exists distinct from the self, is conceived as an ethical 
response to death, as it both precludes the forgetting of loss and respects 
the singularity of each (lost) individual.

Relatedly, melancholia is today also linked to testimony and witness-
ing. Particularly for theorists working in the field of queer theory, but 
also where other minoritarian histories and identities are concerned, 
melancholia purportedly enables the grieving subject to fight on behalf 
of the dead. For Sarah Brophy, moreover, melancholia enables the 
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ghostly lost object (in this case a victim of AIDS) to speak back to the 
present via the grieving subject in order to foreclose the  socio-  cultural 
amnesia surrounding the disease.24 In this respect, melancholia is 
deployed strategically as a  socio-  political mechanism for protest and 
remembrance, and is no longer merely a naturally occurring state; it 
is perpetuated and encouraged as a marker of ethical dissent in the 
face of homogenising or anaesthetising narratives. What arises, then, 
is a palpable tension between melancholia as an unconscious mode of 
grief that inhibits speech, and melancholia as a mode of protest and 
articulation. It is a tension that is also discernible in the field of trauma 
studies. Irene Visser addresses this issue in a recent article on trauma 
theory, referencing what Luckhurst has deemed the ‘flat contradiction’ 
that marks the discipline.25 On the one hand, as we have seen, trauma 
is associated with what Caruth terms ‘impossible saying’ and incom-
prehensibility.26 Yet, on the other hand, suggests Visser, with reference 
to Judith Herman’s influential text Trauma and Recovery, trauma stud-
ies also gesture towards healing and modes of working through, that 
is, to speech and narrative reconstruction. Trauma studies and recent 
 conceptualisations of melancholia thus seem to inhabit an  in-  between 
space that shifts between the putatively ethical valorisation of symp-
toms and the desire for the (partial) containment of trauma.

At this point, it is germane to mention the related fields of spectrality 
and haunting, which exhibit a similar paradox. Like trauma and mel-
ancholia, tropes relating to spectrality, the uncanny, ghosts and haunt-
ing have also become increasingly prevalent across the humanities.27 
One reason for the critical success of such theories is their focus on 
repetitive, affective structures: the spectral revenant returns repeatedly 
to disturb dominant historical narratives and epistemologies. Like the 
melancholic object, the ghostly other is involved in a fort/da mode of 
return, and the processes of invocation/conjuring and exorcism can be 
seen to mirror the appropriation/repulsion mechanism of melancholia. 
Haunting has met with great success in the field of postcolonial stud-
ies, particularly since it provides a critical framework and language for 
imagining how the once silenced, colonised other returns to articulate 
his or her past. Yet theories of haunting are also beset by an aporia 
that sees speech juxtaposed with unspeakability. In Specters of Marx, for 
instance, Derrida figures conversation and dialogue as key components 
of haunting, and the ghostly fantôme returns to articulate his griev-
ances.28 Paraphrasing Derrida in a discussion of colonial history, Alfred 
López thus contends that we need to ‘converse with ghosts, to keep an 
open ear to what they might ask us to bear witness to or do ourselves. 
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And we must understand this as an irreducibly political task […] in the 
name of justice.’29 Yet, as Colin Davis points out, the deconstructive 
thinking inherent to Specters of Marx and hauntology more generally 
points to instances of lack, absence and liminality, marking the gaps 
and silences that continue to haunt modernity.30 Rather than revealing 
an inherent truth, the spectre’s absent presence destabilises us and, in 
Davis’ terms, ‘may open us up to the experience of secrecy as such’.31 
Theories that engage with ghosts and spectrality are thus torn between 
haunting as inscription and haunting as silence and ‘unknowingness’.

The tensions discussed above emerge in particular in literature that 
addresses traumatic events and their aftermaths. Visser notes how post-
modern devices such as ‘interruptions, compulsive repetition of telling 
and retelling, and various modes of disjunction’ are frequently heralded 
as ethical ways to deal with trauma.32 As Stef Craps and Gert Buelens 
claim, moreover, ‘Within trauma studies, it has become all but axi-
omatic that traumatic experiences can only be adequately represented 
through the use of experimental, (post)modernist textual strategies.’33 
These strategies have been inherited largely from Holocaust theory, 
which still tends to dominate debate concerning trauma and ethics. 
At the same time, literature is also a form of testimony that provides 
a way of documenting past events and thus, even if an author utilises 
postmodern textual strategies that give expression to the traumatic con-
dition, the text is also inevitably a mode of inscription. In other words, 
no matter how tentatively it registers its losses, literature is involved 
in a process of naming and mourning. Much trauma literature is thus 
caught between formal strategies that mark the unspeakability and rep-
etition of trauma and writing as an act of witnessing and naming. This is 
particularly true of many postcolonial novels, as the desire not to forget 
is also tied in with the desire to name something – a past, a place, an 
individual – that was never fully acknowledged in the first place. In the 
rest of this chapter I will explore how some of the issues discussed above 
emerge in Djebar’s Algerian White, anticipating the explicit manner in 
which tropes of haunting, trauma and melancholia are questioned in 
her more recent texts.

While Djebar’s oeuvre has always been  socio-  politically informed and 
concerned with the applications of history and memory in postcolonial 
Algeria, the immediacy of the Algerian civil war of the 1990s saw the 
beginning of a marked shift in her literary production.34 In particu-
lar, Algerian White engages with issues of death, memory, trauma and 
memorialisation and, in certain ways, it is possible to read the narrative 
as a discursive exploration of the Derridean premise that haunting is 
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a historical, politically engaged medium. If, in Specters of Marx, Derrida 
pits mourning in direct opposition to melancholic haunting, in Algerian 
White Djebar rejects the formulaic, official narratives of mourning 
endemic to postcolonial Algeria in favour of a model of melancholia 
that resists the effacement of the lost other.35 In the text, mourning 
and melancholia appear to emerge as a binary, though the distinction 
between them (mourning as forgetting; melancholia as remembrance) 
falters as the narrative tentatively problematises the ethics of conjuring 
the ghosts of the past. In this poignant analysis of grief, Djebar also 
raises some of the issues addressed by Derrida in The Work of Mourning, 
at times troubling his ethical conceptualisation of the melancholic rela-
tionship between self and other to reveal how the subject risks appro-
priating the object in the wake of loss.

Though Djebar’s disquiet becomes more apparent as the years pro-
ceed, it is in Algerian White that her concerns first arise. In this text 
Djebar resurrects the ghosts of political figures and artists alike, amongst 
them Frantz Fanon, Jean Sénac and Albert Camus. Individuals such as 
Abane Ramdane, a Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) fighter brutally 
murdered for critiquing his organisation, haunt the narrative as ‘dis-
turbing shadows’, destabilising the misleading accounts of the Algerian 
War that continue to legitimise the FLN to this day.36 Concomitantly, 
Djebar also invokes the spectres of her late friends and colleagues, 
including Tahar Djaout and Abdelkader Alloula, several of whom were 
killed during the civil war by Islamists or the government. Their use 
of the French language – an ostensibly European medium of protest – 
rendered them double targets as both of these factions posited them-
selves against a homogenised West. By  re-  inscribing and resuscitating 
these individuals in French, Djebar endeavours to elicit an alternative 
narrative of postcolonial Algeria that might challenge its monocausal 
nationalism and call attention to the faceless or repressed victims of 
(post)colonial violence.37

While Algerian White mobilises tropes of haunting and melancholia 
to unsettle the foundational myths surrounding Algeria’s emergence as 
a postcolonial nation, it also offers a subtle critique of these concepts. 
Inasmuch as Djebar’s narrative is historically and politically constituted, 
then, it is also a deeply personal meditation on grief that probes the 
author’s ambiguous response to the loss of the singular other. Structured 
around the deaths and funerals of her close friends, Algerian White is pro-
foundly concerned with friendship and the ethics of mourning. As Djebar 
intimates in the text’s opening passage, the issue of how best to memo-
rialise the radical alterity of the other lies at the heart of her narrative:
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I wanted, in this account, to respond to an immediate demand of 
memory: the death of close friends (a sociologist, a psychiatrist and 
a dramatist); to recount a few flashes of an old friendship, but also 
to describe, in each case, the day of the assassination and that of the 
funeral  – what each of these three intellectuals represented, in his 
singularity and his authenticity, for those close to him, for his town 
of origin, his tribe. (13)

As Djebar stresses the importance of attending to what she terms the 
singularity and authenticity of her late friends, her words call to mind 
Derrida’s ethical project, particularly as it emerges in the collection The 
Work of Mourning. Each of his public, yet mindfully private, obituaries 
in memory of key thinkers such as Roland Barthes, Emmanuel Levinas 
and Paul de Man reveals the difficulties of speaking of, and to, the 
singular other without erasing him or her through the very act of writ-
ing. Concerned with the ethics of friendship, Derrida’s essays probe the 
manner in which ‘the mourning that follows death is prepared for and 
anticipated even before death, [and] how this anticipation is the very 
time of friendship’).38 Like Djebar, Derrida emphasises the singularity 
of each individual, evoking in his preface the concept of the ‘“seul 
et unique” qui fait de chaque vivant (animal, humain ou divin), un 
vivant seul et unique’ (‘“single and unique” which makes each living 
thing (animal, human, divine) a single and unique being’).39 Formally 
speaking, the sections of Algerian White entitled ‘Three Days’ and 
‘Death Without End’, in which Djebar both resurrects and memorial-
ises the lives, deaths and funerals of diverse figures, reflect Derrida’s 
 self-  professed ‘résurrection’ of his friends and colleagues in The Work of 
Mourning.40

By articulating the lost other in language, that is, by substituting 
the signifier for the referent, Djebar, like Derrida, risks engendering a 
process of forgetting akin to Freudian mourning. If, in their introduc-
tion to The Work of Mourning,  Pascale-  Anne Brault and Michael Naas 
contend that there is paradoxically no other way to publicly remember 
the other in the wake of death,41 Djebar is nonetheless at pains to avoid 
constructing a linguistic mausoleum for her ‘dear disappeared’ (15).42 
She deliberately enacts a process of remembrance that circumvents 
the hackneyed clichés of public memorials associated with postcolo-
nial Algeria, thus evading the normalising closure of ‘conventional 
narrative[s]’ that seek finitude or redemption.43 Djebar instead yields 
the metaphor of ‘la mort inachevée’ (‘the unfinished death’) to give 
expression to the unrelenting trauma that her writing exhibits (219); 
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it speaks to a grief that cannot be assimilated because death came too 
abruptly and too violently for the author to comprehend (84). As Jenny 
Murray explains:

Her reaction to this trauma manifests itself as a melancholic obses-
sion with reconstructing her friends’ final moments. […] The meta-
phor of ‘la mort inachevée’ thus comes to symbolise a process of 
mourning which has been interrupted or suspended.44

The symbol of ‘la mort inachevée’ signifies Djebar’s anguished response 
to trauma, which sees her invoke the unfinished deaths of her friends.

Yet, if her melancholia is, at times, figured as an inevitable (yet 
also ethical) manifestation of the traumatic condition, the spectral-
ised other is also mobilised at will in a strategic  ethico-  political act of 
resistance. In the section entitled ‘The Language of the Dead’ Djebar 
describes her phantomogenic relationship with the spectres of three 
departed friends: the dramatist Kader (Abdelkader) Alloula, the sociolo-
gist M’Hamed Boukhobza and the psychiatrist Mahfoud Boucebci. It 
is germane that it should be the French language, transformed into a 
spectral dialect, which facilitates exchange: ‘the French of the old days 
now begins to be generated within us, between us, transformed into 
the language of the dead’ (18). At times, ‘the language of the dead’ can 
be read as a literary exploration of Derrida’s appeal in Specters of Marx 
that we ‘learn to live with ghosts, in the upkeep, the conversation, the 
company, or the companionship, in the commerce without commerce 
of ghosts’.45 Describing Kader, M’Hamed and Mahfoud as ‘Whispering 
shadows’ (17), Djebar contends: ‘Those dear disappeared: they speak 
to me’ (15). If, in Specters of Marx, haunting is construed as a mode of 
address in which discourse is mediated from the dead to the living, 
in ‘language of the dead’ Djebar also suggests that haunting creates 
a space in which language and dialogue are free flowing, unfettered 
by the conventions and mores of society: ‘now, they speak to me, in 
volumes’ (18). The language of death is figured as abundant and alto-
gether more fruitful than the language of the living, marked as it is by 
inherent lack.

At times, melancholia and haunting are conceived as frameworks 
that circumvent the issues of (mis)representation and agency outlined 
at length by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’46 
Similarly, Derrida’s insistence upon the dialogical aspects of haunting in 
the early stages of Specters of Marx gives way to the importance of listen-
ing to the spectralised other:
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the ‘scholar’ of the future, the ‘intellectual’ of tomorrow […] should 
learn to live by learning not how to make conversation with the 
ghost but how to talk with him, with her, how to let them speak or 
how to give them back speech.47

For Derrida, conversation becomes secondary to listening or, in the 
words of Dominique Fisher, to constructing ‘un espace d’écoute’ 
(‘a listening space’).48 Djebar gestures to this when she contends, ‘My 
friends come to me, I have never called them’, thus figuring herself as 
receiving rather than invoking her spectral visitors (18). Djebar is thus 
particularly anxious not to become the  porte-  parole (spokesperson) of 
the dead, and is careful to portray Kader, M’Hamed and Mahfoud as 
speaking entities with their own authentic voices: ‘Fortunately they 
speak to me often, these “dear ones”’ (17).

For all her insistence upon the ghosts’ agency, however, it is, of 
course, Djebar herself who selects the memories that are to haunt the 
present – or indeed to which she is to return – framing them according 
to her own desires within her own literary narrative. Acutely conscious 
of this process, Djebar does concede that her friends only continue to 
exist within the confines of her imagination: ‘They left me against my 
will. I remain here, and if I turn my head and think I see the desert, then I am 
deceiving myself, blinding myself, deluding myself!’ ( 137–  8). Emphasising 
her own blindness, Djebar points to the ‘unspeakability’ and disorder 
of trauma, suggesting that her friends cannot return to articulate the 
horror of their final moments. The possibility of a strategic form of 
melancholia or haunting associated with witnessing and testimony thus 
gives way to Djebar’s rationalisation that the dead do not really exist 
but are instead conjured at will. For Derrida, this distinction between 
the dead other  – alive within the self’s  imagination  – and the dead 
other – living in and of himself – is a wholly ethical one: ‘it would be 
unfaithful to delude oneself into believing that the other living in us is 
living in himself: because he lives in us and because we live this or that 
in his memory, in memory of him’.49 To believe that the dead other 
continues in death as he or she did in life is unfaithful to the memory 
of that individual.

Nonetheless, the editors of The Work of Mourning also point to the blind-
ness inherent to the obituary form utilised by Derrida, contending that:

The funeral oration is a genre beset on all sides by bad faith,  self- 
 delusion, and, of course, denial. For even when we use the dead for 
some end or purpose of our own, even when we speak to the dead 
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simply to ask for their forgiveness, it is often because we do not wish 
to admit that the dead can no longer respond to us, can no longer, 
for example, offer us their forgiveness.50

In this passage the ethical desire to maintain a relationship with the 
spectralised other is overshadowed by the underlying possibility that 
the subject resurrects the ghost only insofar as it can alleviate guilt and 
assuage the self. Certainly, in Algerian White, Djebar’s resurrection of her 
friends is imbricated in her desire to make amends for the past, as she 
regrets that she did not articulate the true depths of her friendship (218). 
She expresses remorse for having harmed Kader – ‘I suffer from having 
at one instance caused Kader pain’ (218) – while also contending:

It saddens me that I did not cancel a trip in order to stay in Paris to 
have chatted one last evening with Mahfoud […]. I write and I dry 
a few tears. I don’t believe in their deaths: for me, their deaths are 
 works-  in-  progress. (218)

Her guilt and sorrow over this missed opportunity with Mahfoud lays 
bare a  self-  referential kind of grief: Djebar’s own sadness and tears 
obscure the singular other, whose own sentiments are absent. In juxta-
posing her regrets with the spectral return of her friends, she thus marks 
a correlation between haunting and the desire for pardon.

While Djebar’s invocation of the spectre is undoubtedly a predomi-
nantly ethical enterprise, then, by her own admission it is also a con-
ciliatory gesture that enables her to seek forgiveness, thus underscoring 
the possibility that melancholia and haunting are more  self- than  other- 
 oriented. In Gender Trouble (1990) Judith Butler similarly points to the 
 self-  referential nature of melancholia, arguing that

The melancholic refuses the loss of the object, and internalization 
becomes a strategy of magically resuscitating the lost object, not only 
because the loss is painful, but because the ambivalence felt toward 
the object requires that the object be retained until differences are 
settled.51

Building upon Freud’s assertion that melancholic  subject–  object rela-
tions are inherently ambivalent, Butler postulates that the subject’s 
incorporation of the lost object is not simply a latent attempt to allevi-
ate the grief inflicted upon the ego, but also an endeavour to contend 
with the ambiguous feelings that the subject may harbour in relation 
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to the object.52 In other words, the putatively ethical preservation of 
the object might belie the subject’s desperate need to address the other.

As Djebar remembers the dead in Algerian White she exposes a latent 
desire for  self-  preservation that undermines the ethics of melancholia: 
‘Oh, my friends, not the white of oblivion, please spare me that!’ (52). The 
haunting return of the other is presented here as a form of appropria-
tion that maintains the status quo, disavowing the destructive forces 
of grief. Freud articulates this concept in ‘Mourning and Melancholia’, 
suggesting that the  narcissistically-  loved object is maintained precisely 
because the acknowledgement of loss would engender a concomitant 
loss of ego.53 The German psychoanalysts Alexander and Margarete 
Mitscherlich have since built upon this idea to suggest that, for the mel-
ancholic, ‘The pain is not in grief for the lost object; instead, the grief 
is for oneself.’54 Geoffrey Bennington addresses this dilemma in rela-
tion to the  self-  referential nature of contemporary theory when, in the 
introduction to his ‘Militantly Melancholic’ monograph in memory of 
Derrida, he argues that: ‘A lot of the recent talk about “the other”, in all 
its supposedly “ethical” piety, is in fact a fairly transparent alibi for just 
this kind of  self-  interest.’55 His caveat remains a stark reminder that even 
the most  well-  intentioned of gestures can unwittingly mask the appro-
priative desires of the self, a tension that Djebar’s own writing project, 
described  self-  consciously as a form of ‘autodéfense’, exhibits.56

The very tensions that trouble Algerian White can be traced through-
out The Woman without a Grave, in which Djebar resurrects the ghost 
of Zoulikha Oudai, a resistance fighter during the war of independence. 
In this narrative Zoulikha’s ghost, which speaks from beyond the grave, 
is juxtaposed with a belated process of memorialisation. The women of 
the town of Césarée, from which Djebar and Zoulikha both originate, 
initiate a form of remembering that risks, at times, inaugurating a pro-
cess of mourning that might efface her memory. Nicole  Aas-  Rouxparis 
has underscored the way in which the novel borrows from a range of 
genres, including from ‘l’art de l’interview’ (‘the art of the interview’), 
and in many ways the  author-  narrator or intervieweuse figure operates 
as a  pseudo-  psychoanalyst, engaging the characters in a belated process 
of introjection.57 Meditating upon the remembering of the past, the 
 author-  narrator muses: ‘Is it not an unconscious strategy to […] find 
ourselves … liberated? From what, if not the very shadow of the mute 
past, a cliff above our heads …’58 Djebar thus begins a process of ‘work-
ing through’, but she does so falteringly, aware that to complete such 
mourning, to bring about the textualisation of loss  – if indeed such 
completion is possible – is to risk a form of exorcism.
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This anxiety permeates Djebar’s other ‘spectral’ texts, which include 
Oran, langue morte (The Tongue’s Blood does not Run Dry: Algerian 
Stories, 1997), Les Nuits de Strasbourg (Strasbourg Nights, 1997) and The 
Disappearance of the French Language. If the tropes of haunting, melan-
cholia and trauma seem at first to provide a useful critical and affec-
tive language through which to deal with the effaced and fragmentary 
traces of Algeria’s past, Djebar’s corpus also problematises them as 
ethical models of remembrance. At a moment when such discourse 
permeates the academy, her  self-  conscious and nuanced critique invites 
reflection on its usefulness. And just as her narratives ostensibly seek 
a model of remembrance that might move beyond the mourning or 
melancholia dualism, they challenge us to consider why much con-
temporary scholarship, as well as political debate on memory, remains 
ensconced in a sterile binary in which one either remembers or forgets, 
mourns or is melancholic, ‘acts out’ or ‘works through’. If trauma 
theory is to remain a critically useful and informed model of analysis 
across the humanities and beyond, it is surely germane to ask how we 
might remember the past in ways that dispense with dichotomous 
modes of thought.
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‘O my friends, there is no friend’, intones Jacques Derrida via 
Montaigne and Aristotle in The Politics of Friendship (2005). ‘Someone 
sighs; a wise man, perhaps, has uttered his last breath. Perhaps. Perhaps 
he is talking to his sons or his brothers gathered together momentar-
ily around a deathbed: “Oh my friends, there is no friend”.’1 The three 
novels that concern us in this chapter, E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India 
(1924), and Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981) and The Moor’s 
Last Sigh (1995) constitute attempts to come to terms with otherness 
in politically torn nations by forging personal connections which can 
challenge boundaries of race, faith, education, as well as prescribed 
notions of national identity. This impossibility of friendship in politi-
cally  subjugated or torn postcolonial nations creates a mood of intimate 
violence that scars the individual and also mirrors national histories. 
I propose that Rushdie finds in Forster’s textual relinquishing of friend-
ship during the Raj a preliminary model to inform his own debates on 
individual and collective trauma in colonial and postcolonial India.

Amina Yaqin has observed that Rushdie’s characters are constantly 
searching for links between filiation and affiliation, as conceptualised 
by Edward Said, when she observes that filial relationships are encour-
aged through natural bonds ‘involving obedience, fear, love, respect and 
instinctual conflict’,2 while affiliative connections are those forged by 
‘transpersonal forms’, including ‘guild consciousness, consensus, col-
legiality, professional respect, class, and the hegemony of the dominant 
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culture’.3 As Yaqin concludes, ‘The filiative scheme belongs to the realm 
of nature and “life” whereas affiliations belong exclusively to culture and 
society.’4 These ‘natural’ instincts and cultural or ‘learnt’ qualities gener-
ate conflict within Rushdie’s characters. The affiliative involves hopeful 
gestures towards plurality and fraternisation: Rushdie’s central characters 
often embrace Nehruvian secularism with growing diffidence, yet in the 
hope that political encouragement of interfaith harmony will put an end 
to communalist violence; nonetheless, on the side of the filial remains 
the suspicion of the ‘Other’, of those belonging to other religious com-
munities in India which impinge on minorities, and even of one’s own 
cultural community. Such a conflict between affiliation and filiation is 
also apparent at a more primal textual level, in the manifest and spectral 
ways in which Forster’s legacies are articulated in Rushdie’s novels. This 
chapter will demonstrate that Rushdie creates conflicted Indian sub-
ject positions in dialogue with Forster in order to explore the tensions 
between self and other which are at the core of Passage to India, particu-
larly in the form of mirrored characters, most prominently Dr Aziz of 
A Passage to India and Dr Aadam Aziz of Midnight’s Children.5 This tribute is 
one of the most manifest legacies of Forster’s work in Rushdie’s fiction. 
In the spectral realm, we find evidence for the vanquishing of interper-
sonal hopes: in Rushdie’s texts, they are intentionally or unintentionally 
encoded dialogues with Forster, combining personal proximity with vio-
lence in a Forsterian literary idiom which Rushdie himself has attempted 
to downplay in interviews and in his recently published memoirs.6

Forster’s legacies in Rushdie’s work tend to belong in the sphere of 
the oblique or spectral, in which, more often than not, Forster’s imprint 
is felt at moments not too explicitly connected to parallel episodes in his 
fiction. Moreover, each manifest legacy of past literatures in Rushdie’s 
work is so multivalent, its mesh of history and fiction, of candidness 
and waywardness, so tightly woven, as to foreclose any instances in 
which only one source can be proved to be the most accurate or the 
most important. It is perhaps because of the multiplicity and complex-
ity of these polyphonic resonances of Rushdie’s texts that Forster’s 
legacies have tended to be so tentatively approached by postcolonial 
critics such as Peter Morey and Timothy Brennan.7 Coming to terms 
with Rushdie’s polysemic fiction is almost synonymous with coming to 
terms with irresolute, conflicted yet celebratory hybridity. Said observes 
that reading Rushdie entails facing something ‘completely new. I mean 
it has connections with the world of Kipling and Forster, but it is trans-
formed, it is  post-  colonial and has its own magic, its own brilliance. And 
it also introduces a particular hybrid experience into English.’8
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Because of the overall importance of such a hybrid sensibility, this 
chapter does not stop at echoed character names, but explores also the 
understated and unexamined spectral and filiative manner in which 
Rushdie’s prose subscribes to Forster’s exploration of friendship and 
enmity, of physical proximity and interpersonal violence. Rushdie 
transforms the colonial relationship depicted in A Passage to India in 
order to explore in Midnight’s Children the communalist tensions of 
colonial and then postcolonial India, whose pitting of Hindus and 
Muslims against secularist ideals not only harkens back to the  proto- 
 nationalism of Forster’s Dr Aziz but also to the tones of the final clash 
between Aziz and Cyril Fielding.

There is in Midnight’s Children a remarkable degree of sentiment 
invested in the demise of Jawaharlal Nehru’s India, which Rushdie’s nar-
rative does little to conceal.9 The idealism with which Rushdie imbues 
Nehru’s secularist project has an important role in the mind and morale 
of some of the characters in Midnight’s Children. Instead of engaging 
with the heyday of Mahatma Gandhi’s satyagraha, Rushdie chooses to 
concentrate more specifically, but unsurprisingly, on the figure of the 
conflicted Muslim Aadam Aziz, the spokesperson in the Sinai family for 
a secular envisioning of the nation. Rushdie’s affiliation to Nehru and 
his filiative suspicion of Gandhi reveal a subjective standpoint which 
prizes secularism over religious revivalism, and spiritual doubt over reli-
gious certainty. With this partiality in mind, it is not difficult to see why 
Rushdie’s novel enacts the manifest legacy of Forster’s Dr Aziz and of his 
syncretic, alternative position as a  Western-  educated Muslim who is nei-
ther a complete Anglophile nor a Hindu Congressman. Rushdie trans-
forms the emergent secularist nationalism of Forster’s original character 
and, in Midnight’s Children, turns it into a conscious deployment of a 
Muslim Nehruvian sympathiser. Rushdie’s fictional doctor discards the 
possibility of unlearning the legacies of a European colonial education 
and looks to India’s future with hybrid and hopeful eyes. With the aid 
of Nehru’s example, Rushdie can show enthusiasm for an ideological 
standpoint which can encompass both cultural indebtedness and politi-
cal insurgency. However, Rushdie’s narrative also outgrows the more 
encroaching and fixed aspects of Nehru’s position by forfeiting statist 
prescription of Indian identities; as we shall see, this is something to 
which The Moor’s Last Sigh gives further impetus, with its exploration 
of the communalist turmoil surrounding the demolition of the Babri 
Masjid in 1992.

Forster’s original model for Rushdie’s main colonial protagonist, 
Dr Aziz, is an Indian medic educated in Europe who abhors the patronising 
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and authoritarian attitudes of British officials but who also attempts to 
establish friendly relations with those British people who seem more 
propitious to fostering intercultural friendships. Aziz is encouraged by 
his new liaisons with the elderly Mrs Moore and with the teacher Cyril 
Fielding, and he organises the fateful trip to the Marabar caves, a journey 
in which Adela Quested’s filiative suspicion of Aziz’s sexual violence, 
once made manifest, shatters the emergent politics of friendship between 
Britons and Indians. The machinery of British domination, embodied in 
Aziz’s trial, imposes its own rules of cohabitation and puts the Indian 
man, as the colonialists would have it, in his proper place. Aziz’s trial and 
its revelation of the suspicion deterring an intercultural politics of friend-
ship wakes him to the necessity of  self-  rule, and also to the impossibility 
of forging friendship with colonials such as Fielding, although, as I will 
consider now, the expression of Aziz’s political animosities articulates the 
tensions between intimacy and violence at the heart of human interac-
tion between ‘strangers’ or mutual ‘foreigners’.

In Anne Dufourmantelle’s response to Derrida in Of Hospitality, she 
surmises that

Derrida’s obsession, in this philosophical narrative woven around 
that fine theme of hospitality, takes its time in drawing the contours 
of an impossible, illicit geography of proximity. A  proximity that 
would not be the opposite of an elsewhere come from outside and 
surrounding it, but ‘close to the close,’ that unbearable orb of inti-
macy that melts into hate.10

In Dufourmantelle’s thinking, Derrida’s philosophical approach to 
hospitality interrogates the tensions and the permeable relationship 
between intimacy and hate in order to aid our understanding of the 
ways in which binaries blend together in an ‘impossible’ geography of 
proximity. The tensions in endlessly negotiated but unresolved rules of 
hospitality complicate the relationship between self and other to the 
point of crisis, and this crisis lies at the heart of Forster’s and Rushdie’s 
subsequent debates on colonial and communal interpersonal relations.

In the light of this ‘impossible, illicit geography of proximity’, let 
us consider in detail the last passionate interview between Aziz and 
Fielding, where both characters argue about colonial politics and are 
torn between their respective national allegiances. At this moment, 
‘Aziz grew more excited. He rose in his stirrups and pulled at his horse’s 
head in the hope it would rear.’11 Fielding challenges Aziz’s nationalist 
sentiments, and asks Aziz whom he would like to rule India instead of 
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the British, pointing out his country’s Hindu citizens would not put 
up with the rule of Muslims of Afghan origin such as Aziz. The Indian 
man then attempts to capture mentally a picture of ecumenical India 
and fails to see it materialise; passionately, he proposes ‘a conference of 
Oriental statesmen’, but inwardly confesses to himself that he

couldn’t quite fit in Afghans at Mau, and, finding he was in a corner, 
made his horse rear again until he remembered that he had, or ought 
to have, a  mother-  land. Then he shouted: ‘India shall be a nation! No 
foreigners of any sort! Hindu and Moslem and Sikh and all shall be 
one! Hurrah! Hurrah for India! Hurrah! Hurrah!’ (315)

To Fielding’s continued mocking of such a  faith-  inclusive ideal, Aziz 
retorts with  anti-  colonial insurgency: ‘“We shall drive every blasted 
Englishman into the sea, and then” – he rode against him furiously – 
“and then,” he concluded, half kissing him, “you and I shall be friends”’ 
(316). Aziz and Fielding’s relationship is locked here in a complex 
dynamic of friendship and enmity in an ‘illicit geography of proxim-
ity’ which, like Derrida, Forster utilises as a trope to represent problems 
of hospitality. Everything about their movement here, especially Aziz’s 
desperate  horse-  handling, speaks violence and enmity. Aziz comes here 
‘close to the close’, inverting ‘that unbearable orb of intimacy that melts 
into hate’ by revealing intimacy at the moment of incipient violence.

The final moments of Forster’s novel also brim with tensions between 
secularist national unification and internal religious fragmentation, as 
well as between friendship and suspicion of the person on the ‘Other’ 
side of the colonial divide. This is the first interview between Aziz and 
Fielding after a period of separation, during which time Aziz had mis-
guidedly suspected Fielding of honouring his national allegiances by 
marrying Adela Quested, something which Fielding finally disproves. 
But the strictures of the crumbling Raj which separate both characters 
are here imbued with both political scepticism and British jingoism on 
Fielding’s part and with a mixture of nationalist enthusiasm and doubt 
on Aziz’s. Aziz’s  anti-  British sentiments are expressed in a significantly 
Anglicised register which fits his European education, and in view of 
such tones it is not hard to recognise why Said regarded Aziz’s behaviour 
as pitiful and Fielding’s entreaties as a message of persisting political 
domination,12 but there is a political ambivalence in these British and 
Indian characters which can be traced back to their mirrored scepticism 
about the ability of India to become a unified nation. Fielding’s more 
partial perspective is qualified by Aziz’s, which mingles a secularist, 
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almost  proto-  Nehruvian ideal of India as a ‘ mother-  land’  – a concept 
he ambivalently feels he ‘ought to have’ (315, my emphasis) – and the 
inability to picture all the different religious communities as cohabit-
ants of a new unified nation. This ambivalence does not demonstrate 
India’s inability to govern itself, as Said would have it, but poses wari-
ness about interfaith violence in the event of independence.

To Fielding’s entreaties of friendship to Aziz, the Indian landscape 
offers a more final and famous admonition:

But the horses didn’t want it – they swerved apart; the earth didn’t 
want it, sending up rocks through which riders must pass  single-  file; 
the temples, the tank, the jail, the palace, the birds, the carrion, the 
Guest House, that came into view as they issued from the gap and 
saw Mau beneath: they didn’t want it, they said in their hundred 
voices, ‘No, not yet,’ and the sky said, ‘No, not there.’ (316)

Forster’s text desperately clings till the last minute to a politics of friend-
ship deeply rooted in the novel’s homosocial structures, but must ulti-
mately forfeit it: Mau’s geography interferes by forcing Aziz and Fielding 
to ‘pass  single-  file’, and their friendship is postponed until the end of 
India’s subjugation. The political body of the empire, articulated here 
in a geographical trope Rushdie will revisit in Midnight’s Children when 
exploring India’s religious conflicts, prescribes the rules of cohabitation 
of colonial India, and thwarts hospitality and any emergent politics of 
friendship across the colonial divide.

In response, Rushdie adopts the secularist but troubled political posi-
tion inhabited by Forster’s Dr Aziz and transforms it into the explicitly 
Nehruvian, but also ambivalent – and ultimately disaffected – nation-
alist sentiments embodied, in both literal and figurative ways, by 
Dr Aadam Aziz, the patriarch of the Sinai clan in Midnight’s Children. 
If early postcolonial Indian critics of the novel, such as Nirad C. 
Chaudhuri, deride Forster’s choice of protagonist because of his mar-
ginal status in the nation,13 then Rushdie embraces such marginality, 
and chooses a Muslim invested in Nehru’s dream of India as the central 
character for the novel’s colonial section; this is done while undertak-
ing a longer historical reassessment of the trajectory of Nehruvian 
secularism wherein, as we shall see, postcolonial interfaith harmony is 
also postponed in a moment of liberal impasse. What is most crucial 
here for my comparison of the parallel plights of these two fictional 
Indian doctors, however, is the fact that Rushdie recalibrates Forster’s 
failed politics of friendship in order to interrogate the growing tensions 
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between Hindus and Muslims, instead of concentrating on the colonial 
relationship examined by Forster in Passage to India. The language in 
which the clash between different sectors of colonial India is described, 
however, is surprisingly similar to Forster’s in its merging of intimacy 
and hate, as it reveals the trauma of political divisions through indi-
vidual perspectives.

In an initial encounter in Midnight’s Children between Dr Aadam Aziz 
and the boatman Tai, we find a confrontation between two different 
types of Indian whose different life trajectories make them strangers to 
each other:

Doctor Aziz begins to diagnose. To the ferryman [Tai], the [medical] 
bag represents Abroad; it is the alien thing, the invader, progress. 
And yes, it has indeed taken possession of the young Doctor’s mind; 
and yes, it contains knives, and cures for cholera and malaria and 
 small-  pox; and yes, it sits between doctor and boatman, and has 
made them antagonists. Doctor Aziz begins to fight, against sadness, 
and against Tai’s anger, which is beginning to infect him, to become 
his own, which erupts only rarely, but comes, when it does come, 
unheralded in a roar from his deepest places, laying waste everything 
in sight; and then vanishes, leaving him wondering why everyone 
is so upset …14

The bag that stands between the Muslim and Hindu characters is, in 
effect, the language of Dr Aadam Aziz’s Western education: scientific 
rationalism, for which Tai, a character who even refuses to wear Western 
clothes, has no use. The lack of hospitality shown by Tai is reflected back 
on Aadam Aziz, whose consciousness reveals his troubled awareness 
about how his European education makes him a suspected foreigner 
in his own nation. In a manner akin to Forster’s depiction of the land-
scape of Mau, Rushdie uses a geographical trope to map out this tension 
between sympathy and anger undertaken in close physical proximity: 
Aadam’s ire ‘erupts […] in a roar from his deepest places, laying waste 
everything in sight’, but the direction it takes, whether it is against the 
British or against his Hindu comrade, remains purposefully ambiguous. 
It is important, however, that this is no abstract Indian earth or sky, but 
the landscape of Aadam’s own waking political consciousness, which 
has started realising the gap that colonial history has built between him 
and his Hindu countryman.

Aadam Aziz remains a Muslim secularist optimist in India, while Tai 
defends his identity as a Hindu Kashmiri in  Muslim-  majority Kashmir. 
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Such optimism on both Aadam Aziz’s and Rushdie’s part eventually 
runs out of steam as further complications arise; the pressures of com-
munalist fervour are too strong, and after the assassination of his son, 
Aadam experiences a religious visitation which renders him altogether 
inhospitable to India’s religious plurality and which turns his original 
secularist position, as Neelam Srivastava suggests in Secularism in the 
Postcolonial Indian Novel, into yet another contender in the communal-
ist battle.15 Saleem informs us that ‘three weeks after he had heard of 
the death of a son whom he had believed to be alive and well, he had 
seen with his own eyes the God in whose death he had tried all his 
life to believe’ (275). Aadam Aziz’s misrecognition of Joseph D’Costa’s 
ghost turns his hope for  inter-  religious friendship into suspicion and 
hate towards his familial Islam and all other Indian religions. His first 
act of communalist violence is stealing the hair of Mohammed from 
the Hazratbal Mosque, followed by his attack against Hindus ‘outside 
the temple of Sankara Acharya. He was seen to raise his  walking-  stick; 
inside the temple, women performing the right of puja at the  Shiva- 
 lingam shrank back […] and then the cracks claimed him, and his legs 
gave way beneath him as the bones disintegrated’ (278). Aziz becomes 
the simultaneous embodiment of the disintegration of Nehru’s secular-
ist vision of India and the personification of rampant communalism. 
Rushdie’s transformation of Forster’s Aziz necessarily indexes the insolu-
ble  religious disparity which Forster’s characters saw in colonial India, 
and Midnight’s Children is testament both to Fielding’s scepticism and 
Aziz’s persisting doubts, as Rushdie charts Aadam Aziz’s close resem-
blance to the downward spiral of Nehruvian liberal secularism and its 
related trauma for the postcolonial nation’s citizens.

Nonetheless, Rushdie’s narrative tries to find some hope in India’s 
plurality, despite its almost overwhelming fragmentation; this point 
can be extended to his later fiction, although the personal conundrums 
posed by the fatwa issued in 1989 after the publication of The Satanic 
Verses and by the 1992 destruction of the Babri mosque in Ayodhya 
turn The Moor’s Last Sigh into a far more elegiac narrative. It is in this 
novel that Derrida’s pondering on Montaigne’s ‘eloquent sigh’, ‘Oh my 
friends, there is no friend’, which he utters with the ‘sententious and 
melancholy gravity of a testament’,16 attains particular relevance. The 
Moor’s Last Sigh charts the fortunes of Moraes, commonly known as the 
‘Moor’, the son of Abraham (a Jew) and Aurora Zogoiby (née da Gama, 
a Christian), narrated from the fictional Spanish town of Benengeli, 
where he has become an exile and captive. This is a family saga in which 
issues of parenthood are complicated by Rushdie’s usual deployment of 
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convoluted family trees and gossip, linking the ‘Moor’ on his father’s 
side to the last Sultan of Granada, ‘el zogoiby’ (‘the unfortunate’), and 
hence also to Moorish Iberian history.17 They are exacerbated by the use 
of Aurora’s  paintings-  over-  paintings, which attempt to preserve in their 
careful multilayers the cultural and personal histories of Christian and 
Moorish Indian minorities against the tide of communalist violence in 
Rushdie’s childhood home of Bombay.

The Moor’s Last Sigh is highly invested in the ethics of art and the 
symbol of the palimpsest. Aurora’s superimposed paintings harken back 
not only to her son’s allegedly lost Moorish family history, but use such 
familial history in order to negotiate her present fraught relationship 
with her son, who is torn between a familial and  minority-  oriented sec-
ularism and what Minoli Salgado suggests is the multicultural but false 
religious pluralism represented by his Hindu lover Uma, which lacks 
cultural roots.18 The Moor’s affiliation to secularism is often thwarted 
by his filiative suspicion of the contradicting narratives offered to him 
by his mother and by his lover, as representatives of different religious 
communities trying to claim both his political and his affective loy-
alties. As a literal quixotic figure, Moraes is torn between gullibility 
and mistrust: his ambivalence and his identity’s fragmentariness are 
definitely highlighted by the image of the palimpsest. In his study of 
Miguel de Cervantes’s legacy in Rushdie’s novel, Bruce R. Burningham 
proposes that the novel contains multiple ‘Moors’ and ‘Moor’s last 
sighs’; not only Moraes himself, but the historical Boabdil, Cide Hamete 
Bengengeli, the fictional narrator of Don Quixote, and even ‘Mrs. Moore 
from E. M. Forster’s novel A Passage to India (a character who, at the 
very least, hovers over Rushdie’s text ever so obliquely through the lin-
gering echoes associated with the name Fielding)’.19 The text’s oblique 
and spectral encoding of the names ‘Moor’ and ‘Fielding’ continue 
the commentary on secularism and communalism staged more mani-
festly in Midnight’s Children. Moraes’ trauma concerns the death of his 
mother, which he erroneously ascribes to the Hindu fundamentalist 
Raman Fielding through the assumed conflict between her mother’s 
artistically expressed minority interests and Fielding’s violent push for 
Hindu majoritarian rule, which Moraes assumes would always want to 
vanquish such expression of minority cultures in India.

This Raman Fielding, like Dr Aadam Aziz, is a character whose name 
encodes multiple cultural references which are not exhausted by the 
anecdotal  cricket-  oriented explanation offered in the narrative itself 
( 230–  1). As Goonetilleke rightly suggests,20 he is moulded after the real 
Bal Thackeray, the leader of the  Bombay-  based Hindu fundamentalist 
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party Shiv Sena, renamed ‘Mumbai’s Axis’ in Rushdie’s novel. Like his 
historical counterpart Thackeray, Raman Fielding is also suspected of 
using his political power to instigate the communalist crisis in Ayodhya; 
but Fielding is also spectrally linked to the ‘missing’ or unacknowledged 
intermediate layer of Rushdie’s literary palimpsest: namely Forster’s 
A Passage to India. If Midnight’s Children appropriated the colonial clash 
between Aziz and Fielding in A Passage to India and turned it into a com-
munalist plight, then The Moor’s Last Sigh expands on the debate which 
Aadam Aziz’s inhospitable charge against several Indian religions had 
only started. Rushdie’s later novel  self-  consciously charts in more detail 
the legacy of Aadam Aziz’s secularism turned into communalism: not 
only is Nehruvian secularism transmogrified into a stuffed dog named 
Jawaharlal which Moraes keeps, allegedly, as a family memento (323); 
his  great-  grandchild, Aadam Sinai, Saleem Sinai’s son, has become, as 
Alexandra W. Schultheis suggests, a gangster whose flexible understand-
ing of communalist language has allowed him to prosper in Bombay’s 
corrupt underworld.21 In turn, Raman Fielding constitutes Forster’s 
persisting legacy in Rushdie’s exploration of friendship, suspicion and 
hospitality.

Crucially, Forster’s Fielding does not remain a British foreigner in The 
Moor’s Last Sigh, but is transformed instead into a Hindu fundamentalist 
who treats other Indian religious minorities as foreigners in the postco-
lonial nation. The Moor’s allegiances in the book shift considerably; not 
just, as I have suggested, between Aurora and Uma, but also between 
Aurora’s secularism and Raman Fielding’s communalism. The palimp-
sestic and mirroring technique is doubled by this tension between 
friendship and hostility played out both in the world of politics and, 
most importantly for my purposes here, in the realm of private relations 
spectrally inherited from Forster, whereby physical proximity invites at 
once intimacy and violence in the language of hospitality.

Moraes is led to believe by his father Abraham that it was Raman 
Fielding who murdered his mother. After a long period of indecision, 
the Moor’s loyalties revert back to his family, as he murders Raman 
Fielding in an episode which echoes the intimacy and violence of 
A Passage to India:

The green  frog-  phone stared up at me from his desk. God, I hated 
that phone. I bent toward Mainduck; who flung out his left hand, 
at high speed, caught me by the hair at the nape of my neck, and 
jammed my mouth into the left side of his head.  Off-  balance for a 
moment, I realised with some horror that my right hand, my only 
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weapon, could no longer reach the target. But as I  fell against the 
edge of the desk, my left hand – that same left hand which I had to 
force myself, all my life, and against my nature, to learn how to use – 
collided, by chance with the telephone.

‘The message is from my mother,’ I whispered, and smashed the 
green frog into his face. He made no sound. His fingers released my 
hair, but the  frog-  phone kept wanting to kiss him, so I kissed him 
with it, as hard as I  could, then harder, and harder still, until the 
plastic splintered and the instrument began to come apart in my 
own hand. (367)

Rushdie invokes here Derrida’s ‘illicit geography of proximity’ in the 
scene’s tour de force between physical intimacy and violence. Like 
Forster’s Aziz, the Moor whispers to Raman Fielding, yet takes things 
further: Aziz’s ambiguous charge against Cyril Fielding, in which he 
ends up  half  kissing him, is transformed here into the violent motion 
of ‘kissing’ Raman Fielding with the instrument of his own Hindu fun-
damentalism, which he had used to exacerbate communalist tensions 
in Ayodhya. The Moor’s filiative suspicion of Raman Fielding’s Hindu 
majoritarianism and his resulting wish for family vengeance render his 
mother’s minority secularism yet another contender in communalist 
violence with no ability to negotiate different communitarian perspec-
tives. The permeable affective space where hospitality is played out 
becomes, in this episode, the ‘unbearable orb of intimacy that melts 
into hate’.22 It echoes, yet again, the conflicted hospitality articulated in 
Forster’s colonial text, demonstrating the persistence of heated confron-
tations in postcolonial India expressed in a violent and intimate clash 
discursively connected to Forster’s, despite Rushdie’s misgivings about 
Forster’s ‘classical’ and ‘cool’ prose.

Rushdie subsequently brings to light the palimpsest implicit in this 
episode by drawing on the literary references beneath Moraes’ narra-
tive, including the ironically inverted Ramayana and the Iliad (368). 
These epic and religious sources, however, do not offer us the third 
missing layer of Forster’s A Passage to India. As Gérard Genette suggests 
in Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree (1997), close textual read-
ing can help us uncover the forgotten hypotext which lurks beneath 
the more consciously deployed or more easily decoded literary links.23 
The name of Fielding starts exorcising Forster’s spectral legacy in the 
text: Forster’s ghostly presence has been seen in the depiction of inti-
macy and violence, echoed filiatively in the language of hate, whispers 
and kissing, which Rushdie utilises to explore the violence in physical 
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proximity of subjective religious perspectives in India after the demoli-
tion of the Babri mosque. This view of internalised and spectral lega-
cies is supported by the lately arrived character Aoi Uë, who intimates 
that ‘People are inattentive, by and large. They do not read closely, but 
skim. They are not expecting to be sent messages in code, and so they 
may not see any’ (422). Rushdie seems to have encoded Forster’s lega-
cies obliquely; the text’s politics of friendship and suspicion warrants a 
Forsterian reading of conflicted intimacy and individual trauma resem-
bling the political clashes in the Indian political arena, as it explores 
through one example of personal confrontation the multitudinarian 
violence following the demolition of the Babri Masjid.

However, the Moor’s violent honouring of his family allegiances 
reverts back to a model of friendship which Derrida had already asked 
us to interrogate. In the ‘Foreword’ to The Politics of Friendship, he asks:

Why would the friend be like a brother? Let us dream of a friendship 
which goes beyond this proximity of the congeneric double, beyond 
parenthood, the most as well as the least natural parenthoods, when 
it leaves its signature, from the outset, on the name as on a double 
mirror of such a couple. Let us ask ourselves what would then be the 
politics of such a ‘beyond the principle of fraternity’.24

Moraes’ relationship with his mother embodies a belated but simul-
taneous embrace of this  tried-  and-  tested principle of fraternity and 
parenthood; through the magical realist representation of his uncon-
ventionally fast ageing, he retells that his ‘mother was  sixty-  three when 
she died; I looked sixty myself. We might have been brother and sister. 
We might have been friends’ (322). The Moor’s realisation in mourning 
comes after years of attempting to find a model of friendship which 
transcends fraternity and parenthood, for instance in his affair with 
‘mad’ religious Uma and in his temporary joining of Fielding’s funda-
mentalist hordes, both of which he undertakes in moments of hospital-
ity to otherness and of suspicion of the self’s familial inheritance.

The belated return to his family’s side, however, does not reap any 
benefits. In the town of Benengeli, to which Moraes flees in search of 
the stolen painting of The Moor’s Last Sigh, and whose palimpsestic 
structure is said to cover the portrait of Aurora’s murderer, he finally 
discovers, through the use of  X-  ray, that it was not Raman Fielding who 
had ordered Aurora’s murder, but his own father, Abraham, the Jew 
who had lately joined the likes of Aadam Sinai in the corrupt under-
world of Bombay. In this mapping of violence, the source of hostility is 
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presented as being not always found in the religious ‘Other’, as Moraes 
suspected, but in the self’s cultural lineage. The proud honouring of 
one’s family therefore contains the seed of violence to members of 
other communities, in itself a fictional warning, as Schultheis suggests, 
against ‘the obsession with the Nehru dynasty and their ideology’25 
which led, via Indira Gandhi, to a politics in the name of secularism 
which only exacerbated communalist violence in the postcolonial 
state.

Despite Rushdie’s publicly disclosed attempt at outgrowing Forster’s 
aims and method, his spectral legacies have nonetheless informed 
not only his literary exploration of friendship and hospitality in the 
realm of personal relations but also his dialogic  open-  endedness, for 
both Midnight’s Children and The Moor’s Last Sigh close with images of 
personal fragmentation, avoiding a clear political message for the post-
colonial nation: Saleem perpetuates Aadam Aziz’s cracked embodiment 
of Nehruvian secularism, while the Moor, in the aftermath of Ayodhya 
and his murder of Raman Fielding, finds a final balm in the celebration 
of resilient love against fundamentalism in his contemplation of the 
Alhambra. These moments of deferral, expressed in a Forsterian idiom 
of individual embattlement or appeasement against public discourses, 
demonstrate that ‘No, not yet, […] No, not there’ (Passage, 316) still 
seems, long after Independence, the most accurate answer to postcolo-
nial India’s conflicted fate; one which depicts individual deferral in the 
face of ongoing communal conflict. Rushdie’s tribute to Forster is mani-
fest in the remodelling of colonial Indian subject positions, but there is 
also an important ideological inheritance that is spectrally articulated. 
Rushdie’s overall postmodernist and magic realist style may depart more 
explicitly from Forster’s reluctant modernism, yet, as I  have shown, 
Rushdie also inherits from Forster obliquely a language of hospitality, 
of blended intimacy and violence, which is the hallmark of Forster’s 
exploration of the failed politics of friendship in A Passage to India. To 
this ambivalent language of love and hatred we can add the deferral of 
political harmony Rushdie undertakes in a mood of liberal impasse and 
individual trauma not dissimilar to Forster’s. The partial clues which 
Rushdie offers in the shape of names from Forster’s novel ask us to 
look under these textual layers; they ask us to read closely, to crack the 
code, in order to understand more fully how an ongoing negotiation of 
friendship against public enmity can find a discursive and ideological 
bridge between colonial and postcolonial writing by using a language 
of hospitality linking the subject’s individual trauma to the troubled 
fortunes of the postcolonial nation.
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8
 Indian-  Caribbean Trauma: Indian 
Indenture and its Legacies in 
Harold Sonny Ladoo’s No Pain 
Like This Body
Abigail Ward

There is no fire like passion;
there is no losing throw like hatred;
there is no pain like this body;
there is no happiness higher than rest.

(The Dhammapada)1

In between 1838 and 1917, more than 400,000 Indian workers travelled 
to the British Caribbean in order to supply labour to the plantations 
following the abolition of the British slave trade.2 From the start of 
this system comparisons were being made between the enslavement of 
Africans and the bondage of Indian indentured migrants; in 1840, the 
British politician (and later, Prime Minister) Lord John Russell referred 
to it as a ‘new system of slavery’.3 There were certainly many similari-
ties between the systems of slavery and Indian indenture; for example, 
often Indians were lied to, or even kidnapped, by unscrupulous recruit-
ers and transported to the Caribbean in unpleasant and overcrowded 
vessels,4 and mortality rates on board the ships frequently were high, 
with cholera and typhoid the main causes of death.5 Once in the 
Caribbean, indentured labourers commonly were given the former 
slave huts in which to live, and initially performed identical work to 
the slaves, labouring under the rule of the same cruel and often sadistic 
overseers and plantation owners.6 Yet, despite these similarities in the 
conditions and treatment of the workers, there were significant differ-
ences between the two systems. Unlike the system of slavery, Indian 
indenture was, in the main, a voluntary migration, and labourers were 
not considered the property of plantation owners; indenture was (on 
paper, at least) for a fixed period, and children of workers were born 



128 Abigail Ward

free (though parents were often pressurised into signing them into 
indenture too).

Set in 1905 on a fictitious island closely resembling Trinidad, Harold 
Sonny Ladoo’s novel No Pain Like This Body (1972) examines the paucity 
of existence for a family of formerly indentured workers. My approach 
to this novel takes a new direction to existing criticism on Ladoo’s 
work, with a focus on his portrayal of trauma and madness in the 
Indian indentured experience in the Caribbean, particularly in relation 
to women. While scholars such as Octave Mannoni and Frantz Fanon 
have examined the relationship between colonialism and psychologi-
cal disorders, there has been little attempt to explore this relationship 
within an  Indian-  Caribbean context; this chapter attempts to begin this 
process.7

Ladoo was born in Trinidad in 1945. He moved to Canada in 1968 
and completed a BA in English at the University of Toronto in 1972, 
the same year his novel No Pain Like This Body was published. Ladoo 
was found dead at the side of a road in Trinidad in 1973, and his unfin-
ished second novel Yesterdays was published posthumously in 1974. 
While No Pain Like This Body has been somewhat neglected by critics, 
existing criticism has tended to focus on Ladoo’s reinterpretation of the 
Ramayana. As Dionne Brand has explained:

That epic myth arrived in the diaspora with indentured workers. 
It was perhaps a source of sustenance throughout their own exile. 
A return garlanded in the lights of welcome awaited them after the 
bleak drudgery of a life tied to plantations of cane and rice.

This epic lies somewhere in the text of No Pain Like This Body. But 
no garland of lights precedes or follows Ladoo’s Rama. […] Ladoo 
renders a Ramayana steeped in hatred and violence.8

As Brand observes, Ladoo’s novel does not reflect the Ramayana’s 
optimism  – his is not a hopeful text. We do not see evidence of the 
happiness promised in Ladoo’s epigraph from The Dhammapada, which 
I quote in full at the start of this chapter, though passion, hatred and 
pain are central tenants of the text. Indeed, the novel’s pervasive vio-
lence leads me to suggest that No Pain Like This Body might be called 
a realist dystopia. While the dystopia may seem an unusual format for 
a novel about Indian indenture, I  argue that the text has several key 
characteristics of the genre, and enables Ladoo to advance an important 
political message about the ongoing oppression of  Indian-  Caribbean 



Indian Indenture and its Legacies 129

people in Trinidad in the late twentieth century. Furthermore, while 
the dystopian novel is not generally considered in studies on literary 
representations of trauma, given the presence of trauma in No Pain Like 
This Body, we may also wish to explore the potential synergies between 
dystopia and trauma.9

This novel is distinguished from other works depicting Indian inden-
ture and its legacies by the bleakness of Ladoo’s vision; in an extensive 
poem about Ladoo, written shortly after his death, Dennis Lee referred 
to No Pain Like this Body as ‘that spare and | luminous nightmare’.10 
Ladoo’s nightmare seems unending, comprising unrelenting and dan-
gerous storms, a difficult  rice-  planting working environment, domestic 
abuse, illness and disease, a hostile and deadly surrounding natural 
world and the possibility of mental illness as a result of this painful 
way of life. For some critics, this pessimism, and Ladoo’s barely dis-
guised critique of colonialism, is weak and unconvincing; Clement H. 
Wyke, for example, has claimed that Ladoo’s works reflect ‘a limiting 
region of bizarre violence and human misery, whose crude, grotesque, 
yet strangely comical depiction serves to emphasize the author’s own 
bleak vision of Caribbean life’.11 Certainly, Ladoo makes clear that 
the characters endure a revolting existence, as his depiction of Pa 
illustrates:

Pa was asleep on a ricebag near the rainwater barrel. He was snoring 
hort snort hort snort like an animal. His mouth was open. Flies went 
inside his mouth, but they came back out because his mouth was 
smelling bad. His hands were folded across his chest as if he was 
already dead; dead and rotting. (66)

Not only is Pa described here as an animal, but his body is that of a 
rotting carcass, unsavoury even to flies. Ladoo’s interest in No Pain Like 
This Body in the faecal, diseased,  foul-  smelling and animalistic is part 
of his portrayal of Indian indenture – and life for newly emancipated 
Indian labourers – as dystopian. As Richard Phillips has explained,

Derived from the Greek dys (bad, diseased, inverted) and topos 
(place), dystopia is conceived as a bad, diseased or inverted place. […] 
As failed projects, [dystopias] warn people elsewhere not to attempt 
similar things, and/or they present problems to be solved, implicitly 
suggesting solutions. In this respect, dystopias refer beyond their 
often fictional settings, to real places and politics.12
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While Ladoo’s ‘Carib island’ is fictional, it closely resembles Trinidad at 
the turn of the twentieth century. At the start of the novel Ladoo pro-
vides some statistical ‘facts’ about the island:

Area: 1000 square miles.
History: Discovered by Columbus in 1498. Taken over by the British 
in 1797. East Indians came to Carib Island to work on the sugar plan-
tations from 1845 to 1917.
Chief Exports: Sugar, petroleum, rum, cocoa, coffee, citrus fruits and 
asphalt. (10)

Trinidad is roughly twice the size of Carib island; otherwise, the islands 
have identical histories. This close mirroring between the fictional and 
real islands may be part of Ladoo’s attempt to reflect the difficulty of 
existence for many  Indian-  Trinidadians at the start of the twentieth 
 century. It perhaps warns not only of the dangers of the system of 
indenture and its immediate legacies  – the exploitation, displacement 
and unbelonging experienced by Indian workers – but also the persist-
ing and damaging continuing legacies of this system in the latter half of 
the twentieth century – the poverty, alienation and difficulty of survival.

It may be, then, that science fiction is not the only suitable medium 
for dystopia, and fictional tales of ‘realistic’ pasts, like slavery or Indian 
indenture, could perhaps be equally appropriate. As Michael D. Gordin, 
Helen Tilley and Gyan Prakash argue, dystopia

bears the aspect of lived experience. People perceive their environ-
ments as dystopic, and alas they do so with depressing frequency. 
Whereas utopia takes us into a future and serves to indict the present, 
dystopia places us directly in a dark and depressing reality, conjuring 
up a terrifying future if we do not recognize and treat its symptoms 
in the here and now.13

For these critics, then, realism is a crucial element of dystopia, and 
seeks to warn of ongoing, and often escalating, problems. While sci-
ence fiction is arguably the most common form for dystopia, therefore, 
M. Keith Booker has indicated the potentially wider scope for dystopian 
works, arguing that ‘Virtually any literary work that contains an ele-
ment of social or political criticism offers the possibility of such read-
ings.’14 His expansion of the field means that works like Ladoo’s, which 
incorporate a distinct ‘element of social or political criticism’, may be 
seen to rest quite comfortably within this label.15



Indian Indenture and its Legacies 131

In a literary context closer to my own, in her essay ‘Concrete 
Dystopia: Slavery and Its Others’ (2003) Maria Varsam has also been 
thinking about whether it makes sense for contemporary works about 
slavery, such as  neo-  slave narratives, to be thought of as dystopian, 
asking:

Is it possible to speak of slavery, a historical fact, in relation to dysto-
pian fiction? […] On the one hand, slavery has been documented in 
history as an institution that has constituted an integral part of most 
societies’ economic and cultural makeup. […] On the other hand, 
dystopian fiction belongs to the realm of the ‘fantastic,’ describing 
events that typically have not taken place, indeed may never take 
place.16

As Varsam identifies, there is a common expectation that dystopia will 
part from realism to explore fantasy scenarios, hence the proliferation 
of science fiction or futuristic dystopias. Yet, there are compelling rea-
sons for thinking about ‘realist’ or historical pasts as being potential 
settings for dystopia. It might even be argued that any postcolonial 
work exploring the past of Indian indenture in the Caribbean may be 
considered dystopian, and certainly the gravity of the subject matter 
suggests overt comedies, or even optimistic outlooks, may be few and 
far between.

While the novel is not, as Geoff Hancock has argued, ‘plotless’,17 the 
plot is quite straightforward: No Pain Like This Body describes the agony 
of existence for an  Indian-  Caribbean family at the turn of the twentieth 
century, eking out a living from rice farming. Pa is an alcoholic, and 
his wife and children are continually subject to physical abuse. On one 
occasion, after the children have been out in a storm, trying to avoid 
the worst of his temper, Rama contracts a dangerous fever, and both he 
and Balraj are stung by scorpions as Balraj attempts to patch the holes 
in the hut’s leaky roof. Rama dies in hospital and, as the villagers gather 
for his wake, the manipulativeness of Pa is all too evident as he plies 
Ma with rum to silence her, while telling the villagers that she is the 
abusive drunkard in the family. Ma fails to recover from the trauma of 
Rama’s death and becomes mentally unstable. The novel ends with the 
realisation that she has fled the hut in the night and – it is presumed – 
disappeared into the forest.

No Pain Like This Body is a violent book exploring, in particular, domes-
tic violence. For most critics, it is difficult to separate the violence of 
Ladoo’s life from his creative output. As L. R. Early writes: ‘The actual 
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tragedy [of Ladoo’s death] makes the sudden violence in No Pain Like 
This Body seem the more ominous in retrospect, just as our knowledge 
of Sylvia Plath’s death endows her exploration of suicidal psychology in 
The Bell Jar with appalling significance.’18 Peter Such has correspondingly 
revealed that, at the time of Ladoo’s death, Ladoo was working on a new 
novel called Rage, which was ‘an attempt to get at the sources of the awful 
rage and violence that were the dark driving forces of much of Trinidad’s 
plantation society’.19 The violence of mid- to late  twentieth-  century 
Trinidad that so inspired Ladoo’s writing may be viewed as a legacy of 
the past of Indian indenture. Not only were  Indian-  Caribbean men and 
women often the victims of violence from white and black people in 
Trinidad but, during the time of indenture, domestic abuse – including 
wife murders  – was alarmingly common in the Indian community 
in Trinidad. As Bridget Brereton has explained, ‘Between 1872 and 
1900, there were 87 murders of Indian women, of which 65 were “ wife- 
 murders”.’20 Therefore, although the first female Indian indentured 
workers enjoyed comparative freedom in their new Caribbean location, 
as Paula Morgan and Valerie Youssef note, ‘Pivotal to the subsequent 
attempt at Indian cultural reconstruction was the task of harnessing 
these women in accordance with traditional patriarchal strictures. 
Violence was a major plank of this process.’21

However, this violence  – although concentrated in the  Indian- 
 Trinidadian community at this point – was nothing new. There has long 
been a history of violence in the Caribbean, since colonisers first arrived 
to seize land from indigenous peoples, continuing through slavery and 
into Indian indenture. As Brereton argues, although many had hoped 
that the end of slavery would mean the end to slavery’s punishments, 
this was not always the case:

Employers of indentured labour had no legal right to flog or whip 
their workers [… but] Physical violence against indentureds on the 
Trinidad plantations enjoyed customary, if not legal, sanction; and 
Indian workers, including some who had served out their contracts, 
were routinely beaten, cuffed and kicked by managers, overseers, 
sirdars (Indian foremen, the successors to the slave drivers) and, at 
times, African labourers or policeman.22

This violence became endemic, inscribed into gender relations in the 
Caribbean and appearing as a perpetual cycle. While Victor Questel 
has referred to Pa as ‘the most violent father in West Indian fiction’,23 
Ladoo’s vision of Pa as a violent alcoholic therefore appears a realistic 
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one, as Morgan and Youssef write: ‘Endurance of poverty and violence 
became a key feature of the Indian woman’s existence, precipitated by 
the very high level of alcoholism, which arose in the society generally 
and the male Hindu population in particular.’24 Poverty, of course, was 
a key factor in exacerbating violence.

Ma is not the only victim of Pa’s abuse in the novel: the children 
are also terrorised by their father. Children were commonly beaten 
by their indentured parents; as Brereton has commented, while par-
ents were, ‘no doubt, venting their frustrations on small, defenceless, 
easily accessible victims […] It was also probably an unconscious or 
conscious process of initiating the child into a harsh world.’25 In 
No Pain Like This Body the children are regularly witness, or subject, to 
an extreme level of violence from their father, as the following quota-
tion evinces:

Pa hated Ma and he hated Balraj, so he picked up Ma as if he was 
picking up a little child and he held her in the air. Ma bawled like 
a cow hard hard hard. She tried to hold the hog plum tree, but she 
couldn’t meet it. Ma didn’t want to go inside the tub; she was turning 
and twisting as a worm; just turning and twisting and bawling; just 
bawling and trying to get away. […] Pa held her high, and he held 
her tight as a tree holds another tree. Ma was bawling and getting on; 
getting on and calling God, but the sky was black and God was only 
watching with his big eyes from heaven; he was not even trying to 
help Ma a little. Pa turned her over and pushed her face inside the 
tub; trying hard to drown her like. […]

Then Pa changed his mind. He took Ma out of the tub. She 
coughed and coughed and coughed. She could not stand. She fell, 
got up, then she fell again. She rolled on the ground and vomited 
the soapy water. ( 21–  2)

We can see in this quotation that, again, Ladoo is using animal 
imagery – this time in the character of Ma, who is both a cow and a 
worm (as well as a ‘little child’ and a tree). These images are somewhat 
strange and abstract, arguably suggesting the traumatised child focal-
iser’s inability to fully comprehend the violence he is witnessing.26 
Therefore, although Srimari Mukherjee claims that the child’s perspec-
tive in this novel ‘presents both the delights and the horrors inherent 
in the landscape, without any attempts at concealment’,27 I would argue 
that such ‘delights’ are few, and the detached and abstract child’s view-
point underscores a failure to grasp traumatic events as they unfold. 
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Another related possibility for understanding this narrative style is that 
Balraj is so accustomed to scenes of violence that he has become desen-
sitised through repeated exposure to trauma. Throughout the novel, Pa 
does not exhibit any fatherly affection for his children or love for his 
wife; indeed, it would appear that his family are nothing but subjects of 
abuse and ridicule. As the above quotation suggests, an unmoved God 
witnesses the patriarchal violence, which becomes associated with the 
everlasting storm and hostile landscape:

The wind didn’t care about Tola. The wind was beating the rain and 
the rain was pounding the earth. There were no lights in the sky; all 
that Ma and Balraj saw were layers and layers of blackness and rage. 
The choking sound of the thunder came from the sky zip zip zip crash 
doom doomm doomed! Then the lightning moved as a gold cutlass and 
swiped an immortelle tree beyond the river. (27)

The cutlass was a useful tool not just for field work, but also featured as 
an instrument of violence, playing a significant role in spousal murders. 
The storm appears to reflect Pa’s own murderous intentions towards 
his family: ‘“Like Pa send dat wind,” Balraj said’ (43), and Ma and the 
children are perpetually punished.

This dangerous and hostile landscape is far removed from familiar 
depictions of the Caribbean as a paradisiacal tourist’s haven. During 
the years of slavery and Indian indenture, British colonial travel writers 
often praised the region’s horticultural variety and the fertility of the 
land (sometimes a metaphor for the assumed fecundity of the islands’ 
 non-  white inhabitants).28 Yet, the beauty of the landscape that so 
 dazzled colonial writers may distract from the reality of the region and 
the violent history of colonisation, slavery and indenture. In a recog-
nition of how the past of the Caribbean is etched onto the landscape, 
V. S. Naipaul writes in his novel The Mimic Men (1967) of the fictional 
island of Isabella (like Carib island, closely modelled on Trinidad), 
where his protagonist Ralph Singh comes to the realisation that the 
island’s ‘tropical appearance was contrived; there was history in the 
vegetation we considered most natural and characteristic’.29 Naipaul’s 
narrator expands:

In the heart of the city [Browne] showed me a clump of old fruit 
trees: the site of a slave provision ground. […] Our landscape was 
as manufactured as that of any great French or English park. But we 
walked in a garden of hell, among trees, some still without popular 
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names, whose seeds had sometimes been brought to our island in the 
intestines of slaves.30

The paradisal garden is now that of hell: the vision of nature is here 
shown to be not only constructed, but one quite literally created out of 
the waste of slaves. Nothing is innocent, but instead can be traced back to 
colonisation and slavery. There is no natural, or indigenous, vegetation: 
all are imports (of course, this fact echoes the idea that neither Africans 
nor  Indian-  Caribbeans were indigenous to the Caribbean either).31

There are similarities between Naipaul’s evocation of history and 
Édouard Glissant’s claims that

history is spread out beneath this surface, from the mountains to 
the sea, from north to south, from the forest to the beaches. Maroon 
resistance and denial, entrenchment and endurance, the world 
beyond and dream.

(Our landscape is its own monument: its meaning can only be 
traced on the underside. It is all history.)32

In the absence of precolonial written histories or, in Glissant’s words, 
‘monuments’, the landscape testifies to the past of the Caribbean – like 
Derek Walcott’s historicisation of the landscape and seascape in his 
poem ‘The Sea is History’ (1980),33 for Glissant, ‘Landscape retains the 
memory of time past.’34

In thinking about ideas of the Caribbean landscape, then, Western 
notions of the pastoral, or an idyllic unspoilt nature do not well trans-
late. As Walcott has argued, the view of the Caribbean as a paradise is 
a false one, indeed:

an old map of the islands does not look like a cartography of imag-
ined paradises, but like what they were in historical reality: a succes-
sion of crusted scabs with the curve of the archipelago a  still-  healing 
welt. No metaphor is too ugly for the hatred and cruelty the West 
Indies endured; yet their light is paradisal, their harbors and shield-
ing hills, their flowering trees and windy savannas Edenic.35

The plantation is a good example of a  still-  healing welt – perpetually 
a site of trauma and violence. As Sarah Phillips Casteel has observed, 
much ‘Contemporary Caribbean writing demystifies the colonial pic-
turesque by presenting the plantation as unequivocally threatening and 
exploitative.’36 Like the canefield plantations, which frequently feature 
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as a site of pain and danger in Caribbean literature, in No Pain Like This 
Body, Ladoo’s rice fields also evoke this idea of menace and threat.37

While many authors of critical works on ecocriticism have argued 
that the wilderness, or nature, may well soon be altogether destroyed 
by human habitation,38 in No Pain Like This Body, this idea is reversed: 
the danger is that people will be destroyed by nature. In addition to the 
endless rain storms, and threat posed by deadly creatures within the 
home, other natural dangers include the river and forest. The latter, in 
particular, has interesting connotations with regard to the boundaries 
that regulate self and identity. As Timothy Clark has argued,

The border between the human clearing and the forest is both an 
empirical one – the boundary of inhabited land – and also a mark of 
conceptual differentiation and definition. At different times in vari-
ous ways […] it is implicated in such distinctions as  civilised-  wild, 
 controlled-  unpredictable,  known-  unknown,  useful-  useless,  human- 
 animal,  legal-  outlaw,  secular-  magical and so on.39

While Clark’s context is firmly a Western one, we can see how the 
same sort of binary is constructed within a Caribbean context in No 
Pain Like This Body, where the forest is dangerous, unpredictable, and 
certainly wild: ‘In the forest […] there were tigro snakes, coral snakes 
and machetes, all were deadly snakes; and beside the snakes there were 
the poisonous spiders, the long centipedes and the scorpions’ ( 126–  7). 
Hence, when Ma goes mad she disappears into the forest, and so crosses 
from being sane to insane (though, given the earlier animal imagery 
and violence, the boundaries defined by Clark above are shown to be 
permeable in Ladoo’s novel, and eventually break down altogether).

It is perhaps unsurprising that this traumatic existence eventually 
takes its toll on Ma, in particular. English literature is not short of ‘mad’ 
female characters,40 and Jane Eyre’s Bertha – famously – was from the 
Caribbean, suggesting an early literary link between madness and the 
region. Evelyn O’Callaghan, in her essay ‘Interior Schisms Dramatised: 
The Treatment of the “Mad” Woman in the Work of Some Female 
Caribbean Novelists’ (1994), writes of the relatively high number of 
Caribbean novels featuring women undergoing some sort of mental 
breakdown. As O’Callaghan asks: ‘What is the significance of this 
recurring presentation of the female in a state of psychic collapse?’41 
I would suggest that it is certainly no coincidence that women are so 
often the subjects of madness in  Indian-  Caribbean texts. While Indian 
indenture was undoubtedly a dehumanising, harsh and painful process 
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for men, the added strains on women – including increased domestic 
violence and common instances of sexual abuse  – arguably took a 
greater toll.

Yet, there are other reasons Indian women were more likely to be 
seen as ‘mad’ than their male counterparts. As Jane M. Ussher has 
argued, the word ‘mad’ is a problematic term, which ‘serves to catego-
rize, to separate, to designate as different’.42 It is all too often used as 
a label with which to control women and, as Ussher asks, ‘Is this mad-
ness actually the result of misogyny, as many feminists would claim, 
and are the symptoms not madness at all, but anger or outrage?’43 This 
thinking is along the lines of Letizia Gramaglia’s argument that Ma’s 
derangement in No Pain Like This Body is a kind of enunciation of her 
resistance:

Ma’s madness […] allows her to rebel against the subjugation of her 
role and to abandon the confinements imposed by common sense. 
[…] By responding to Pa’s attack, Ma finally reverses the  one-  way 
directionality of domestic violence and symbolically breaks the 
chains of her psychological and physical slavery.44

Following Gramaglia’s logic, therefore, we might be tempted to view 
Ma’s insanity as a resistance to trauma, rather than an effect of trauma. 
However, there may be difficulty in reading Ma’s insanity as celebra-
tory or resistant. I would argue that the very act of Ma being named as 
mad effectively silences her protest. So, when Ma appears to ‘go mad’, 
bathing in the dirty water of the rice field, she tells Pa: ‘You kill me son! 
You run him in de rain!!!’, but her words are instantly dismissed by 
Pa: ‘Woman you mad!’ (120). The truth of her accusation is lost in the 
‘evidence’ of her madness and Pa’s patriarchal diagnosis of her insanity 
(her gender appears to be significant, given his choice of noun). Pa’s 
subsequent warning to his children (‘All you run! All you modder go 
bite all you!’ (120)) encourages the male children to flee from her – her 
daughter Sunaree is more sympathetic, and perhaps has an understand-
ing of the difficulties of life for  Indian-  Trinidadian women. Instead of 
running, she stands ‘like a blacksage tree’ and ‘allows Ma to rub mud all 
over her’ (120), possibly indicating that she too, like Ma, might be in 
danger of transgressing boundaries between human and nature, sanity 
and insanity. In contrast, when Ma catches up with Panday he cries: 
‘O God! O God! Don’t eat me!’ (121), partly because of Pa’s warning, 
but also because he is convinced his dead brother Rama is in the rice 
field (suggesting, of course, that the traumatised child is unable to fully 
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process Rama’s death), and as Ma is eating mud, she must also be eating 
Rama. In the traumatised male children’s eyes, therefore, Ma is insane, 
cannibalistic, and utterly terrifying.

Ma’s madness is clearly the result of the pain and suffering experi-
enced on a daily basis. In this way, Ladoo’s work sits within a literary 
tradition of narrating madness as a response to political, familial and 
social pressures.45 Ma’s traumatic existence ultimately leads to a mental 
breakdown and her disappearance; perhaps, if trauma often defies nar-
rative conventions, as argued by Cathy Caruth and Ernst van Alphen, 
amongst others, Ma’s disappearance signals the ultimate failure of 
trauma to be represented.46 As van Alphen has claimed, with reference 
to the Holocaust, ‘Sometimes there are situations or events […] that are 
the occasion of “experiences” that cannot be expressed in the terms that 
language […] offers at that moment.’47 Despite the difference in contexts, 
in No Pain Like This Body Ma’s lack of narrative voice, and her ultimate 
disappearance from the novel, may indeed reflect these limitations of 
language to narrate her traumatic experiences.

In conclusion, Ladoo’s novel reflects not only the harshness of exist-
ence for  Indian-  Caribbean migrants at the start of the twentieth century 
on Carib island, but also how violence has been perpetuated since the 
colonisation of the Caribbean. Indeed, for many critics, this was the 
same violence out of which Ladoo wrote his book in the latter part of 
the twentieth century. Brand has written movingly of her acquaintance 
with Ladoo, and their shared understanding of the difficulty of escaping 
poverty in Trinidad:

He poured all his desires into that one line of the Dhammapada – the 
verses uttered by the Buddha: ‘There is no pain like this body.’ But 
despite our chiding, that line and Ladoo’s passion for it was under-
standable to us. Not only in the philosophical sense. We had experi-
enced its practical meanings. […] That line’s brutal ministration was 
as familiar to us as our families and the skies and earth we open our 
eyes to each morning.48

Brand continues: ‘like the small protagonist of his novel [Ladoo] per-
ished from place and arbitrary violence. That hardscrabble village he 
had come from embraced him again, and that last time he was unable 
to escape.’49As Brand suggests, there is a depressing sense of inevitabil-
ity in Ladoo’s failure to escape from the violence of his home country, 
a force that ultimately claimed his life. His thinly veiled portrait of 
Trinidad at the turn of the twentieth century is undeniably shaped by 
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this late  twentieth-  century violence; it is a dystopian nightmare which 
warns not only of the dangers of the past, but also of their continuation 
in the present and the time to come.
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The source of any case of trauma is subjective, as are the symptoms it 
leads to. Yet, there would seem to be a  near-  institutional understand-
ing as to how one might best facilitate a recovery. Sigmund Freud, and 
others after him, would have us believe that it is in the very process of 
remembering and repeating one’s recollection of painful past events 
that convalescence is most effectively accomplished.1 This approach is 
not confined to the seclusion of the therapy session, though; in fact, 
the process of  working-  through is, seemingly, something of an instinc-
tive response to trauma – be it a personal, communal, national trauma, 
or otherwise. For example, in 2012, a young British footballer, Fabrice 
Muamba, collapsed to the floor  mid-  way through a televised game, 
was said to have ‘died’ for  seventy-  eight minutes after suffering cardiac 
arrest, but was miraculously resuscitated later in a London hospital. 
Months later, he was invited back to the stadium, and returned on a 
match day to the scene where he had previously lay prostrate, dead, 
on the turf. Applauded by fans, many of whom must have witnessed 
the initial event, the young man made his way across the pitch, under-
standably tearfully, and was pointed to the very spot. He wiped his eyes, 
waved to the crowd, whose applause did not abate for the duration of 
the enactment, and then he took his leave. The event was broadcast 
during the interval of a televised match and, once the crescendo of ova-
tion finally passed, the presenters back in the studio talked up the mag-
nitude of the moment. There was a sense among them that a healing 
process had not only been undertaken, but perhaps even completed, in 
that moment of broadcasting. To be sure, perhaps only the naïve would 
take at face value the apparent finality signalled by the gesture, but, 
nonetheless, it seems to have been an obligatory process of carefully 
staged  working-  through.

9
The Writing of Breyten 
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To cite this anecdote is not to reflect upon one’s experience of trauma 
in its most immediate sense; rather, it provides an opportunity to pass 
comment on what seems to me to be a threefold legacy of Freudian 
thought. First, the psychotherapeutic benefits of  working-  through are 
extrapolated from the personal to the public level; secondly, at times 
that public therapy is ostensibly recast as occasion; and, finally, mem-
ory and memorialising become close bedfellows, in the sense that the 
pain of memory is tightly adjoined to a need to commemorate it. The 
very grammar of the phrase (the present continuous tense of ‘ working- 
 through’, or durcharbeiten in its German  pre-  translation) speaks of a 
process rather than a singular event. By that token, it would not be 
beyond the young footballer to repeat the enactment over and over, 
 year-  on-  year, until the pain attached to the memory has been assuaged. 
Nor, though, might that pain ever be suitably tempered. In this lat-
ter eventuality, the process runs the risk of becoming ritualised over 
time, failing to avoid the appeal of banishing the pain into the past 
and, in doing so, underestimating its ‘present-day force’, to use Freud’s 
phrasing.2 I  am keen to point out that trauma, while immeasurable, 
does register evidently deeper emotional scarring in cases other than 
the example cited above, and modern history is not short of what we 
might think of as mass collective traumas. One need only utter the 
words ‘Holocaust’, ‘Rwanda’, ‘Bosnia’ or ‘apartheid’ to swiftly conjure 
up thoughts of  grand-  scale human suffering. It is the final entry in this 
list that provides the context for this essay.

A curious relationship exists between Breyten Breytenbach and his 
 would-  be homeland, South Africa  –  would-  be in the sense that the 
problematic notion of home for him has long been not just a feature, 
but an overwhelming preoccupation, of his writing. The focus of this 
essay is Dog Heart (1999), whose epigraph reads: ‘The man who finds 
his country sweet is a raw beginner; the man for whom each country 
is his own is already strong; but only the man for whom the whole 
world is a foreign country is perfect.’3 It appears to point towards both 
Breytenbach’s discomfort with his South African sense of belonging, 
and also to the very impossibility of it. A  committed  anti-  apartheid 
activist of white, Afrikaner and essentially  pro-  apartheid descent, he 
was the family’s black sheep, so to speak. His two brothers’ politics were 
antithetical with his own, one an officer in the South African military 
and the other employed by the  state-  run South African Broadcasting 
Corporation. Breytenbach took exile in France at the height of the 
apartheid years, during which time he married his Vietnamese girl-
friend, Yolande, thus breaching the racial boundaries that separated 
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South Africans in his homeland. These were, after all, the 1960s, and 
the Population Registration Act (1950), an infamous piece of apartheid 
legislation that ethnographically pigeonholed South Africans on the 
basis of skin colour, was in force. In 1964 came Breytenbach’s first liter-
ary recognition when he was awarded a prestigious Afrikaans literary 
prize for his first two publications, both in press that year; the poetry 
collection Die ysterkoei moet sweet (The Iron Cow Must Sweat) and short 
stories Katastrofes (Catastrophes). Unable to receive the award in per-
son with his new wife by his side, because of a failed visa application, 
Breytenbach’s estrangement was further circumscribed. Increasingly 
regarded as a political personality, he was later arrested during a pur-
portedly clandestine visit to South Africa (in reality, he had been under 
the close watch of security forces, who had in all likelihood tracked his 
every move). Resultantly, the former exile was detained for several years 
as a political prisoner on (rather inflated) counts of terrorism and was, 
with some degree of irony, incarcerated in a land that felt no longer his 
own.

That noted, Breytenbach’s is not solely a private suffering but, like 
that of many South Africans, is intertwined with a painful national 
narrative in which apartheid looms large. His work appears to shoul-
der the burden – often hinderingly so – of suffering and guilt in equal 
measure. A  white writer, caught somewhere between the trauma of 
a victimhood always deemed less abject than his black counterparts; 
the guilt of apartheid inherently stitched into his Afrikaner ancestry; 
publishing in Afrikaans, a language synonymous with the unjustness of 
apartheid; ‘twice doomed and twice blessed’,4 as he describes his own 
plight during those politically active years, Breytenbach would seem to 
have legitimate reason to feel unsure of his place in South Africa. Add 
to that the  larger-  scale suffering of his fellow South Africans, in terms 
of both number and severity, and it is not surprising that what makes 
Breytenbach’s writing so characteristic is its circuitousness, its perpetual 
questioning of memory and literary authority, and, above all, its preoc-
cupation with death. ‘I had the annoying habit of dropping dead now 
and then’, the reader is informed in the opening stages of the writer’s 
first prose foray, A Season in Paradise (1976).5 He continues: ‘It took me 
a long time to be cured of death, and even today it still takes me by 
surprise sometimes’ (27). It would appear that Breytenbach’s deathly 
preoccupation borders on obsessive; ‘I did not survive’, he writes in his 
prison memoir, The True Confessions of an Albino Terrorist (1983).6 The 
opening of Return to Paradise (1993) has strikingly similar echoes: ‘I have 
to return to my beginnings’, we are told. ‘Why does it frighten me so? 
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Could it be because I am my own corpse, and that the smell upsets me?’ 
(1). If not already substantiated, the opening line of Dog Heart continues 
the trend: ‘To cut a long story short: I am dead’ (1).

This last death, though, unlike the previous versions, points more 
directly to a perpetrator:

When I look into the mirror I know that the child born here is dead. 
It has been devoured by the dog. The dog looks back at me and he 
smiles. His teeth are wet with blood. This has always been a violent 
country. Writing is an  after-  death activity, a sigh of remorse. I return 
to this land now that time has gone away. ( 1–  2)

Published in 1999, these familiar words sound a new tune: democracy 
has been given to South Africa and it is ostensibly apartheid’s end that 
has brought about Breytenbach’s latest passing – the sheer violence of 
the transition.7 Willingly or otherwise, he is one of the  post-  apartheid 
generation of writers tasked with the responsibility of coming to terms 
(that somewhat clichéd postcolonial remit) with a painful recent past.

It is perhaps helpful here to spend a moment thinking about the trian-
gular association between Breytenbach, South Africa and trauma. At the 
time of Dog Heart’s publication, South Africa was a country both awash 
in a culture of trauma and adrift amidst a current of memory. This claim 
requires explanation; in the long wake of apartheid, the establishment of 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) had given rise to some-
thing of an ethos of truth searching and sharing. The welcoming of a 
new Constitution that has been credited as the world’s most progressive 
and inclusive (the scope of its inclusivity can be seen no less visibly than 
with the fact that it named eleven official South African languages) virtu-
ally demands of South Africans that they each tackle their own apartheid 
experiences  head-  on in order to move forward together. In turn, the TRC 
(similar in nature to the Rettig Report in Chile) systematised that process 
by introducing a platform through which to articulate, discuss, contex-
tualise and ultimately manage the traumatic experiences of the apart-
heid South African past.8 It pushed the process of dealing with it into 
the spotlight as an issue of national importance. Invited into hearing 
rooms across South Africa, victims and perpetrators of abuses through-
out the apartheid era came forward to give their accounts, which would 
later form part of the TRC Report. Unlike, say, the Nuremberg Trials of 
the  mid-  1940s, the TRC had a mind, as its name suggests, towards rec-
onciliation, thus encouraging a widespread outpouring of memory into 
the public arena. The Report, a vast  seven-  volume directory of abuses, 
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catalogues the myriad injustices, large and small, committed over a 
 thirty-  four-  year period from  1960–  94. More than this, the TRC spurred a 
cultural turn towards the pursuit of truth, particularly in the arts, where 
Tim  Trengove-  Jones describes an unprecedented fixation among writers 
with ‘the buried history, the fact withheld, the embarrassing disclosure’.9

If Dog Heart is a product of the TRC ethos, its direct references to the 
commission are minimal. I  count only one mention, in parentheses, 
early in the text:

[My friend] Alex is now one of the dogs of God; together with 
Archbishop Tutu, he chairs the inquisition called the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission: misery and devastation and iniquity 
and treachery and pain are staged before a bench of the pure and 
beamed into the living rooms of the populace. So that memory may 
be excavated, shaped, initiated and corrected where needed to serve 
as backbone to the new history of the new nation. Our earth is full 
of skeletons. (21)

Breytenbach appears to take issue with the apparent commodification 
of memory by the TRC – a concern that it can somehow be ‘shaped’ to 
best fit. Certainly, this malleable incarnation of memory is decidedly 
at odds with its otherwise protean rendering across the Breytenbach 
oeuvre. ‘This memory which we have’, the reader is told towards the 
end of Dog Heart, ‘to which we all contribute, which makes us, by which 
we are undone, plays tricks on us. We cannot grasp it, we dare not look 
into its eyes because it will blind us with horror and shame’ (181). Yet, 
it is clear that the TRC has only made more acute the writer’s preoccupa-
tion with memory. It has seemingly made memory so ubiquitous that 
the narrative of the text as a coherent entity – which should perhaps 
read as a less problematic ‘homecoming’ – entirely loses its way. ‘I don’t 
know what I’m looking for’, the reader is told at one turn (77).

Breytenbach is by no means the only observer to have set upon this 
shortcoming in the TRC ethos, this burdensome interest in truth and 
memory. Shane Graham, in an essay that draws upon the influence of 
the commission on South African literature, also refers to the sanitising 
of memory and highlights a paradox of perpetual returns to traumatic 
memory – something that may give perspective to Breytenbach’s many 
literary deaths. Graham argues:

Dangers lurk in the Truth Commission’s work, where the rhetoric of 
reconciliation and closure pervaded all proceedings. In literature that 
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incorporates actual TRC hearings into the text, another risk is the 
possibility of appropriating and reducing the  once-  empowering pro-
cess of ritualized public testimony into a collection of empty stock 
phrases and images that are made to stand in for the past.10

Graham makes the claim, then, that the very language of reconciliation, 
persistent as it is, threatens to open up a rupture between it and the 
trauma it seeks to address. Later, he suggests ‘stories become calcified 
in their rehearsed retelling’.11 Breytenbach satirises this increasingly 
rhetorical vernacular in Dog Heart, particularly in his repeated exclama-
tion that, ‘this has always been a violent country’. Over time, impact 
of the utterance is lost, so that, by its last occurrence late in the text, it 
has been rid of its signified meaning. So too does Breytenbach’s stoic 
description of a list of brutal attacks in the book’s middle section point 
to a gradual unaffectedness. I quote from that passage here at length:

In a seaside town not very far away a young woman is lured out of 
a nightclub by three young men. She knows one of them well. […] 
Among the bushes in the sand they rape her repeatedly. She screams 
in protest. They beat her and they beat her. One of them, the one 
she knows, takes out his knife and slits her throat and slashes open 
her belly. They leave her gurgling, they think she is already dead. 
She drags her mutilated body back to the road. She has to close the 
belly wound with one hand to prevent the innards from spilling out, 
she dares not move her head for fear of fatally severing arteries and 
windpipe. With her blood she writes the name of her attacker, the 
one that she knows, on the tarmac. […]

A young man of seventeen needs money to take out his chérie, he 
wants to impress her with the city lights. […] The young man sells 
his own younger brother, aged five, to some older men who must 
also make a living. He is given seventy Rand. It is not much, but it 
is the best they can do. […] The men start cutting up the child while 
still alive, for muti. The magical medicine will be more potent when 
hacked from a live human. ( 122–  3)

Breytenbach shoulders his burden of personal trauma, made all the 
heavier by bearing the supplementary load of South Africa’s national 
history, too. It is perhaps no wonder, then, that the landscape providing 
the backdrop for the short trip around his homeland – the narrative of 
the text – is a vast canvas of memory, where tales of suffering reside in 
the branches of trees, spill from the soil and are carried on the wind. 
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Following Graham, Breytenbach’s concern pertains not to memory’s 
relationship with objective truth, but the impossibility of handling it: 
‘Like starlings, memory devours everything’ (31). As with the footballer 
who revisits the scene of his trauma, finality is not grasped in the 
moment of return: it requires more. In addition to his direct question-
ing of memory’s limits and its perpetual survival, Breytenbach voices 
an overarching concern with both personal and national significance: 
what must one do with memory?

In order to explore this question, I  want for a moment to turn to 
the work of Primo Levi, whose remarkable account of his experience of 
incarceration in Auschwitz in If This is a Man (1958) offers a depiction of 
life in the Lager in such a lucid way that at times it seems to belie that 
Levi encountered it first hand at all. Such is the perspective he offers, 
seamlessly incorporating the experiences of the incarcerated masses 
into his account, that it is easy to forget the drudgery and the torture 
Levi underwent. That he has written about his time at Auschwitz, and 
done so on numerous occasions, perhaps speaks of a similar need to 
that experienced by Breytenbach; the former compelled towards finding 
meaning from life in the concentration camp, the latter  ever-  led to the 
meaning contained within the South African landscape. In this respect, 
Levi’s preface is telling:

The need to tell our story to ‘the rest’, to make ‘the rest’ participate 
in it, had taken on […] the character of an immediate and violent 
impulse, to the point of competing with our other elementary needs. 
This book has been written to satisfy this need: first and foremost, 
therefore, as an interior liberation.12

If we do no more than acknowledge that Levi feels the need to share, 
and that we, as readers, whoever and wherever we are  – it doesn’t 
seem to matter – need to listen, it is indicative of a  deep-  seated need 
in the traumatised to do something with the memory. As he suggests, 
this compulsion comes to rank as highly as his and his fellow inmates’ 
other bodily needs, among which one can count survival. We have a 
maxim worth proceeding with. Traumatic memory, pardon the anal-
ogy, is similar to the catching of an unpinned grenade: one knows well 
its destructiveness, and knows too that neither holding it nor throwing 
it will avoid some manner of destruction. Nonetheless, one must do 
something with it.

For Breytenbach, there would seem to be something of a paradox when 
it comes to this need to share. While his literary oeuvre recounts return 
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after return to his South Africa, readers of the author’s work are invariably 
taken on unfamiliar and incomplete itineraries. In other words, what he 
has chosen to disclose does not necessarily feel like it is the reader’s to 
receive. Put differently still, where Levi writes of a need to ‘tell our story’, 
ostensibly to furnish the collective memory of the Lager, Breytenbach’s 
similar desire to share does not result in the same sort of offering. 
Certainly, of Dog Heart in particular, one might go so far as to note that 
the text is no nearer to servicing a  post-  apartheid national narrative of 
South Africa than any of its author’s other novels and, by contrast, is a 
distinctly private account. One need only observe the way in which the 
writer’s narrative journey, while taken through a  wide-  open and public 
landscape, is rendered insularly, as if this setting were his and his alone:

Heartland: Montagu, Robertson, Stormsvlei, Wakkerstroom, 
Bonnievale, Swellendam, Riviersonderend, Bredasdorp. Areas known 
as Overberg ( Beyond-  the-  Mountain), the Rûens (the Ridges), Bossieveld 
(Scrubland), Klein Karoo. Tissues of words, maps fixing experiences 
and ‘knowledge’ folding in upon themselves. Beyond the inner cir-
cle: Riversdal, Stillbaai, Waenhuiskrans, Struisbraai, Agulhas, Nagwag 
(the cluster of farms where my mother was born), Elim, Protem, 
Klipdale, Klaas Voogds, Macgregor  – and then over the Hex River 
mountains to the more classical Boland of Wellington and Paarl. (62)

It is an itinerary of a very personal kind; the farms of his mother’s birth 
would surely be unremarkable without that attached maternal memory. 
Furthermore, Heartland, in contrast to its familiar definition, relates 
most fittingly here not to the heart of the country but to the heart of 
the individual journeying through it.

In a 2003 article in Modern Fiction Studies entitled ‘A Visit to 
Buchenwald’, Breytenbach visits the former concentration camp after 
attending a literary event in the area. In amidst the characteristic 
poeticisms that help set up the piece, he ponders the way in which, 
as an observer in the wake of traumatic experiences, one manages the 
memory of them:

How rotten with memory this earth is! And how the one thing slides 
over the other! When does memory become obliterated? Can we 
write everything? Are we not obliged to approach obliquely, cam-
ouflaging our presence, turning away our faces? [… Buchenwald] 
should have been burned to the ground and left to the wind. The 
town, too, should have been given over to the dark ink of time. No 
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memorial, no ceremonies, just the salted earth forever. Because we 
have no right to remember.13

And yet it appears memory is ultimately all one has. Even the tangible 
scars and the physical structures that pay testimony to atrocity are 
nothing unless paired with the memory of it. The piles of human hair 
and shoes that unwaveringly draw gasps from the mouths of Auschwitz 
Museum visitors have to be placed in the context of memory; it goes 
without saying that shoes in shop windows and hair on salon floors 
do not have the same impact. Breytenbach, in calling for the site to be 
‘burned to the ground and left to the wind’, also gives rise to two issues. 
In the first place, he sets upon the question of how close one should be 
allowed to get to the suffering of others. Despite his exile from South 
Africa, Breytenbach seems able to delve into the personal topography of 
his own landscape, but he is clearly unsure of his being at Buchenwald: 
‘We shouldn’t have come. I’m so sorry’, he writes, and later repeats the 
apology.14 Secondly, he ponders to what extent the physical obliteration 
of Buchenwald would rid it of its memory. Surely, if Dog Heart is taken as 
a measure, illuminating a landscape where  centuries-  old memories still 
seem to the writer to ride on the wind, one has a clear answer.15

Let me be clear: to keep Levi close by is not to overlook the fact that 
his experiences are incomparable with Breytenbach’s. But then, so too is 
Levi’s life infinitely different to those who also spent time in Auschwitz, 
or in any of the Nazi camps. A  distinct similarity, though, resides 
in both men’s  self-  perceived responsibility to write. In The Drowned 
and the Saved (1986), Levi contemplates the life of the intellectual in 
Auschwitz, turning to philosopher Hans Mayer (alias Jean Améry), 
another Auschwitz prisoner. Supplementing Améry’s definition of ‘the 
intellectual’ (which Levi finds a little restrictive), Levi writes:

I would propose to extend the term to the person educated beyond 
his daily trade, whose culture is alive inasmuch as it makes an effort 
to renew itself, increase itself, and keep up to date; and who does 
not react with indifference or irritation when confronted by any 
branch of knowledge, even though, obviously, he cannot cultivate 
all of them.16

He observes in the  would-  be intellectual a level of cultivation that is 
less prominent in the  non-  intellectual, a predisposition in the former 
to try to understand, even amidst the apparent absurdity of his sur-
roundings. Importantly, cultivation is not necessarily an advantageous 
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quality, particularly in the  labour-  heavy environment of the Lager: ‘At 
work, which was prevalently manual, the cultivated man was gener-
ally much worse off than the uncultivated man.’17 There can be no 
doubting that, in these terms, Breytenbach is a cultivated man. He is a 
perennial man of letters who, even during his incarceration, turned to 
writing because, in Rosemary Jolly’s words, he believed in ‘its capacity 
to help him endure his experience of extreme isolation and depriva-
tion’.18 Again, it is important to state the evident disparities: clearly, 
Breytenbach’s experience of detention is incomparable with Levi’s 
time in Auschwitz. Nevertheless, what both men have carried with 
them throughout their intellectual careers is a comparable and seem-
ingly unavoidable imperative towards cultivation. For Breytenbach, it 
has impelled him to write and to do so indiscriminately (although to 
whom is never clear). If the opening line of Dog Heart announcing the 
narrator’s death does not cloud sufficiently the position of the narra-
tor, the same page is further deceptive. ‘Don’t worry. There’s nothing 
I want. I won’t bother you’, he informs us directly, as if relieving the 
reader of the need to continue (1). Once more one encounters the 
quandary of the intellectual who, here, in the shape of Breytenbach, 
writes (and duly publishes) a piece that appears like an unfinished 
scrapbook. Perhaps it does not require an audience, as Breytenbach 
remarks late in the text, as if to highlight Dog Heart’s  self-  awareness of 
its own narrative flaws: ‘Once upon a time, long long ago … Isn’t this 
the way all stories start?’ (165).

Why does what is written here remark so little on tangible, knowable 
South Africa? After all, the depth of Breytenbach’s association with it, 
while problematic, is unquestionable. Dog Heart, as I will demonstrate, 
is perfectly reflective of its context. The TRC, that titanic inventory of 
abuses, had made visible to the world the injustices of the apartheid 
era – an era in which Breytenbach’s own painful experiences occur. So 
why, when it is clear that Dog Heart, to a large degree, is a riposte to the 
ethos of reconciliation through the sharing of truth and memory, do 
its most concrete moments appear often like inconsequential asides? 
Certainly, fellow South African author J. M. Coetzee, in an essay on the 
text, suggests that the most political aspects of the book are no more 
than ‘sideswipes’.19 He goes on to advise readers to be careful not to 
‘take Dog Heart for what it is not and does not pretend to be: a report 
on the state of the South African nation in the 1990s. Breytenbach’s 
Heartland is not a microcosm of South Africa; Dog Heart has little to say 
about politics or  black–  white relations on a national scale.’20 To answer 
these questions, I  contest that Breytenbach, partly as an intellectual 
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exercise, and partly as the result of a genuine affliction, is signalling the 
crisis of representation in South Africa, made acute in the TRC era, by 
demonstrating the impossibility of ever fully articulating experience. 
We might recall the question he poses at Buchenwald: ‘Can we write 
everything?’ In other words – and this perhaps suggests a little about 
the writer’s indifferent presentation of the brutal attacks  – he takes 
issue with the TRC’s attempts to safely contain the painful memories 
of apartheid’s victims. He does so by commentating on the seriousness 
of the battle to take hold of his own memory in Dog Heart, let alone 
managing the memories of others. The book’s incarnation of memory 
as a wild, unruly phenomenon that often threatens to take the reins of 
the narrative itself, is a retort to the taxonomy of suffering undertaken 
by the Commission.

It perhaps helps to give an example of the TRC Report’s itemisation of 
memory. Listed below are three entries in the victim summaries section:

BAWANA, Noyedwa (31), was shot and injured by 
SAP members near Crossroads, Cape Town, in 
February 1987. BAXTER, Barnard Sydney, a local 
farmer, was shot dead by an MK operative near 
Mount Ayliff, Transkei, on 3 November 1993. The 
MK operative was granted amnesty for the incident 
(AC/2000/002). BAYANA, Christopher Mvumeni 
(21), lost his left eye when he was shot by members 
of the SAP on 19 October 1993 in Diepkloof, 
Soweto, Johannesburg. He had been locked outside 
the school gate with other latecomers and had started 
stoning an approaching furniture truck.21

One  non-  fatal shooting, one fatal shooting and one lost eye are here 
reduced to a few lines; the enduring obituary of Barnard Sydney Baxter, 
fatally wounded by a firearm, is less than thirty words in length. One 
can imagine Breytenbach making the same apologetic comment as he 
did at Buchenwald: ‘We have no right to remember […] I’m sorry.’

If, as Coetzee suggests, Dog Heart is not a report on South Africa of 
the 1990s, one can go so far as to say that the text, at the very least, 
is firmly symptomatic of the era. Adrift in a crisis of representation, 
the text came at a time when literature in South Africa more generally 
appeared to be taking a  self-  reflexive turn. The limits of representation 
appeared to dominate the writer’s thoughts. ‘This is and is not David’s 
story’, opens Zoë Wicomb’s 2001 novel (ambivalently entitled David’s 
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Story) for example, as if to make the reader aware immediately that what 
follows perhaps should not be taken at its word.22 Or one might observe 
the concluding comments of Rian Malan’s earlier book, My Traitor’s 
Heart (1990), in which the writer admits that his account has got the 
better of him:

I’m so very tired my friend. This all started so long ago, so long ago, 
and I’m so deeply enmeshed in  half-  truths and fictionalizations of 
myself that I’ll never escape until I simply tell the truth. This is not 
the book I  was contracted to write, long ago by someone in New 
York, and I am not sure I’m any of the men I have pretended to be. 
The book that was to be was very different from the book you have 
just read.23

Where Malan concedes that his conceived book has become something 
altogether different, it is not clear exactly what Breytenbach has in 
mind in the first place. Certainly, one can point to the journey around 
the writer’s Heartland,24 but the book that emerges is far from a tradi-
tional travelogue: ‘I have hollowed out this land with my writing – that 
too is now already a past, an unreadable archaeological site of words, 
an absence, part of the big void’ (53). This seems a fitting analogy: 
Breytenbach, the expert (like Levi’s intellect), undertaking his  literary- 
 archaeological task, mindful that this act has only transitory value. As 
he writes: ‘One has to keep on making and finding oneself, and then 
situate and orientate that temporary find’ (179).

It would seem, then, that Dog Heart does not do much to contribute 
directly to a chronicle of 1990s’ South Africa. But the writer, doing the 
only thing he is able to do – write – makes the return to his Heartland 
in order to rifle through the memories it conjures, those painful and 
otherwise, and in doing so he sets the precedent for a process others 
may follow. For Breytenbach, the text is the unavoidable progeny of 
the return; for others, there may be a different outcome. If Breytenbach 
did not already know the limits and the pitfalls of documenting his 
experiences (if one has read works by the writer before, it would be fair 
to contest that he is already well aware), Dog Heart provides conclusive 
proof. Its very appearance bears the scars of the difficulties inherent in 
the task it has attempted to perform: its interludes and its digressions 
are as disorientating for the writer as they are for reader; the composite 
sections feel anachronistic, and  sub-  headings reflect the vast, appar-
ently unavoidable swing between subject matters (‘Barry’, ‘Elections’, 
‘Stone’, ‘Identity/Language’, ‘Travel Memoir’). It is, as its own cover 
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pronounces, a ‘troubled memoir’. Crucially, though, Dog Heart is not a 
failed text, but is simply Breytenbach’s latest return to the scene of his 
own personal trauma – his home. That, in his words, ‘this could be the 
first time that I truly return “home”’(53), does not for a moment give 
an indication that it will be the last. In a book of countless metaphors, 
as Breytenbach concludes his journey, his last is as fitting as any:

I am planting a beacon in Africa. A landmark. Am I not allowed to 
mark out my history? May one not adopt a dead person? It will not 
harm anybody. Don’t worry, there’s nothing I want. Underneath the 
soil surely only soil is left. (196)

A beacon is an object of warning, signal, navigation or celebration, 
as definition would have it. In these respects, Dog Heart performs 
admirably.

Breyten Breytenbach, clearly, is deeply afflicted as a writer, by a con-
dition he understands the cause of. To his daughter, Gogga, he offers a 
caution:

I want to warn her against becoming attached to this land. […] 
Choose some other part of the world, I  want to say  – take the 
Mediterranean or an island or some fortified town or a city with 
parks and museums. Become attached elsewhere. […] Above all, 
don’t let this décor, these expanses of light and darkness, enter your 
memory. […] Do not let any of these odours become as familiar as 
forgetting. We are only visiting here. It must die away. ( 144–  5)

The writer knows where he has gone wrong: his memory, in his own 
words, ‘has shrunk to the borders of its own making’ (15). Inasmuch, his 
capacity to harbour these mournful, melancholic memories and to be 
drawn to write elegiacally with such regularity is ostensibly a product of 
his own doing. One might go as far as to say, with typically Breytenbachian 
symbolism, that his imprisonment came long before his 1977 sentencing, 
and that his own incarnation of South Africa was far more confining 
than his Pretoria prison cell. It was his enchantment at the ‘rhythms and 
spaces of [his] youth’ that ensnared him. The return home made in Dog 
Heart quite rightly has an air of finality to it, for it appears to be a foray 
with  post-  political ambition, as though this time he can see the land with 
fresh eyes. Indeed, one might reflect that in the book’s predecessor, Return 
to Paradise, Breytenbach wrote in the preface that it was ‘an attempt to 
come to grips with a closing chapter in my life’ (xviii).
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To conclude, I feel that it remains for me to add something about the 
connections I have made in this chapter between Breytenbach and Levi. 
The latter writer died in 1987, after falling from the  third-  floor landing 
of his Turin apartment. Coroners and biographers concluded that Levi 
had committed suicide.25 Nevertheless, in the aftermath of his death, 
many came forward to poignantly pronounce that the Italian had died 
forty years earlier. ‘Auschwitz reclaimed him’, wrote Maurice Goldstein 
in the early 1990s.26 For Levi, if the report of suicide can be trusted, 
death was perhaps inevitable. His life in Auschwitz had heralded a 
symbolic end to his mortality, while the completion of his final publica-
tion, a year prior to his passing, seemed to signal a death more literal. 
For Breytenbach, too, symbolic passing is an important function in 
the process of renewal. Where Levi’s experience in Auschwitz, as some 
have suggested, marked a moment of passage – a particularly disturbing 
one, in which the Lager has essentially robbed him of his humanity – 
Breytenbach appears to succumb to a similar process. His  self-  serving 
and figurative mortality, though, is to be read both as a coping method 
and as a representational device. In other words, as much as his sup-
posed deaths speak to the tortured and elegiac relationship he shares 
with South Africa, they also mark the start of renewed literary encoun-
ters with its landscape. True to his Buddhist practice, Breytenbach dies 
over and over in order that he is reborn. That is, death exorcises the 
pain of the event and revives his association with the world.

And so, finally, to the unresolved matter of the title of this chapter. 
Duplicated, the writer’s already doubled name now gives us four possible 
Breytens. Ever fanciful, the writer notes in A Season in Paradise, ‘I’m not 
trying to hold the pen this evening, it writes by itself’ (219). Certainly, 
there is often a sense that, given his apparent  self-  imprisonment, the 
writing of Breyten Breytenbach happens beyond his control and that 
his pen is but the medium through which material comes forth. And 
yet, who is writing seems not to matter. That the ongoing process of 
remembering through writing occurs at all, punctuated of course by 
the occasional death for good measure, would appear to be what pro-
vides the  much-  needed (and never complete) exorcism of painful and 
shameful memories. If Dog Heart is too private and personal an affair to 
contribute to the collective memory of  apartheid-  era abuses (like Levi 
did seemingly more successfully for Holocaust memory), it participates 
wholeheartedly in the more general debate on trauma therapy. I argue 
that the text endorses efforts to remember, to repeat and to work 
through, literarily and otherwise. It does not testify necessarily to the 
process’s efficacy but urges that, in any case, for the sufferer, something 
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must actively be done. For South Africans in the long  post-  apartheid era, 
that mantra still holds true.
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Jindabyne (dir. Ray Lawrence, 2006), the Australian film adaptation 
of Raymond Carver’s short story ‘So Much Water So Close to Home’, 
focuses on a group of men who embark on a fishing trip and discover the 
dead body of a woman lying in the river, but choose to continue their 
holiday rather than curtail it by reporting the body immediately to the 
police. It represents the trauma of the men discovering the body and 
the mourning of the girl’s family, as well as several individual traumas 
including, for one of the film’s couples, the ongoing mourning for a 
dead child and, for the film’s protagonist, Claire, the spectre of recurring 
severe postnatal depression. This essay focuses on the film’s representa-
tion of trauma relating to the colonial encounter. In adapting Carver’s 
short story, Jindabyne not only fleshes out the original characters (and 
indeed, adds several new ones), but in transplanting the action from the 
 north-  west United States to Australia, in E. Ann Kaplan and Ban Wang’s 
terms, the film also engages with ‘how cultures too may be traumatized, 
how traces of traumatic events leave their mark on cultures’, particu-
larly where modern history’s ‘imperialist conquest and colonization of 
indigenous peoples’ are concerned.1

Jindabyne foregrounds this cultural trauma through the fact that, in 
the film, Susan O’Connor, the dead woman discovered by Stewart, Carl, 
Rocco and Billy, is Indigenous. Jindabyne thereby offers an example of 
what Felicity Collins and Therese Davis call a  post-  Mabo cinema, in 
which ‘Australian cinema [acts] as a public sphere for reprising or going 
back over established themes of national history, as a site for the poli-
tics of recognition, and as a traumatised space of public memory’.2 In 
examining the film’s presentation of traumas that are, implicitly and 
explicitly, related to the colonial encounter, this essay follows Kaplan’s 
discussion of ‘embodied translators’ who might be ‘capable of mediating 
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between communities’,3 by examining the failed attempts of Claire, the 
wife of Stewart, to bridge the gap between white and Indigenous com-
munities through an  always   already insufficient apology.

Carver’s story is told entirely from the point of view of Claire, and 
begins after the fishing trip, amidst the negative public attention her 
husband and his friends have attracted because of their postponement 
in contacting the police about the dead body. We only have Claire’s 
 second-  hand perspective on the event, which is bound up in the physi-
cal revulsion she feels for her husband, the fleshy descriptions of his 
male body, and the violence of their relationship: she comments on 
‘his heavy arms around [her]’ and his ‘thick, sleeping fingers’ and recalls 
him ‘tell[ing] her that someday this affair […] will end in violence’.4 At 
one point, in a moment of intersubjectivity, Claire imagines herself to 
be the dead woman, almost looking through the body’s point of view: 
‘I imagine her journey down the river, the nude body hitting the rocks, 
caught at by branches, the body floating and turning, her hair stream-
ing in the water. Then the hands and hair catching in the overhanging 
branches, holding, until four men come along to stare at her. I can see 
a man who is drunk (Stuart?) take her by the wrist.’5

In Short Cuts (1993), Robert Altman’s film adaptation of ‘So Much 
Water So Close to Home’ (and a number of other Carver stories), we 
follow the men and witness their discovery of the body, while one of 
them unknowingly urinates onto the woman where the body floats 
in the river.6 The reaction in this film is one of surprise by the men, 
but also of a distasteful humour, including comments about her naked 
breasts. Altman’s film adapts Claire’s perspective upon the return of 
her husband through the camerawork that slowly zooms in on Claire’s 
shocked face while her husband, obscured, relates the discovery of the 
body with little emotion. Whereas, in Carver’s story, Claire’s perspective 
is clear through the  first-  person narration from her point of view, in 
Short Cuts, Altman privileges Claire’s response to her husband’s narra-
tive of finding the dead woman by focusing on Claire’s face, rather than 
her husband’s, while he recounts the experience. The movement of the 
camera growing increasingly closer to Claire indicates an alignment of 
the film (and an encouraged alignment of the viewer) with Claire’s view 
of the events, rather than Stuart’s.

Jindabyne diverges from both the Carver original and the Altman 
adaptation insofar as the discovery of the body by the men is repre-
sented as a traumatic moment.7 We watch Stewart on his own, making 
his way along the rocky riverbank before catching a glimpse of some-
thing in the water. He enters the river cautiously, the movement of a 
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handheld camera’s focus on the body replicating Stewart’s awkward 
movement through the water. The body is face down in the water, 
and once Stewart has arrived close enough to confirm that it is a dead 
body, he mutters, ‘Oh Jesus’ and ‘Fuck’ several times; after turning the 
body over and becoming more agitated, Stewart screams for his friends 
for help, shouting again a few moments later when they have not yet 
arrived. Stewart’s traumatic discovery of the body is signalled not only 
by his personal response to the body, but also through the camerawork 
and editing. As he shouts a second time for his friends, jump cuts illus-
trate the trauma of the scene and enhance his isolation (which is also 
signalled by the echoing of Stewart’s cries across the landscape), away 
from those whom he calls for help. The ruptures presented by the jump 
cuts gesture towards Stewart’s discovery of the body as an ‘even[t] […] 
so overwhelming that [it] cannot be cognitively processed’.8 Thus, the 
film’s editing both represents Stewart’s trauma of discovering the body 
and creates cognitive ruptures for the viewer.

All four men will react significantly differently from those in Altman’s 
film, as the Jindabyne quartet is shocked and upset. The fishermen in 
Short Cuts are distinctly untraumatised: they carry on their conversation, 
scarcely missing a beat, discussing whether the woman is dead and what 
to do about it before deciding to leave her in the water and to begin 
drinking, their voices audible on the soundtrack even as their bodies 
are not visible, the camera having cut to the body and remaining there. 
The camera’s staying with the body rather than the fishermen forces the 
audience – if not the men who have found her – to maintain their focus 
on her. In contrast, most of Jindabyne’s scene of the body’s discovery is 
silent, apart from Stewart’s cries for help and his shouts to his friends to 
‘take her’ from him, with just a brief reaction from Billy – ‘Ah fuck’, and 
‘Fuck this’, he says, about to leave – and a  counter-  response from Carl, 
which causes Billy to stay with the others. Both the camera and the 
men retain their focus on the body in Jindabyne, with only the sound of 
birds audible, before the scene cuts to the men standing on the bank, 
away from the river, solemnly discussing how to proceed. Yet, as in both 
Carver’s story and Altman’s film, they decide not to report the body to 
the police immediately, not to remove her body, but to tie her up to a 
tree branch so as to preserve her body better for when they do inform the 
police. The men get the holiday they want, as signalled by the brilliant 
sunshine of the following day, and the enormous fish they catch, pho-
tographing each other holding up their bounty. Ultimately, then, their 
ability to suppress their initial shock and terror at the dead body makes 
them essentially appear as callous as their counterparts in Altman’s film.
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Just as, in Short Cuts, the film signals its subversion of the men’s posi-
tion, so Jindabyne presents several  high-  angle shots of the dead fish on 
the ground, as though the dead body of the woman is no more impor-
tant (indeed, quite possibly less) than those of the fish, revealing a gap 
between the four men and the film’s perspective on the dead woman’s 
body. When the men of Jindabyne ultimately pack up and leave at the 
end of their trip, the camera cuts to the body still in the water, with 
extreme  close-  ups on the victim’s skin and hair as insects crawl over her, 
emphasising that the men have abandoned her, particularly given the 
camera’s pan to the foot tied to the branch and the focus on the violence 
the fishing line has done to the flesh. Billy calls his girlfriend as soon 
as they reach mobile phone reception range to say, ‘We found a body. 
I  caught the most amazing fish, though!’ As Jonathan Rayner notes, 
through ‘the white male group’s apparent indifference to her body’,9 
they become aligned with the white killer who caused Susan’s death, 
whom we have seen dump her body into the river in the first place.

The scene that deploys jump cuts to portray Stewart’s distress, ulti-
mately showing him as a tiny figure in extreme long shot, has the most 
intrusive editing of any of the film’s scenes, but it is also in keeping with 
the film’s tendency to use extreme long shots to represent a daunting 
landscape, one which dwarfs the markers of white  settler-  invader pres-
ence. Throughout the film, such extreme long shots are often accompa-
nied by the sounds of human voices – in particular, Indigenous voices, 
it is suggested  – wailing on the soundtrack, perhaps a representation 
of what Erica Hateley has called ‘Australianness as a kind of haunted 
subjectivity’.10 Jindabyne therefore perpetuates Australian films’ historic 
tendency to emphasise ‘an unknowable, untamable landscape’11 at the 
same time as it gives the impression of the landscape watching the 
white characters, witnessing their actions – or lack of actions – in rela-
tion to the murder victim; indeed, there are several shaky, handheld 
camera shots through trees of the men on their fishing trip that suggest 
they are being watched.

Although, in the words of one policeman, ‘the whole town’s ashamed 
of [the men]’ for ‘step[ping] over bodies to enjoy [their] leisure 
activities’, the film, like its source story, largely focuses on Claire’s 
response,  making Claire and Stewart the central couple in the film. 
Significantly, Stewart and Claire are both immigrants to Australia: Stewart 
is Irish, and Claire is American, the nationalities of the actors who play 
them (Gabriel Byrne and Laura Linney). The director, Ray Lawrence, has 
commented that this casting reflected ‘a certain foreignness with the 
 multi-  culturalism [sic] of the film’.12 On the one hand, as Rayner observes, 
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the casting of Byrne and Linney also allows Jindabyne to ‘bridge the tal-
ents and markets of American and Australian cinema’.13 On the other 
hand, the casting might also function, as Ian Buchanan suggests, ‘to 
remind us that all Australians, with the exception of the indigenous peo-
ples, are  immigrants’.14 In this way, Jindabyne participates in what Collins 
and Davis have identified as the ‘backtracking’ tendencies of  post-  Mabo 
cinema, ‘the way in which history […] speaks to the dilemmas of the 
present’,15 for Stewart and Claire’s foreignness in Australia is highlighted 
throughout the film.

Stewart’s and Claire’s national origins resonate differently: Stewart’s 
Irishness gestures towards  long-  standing (and contested) notions 
of ‘Australianness as synonymous with  Anglo-  Celticism’,16 whereas 
Claire’s Americanness inserts her into a similar position in both her 
home and adopted countries as a white  settler-  invader. But the position-
ing of Claire, in particular, as a new arrival is also suggestive in terms 
of the film’s representation of, in Kaplan’s adoption of Mary Louise 
Pratt’s phrase, a ‘traumatic contact zone’.17 In the fallout of the men’s 
return from the fishing trip, and both white and Indigenous disgusted 
responses to them, Claire seeks to identify and redress ‘what prevents 
harmonious relations in colonial encounters’18 – or in other words, why 
she is unable successfully to apologise to Susan O’Connor’s family and 
to offer them redress, insofar as neither the apology nor the redress is 
accepted. As Kaplan writes,

When one’s lands have been invaded and snatched away, one’s cul-
ture destroyed (or nearly so), it is as if a deep wound has been made 
in the social body. Transmitted from generation to generation, the 
wound remains open even if  split-  off from daily consciousness. It 
means that contact between indigenous peoples and the groups who 
invaded in the past is inevitably haunted by this past. The traumatic 
past, that is to say, shapes the nature of contact.19

Claire attempts to engage with the O’Connor family as though this 
traumatic past has not happened, only to be rebuffed. Asked whether 
Jindabyne is ‘intended as an allegory for reconciliation’, Lawrence, the 
film’s director, replied,

Not in that sense   … It’s more complex than that. When you do 
something wrong it is very, very hard to say sorry. While it’s some-
thing that should happen, because it’s happening to human beings, 
it’s not as simple as saying sorry and expecting forgiveness.20
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In the context of a country that instituted a National Sorry Day for what 
was done to the Stolen Generations – Indigenous children taken from 
their families ostensibly to ease the assimilation into the white  settler- 
 invader society in a culturally genocidal policy – even if Lawrence shies 
away from the possibility of allegory, it is clear that Claire’s need for 
forgiveness attempts to sidestep the more fundamental need for decolo-
nisation. As Hateley writes, ‘despite the long history of the “sorry” 
campaign, there is not nor can ever be a simple solution to Australia’s 
racial problems’.21

Sorry Day was instituted in 1998, the year following the Bringing 
Them Home report, which concluded ‘that child removal fitted the 
United Nations definition of genocide’.22 Jindabyne predates by two 
years Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s official apology to the Stolen 
Generations, which was given on 18 February 2008. In the intervening 
years between the report and the official apology, as Amanda LeCouteur 
observes, ‘Talk and text about the appropriateness of this apology […] 
have constituted an ongoing national debate in Australia in forums as 
diverse as State and Federal parliaments, national and local print and 
broadcast media, organized community meetings, as well as everyday 
discussions between people.’23 Given that ‘it is hard to imagine that any 
Australian could have remained untouched by this issue, or would not 
have been involved in the debate at some level’,24 Jindabyne’s ‘resonance 
[…] with Australia’s response to the national apology to the indigenous 
people is unmistakable’.25

The complexity of the ethical and political implications of the official 
apology has counterparts of sorts in the film. As Diana Brydon notes, 
‘public acts of apology and remembrance […] are quickly coming to 
seem not only routine but also substitutes for more substantive forms 
of restitution’.26 On the one hand, as Ann McGrath writes, Rudd’s 
apology to Indigenous peoples in Australia ‘was a moment of national 
inclusion brought about by the  much-  awaited recognition of past suf-
fering’, with ‘thousands of Aboriginal and other Australians converg-
ing on Parliament House’.27 Former Prime Minister John Howard had 
refused to offer a national apology, arguing ‘that the present generation 
cannot be expected to take responsibility for the actions of previous 
generations’, hence the decade elapsing between the beginning of 
Sorry Day, and the ‘hundreds of thousands of ordinary Australians […] 
sign[ing] “sorry books” […] in an act of ceremoniously, if modestly, 
inscribing personal and collective apology’, and Rudd’s apology on just 
‘the second day of the new Parliament’.28 On the other hand, however, 
as Buchanan argues, ‘while there can be no question that [the Stolen 



Colonial Legacies in Jindabyne 165

Generations] were owed an apology, at the very least, they were not the 
only ones owed an apology, nor were their experiences the only experi-
ences suffered by the indigenous peoples for which an apology might 
conceivably be owed (the loss of their land, forced displacement from 
their land, genocide, and so on; the list of crimes is long)’.29 For this 
reason, Buchanan concludes, Rudd’s apology ‘was hollow and without 
an accompanying apology for the act of dispossession that created the 
conditions under which the wrong could have occurred’.30 As McGrath 
notes, an apology for the Stolen Generations was a relatively safe act for 
 non-  Indigenous Australians: ‘While  non-  Indigenous Australians often 
opposed land rights as a threat to their property, the recognition of 
child theft did not threaten white people’s backyards’;31 in other words, 
the failure to address dispossession of Indigenous Australians soothed 
 non-  Indigenous Australians’ own anxieties about dispossession. In addi-
tion to the limitations of the apology in material terms, the apology was 
‘worthless, irrespective of its supposed symbolic value, because it did 
not acknowledge the founding violence’32 of the nation which contin-
ues to play out in the  twenty-  first century: for, as the state’s contempo-
rary actions such as the 2007 ‘Emergency Intervention’ in the Northern 
Territory demonstrate, ‘Colonisation is not over, and with each new 
solution, the  nation-  state adds a new layer of  often-  painful legacies.’33

A national apology, as McGrath argues, ‘can nobly redeem the 
nation’s reputation’ without material redistribution.34 In Jindabyne, 
Claire’s determination to apologise – and, crucially, to get her husband 
to apologise  – resembles the ethical ambiguity of the national apol-
ogy insofar as she may not seek to achieve anything beyond her fam-
ily’s reputation, and it is unclear what fundamental change might be 
effected. Buchanan argues that Claire’s status as an immigrant in the 
film suggests that ‘only someone from outside the frame of Australian 
cultural and political life is capable of seeing the truth and feeling the 
shame of it’.35 Yet Claire’s ignorance with respect to Indigenous culture, 
and her determination to operate outside any Australian historical 
context, compromises the extent to which she is capable of ‘seeing the 
truth’ or indeed ‘feeling the shame’ of her own white privilege. Unlike 
her counterpart in Carver’s story, who, albeit briefly, intersubjectively 
merges with the murder victim, and in Altman’s film, where the zoom 
in to  close-  up on her face makes clear her identification with the 
dead woman, Jindabyne’s Claire clearly cannot be aligned with Susan 
O’Connor in the same way. Claire encounters the murderer on the road, 
but he does not attempt any violence towards her, and, unlike the film’s 
audience, she is unaware that he is responsible for Susan’s death. Rather 
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than identify with Susan O’Connor, then, Claire appears to view herself 
as an ‘embodied translator’ as she moves between white and Indigenous 
communities. If, in Kaplan’s terms, an embodied translator can ‘func-
tion to bridge the gaps produced by crimes of white Australians in the 
past, and continuing into the present’, Claire fails to occupy this posi-
tion for a number of reasons.36 Firstly, it becomes clear that she is largely 
invested in reconciliation between the communities in order to salvage 
her marriage. As she says to the priest whose help she attempts to enlist, 
‘I don’t understand why this is so hard. I just want to stay connected to 
people; I just want the man I love to be a good man.’ Whether Claire 
seeks any genuine connection with the Indigenous community  – the 
O’Connor family in particular – is not stated, nor how that connection 
would be forged, and on whose terms. Ultimately, Claire’s priority is her 
own nuclear family, the desire for her husband to live up to her expecta-
tions (and salvage his own reputation). Secondly, as Hateley notes, ‘her 
failures are a logical product of Claire’s White assumptions about uni-
versality, the right to know, and the right to act’.37 For instance, she goes 
to the mortuary to look at Susan’s body, prompting outrage from her 
friend, Carmel, who is Indigenous and the girlfriend of Rocco. Despite 
Carmel’s insistence that Claire has behaved appallingly – ‘Spirit hasn’t 
gone anywhere. Dead doesn’t mean dead’ – Claire privileges her own, 
Western epistemology by emphasising, ‘I needed to see her for myself … 
I need to know what happened out there.’ Claire is convinced that she 
acts on behalf of the larger community – ‘It’s about all of us. Isn’t it, 
Carmel? Who are we?’ – but finds few allies in her mission.

What Claire assumes to be a benevolent intervention on her part 
in the community (‘I’m not the one who’s done anything wrong’, 
she tells her husband) is read radically differently by Carmel as an 
unwelcome intrusion. Carmel exclaims, ‘I can’t believe you’d behave 
so  disrespectfully  – to her and to her family’, and compares Claire’s 
viewing of Susan’s dead body to ‘walk[ing] into a stranger’s house while 
they were asleep and have a good old perve at them’. Carmel’s accusa-
tion resonates with Stewart’s fascination with Susan O’Connor’s body, 
returning to where she is tied up in the river alone one night of the 
trip, turning her over onto her front and stroking her hair. Further, on 
more than one occasion, Claire turns up uninvited at the O’Connor 
family home, the first time having the door slammed in her face, while 
her young son, Tom, stares in through the window at Susan’s father. 
Although not as potentially ‘pervy’ as Stewart’s actions, certainly, or 
even Claire’s (as Carmel suggests), Tom is nonetheless presented as 
an unwelcome young voyeur. The second time Claire arrives at the 
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O’Connors’ home, bearing money she has collected from the town 
to pay for Susan’s funeral, Claire receives no answer when she knocks 
at the door, so walks around to the side of the house, where some of 
Susan’s female relatives are sat; despite her statement, ‘I don’t want to 
intrude’, Claire does exactly that, walking through the archway to the 
garden into their space, only superficially acknowledging that they are 
hosts, that this space is theirs, and she an unwanted guest. Claire offers 
the money, claiming that ‘the whole town wanted to help’, but the film 
has only shown Claire’s request being rebuffed by the white people of 
Jindabyne. When Claire implores one white woman with the assertion, 
‘They’re our neighbours’, the woman responds, ‘These people look 
after their own.’ Thus, the film demonstrates explicitly that Claire lies 
to Susan’s family about the town’s generosity and implicitly suggests 
that she may have contributed all the money herself. Claire’s claim of 
the town’s desire to offer the O’Connor family financial assistance for 
Susan’s funeral (and implicitly compensation for her death) therefore 
also functions as an attempt to redeem the town of Jindabyne’s reputa-
tion, especially that of its white citizens. But not only is this attempt 
punctured for the audience – ‘I don’t need you begging all over town on 
my behalf’, Jude tells Claire – but the O’Connor family also refuses to 
participate in such a transaction. When Claire claims to Susan’s family 
that ‘it’s not charity’, Susan’s sister asks, ‘You buying something, then?’ 
If anything, Claire seeks absolution – for herself, her husband and the 
white community – but it is clear that absolution is not for sale.

Claire presents a contrast to more violent encounters in the film, 
largely involving men, for instance the brick thrown through Billy (the 
youngest of the four fishermen) and his girlfriend Elissa’s camper van 
window, one of many acts of revenge for the men’s failure to report 
immediately their discovery of Susan’s body. Indeed, as Susan’s sister 
declares on the newscast, ‘I really wonder how differently they would 
have acted if she were white.’ The Carver and Altman antecedents of 
Lawrence’s film suggest that they might not have acted any differently 
at all, but in the cultural context of Jindabyne, the men are doubly 
powerful – as both male and white – in ways that make them and their 
failure to act even more significantly complicit with injustice. At a gath-
ering following the fishing trip that Claire hopes will provide an oppor-
tunity to ‘finally all sit down and talk’, Billy and Elissa describe what 
they understand to be Indigenous beliefs about place and spirituality:

ELISSA: Yeah, well, I was told that the spirits of the dead cross those 
mountains. They travel from all over up to the high country.
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STEWART: Oh yeah.
BILLY: Yeah, I think we broke her journey by tying her up.
STEWART: Bullshit. You know, I thought Catholics were superstitious, 

but [this takes] the biscuit, really. […] I mean, think about 
it, it’s just a superstition, you know, ‘journey’, ‘spirit’ –

Stewart’s diatribe is cut short when Rocco punches him in the face. His 
invocation of Catholic superstition recalls earlier scenes in the film, 
such as when Stewart’s mother asks St Brigid to protect Stewart’s and 
Claire’s house for another year, with their son Tom replacing an old 
cross on the wall with a new one, and Stewart joining in with a prayer 
in Irish; further, Stewart’s first instinct upon discovering Susan’s dead 
body is to cross himself. At the gathering following the fishing trip, 
however, in the company of his friends, he not only dismisses his 
mother’s and, presumably, his own beliefs, but also uses his Catholicism 
as an opportunity to counter Billy and Elissa’s claims, which themselves 
are problematic insofar as they only raise these objections to the men’s 
fishing trip after the fact. Further, as Graeme Turner notes of Indigenous 
people in Australian cinema, ‘to be seen as the possessors of an ancient 
but passé mysticism is not necessarily to the Aboriginals’ advantage 
since it renders them even more unfit for white society, places them at 
an even greater remove from white rationality’.38 Most importantly in 
this scene, Carmel is present, glancing up at Elissa when she speaks of 
the spirits of the dead, though she says nothing about Billy and Elissa’s 
statements. During Stewart’s rant about superstition, Carmel remains 
silent, looking away. Rocco’s attacking of Stewart, breaking his nose, 
ostensibly presents Rocco’s attempt to offer protection to Carmel and 
her community. But Carmel is unimpressed, driving off after saying, 
‘What was all that, huh? I can take care of myself.’

At the white priest’s suggestion, Claire attends Susan’s smoke cer-
emony, and implores the other men on the trip and their partners 
to attend as well. Whereas in Carver’s story and the Altman adapta-
tion Claire attends the victim’s funeral anonymously, in Jindabyne, as 
Hateley observes, ‘It is deeply problematic that Claire and the other 
 non-  Indigenous couples assume the right to attend Susan’s smoke 
ceremony’,39 as the Indigenous characters present let them know. One 
man shouts at Claire, undermining her claim that she is there to pay 
her respects by indicating she has no respect for their family (‘She’s 
married to one of the bastards who found Susan’), only to be subverted 
by a female family member who tells him to ‘leave her alone’. When 
Stewart and the others arrive, Stewart attempts to apologise to Susan’s 
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father, who hits him on the arm and spits on the ground. ‘You don’t 
belong here’, Susan’s brother tells Claire, potentially encompassing not 
just Claire’s presence at the ceremony but also the  settler-  invader pres-
ence in Australia. Despite these reminders of the extent to which these 
white onlookers are not welcome, however, as Mireille Juchau writes, 
‘There is something badly wrong with this scene’;40 for as Stewart tells 
Claire that he wants her to come home (to which she does not reply, her 
return gaze more ambiguous, I think, than some critics seem to allow),41 
it seems that the ceremony becomes a stage for the film’s resolution. In 
Juchau’s words, ‘these [white] suffering characters hijack the Aboriginal 
ritual, which conveniently functions as the required “profound” event 
to propel their catharses’.42 Given that, as Juchau argues, ‘At no point 
are we invited to understand the particular significance and meaning 
of this ritual for its black participants because we’re given little insight 
into the texture of their lives, or the particularity of their suffering’, it 
seems that the film may not have transcended white Australian cinema 
culture’s tendency, as Tom O’Regan describes it, to privilege ‘the way 
Aboriginal and Islanders are meaningful to  non-  Aboriginals, rather 
than how Aboriginal and Islanders are meaningful to themselves’.43 The 
scene’s shooting and editing perhaps function to distance the (white) 
viewer from the proceedings, with brief shots, repeated dissolves, and 
camera tilts, and constant shifts in the scene’s distance from the cam-
era while the Indigenous men are chanting, allowing the viewer just 
fragments or glimpses rather than full access to the ceremony; in this 
sense, we might see the film’s presentation of the ceremony as partly 
conscious of the fact that its inclusion is problematic. Conversely, we 
might read the trajectory of the dissolves and the partial presentation of 
the ceremony as positing an exoticism and a mysticism of the ceremony 
for a white audience looking in on ‘the world’s most anthropologized 
people’.44

However, to return to Kaplan’s search for embodied translators who 
might facilitate the devising of a means of ‘transfer[ring] difference 
into something other than trauma’, so that ‘communities of both the 
oppressed and their oppressors can come to terms with, mourn, repent, 
and repair crimes committed’,45 I  suggest that the smoke ceremony 
scene of Jindabyne does gesture towards a possible embodied translator, 
but in the form of Carmel, rather than Claire. She leads Tom, the son of 
Claire and Stewart and her own pupil at school, by the hand, away from 
the tension of his parents, explaining, ‘Come on, we walk through the 
smoke so the spirits don’t latch onto us.’ It is a brief moment, but one 
that indicates the necessity of ‘intercultural exchange […] initiated by’46 
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members of the Indigenous community, not the white community, 
and underscores how Claire’s unwillingness to listen to any Indigenous 
 people – not even her friend Carmel – has made it impossible for Claire 
to be the one to effect  cross-  cultural healing.

If Jindabyne’s smoke ceremony scene ‘seems a superficial display of 
Indigenous mysticism for the purpose of driving a formulaic white 
catharsis’,47 as Juchau suggests, it is perhaps also a symptom of a film 
that is primarily concerned with  self-  reflexively situating white Australia 
in relation to Indigenous peoples, with Claire’s necessary, but always 
already flawed, attempt to apologise figuring as a means of reconciling 
the trauma of the colonial encounter. In this sense, the film is both ‘a 
memorial of  pre-  apology Australia’,48 in Hateley’s terms, and a proleptic 
reckoning with the inadequacy of the apology, as Claire’s personal fail-
ures of apology resonate with the larger failures of the official national 
apology to the Stolen Generations. But if this film largely concludes in 
an implausible, unsatisfactory manner through the appropriation of the 
smoke ceremony for the possible reconciliation of white characters to 
each other, it is important that it also identifies an embodied transla-
tor who is not the white woman who appoints herself to this role, but 
an Indigenous woman who engages on her own terms. Whereas Claire 
is chiefly concerned with reconciliation for the sake of her marriage, 
it is Carmel who offers a potential facilitation of a ‘move[ment] from 
trauma to witnessing, mourning and reconciliation’ for the sake of the 
community.49
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In ‘Trauma Theory and Postcolonial Literary Studies’ (2011), Irene Visser 
asks to what extent trauma theories are genuinely productive in a postco-
lonial context. She questions, for example, the apparent Eurocentric psy-
choanalytical emphasis, contextualised by the trauma of the Holocaust, 
on melancholia and configurations of aporia; and the related neglect of 
models of healing and renewal based on  non-  Western belief systems and 
practices.1 However, historically, the Holocaust radically undermined 
Eurocentrism, as it shattered belief in the superiority of European civi-
lisation and evolutionary progress and brought home, as Aimé Césaire 
cogently writes in his Discourse on Colonialism (1955), the holocausts 
practised in the colonies, long sustained and justified by the same rac-
ist philosophies and ideologies that had fuelled fascism.2 The Holocaust 
and  post-  war challenges to European imperialism are implicated in each 
other. Particularly in the context of Caribbean and former French slave 
colonies, Freudian/Lacanian psychoanalysis since the 1950s has con-
sistently informed interpretations by postcolonial theorists, educated 
in French philosophy and culture, of the traumatised colonial subject, 
while undergoing revisions and challenges,3 a productive dissonance 
that has continued and intensified in the context of contemporary post-
colonial/neocolonial writing.

In Black Skin, White Masks (1952) the Martiniquan existential psy-
chologist and seminal postcolonial theorist Frantz Fanon describes the 
postcolonial black man as a traumatised subject, split in two and  self- 
 hating under the persistent withering gaze of the white Other.4 How can 
a colonised black man, defined by European ideology as a capricious 
infant and/or savage, be assimilated into the Oedipal model of the 
white family and the Law of the Father, however structurally formalised, 
represented by the colonising master? After analysing the individual 

11
Rape, Representation and 
Metamorphosis in Shani Mootoo’s 
Cereus Blooms at Night
Marie Josephine Diamond



174 Marie Josephine Diamond

and cultural  self-  betrayals demanded by mimicry and assimilation, 
and the incapacity of psychotherapy to break through the impasses 
confronting the postcolonial subject, Fanon committed himself to the 
ideal of revolutionary national independence movements as the neces-
sary prerequisite for psychic and social health. Also drawing upon psy-
choanalytical discourse, in Caribbean Discourse (1981), Édouard Glissant 
describes what he calls the mimetic drive (pulsion mimétique) – a kind of 
insidious violence which can lead to psychotic breakdown of the alien-
ated colonial subject who imitates and identifies with the Other while 
losing any autonomous perspective on reality. Under the subheading 
‘Concerning history as neurosis’, he rhetorically imagines a possible 
psychoanalytical narrative of the trauma of Caribbean history:

Would it be ridiculous to consider our lived history as a steadily 
advancing neurosis? To see the Slave Trade as a traumatic shock, 
our relocation (in the new land) as a repressive phase, slavery as the 
period of latency, ‘emancipation’ in 1848 as reactivation, our every-
day fantasies as symptoms, and even our horror of ‘returning to 
those things of the past’ as a neurotic manifestation of the neurotic’s 
fear of his past? Would it not be useful and revealing to investigate 
such a parallel? What is repressed in our history persuades us, fur-
thermore, that this is more than an intellectual game.5

This rhetorical formulation clearly anticipates the answer yes, such a 
narrative would indeed be useful and revealing. However, Glissant closes 
with a caveat: ‘Which psychiatrist could state the problematics of such 
a parallel? None. History has its dimension of the unexplorable, at the 
edge of which we wander, our eyes wide open.’6 Glissant’s unearthing of 
Caribbean history takes, rather, the (poetic) route of fragmentation and 
disruption of linear narratives, especially in his fiction. Like Fanon, he 
advocates material and economic independence for the transformation 
of the pathological colonial subject, as well as a  pan-  Caribbean rhizom-
atic cooperative relationality as the basis for individual and community 
emancipation subversive of hierarchical ideologies and institutions.

While the incorporation and revisions of psychoanalytical insights 
concerning the traumatised subject have characterised postcolonial 
Caribbean theory from its beginnings, the implicit and often explicit 
subject was the traumatised black man. The traumas specific to enslaved 
and colonised women, especially institutionalised rape and forced 
reproduction, were marginalised at best.7 With the proliferation of 
African/American/Caribbean postcolonial women writers, inspired by 
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feminist and postcolonial women’s movements beginning in the late 
1960s, the relationship between psychoanalytic interpretation  – as 
revised by Western, especially French feminist theorists – to postcolo-
nial writing was questioned in this new context.

Female Subjects in Black and White: Race, Psychoanalysis, Feminism 
(1997), edited by Elizabeth Abel, Barbara Christian and Helene Moglen, 
resulted from a conference held in 1992 at the University of California, 
Santa Cruz, which brought together black and white feminists in a 
discussion of predominantly Western psychoanalytical criticism and 
African American representations of female subjectivity. In her essay in 
the collection, Hortense Spillers writes that, although ‘the major top-
ics of the psychoanalytical field –  self-  division, mimetic and transitive 
character of desire, the economies of displacement, for example – are 
operative in the African American community’, a psychoanalytical cul-
tural criticism is needed which would address the ‘race’ matrix as ‘the 
fundamental interdiction within the enabling discourse of founding 
psychoanalytical theory and practice itself’.8 And Barbara Christian, 
in her reading of Toni Morrison’s Beloved, emphasises the neglected 
(repressed) perspective of African cosmology and spiritual beliefs in 
understanding the significance of the trauma of the Middle Passage, 
and the importance of an cestors and traditional modes of ritual and 
collective healing.9

 African-  Caribbean novels, in particular, as in Simone  Schwartz-  Bart’s 
Pluie et vent sur Télumée Miracle (1972), paradigmatically invoke a geneal-
ogy of female shamanic ancestors who, in different contexts and situ-
ations, turn to African or Indian myths, animistic cosmologies, rituals, 
the laying on of hands and the participation of the community to heal 
violated bodies and minds, including those of the haunted and haunt-
ing dead.10 Given the radical break of slavery in the Americas from cul-
tures of origin and consequent pathological social fragmentation, such 
traditional memories have to be reimagined and reconstructed. Indeed, 
the revived shamanic female healer soon became something of a cliché, 
as Maryse Condé acknowledges in the afterword to the 1992 English 
translation of Moi, Tituba, sorcière: noire de Salem (1986), where she 
claims that the old shaman Mama Yaya should be read as a parody in 
a postmodern mock epic.11 Nevertheless, in Healing Narratives: Women 
Writers Curing Cultural  Dis-  Ease (2000), Gay Wilentz identifies a genre of 
female writer/healers across a spectrum of ethnicities and cultures who 
recuperate a female tradition of discredited knowledge as a response to 
cultures pathologised by a history of suffering and oppression. She spe-
cifically refers to Caribbean, African American, Native American, Maori 
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and Jewish contexts and acknowledges that, given the contemporary 
fragmentation of cultures, such knowledge has to be reconstructed, and 
that writers and artists, including New Age Western practitioners of 
spiritualism, play an essential role in this process.12

In novels by postcolonial African American and  African-  Caribbean 
women writers, rape is paradigmatically the founding traumatic event, 
the radical violation of the female body as property to be used for 
pleasure and profit. For example, it is Sethe’s ‘rape’ in Beloved that 
eventually leads her to kill her daughter, who returns to embody the 
millions of unremembered dead. This killing finally disempowers her 
 mother-  in-  law, who had healed Sethe’s violated body when she escaped 
from her slave owner, and had led healing rituals for the former slave 
community. We are a long way from the women with supernatural pow-
ers, such as Ma Cia in Pluie et vent sur Télumée Miracle. In Condé’s Moi, 
Tituba, sorcière, Tituba is conceived by the rape of her mother during 
the Atlantic crossing. Rape continues to inform Caribbean novels, such 
as the  Haitian-  American Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory (1994) 
in which the narrator’s mother is raped by an anonymous man on a 
sugar plantation, an event which blights her own and her daughter’s 
life, until an intervention in New York City by an African American 
 therapist  – a cultural hybrid of Western analyst and African healer. 
The theme continues in  Anne-  Christine d’Adeski’s Under the Bone (1994) 
with the rape, torture and imprisonment of women under Duvalier, 
but the traditional spiritual healer in this novel of the catastrophic 
breakdown of social community has been replaced by a modern lesbian 
 doctor fighting against almost impossible odds.

With the globalisation of corporate power, patriarchal fears of 
modernisation, chronic ethnic conflicts, increasing pauperisation of 
women, desperate migrations and international sex trafficking, the 
rape of women continues on an unprecedented and catastrophic scale, 
challenging the possibilities and resources of both psychoanalytical 
and traditional modes of healing.13 What narratives are available to 
women deprived of a voice through trauma and loss of community? 
What can be imagined as a way through the horrors of their social 
and political realities? Although Shani Mootoo’s Cereus Blooms at 
Night (1996) invokes the rape and trauma of a woman in the context 
of colonial  Indo-  Caribbean indentured servitude, its allegorical use of 
names, its location on an imaginary island, Lantanacamera (the never 
mentioned but recognisable Trinidad), its postmodern fragmentation 
and anachronisms, and its revisioning of trauma and the possibilities of 
healing, transcend its historical context and speak to the contemporary 
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neocolonial crisis of the rape and traumatic silencing of subaltern 
women.

The multiple traumas of Mala Ramchandin are genealogically 
contextualised by the pathological history of her father, Chandin 
Ramchandin, plucked from his displaced family of Hindu indentured 
labourers for Christian conversion and missionary training by the 
Reverend Thoroughly, the white religious authority on the island. As 
Ann Cvetkovich writes in An Archive of Feelings (2003), ‘Mootoo’s novel 
embeds sexual violence squarely within the context of migration, 
depicting South Asian diaspora as a crucial background for Chandin’s 
history with Mala […] as central to the Ramchandin family trauma.’14 
Chandin exemplifies the psychic damage experienced by the ‘mimic 
man’ described by seminal postcolonial writers. Thus, as previously 
referenced, Fanon writes in Black Skin, White Masks of the damage expe-
rienced by the colonised subject impelled to mimic the white colonial 
master but condemned, by the colour of his skin, to stereotypes of 
primitivism and degeneracy. Similarly Glissant, in Caribbean Discourse, 
writes of the violent effects of mimicry: ‘The pressure to imitate is, 
perhaps the most extreme form of violence that anyone can inflict on 
a people; even more so when it assumes the agreement (and even, the 
pleasure, of the mimetic society).’15 The  Indo-  Trinidadian writer V. S. 
Naipaul complicates the structure of colonial mimicry by his aliena-
tion from the despised  Afro-  Caribbean Other as well as from a myth of 
heroic Aryan/Indian origins and an imaginary Arcadian Englishness. 
Consequently, the psychic breakdowns he describes, for example, in 
the  semi-  autobiographical novel The Enigma of Arrival (1987), are expe-
rienced as an  all-  encompassing existential void. In his novel The Mimic 
Men (1962), he specifically addresses the emptiness of the postcolonial 
 Indo-  Caribbean mimic man through the figure of Ralph Singh, who 
comments: ‘We pretended to be real, to be learning, to be preparing our-
selves for life, we mimic men of the New World, one unknown corner 
of it, with all its reminders of the corruption that came so quickly to 
the new.’16 After his failed journey of assimilation and ambition, Ralph 
becomes a writer of his life story, an ironic and empty gesture towards 
meaning and order. Homi Bhabha, in his essay ‘Of Mimicry and Man’, 
in The Location of Culture (1994) revises and displaces such consuming 
negative effects of mimicry by emphasising its ambivalences, incom-
pleteness and virtuality, behind which there is no presence or identity 
but, through its production of inappropriate subjects, parodies and 
undercuts the authority and narcissistic demand of dominant colonial 
discourse.17
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Welcomed into the Reverend’s home as a surrogate son, Chandin 
eagerly adopts white values and manners and carefully mimics his 
white ‘father’s’ behaviour, dress, walk and speech. He falls in love with 
the Reverend’s pale, blonde daughter Lavinia, but when she shows no 
interest in him, ‘He began to hate his looks, the colour of his skin, 
the texture of his hair, his accent, the barracks, his real parents and at 
times even the Reverend and his god’ (33). He discovers the reality of 
promised assimilation when the Reverend bluntly enlightens him that 
a union with his daughter is unthinkable. While still languishing for 
Lavinia, he resentfully marries a fellow Indian convert, Sarah, and has 
two daughters, Mala and Asha. Sustained by Lavinia’s frequent visits to 
Sarah and the children his wounded sense of self is dealt a deadly blow 
when he returns home early one day and catches the two women, who 
have become lovers, in the process of leaving him. He fails to stop them 
but violently restrains his daughters and, breaking down into alcohol-
ism, paranoia and  self-  hatred, sexually abuses them thereafter, especially 
Mala who partially succeeds in protecting her younger sister.

Traumatised by the loss of her mother, by her father’s violence 
and incest, Mala exists in a state of constant fearful watchfulness. 
Challenging the orthodox definition of trauma in the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of the American Psychiatric Association (1987) as an 
event outside of the range of human experience, Laura S. Brown 
describes incest as the  long-  standing, insidious and secret trauma 
within the family of which women are the frequent and ignored vic-
tims, producing the same symptoms of  post-  traumatic stress as the 
isolated and disruptive violent event.18 Such is Mala’s chronic traumatic 
experience. She is sustained by the love of her sister and a school friend, 
Ambrose (‘Boyie’), but Asha manages to run away and emigrate (her 
letters are intercepted and undelivered) and Boyie leaves the island for 
his missionary training in the Shivering Northern Wetlands (the colo-
nial homeland). Mala’s long suffering is interrupted, however, when 
Ambrose returns, transformed into a not quite Englishman.19

Ambrose is a very different kind of mimic man from Ramchandin. He 
fits awkwardly into the ideas, borrowed formal clothes and stilted lan-
guage of the white masters who have shaped him. Like Mala and Asha 
he was always an outsider at school where the three children, inspired 
by Lavinia’s respect for animals, devoted themselves to saving insects, 
especially snails, from the sadistic experiments of the bully boys. During 
his theological training in the Shivering Northern Wetlands, Ambrose 
informed his missionary teachers that he wished to ‘map the importance 
of the insects and bugs mentioned in the Bible to the spiritual  well-  being 
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of humankind and the earth on which we all, man and nature,  co-  exist. 
All of God’s universe’.20 When they made it clear that his ideas could not 
coexist with the church teaching about the inferiority of animals con-
ceived primarily as instruments for human use, he was allowed to study 
entomology with the proviso that he would return home to work as a 
good Christian in the ministry of agriculture, promoting tourism and 
bringing people to God through the ministry of His marvellous nature. 
However, Ambrose had his own plans for the betterment of the islands.

Avoiding Ramchandin, he visits Mala in secret and his love opens her 
up to the possibility of joy and an independent life together. He tells her 
of his ecological vision for the islands, a synthesis of his respect for liv-
ing things and his knowledge of modern science and engineering. Thus, 
inspired by the strength of spider silk, he imagines creating a huge web, 
softer than cotton and stronger than steel, which would not block the 
light but protect the land from the force of hurricanes. However, when 
he and Mala try to produce silk webs by putting spiders in a glass tank 
and feeding them flies, the experiment ends in disaster. All the flies sur-
vive but only four spiders remain alive; the others have been cannibal-
ised. Ambrose reads this misadventure as a lesson in natural selection: 
‘Overcrowded, the spiders had waged war. Only the fittest survived and 
not a fragment of web had been spun’ (220). As inventive as Ambrose’s 
vision of a fusion between Western engineering and his love of nature 
may be, his failed experiment is an ironic comment on his quixotic 
attempt to fuse incompatible systems, as well as an absurd proof of the 
theory of an evolutionary struggle for domination.

The same tension between his ‘Western’ scientific vocabulary and his 
attunement with nature characterises Ambrose’s effort to express his 
feelings for Mala:

Your entire being, the physical and most of all the spiritual, is a 
vibrant network of synesthesia  … throughout your body miles of 
blood, water, serums, toxins, effluvia and nutrients ebb and wane 
in tune to the moon … the tiniest random fraction of your being is 
connected to your sensorium, and your sensorium is experienced as 
integral only when you recognize yourself as a conduit, a vibrant lit-
tle cog in the functioning of the universe … (211)

Although Mala cannot understand the erudite scientific vocabulary 
which he uses to describe the passion she inspires in him, his cos-
mic  trans-  species,  trans-  individual expression of the feeling body is 
antithetical both to conventional Christian and mechanical scientific 
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teaching of the mind/body/nature divides. Ambrose’s vision of cosmic 
connectedness of the body and its attunement to the ebb and flow of 
the moon articulates a  feminine-  coded discourse, just as his passion for 
insects, particularly spiders, places him within an atavistic communion 
of female spinners of webs and tales. Despite his eclectic language, a 
‘morass’ according to the omniscient narrator (211), Ambrose’s com-
passionate  love-  making begins to heal Mala’s ravaged mind and body 
and they plan to leave her father’s house for a new life sustained by an 
ecologically sensitive ecotourism.

The trauma that finally drives Mala mad occurs when Ramchandin, 
having seen Ambrose leave the house, violently beats her, sodomises 
her, demolishes everything within reach and, threatening her with a 
cleaver, rapes her throughout the night. On his return the next day 
Ambrose discovers Mala in the bedroom in a piteous state and suddenly 
‘understood everything’ (226). Having lain in wait, Ramchandin rushes 
at him with the cleaver, but Mala attacks her father wildly, bringing him 
to the ground. Ambrose leaves the bedroom during the struggle, and the 
slammed door hits Ramchandin’s head, stunning him. Shocked, con-
fused and alienated from Mala, the shamed and crazed woman he no 
longer recognises, he flees the house. Beside herself, Mala vainly screams 
for him to return until she falls to the ground, hallucinating the violent 
scene when she lost her mother and Lavinia and her nightmare with 
her father began. In a dissociated state she calls out for them, and for 
the lost Asha and Boyie. Receiving no response she returns to the bed-
room, slams the door several times against her father’s head, drags him 
downstairs and locks his body in her mother’s sewing room. From then 
on she never sleeps within the walls of the house and spends the next 
decades isolated in her tropical garden, abandoned by the community 
except for the monthly food packages dutifully left for her by Ambrose 
who, although he eventually marries and becomes a father, remains pas-
sively fixated on the traumatic day he cowardly fled from her.

Thus Mala’s life, from her initial violent loss of her mother to incestu-
ous rape and the breakdown occasioned by brutality, abandonment and 
parricide describes multiple manifestations of trauma, contextualised 
and complicated by a specific colonial and gendered history. Her subjec-
tivity shattered, she withdraws into a perpetual present without the use 
of symbolic language or human communication. Dori Laub describes 
such a traumatised state as

the persistence of an event that has no beginning, no ending, no 
before, no during and no after. This absence of categories that define 
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it lends it a quality of ‘otherness’, a salience, a timelessness and a 
ubiquity that puts it outside the range of associatively linked experi-
ences, outside the range of comprehension, of recounting and of 
mastery. […] The survivor, indeed, is not truly in touch either with 
the core of his traumatic reality or with the fatedness of its reenact-
ments, and thereby remains entrapped in both.21

Isolated in the present without any possibility of healing her past, Mala 
vigilantly defends herself against the irruptions of psychic pain through 
unconscious strategies such as dissociation; splitting herself into 
Pohpoh, her childhood self, and her adult protector; and literally block-
ing, with barricades of furniture, her father’s imaginary return, while 
continuing to feed his corpse with dead insects. When traumatic memo-
ries threaten to break through she resorts to extreme  self-  harming  – 
the consuming of a concoction of intensely hot peppers – so that the 
sensation of physical pain blots out everything else: ‘But every tingling 
blister and eruption in her mouth and lips was a welcome sign that she 
had survived’ (134). Such psychoanalytical analysis is effective in under-
standing Mala’s psychosis, but what is so extraordinary is that, despite 
her shattered psyche, in the isolation of her wild tropical garden she 
also experiences a new and joyous way of being intensely alive, opening 
up a space through trauma into a new state of consciousness.

While Caribbean women writers in the healing narratives of the 
1980s typically read the flora and fauna of the islands through female-
transmitted animistic mythologies, in her fragmented world Mala has 
no access to African or Indian cultural sustenance or communities, and 
her respect for living things is learnt incidentally from the Reverend’s 
white daughter, an anachronistic proto-ecofeminist no longer present 
in her life. Bypassing cultural impositions on the Caribbean landscape, 
whether Edenic or dystopic, Mala lives the organic materiality of her 
tropical garden in a new way.22

Trauma, as a limit-experience of Mala’s violated female body, not 
only breaks down her individual subjectivity but performs a radical 
 deterritorialisation, an immanent participation in the rhythms and 
vitality of the material world. Developing an intense hypersensitivity to 
the particular concreteness, variety and energy of plants and  animals, 
she rejects the limitations of language for an embodied sensuous 
exchange of sensations:

Eventually Mala all but rid herself of words. The wings of a gull 
flapping through the air titillated her soul and awakened her toes 
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and knobbly knees, the palms of her withered hands, deep inside 
her womb, her vagina, lungs, stomach and heart. Every muscle of 
her body swelled, tingled, cringed or went numb in response to her 
surroundings – every fibre was sensitized in a way that words were 
unable to match or enhance. Mala responded to those receptors, 
flowing with them effortlessly, like water making its way along a 
path. ( 126–  7)

In Metamorphoses (2002) Rosi Braidotti writes of such embodied 
intensities:

The process of  becoming-  woman/animal […] is about the transcend-
ence of the linguistic signifier. What it asserts is the potency of 
expression. Expression is about the  non-  linguistically coded affirma-
tion of an affectivity whose degree, speed, extension and intensity, 
can only be measured materially, pragmatically, case by case.23

Sensitive to the conversations among birds, insects, reptiles and even 
plants, Mala ‘did not intervene in nature’s business’ (128). She lets 
nature be, unlike the controlling ‘I’ of the colonising and exploitative 
master of nature. And she joyously accepts that decay and death are 
integral to the processes of creation:

The scent of death and decay was not offensive to her: it was the 
aroma of life refusing to end. It was the aroma of transformation. 
Such odour was proof that that nothing truly ended, and she revelled 
in it as much as she did the fragrance of cereus blossoms along the 
back wall of the house. (128)

The cereus plant, with its short, beautiful and intense life embodies 
this power of natural transformation and desire as insects swarm to its 
blossoms.

Outside of the conventional classifications of language and chrono-
logical time, Mala lives her tropical landscape as a symbiotic  non- 
 judgemental and material  there  ness, what Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari, in Mille Plateaux (1980) call ‘ becoming-  woman’, a revolution-
ary vision disruptive of the dominant structures of hierarchy and repres-
sion.24 However, despite Mala’s sensuous and affective metamorphosis, 
expressed in the most lyrical language in the novel, she constantly has 
to keep at bay her loneliness and psychic suffering, an  ever-  threatening 
darkness. She remains dissociated from her painful memories which, 
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despite her complex defensive strategies, periodically and inevitably 
return to overwhelm her. Although her metamorphosis has utopian 
social implications, the reality of her traumatic history blocks the possi-
bility of human relatedness and community. She is a social outcast and 
remains haunted by her father’s putrid incestuous body locked in the 
sewing room (an interesting reversal of the classical Freudian horror of 
the mother’s uncanny abject body) and covered by a quilt of insects, the 
sight and smell of which strikes terror in those who finally uncover it.

Mala is traumatically torn from her isolation when Otoh, Ambrose’s 
transvestite daughter, dressed in the same formal clothes his father wore 
on his first visit to Mala as a grown man, comes to see her out of a sense 
of secret affiliation, concern and curiosity. She confuses him with his 
father and, turning back the clock, dances with him and acts out their 
last day together, projecting a different outcome. Thus, addressing Otoh 
as Ambrose, she jubilantly shows him the corpse of her father as proof 
that they can no longer be harmed by him and can escape together. 
However, Otoh’s horrified reaction and flight reactivate the traumatic 
loss of Ambrose and plunge her deeper into herself as the alerted 
police invade her garden. She tries to remove herself from the scene 
by becoming invisible in the undergrowth, imagining excursions into 
the countryside, and finally doubling as Pohpoh, her childhood self, 
flying away like a bird: ‘She practiced making perfect, broad circles, like 
a frigate bird splayed out against the sky in an elegant V. Down below, 
her island was soon lost among others, all as shapeless as specks of dust 
adrift on a vast turquoise sea’ (186). But this imaginary metamorphosis 
into a bird is useless against the power of the authorities and, after the 
police discover Ramchandin’s dead body, which Mala imagines is still 
groaning, she is forcefully taken into police custody in a catatonic state. 
The ecological implications of Mala’s experience of her tropical garden, 
which, in its wild profusion had become an asylum for rare peekoplat 
birds, is underscored when commercial hunters invade the property as 
soon as she is taken away, cut down the mudra trees and cage the birds 
for profit. When Ambrose hears of his son’s intervention and rumours 
of Mala’s death, he abandons his wheelchair and emerges from years of 
paralysis to hasten to the scene. As a final gesture to purge the house 
of its decades of haunting, embodied by the corpse of the dead but 
unburied father, he and Otoh burn it down. On a judge’s orders, Mala 
is placed in Paradise Alms Hospital.

Overcoming trauma, according to psychoanalysts and leading neuro-
biologists, requires the incorporation of the dissociated experience into a 
new narrative. Thus van der Hart and van der Kolk, in ‘Intrusive Past: The 
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Flexibility of Memory and the Engraving of Trauma’ (1995), write: 
‘Traumatic memories are the unassimilated scraps of overwhelming 
experiences which need to be integrated with existing mental schemes, 
and be transformed into narrative language. It appears that, in order for 
this to occur successfully, the traumatized person has to return to the 
memory often in order to complete it.’25 They have in mind the thera-
peutic situation between analyst and patient in which the patient talks. 
However, when Mala enters the hospital, she can barely articulate her 
extraordinary experience and has no mental schema to draw on. Her 
psyche has shut down. In this case how does the therapist access those 
fragments and unassimilated scraps of experience? In effect, Cereus 
Blooms at Night creates a new paradigm of interrelation between healer 
and traumatised subject which both acknowledges Mala’s suffering and 
incorporates her transformative experience ‘beyond language’. Revising 
the Western psychoanalytical model of trauma therapy, it transmits 
her (poetic) vision, incommunicable by the traumatised subject herself, 
through a transgendered, collective narrative of healing in the name of 
a (utopian) redemptive ecological and social metamorphosis.

At the same time, the novel invokes and revises Ovid’s classic myths, 
persistent intertexts, of Philomela and Arachne, rebellious women who 
denounced rape through their woven texts and became, for  second-  wave 
feminists, paradigms of female agency and creativity.26 The aristocratic 
Philomela, whose tongue is cut out by her rapist, her sister’s husband 
and king of Thrace, reveals her story in a tapestry she sends to her sister, 
and the two sisters enact a terrible revenge on the king. They are saved 
from his violent retaliation by being metamorphosed into birds. Mala 
is similarly subjected to rape/incest and silenced, and she too experi-
ences metamorphosis into birds and other creatures (she is dismissively 
referred to as ‘Bird’ by Ambrose’s wife). However, Mala, who cannot 
write her own story or reach her sister, radically modifies the model 
of individual agency and rebellion represented by these classic Greek 
heroines appropriated by Western feminism. She represents, rather, the 
legions of postcolonial subaltern women who cannot speak.

Mala does not weave her own text. Her story is woven by Tyler, her 
nurse in Paradise Alms and the  first-  person narrator (supplemented by 
a  third-  person omniscient narrator) who pieces together the fragments 
of her life from various sources, including stories, gossip and Mala’s own 
private ramblings as she emerges from her detached body. Tyler is both 
her carer and, as he begins to jot down her ramblings in a notebook, her 
witness: ‘When she saw me awaiting her next word and writing it down 
as soon as she uttered it, she drew nearer. I soon got the impression that 
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she actually began to whisper in my direction, that I had become her 
witness’ ( 99–  100). Describing the function of the witness/analyst in the 
context of Holocaust victims, Laub writes:

there is a need for a tremendous libidinal investment in those inter-
view situations: there is […] so much death, so much loss, so much 
hopelessness, that there has to be an abundance of holding and of 
emotional investment in the encounter, to keep alive the witnessing 
narration; otherwise the whole experience of the testimony can end 
up in silence, in complete withholding.27

Tyler has such a libidinal investment in Mala’s recovery. However, unlike 
the analyst in the ‘interview situation’, in which the empathy of the 
professional is inevitably regulated by institutional and structured time, 
Tyler physically and consistently cares for Mala’s body as he attentively 
listens and watches, waiting for what she may reveal. Significantly, 
he has no privileged psychiatric knowledge and shares Mala’s social 
marginalisation. He is a disempowered homosexual nurse, the son of a 
destructive homophobic father, subjected to racism during his training 
in Canada, and targeted by the homophobic establishment at the nurs-
ing home, where he is assigned the most menial of duties (including the 
care of Mala, who is generally dismissed as abjectly inhuman). He does 
not look down on Mala but witnesses her with a kind of awe, alert to 
a mystery: ‘I felt like an explorer charting her life in murky, unmapped 
waters. I was not sure what I was discovering beyond her voice but I felt 
it would not be long before I would have the privilege, and honour, of 
entering her world’ (72). As Laub also notes, ‘As one comes to know the 
survivor one comes to know oneself; and that is not a simple task.’28 
Tyler begins to open up to himself as he relates, even before she can 
formulate words, to Mala’s empathic connection to the animal and 
plant life around her. She mimics birds and insects perfectly, identifies 
with a cat, refuses to eat meat and is upset by cut flowers and plants. 
Despite her desperate state when she enters the hospital, her mood, after 
Tyler’s patient nurturing, is often playful and joyous. Ever watchful, she 
encourages his femininity by offering him a female nurse’s uniform and 
stockings to wear, a breakthrough which he understands as simply her 
affirmation of his nature. Tyler’s story of Mala is at the same time a story 
of his own libidinal awakening as he falls in love with Otoh on his visits 
to Mala with Ambrose, finally aroused from his years of inaction by her 
emergence from the haunted house. What Tyler experiences in Mala’s 
presence is the power of her affective and empathic being.
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In her book Impossible Desires: Queer Diasporas and South Asian Public 
Cultures (2005), Gayatri Gopinath argues that the critical framework of 
a queer diaspora unmasks and undercuts the dependence of the concept 
of diaspora on ‘a genealogical, implicitly heteronormative reproduc-
tive logic’.29 Indeed, in Cereus Blooms at Night the ‘queer’ mediation 
of Mala’s narrative performs femininity and masculinity as other to 
the heterosexual practices of domination represented by the Reverend 
Thoroughly and grotesquely parodied by Ramchandin. Thus Lavinia, 
the lesbian spinner of tales who teaches Mala her first animistic lessons 
in sensitivity to the world of plants and insects, rejects her passive role 
as Christian wife in the colonial marriage market. Ambrose’s son Otoh, 
born a girl, responds to his colonised father’s crippling colonial femini-
sation, intensified by his shameful exile from Mala’s garden, by defining 
himself as ambiguously and differently masculine. Before meeting Mala, 
Otoh feels an affiliation with her:

I felt as though she and I had things in common. She had secrets and 
I had secrets. Somehow I wanted to go there and take all my clothes 
off and say. ‘Look! See? See all this? I am different! You can trust me, 
and I am showing you that you are the one person I will trust. And 
I am one person, for sure, for sure, that you can trust.’ (124)

Otoh thus proclaims an empathic shared queerness with the social 
outsider, even though his intrusion into Mala’s garden exposes 
him to an extreme ‘feminine’ pain and disarray that terrifies him. 
Contextualised by the oppressions of colonialism, these queer sexuali-
ties, as Cvetkovich writes, ‘emerge from the trauma of migration and 
sexuality, and their links to traumatic history must be acknowledged 
rather than denied or repudiated’.30 As Otoh’s indulgent mother 
remarks, when he thinks of marrying a woman in love with him, 
everybody on the island is unsatisfied with who they are: ‘You grow 
up here and you don’t realize almost everybody in this place wish 
they could be somebody or something else’ ( 237–  8). Mala’s healing 
of Tyler through his response to her affective and sensuous becom-
ing as he pieces together her story, extends beyond their own relation 
and unblocks the desires of Otoh, Ambrose and even Ambrose’s wife. 
This liberated minority ‘queerness’ invokes a way of being feminine 
or differently masculine that is irreducible to physical anatomy and 
transforms the dominant heterosexual cultural code. Indeed, Tyler and 
Otoh come together as an anatomically heterosexual couple redefined 
by their subversive transgendered identities.
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Tyler is ‘feminine’ in his desires and in his role as weaver or dress-
maker of the text of Mala’s traumatised life, pieced together primarily 
from her own private and disconnected words and sentences which he 
records as if by dictation. He discovers that her fragmented text has 
meaning and intentionality: ‘There was a purpose to it and to all the 
chatter, and finally a purpose to my listening and to sifting, cutting and 
sewing the lot’ (100). The purpose is in Mala’s first sentence: ‘Where 
Asha?’ (99); a desire to reach her sister which structures Tyler’s narrative 
from prologue to conclusion as he explicitly addresses Asha, requesting 
a response and perhaps a visit.

Tyler and Mala create a narrative which she does not consciously but 
affectively assimilates, enabling her to emerge from her catatonia and 
to find a minimal human relatedness. She never speaks, in the sense of 
consciously making meaning out of her own past, but finally articulates 
her freedom when, in the presence of Tyler, Otoh and Ambrose, she 
projects her childhood self as an imagined bird flying into the sky: ‘She 
trembled with joy. In a tiny whispering voice she uttered her first pub-
lic words: “Poh,  Pohpoh-  poh, Poh, Poh, Poh”’ (249). In Ovid’s myth, 
Philomela is turned into a nightingale by the gods to escape the king’s 
vengeance, but he continues to pursue her in the form of the hawkish 
hoopoe; and Arachne, who commits suicide to escape Athena’s wrath, 
is vindictively turned into a spider, forever attached to her web, by 
Zeus’ phallic daughter. In Ovid’s world, animal metamorphoses are still 
orchestrated by capricious patriarchal interests.

Different from the metamorphosis of myth embodied in the trans-
cendent nightingale of Ovid’s Philomela, Mala’s identification with a 
bird is a transpersonal expression of transformative desire. She does not 
express the individual ‘I’ affirmed in both feminist and postcolonial 
women’s healing narratives. The weaving of her text is a collective and 
transgendered process for which she provides the affective material 
but not the narrative voice. Of course, Tyler and Mala are characters 
in a novel, and their stories are framed by an omniscient narrator who 
invokes Mala’s experience through a rhizomatic discourse of poets and 
spinners of tales weaving a web of human/natural connectedness and 
reciprocity. The rhizomatic cereus plant itself, a rarely blooming embod-
iment of beauty and desire, performs this process as it passes from 
Lavinia to Sarah to Mala to Ambrose to Tyler, its imminent flowering 
announcing the consummation of desire, and finally it refers to Asha as 
‘the promise of a  cereus-  scented breeze on a Paradise night’ (249).

As Mala’s ramblings express her desire to reach Asha, the sister who, 
unlike Philomela’s Procne, remains only a potential recipient of her 
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text, Mootoo sends the tapestry of Cereus Blooms at Night to her vir-
tual sisters, invoking a ‘feminine’ relating across the seas of traumatic 
violations.
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Slavery in contemporary Britain is an appalling plague. The issue of 
human trafficking has remained one of the most controversial topics 
in the wake of the 2007 bicentenary of the abolition of the slave trade. 
18 October 2010 was commemorated as Britain’s first ever  Anti-  Slavery 
Day, as part of a campaign concerning the lack of action against slavery 
by the British government; in the following months, it took a great 
deal of pressure to make the government adhere to the EU directive on 
human trafficking.1 Quite recently, it has been reported that ‘the British 
government’s new trafficking strategy has been criticised by a coalition 
of charities for placing too much emphasis on border control and not 
enough on victim protection’.2

In previous essays, I have examined the recent literature and visual arts 
concerned with new slaves in Britain.3 These undocumented migrants’ 
existence is isolated, fragmented, and therefore rarely recorded: the 
number of enslaved people is very hard to estimate. Therefore, they are 
often represented through tropes related to invisibility, as ‘ghosts’, or 
‘ non-  persons’. The second trope characterising their representation is 
the concentration camp/prison; the scattered places in which they are 
imprisoned cover a wide range of typologies: factories, cultivated fields, 
truck containers, picturesque beaches. Unfortunately, the recurrence 
of these two literary devices in the experience of migrants in deten-
tion centres suggests a disquieting continuity with the forms of illegal 
exploitation mentioned above. All these places compose what I  have 
defined previously as a ‘concentrationary archipelago’ throughout the 
country.4

This chapter focuses on the trauma produced by these new forms of 
enslavement. It first deals with the ways in which two  award-  winning 
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television dramas highlight the two main tropes mentioned above – the 
ghost and the prison. It then moves on to the centrality of trauma for 
the experience of new slaves, bringing into relief the shattering import 
of trauma on the new slaves’ vision and narration of their ordeal. 
Finally, this chapter shows how the trauma of new slaveries lies at the 
core of two recent plays, Abi Morgan’s Fugee (2008) and Lucy Kirkwood’s 
It Felt Empty When the Heart Went at First but It Is Alright Now (2009). 
My analysis shows how the dramatic conception of these plays, their 
language and structure, is deeply affected by the trauma induced by 
new slaveries, whereby the performing stage is turned into an expres-
sionist,  non-  naturalistic equivalent of the troubled psychological state 
of these migrants, in a continuous overlapping of temporal and spatial 
dimensions.

Ghosts and prisons in television drama: I Am Slave and 
Sex Traffic

The two tropes characterising new slaveries outlined above are exem-
plified by Malia, the protagonist of I Am Slave, fi rst broadcast in 2010 
(based on the autobiography Slave: My True Story by the Sudanese 
human rights activist Mende Nazer, published in 2002 and  co-  written 
with British journalist Damien Lewis).5 She finds herself enslaved as a 
migrant domestic worker in a wealthy house in London that is described 
through a pervasive atmosphere of horror. When she tries to leave the 
house in secret in the dead of night, her plan fails because the burglar 
alarm goes off. The following day, her mistress’s ambiguously threat-
ening words (‘Someone […] tried to break in […] I  should probably 
take your passport, for safekeeping’) highlight the change in accepted 
standards as far as the house security system, and security in general, is 
concerned: it is supposed to keep slaves in, beside keeping thieves out.6 
Deprived of her identity, as many migrant domestic  workers are, she 
becomes a ghost and a prisoner.

When, one day, the door and the gate are left open, Malia runs away. 
Unfortunately, she finds herself helpless, not knowing where to go, 
and with no option other than to go back to the house; outside her 
prison, too, she is a ghost. Something analogous happens in the televi-
sion drama Sex Traffic (2006), when the Moldavian protagonist Elena 
contrives to escape from the house where her sexual exploitation will 
take place; in a suburban area devoid of any sign of life, she is chased 
and beaten by her trafficker in the middle of the street in broad day-
light.7 It is a gruesome scene which is astonishing for the utter lack of 
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any awareness of her plight from the neighbourhood, or from London 
society at large. The presence of these new slaves in London is not 
acknowledged in the least, thus exacerbating their ghostliness.

Television dramas like I Am Slave and Sex Traffic were very successful 
in making a quite unknown phenomenon – the reality of new slaveries 
in Britain – known to large audiences. The rest of this chapter is based 
on the idea that new slaveries and the trauma behind them potentially 
imply a disruptive conception of space and time. Before moving to an 
analysis of more ‘experimental’ theatre plays which are less bound to 
linear stories and naturalistic modes of presentation, however, it is nec-
essary to relate new slaveries to the issue of trauma.

New slaveries, storytelling and trauma

Both Louisa Waugh’s Selling Olga (2006) and Rahila Gupta’s Enslaved 
(2007) feature victims narrating their stories in their own voices; their 
 first-  hand accounts are pushed to the forefront, assuming a fundamen-
tal role and thus conveying a deep sense of human suffering.8 In order 
to achieve this effect, these narrations are sometimes transcribed as they 
were delivered  – so, for example, without respecting a strict chrono-
logical order. When the Moldovan Anna describes her trials in Bosnia 
as ‘a bad dream’, Waugh underscores a connection between traumatic 
memories and  non-  chronological narrative development:

She seems to enter an almost hypnotic state of shock as she moves 
her story back and forth between countries, colouring in details 
seemingly at random, honing in on particular awful moments and 
then leaping towards the next crisis […]. It is impossible to track the 
sequence of events, and after a while […] I realise that I am missing 
the point. This chaos is Anna’s story. She sounds as though she is 
reliving individual moments that then ignite other memories and 
hurtle her off on a tangent.9

In order to delve into this issue better, it is worth making reference 
to Carol Bohmer and Amy Shuman’s book Rejecting Refugees: Political 
Asylum in the 21st Century (2008). Its authors, a lawyer and a folklor-
ist, focus on the stories  asylum-  seekers tell to British and American 
authorities and, especially, on ‘the process of translating those trauma 
stories into a document that will be recognizable by the authorities’.10 
This quotation clarifies what Bohmer and Shuman take as one point of 
departure for all these cases:  post-  traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as a 
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result of persecution, exploitation, and/or enslavement. In their book, 
one therapist described a victim of torture as follows:

She has flashbacks, dissociates […] we had to teach her techniques 
to keep her grounded. We were very concerned about her chances 
in court, because she was not able to be an effective witness. I had 
to explain how her memory had been affected by the torture 
 experiences – she had dissociated during the experience – how the 
impact on her memory could complicate the ability to remember 
some of the details.11

These concerns are  well-  founded: Rejecting Refugees describes at length 
how these applicants for asylum are often received with byzantine, 
Kafkaesque bureaucracy and methods of interrogation.12 We learn that 
an applicant ‘can’t win an asylum case unless the story has the three C’s: 
corroboration, consistency, and chronology’,13 whereas ‘stories of the 
horrors of persecutions are by definition implausible, trauma is defined 
as out of the ordinary and a disruption of everything ordinary’.14

In this chapter, I want to investigate how the PTSD of new slaves, with 
their consequent way of seeing and narrating, is translated on stage. The 
following pages examine two plays in which the traumatic experience 
of new slaves is performed by way of an expressionist  de-  structuring of 
stage spaces, rather than through a naturalistic reconstruction of their 
ordeal. This  de-  structuring is to be read in the light of the  de-  structured 
space of the new slaves’ traumatised minds. One can also assume that 
this mode of presentation creates a sort of Brechtian ‘alienating effect’ 
that, rather than inspiring  self-  identification, might be capable of trig-
gering critical distance and reflection.

Abi Morgan’s Fugee

Morgan’s play Fugee is centred on the lives of undocumented minors in 
Britain, who constitute one of the most appalling facets of the phenome-
non of new slaveries. Since 2001, refugee children – both with and with-
out a family – can be detained under the same policy as adults. Similarly 
to the general phenomenon of new slaveries, figures are very hard to 
determine,15 even when we are dealing only with institutional places. 
More recently, the  above-  mentioned flaws of the British government’s 
new trafficking strategy also raised concerns ‘that trafficked children will 
be left particularly vulnerable because of the lack of guardian scheme or 
detail on preventing children from being trafficked from the UK’.16
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The play is designed for a large cast of (mostly) boys and girls, but 
the focal character is Kojo  – a  French-  speaking,  fourteen-  year-  old 
boy from the Ivory Coast. He is lodging in a children’s refuge and, 
later, when his age is disputed by the authorities, in a refugee hotel. 
Kojo is unable to narrate his ordeal to his counsellor, as bureaucracy 
requires:

COUNSELLOR: Would you like to tell us a bit about your story, Kojo?
Silence.
Why you came to England?
Silence.
It says here …
The Counsellor reads the Social Worker’s report in her hand.
You last saw your family on –
KOJO: My eleventh…
TRANSLATOR: His eleventh –
KOJO: Birthday.
COUNSELLOR: I see. Would you like to tell me about it, Kojo?
KOJO: No.
COUNSELLOR: I can’t help you if you don’t tell me your story, dear.
Kojo stays silent.

[…]
Kojo suddenly scrapes back his chair.
TRANSLATOR: He doesn’t want to talk about this.
COUNSELLOR: Tomorrow, Kojo. We’ll talk again tomorrow.17

As Bohmer and Shuman argue, ‘Not being able to talk about a traumatic 
experience is, in fact, one of the hallmarks of PTSD.’18 There are analo-
gies, here, with what Gupta and Waugh had to struggle with during 
their research; for instance, the emotional block that Anna has to over-
come before managing to start her narration:

Natasha [the translator] and I  sit opposite Anna, who begins to 
speak and tremble at the same moment. She also begins to weep 
quietly, wiping her eyes with her trembling hands as she resolutely 
continues.

‘Anna, we don’t need to do this’, I say to her. But she shakes her 
head and turns towards Natasha.

‘I want to tell you’, she says. ‘This is my story, and I want to tell 
you.’ She begins again at the beginning, breaks down once more and 
then repeats, ‘I want to tell you my story.’19
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To focus more specifically on refugee children, this category is 
described by Crawley and Lester as subject to a ‘triple vulnerability – as 
children, as detainees, and as  asylum-  seekers or otherwise uprooted 
children. […] The greatest negative impacts appear to be in terms of 
mental health.’20 How is this triple vulnerability reflected in Morgan’s 
play, then? Fugee often returns to its key moment, a street scene when 
Kojo has just stabbed – and killed – a  passer-  by. See, for instance, the 
very beginning of the play:

SCENE ONE
An urban street, frozen mid moment like some dark, classical painting.
[… A list of frozen street characters follow.]
The blur of human traffic, frozen  mid-  step, all around.
Kojo, a young boy, suddenly illuminated.
KOJO: My name is Kojo. The person playing me is an actor. I don’t 
exist. Except in this story. This is my story. I choose where it starts. 
It starts now –
Suddenly the scene springs into action.
TRADER: Fuck fuck fuck –
The woman is screaming.
GIRL: He’s gone, man. Dat man’s gone.
BOYFRIEND: Please can someone please get help?
CLEANER: Turn him on his side. Turn him on his side. There’s stuff 
coming from his mouth, bro.
The scene freezes again.
Kojo points to the body of the Man stabbed on the pavement.
KOJO: That man. The man on the ground … I don’t know his name. 
(Pointing to Woman.) There’s a woman screaming.
The Woman starts screaming again and then freezes, silent.
She’s screaming a lot.
The Woman starts screaming again. ( 145–  6)

As this quotation underscores, Morgan makes use of a series of  non- 
 naturalistic devices which tend to interrupt the flow of the story and 
the ensuing emotional involvement on the part of the audience. These 
devices include the division of the play into very short scenes (there are 
36 scenes in total, composing a sum total of 56 pages); the employment 
of frozen scenes, where only some characters are allowed to move and 
explain/contextualise their role in the play; the recurring statement, 
by several actors coming  out of character, that there are differences 
between themselves as actors and their respective role, and that the play 
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is Kojo’s story and not someone else’s. It may be helpful here to look at 
another example from Scene Three:

YOUNG WOMAN (to audience): Hi, I’m the girl with the buggy, the 
one earlier?
The Young Woman screams to demonstrate –
It’s really hard to do that. You can really damage your voice if you’re 
not careful. Don’t worry. It’s not a real baby.
The Young Woman pulls back the blanket in the buggy, holds up a pink 
plastic doll.
A real baby is much bigger than this. I don’t know why they want 
me to speak. Just that I was there. Not me. Because I’m an actor. But 
the girl I’m playing. […]
The Young Woman with a buggy starts screaming at Kojo, the bloody knife 
in his hand.
Because this is his story. The kid. The kid with the knife … The one 
who’s about to kill me. ( 151–  2)

However, I  would argue that the most important alienating device 
in Fugee is the constant, abrupt and uncontrollable intrusions of Kojo’s 
past into the present, of his lost Ivorian life into his present  asylum- 
 seeking condition in Britain. This dismantling of spatial and temporal 
boundaries is effected through the presence of Kojo’s family members, 
who have now been killed. As trauma theorist Cathy Caruth writes (in 
reference to Freud’s studies), ‘the returning traumatic dream […] is, 
purely and inexplicably, the literal return of the event against the will of 
the one it inhabits’.21 Correspondingly, here is what happens after Kojo 
proves unable to tell the Counsellor his story in the scene I mentioned 
above:

COUNSELLOR: Tomorrow, Kojo. We’ll talk again tomorrow.
Kojo’s Brother passes, dribbling a ball. Kojo watching him.
The Counsellor and the Translator follow his gaze, seeing nothing.
Kojo?
Kojo nods, sinking back into his chair. (171)

Scene Twelve marks one of the attempts, on Kojo’s part, to recount 
what happened to him on his eleventh birthday, when child sol-
diers stormed his village. The staging of that tragic day in Kojo’s life 
does not surface smoothly, but in bits and pieces, until a supposedly 
complete picture is delivered towards the end of the play, when he 



The Trauma of New Slaveries in Theatre and Television Drama 197

narrates his transition into a child soldier (182). In any case, the com-
pleteness of Kojo’s story remains in doubt; his past is complicated by 
moments, such as Scene  Thirty-  Four, when Kojo, as a child soldier, is 
forced to kill his own father, who had supposedly already been killed. 
Such contradictions pose the question of whether it is a real event 
or a projection of the guilt related to other atrocities he might have 
committed.22 Works like Fugee also draw attention to the problems of 
the notion of ‘truth’ when it comes to trauma. Bohmer and Shuman 
notice how the institutional approach towards  asylum-  seekers is 
‘based on the (invalid) assumption that, for a story to be true, it must 
be told the same way each time. Many people, especially those who 
have suffered trauma, remember things somewhat differently each 
time.’23

If we agree on the fact that Fugee’s mode of representation (based 
on a constant porosity between past and present, the inside of a ref-
uge and a menacing outside) might enhance critical distance, what 
kind of awareness is it likely to stimulate? Firstly, the accommodation 
provided for Kojo by British authorities is very far from being safe 
and sheltering. As stated above, British institutions have not been 
conspicuous for their care of undocumented minors  – the lack of 
educational facilities is a case in point.24 Secondly, Kojo is not simply 
surrounded by the ghosts of his past. As happens with many new 
slaves in Britain, he is treated as a ghost himself,  uncared-  for by the 
authorities who are supposed to look after him. When they dispute 
his age, claiming that he is eighteen when he is actually fourteen,25 
he is removed from the refuge home (where he has made some 
friends, at least) and sent to a distant hotel. His friends would like 
to see him there, but the ticket inspector makes them leave the train 
because they are without tickets:

Kojo waves them goodbye. Kojo is now alone on the train.
He scoops up his black bin bag, staring out blankly.
A Man suddenly appears, sitting down in front of him. He looks up from 
over his paper.
KOJO: Papa.
It is Kojo’s father.
FATHER: Take your feet off the seat.
Kojo takes his feet off the seat.
The train goes through a tunnel. Blackout.
The train comes out of the tunnel.
Kojo looks, the seat in front of him now empty. (186)
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Kojo is ignored, marginalised, turned into a ghost, and made hard to dis-
tinguish from the ghosts of his past. He can find neither solace nor safety 
after three traumatic years in which his family was massacred and he was 
turned into a child soldier, forced to commit unspeakable crimes. A pal-
pable continuity is produced between the traumas of Kojo’s past and his 
 newly-  enslaved condition in Britain. Thus spectralised, Kojo becomes 
vulnerable and liable to further abuse by a paedophile living at his hotel 
and by a street trader, who employs Kojo on a meagre salary and bosses 
him around. In the following passage, his insistence through repetition 
of the phrase ‘I have to remind myself’ may be seen as an acknowledge-
ment of a  wished-  for, rather than actual, change in circumstance:

KOJO: I’m fourteen. A   fourteen-  year-  old kid shouldn’t be put in a 
place alone with weirdos and sickos like this. But [...] There are worse 
places I have been. I know what the man wants from me. There are 
worse things I could do to him.
Two Kids pass, carrying guns, waving to Kojo. Kojo turns, trying to ignore 
them.
And I have to remind myself to forget all of that. I have to remind 
myself I  am safe. I  am in the United Kingdom. I  have to remind 
myself I am just a kid.
The two Kids smile, swaggering with their guns, past him.
Go away.
The two Kids with guns exit.
Go away –
The Man [paedophile] keeps banging on the door.
– or I will kill you.
The banging stops. (189)

This unsettling continuity of fear and violence offers an explanation 
for why Kojo stabs the  passer-  by, a key scene which is performed many 
times during the play. The continuous interpenetration of past and 
present, of the dead and the living, induce Kojo to resort to violence 
again as a way to reaffirm himself; threatening the paedophile who is 
knocking at his door is only the first symptom. Increasingly stressed 
and sleepless, Kojo ends up carrying a knife. During his underpaid work 
as a street vendor’s help, he is jostled by hurrying commuters: ‘People 
like you are invisible to people like him’, his boss tells him, emphasising 
his ghostly state in British society (188). This invisibility builds up until, 
one day, while he is having an argument with his friend Cheung, a man 
pushes into Cheung, and Kojo instinctively stabs him:
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The Man turns, freezes on seeing the knife in Kojo’s hands.
The scene freezes –
KOJO (to audience): My name is Kojo. I am fourteen years old. The 
person playing me is an actor. I don’t exist. Except in this story. This 
is my story. I was a boy. Then a soldier. Then somehow I got here. 
I’m a kid … but to him …
The Man, frozen,  mid-  step, his arms raised imploringly –
He fears me … (198)

For Kojo, the stabbed man’s fear becomes the instrument to banish his 
spectrality, unfortunately through a  trauma-  induced  re-  establishment 
of his old  child-  soldier behaviour. Dijana, the protagonist of the play 
analysed below, is the victim of a different trauma which is, again, very 
much linked with an expressionist use of the stage.

Lucy Kirkwood’s It Felt Empty When the Heart Went 
at First but It Is Alright Now

CLEAN BREAK is a women’s theatre company focusing on stories of 
imprisoned women. When writing as its Resident Playwright (between 
2007 and 2009), Kirkwood’s concern in her play It Felt Empty When the 
Heart Went at First but It Is Alright Now was with the plague of sexually 
enslaved women in Britain. Thanks to the help offered by organisations 
supporting former sex slaves, such as the Poppy Project and the Helen 
Bamber Foundation, she had the opportunity to meet and talk to some 
of the victims:

They weren’t happy women. They were women who couldn’t sleep 
with the lights off, women who told me that if they had a son they 
would not trust him, women who had had extensive dental surgery 
to correct the chronic grinding of their teeth (an effect of the Post 
Traumatic [sic] Stress Disorder they were suffering), women who 
jumped every time a Renault car drove past, women who lost their 
hair, women who lost their sight.26

Some of the features mentioned by Kirkwood in this paragraph return 
in the play’s text, which is centred on the story of Dijana from Croatia; 
she fell in love with Babac, who made her pregnant and then forced her 
into prostitution. Most of the play is constructed as her monologue in 
broken English. Once again, in this chapter I am particularly interested 
in the dramatic language and conception chosen by the author to stage 
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Dijana’s traumatised life. Kirkwood faithfully reproduces some symp-
toms of stress originating from Dijana’s story. She brushes at her arms, 
‘sweeping invisible pests away’ (13); hyperventilates (14), and her right 
hand shakes uncontrollably (20). In Part Two, when she finds herself 
in a women’s refuge, she is offered comfort and friendship by Gloria, a 
former sex slave from Africa; but Dijana later panics and bites Gloria, 
who is trying to calm her down.

Throughout the first two parts of the play, Dijana speaks to her 
aborted baby (the addressee of her monologue) as if she really existed. 
In Part One, when Dijana is imprisoned in her  brothel-  flat in Dalston, 
she tells her imaginary baby that she has been counting all her sexual 
intercourses:

I keep account. I keep account of money I earn very careful because 
when this number reaches twenty thousand UK pounds then I will 
have earned all the money I owe to Babac and he will give me my 
passport and I can stop.

[…]
When Babac tell me the deal I  am like Oh! Yeah! Sure! Like I  am 
gonna fucking trust you! Do I look like some IDIOT?! But I make it 
proper. We have a contract. I draw it myself and I make him sign it 
so yeah. It is all on paper.

[…]
So the next client he will be my last.
Beat.
The next is last.
Beat. This is a momentous thing to absorb.
So tomorrow I come to find you.
The first thing to do is to buy you chips and a swimming suit.
We are going to swim in the sea. […] In Brighton. ( 7–  8)

Here, naturalism is based on the utterings of a traumatised, deluded 
mind, who speaks to a  non-  existent child; believes a  self-  made contract 
will be respected by a  sex-  trafficker, and even claims to like sex (13). 
Her gift for maths also carries other, disquietingly ironic, connotations; 
Dijana counts the used condoms and the related money precisely, 
which leads her to a significant reflection on the image and role of 
women in our contemporary media culture:

L’Oréal shampoo. And conditioner too. Because I’m worth it!
She pulls her hair out of its ponytail like she’s in a shampoo advert and 
shakes her head in slow motion.
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See.
But she doesn’t laugh.
This is extra funny because I know exactly how much I am worth. 
How many people can say this! I  am worth, one thousand euros 
because that is how much Babac pay for me. (9)

Side by side with this detailed, naturalistic approach, Kirkwood makes 
use of an expressionistic language analogous to Morgan’s, once again 
linked with the tropes of the ghost and the prison. Part One, set in 
Babac’s  brothel-  flat, envisions this space as a sort of cage which limits 
freedom, embodied in an animal image:

Everything goes completely black. […] You hear bird wings flapping. The 
sound is all around you. It gets more and more frantic.
A scream. A loud, repeated thwacking sound. The flapping cuts out, and 
the lights come up.

[…]
Dijana is standing on a bed with a  rolled-  up newspaper. She is dressed in a 
miniskirt and a strappy top. She breathes sharply and deeply. (5)

The text associates the dead bird lying on the floor to Dijana’s baby, but 
also to Dijana herself, as when she is visited by a customer (who is not 
shown on stage):

A knock at the door. She quickly sits on the bed. The door swings open.
He is here!  Twenty-  two. The last man.
She waits as the client, invisible to us, enters. The door swings shut again. 
We hear footsteps.

[…]
He does not want to talk.
She lies down on the bed. Opens her legs. Turns her head to look at us 
as she starts to be fucked by the client. Her body jolts with his invisible 
movements.

[…]
The fucking gets harder, faster.
What do I think about?

[…]
Harder, faster. She looks right at us. The sound of bird wings flapping […]
Her hair has been grabbed, her head is yanked back, her neck stretched.
Is better to think about nothing.
I think about nothing
and count to  twenty-  two.
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Harder. Faster. Harder. Faster. Harder –
The bird wings suddenly stop. Dijana flops onto her front, her face against 
the bed, looking at us.
Thank you. Have a nice day. ( 15–  17)

This dramatic language may imply that Dijana, whose perspective is 
the centre of this play, is too traumatised to really take notice of her 
clients, of the world outside as it is. The scene overturns the usual divide 
between citizens and new slaves; Dijana is the real person, the paying 
client (perhaps a ‘respectable’ citizen) is the ghost. Dehumanisation 
dehumanises those who dehumanise, not only the victims.27 Or, from 
another perspective, her depiction alone during the intercourse, like 
a stringless puppet, may convey a deep sense of how animalised and 
objectified she is,28 disconnected from any humane ties.

In Part Two, Dijana narrates that the police came to the flat, arrested 
Babac for a credit card scam and, ignoring her completely as if she did 
not exist, went away, leaving the door open. But, at the end of Part One, 
Dijana’s escape is described as entailing another dimension, an expres-
sionist use of space that is more in tune with her distraught mind and 
her wish to enjoy the seaside with her baby:

Suddenly a vent falls from the wall. Wind whistling through it. The 
smell of the sea. A dark chasm big enough for a person to disappear into. 
DIJANA opens her eyes. She goes to the vent. Puts her hand in. Takes it 
out. Sprinkles a handle of sand to the floor. Smiles.
See?
I told you.
I told you I was coming. I don’t think you believe me.
But now you see.
She picks up her bags. She climbs into the vent. And then she is gone. (18)

Part One closes with another page of unrealistic and suggestive 
images and sounds, anticipating Dijana’s arrest in Brighton for shop-
lifting. In Part Two she finds herself after the arrest in a refuge centre; 
as the initial stage direction says, here too the setting could be inter-
preted as a projection of her mental state, of how she perceives the 
place to be:

The size of things in here seems all wrong. The walls are lined with doors 
of all sizes,  too-  big doors,  too-  thin doors,  too-  small doors. Exits all over the 
place but no feeling they go anywhere. Some things in the room seem larger 
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than they should. Others smaller. It is a sterile, impersonal place. You are 
not meant to feel at home. (20)

As Kirkwood writes in her ‘Author’s Note’, in Britain many trafficked 
women are criminalised, rather than treated for their trauma; this 
unwelcoming stage embodies the continuity between illegal exploita-
tion and institutional attitude that is underscored in Fugee, too. At the 
end of Part Two, after ruining the chance of friendship with Gloria, she 
enacts another  Alice-  in-  Wonderland-  like escape originating from her 
physical symptoms:

DIJANA: I’m not sposed to talk to you no more.
The doctor says it’s not healthy.
DIJANA suddenly starts to choke, coughing. Eventually she brings up a tiny 
golden key. She stares at it. Then looks up. There is a tiny door in the oppo-
site wall, the only one with a keyhole. She runs to it, unlocks it, it swings 
open. DIJANA kneels, crawls  head-  first into the space. And disappears. (35)

Part Three is set back in time, when Dijana was pregnant, in love with 
Babac, overjoyed and with a world of possibilities ahead of her. This 
happiness is represented through a setting composed of a room opening 
into nature and space, and described by Kirkwood’s lyrical, impression-
istic stage directions:

A  wide-  open corn or wheatfield. The sense that we are in a huge space of 
freedom and light. Dark green, lush hedgerows, and a clear blue sky. There 
is a door in the horizon.
There is a standard lamp in one corner of the field. An armchair. A small 
side table. A TV. A stereo.

[…]
DIJANA is hoovering the field. She is pregnant. Five months gone. […]
Music plays from the stereo. She sings along. Dances a little.
Then: the sound of a plane roaring overhead. […] She feels her stomach. 
Then points upward. Excited.
DIJANA: Did you see that! Shit. Did you hear it? That will be me 
tomorrow! On a plane NEEEEEEEEEEOOOOO  – OOOOW flying 
away! (She puts her hand to her belly.) That will be us baby!
We are going on holiday tomorrow! Babac and me and you! (36)

This tone may be found throughout Part Three, where Dijana has no 
PTSD symptoms yet. She is a loving and humane human being, made 
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of flesh and blood, talking to a living foetus. She has not yet been 
turned into a spectral plaything. Though much less realistic than the 
 brothel-  flat imprisoning her in Part One, this setting throbs with life; 
paradoxically, the spaces of this play seem to be the most alive and the 
least ghostly when the least realistic.

Dijana’s joy has a bitter taste for the knowing audience, and Part 
Three is interspersed with clues about what is going to become of her 
(which she does not grasp). The ending of the play, when Babac comes 
home, also marks the beginning of her end:

As she turns away from us, we see now there is a little blood on the back 
of her dress, where she has been sitting on it. A spreading stain.
She’s about to open the door but stops. Smiles. Turns back.
You know. He [Babac] think I not see but
he put my passport in the safe. With all the monies.
When I see that it almost make me cry.
He put it in the safe to keep me safe.

[…]
She pushes on the door handle. The door will not open. She is surprised. 
( 51–  2)

According to Cathy Caruth, ‘in trauma […] the outside has gone inside 
without any mediation’.29 Morgan’s and Kirkwood’s expressionistic 
techniques seem to operate towards an opposite direction, conferring 
an external materiality on their protagonists’ traumas. The inevitable 
question is, in these plays about traumatised new slaves at the mercy 
of their traumas, what space is left for recovery and agency? During her 
research on the issue, Kirkwood met women ‘who had their ambition 
and hopes used against them to the point that they had lost all ability 
to trust fully in another human being’ (‘Author’s Note’, n.p.).

The endings of both plays place hope in their protagonists’ pasts, 
when their lives were yet untouched by trauma, which constitutes a 
resource pool of possibilities to be tapped if one wants to attempt a 
recovery from trauma itself. It is here that one may find a sort of recov-
ered agency, at least on a human/psychological level; commensurate 
with Dijana’s enthusiasm, the final scene of Fugee is a birthday party for 
Kojo where all the play’s characters, living and dead, past and present, 
friends and  passers-  by, participate:

KOJO: Everyone is here. […] I am eleven. It is my eleventh birthday.
Kojo’s Mother smiles, holding out the cake for him to blow.
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I am safe. I am home.
ALL: Happy birthday, Kojo.
MOTHER: Blow.
Kojo blows out the candles.
Blackout.
The End. ( 200–  1)

It is an ending which reflects the mood of the play, where ‘fun’ is a key 
word; as the author writes in her ‘Production Notes’, the play ‘is inten-
tionally not sombre or preachy despite being about issues of immigra-
tion and trauma’ (203). When writing about the significant phase of 
Black British drama starting from 2003, Deirdre Osborne emphasised its 
orientation towards ‘advocating the  counter-  story as a means of devel-
oping moral agency and  self-  worth’, which is very close to what Morgan 
and Kirkwood achieve in their plays.30

Moreover, Fugee’s ending seems to suggest that the present is sup-
posed to participate actively in dealing with the traumatic past of new 
slaves. One notable achievement of these two plays resides in their 
awareness of what is not being done to approach the trauma of new 
slaveries; as Kirmayer writes about other narratives of trauma, ‘the 
failure of the world to bear witness’ is clear, and society should ‘pro-
vide cultural forms and occasions for remembering’.31 As seen above, 
however, the British context around new slaves does not seem receptive 
enough to facilitate this remembering, and – as it stands – institutions 
actively continue to persecute these victims.
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