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Introduction
Rebecca Repper (Submissions Editor)
The University of Western Australia

It is with a feeling of relief and pride that I am able to introduce this issue of Limina: a
Journal of Historical and Cultural Studies. This year has been a challenge. The disruption
of Covid-19 has been felt at all levels of the publication process: the emotional,
infrastructural, and physical impediments this virus has meted out has made it
difficult for our authors to write and edit, our peer-reviewers to review, and the Limina
Collective to manage the submissions and editorial process. Many changes had to
occur: we made the decision to postpone the 15th Annual Limina Conference
Adaptations in the Humanities until 2021, became a Committee that met only virtually,
and cancelled our Volume 25 Issue 2 Special Edition. I am immeasurably proud and
thankful to every one of you whose efforts have helped us manage these setbacks and
keep going. Without you, this edition would not be here.
This issue presents papers from the 14th Annual Limina Conference,
Humanifesto: dissecting the human experience, held on 19 July 2019. This year is one in
which we have had to grapple with our feelings of collective humanity, and human
frailty. The papers from the conference, read together, speak overwhelmingly to our
sense of humanity, our sense of identity or self, and how that identity projects, in the
past, present, and into the future. Laurent Shervington’s and Sarah Yeung’s articles
both focus on expressions of humanity in film. Shervington examines the use of voice
in the post-Algerian independence film The Battle of Algiers as a site of rupture and
reassertion of humanity. Yeung frames the film Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind
through a critical posthumanist lens, giving new insight into the representation of
memory and the threat of technology presented in the film.
A posthumanist theme is continued with NI Fan’s study of Han Song’s Subway
series. NI Fan, using a posthumanist and ecocritical approach, explores how Han
Song’s eerie visions of the future are deeply rooted in contemporary issues facing
China and the world, registering the disturbing combination of terror and apathy
characterising responses to environmental crises.
While not read at the Humanifesto conference, Wendy Lawton’s ‘Struggle Street’:
Re-staging the Private for Public Consumption, continues along the theme of
representations of what it means to be human. Lawton examines the representation of
Australians living below the poverty line in reality television programs known as
‘Factual Welfare Television’. This article is given depth through the author’s critical
inclusion of her own lived experience to highlight the ethical issues in question.
This issue also presents Limina’s first inclusion of a 'Perspectives' piece, with
Scarlette Nhi Do’s examination of representations of Vietnamese identity in
Vietnamese War films. A ‘Perspectives’ section was proposed by past Submissions
Editor Amy Budrikis, to give an opportunity for shorter pieces of work that fall outside
iii
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the scope of peer-reviewed articles and book/cultural reviews. ‘The War Never Ends’:
Films about the Vietnam War presents an engaging overview of the representations of
Vietnamese identity in a broad range of films depicting the Vietnam War, and the
complex entanglements of these films with the legacy of the War itself, considering its
intersections with racism, nationalism, and selfhood.
Lastly, this issue includes seven book reviews across a broad range of
literature: Tom McKendrick and Elliot Langdon, Built Perth: Discovering Perth’s Iconic
Architecture (Fremantle Press); Dylan Hyde, Art Was Their Weapon: The History of the
Perth Worker's Art Guild (Fremantle Press); Tiffany Shellam, Meeting the Waylo:
Aboriginal Encounters in the Archipelago (UWA Publishing); Alison Phipps, Me, Not You:
The Trouble with Mainstream Feminism (Manchester University Press); Catherine Noske,
The Salt Madonna (Picador); Sanna Peden, Straight Lines (Mulla Mulla Press); and Ana
Stevenson, The Woman as Slave in Nineteenth Century American Social Movements
(Palgrave Macmillan). Tiffany Shellam’s book was announced on the 9 December 2020
as the winner of the Prime Minister’s Literary Award for Australian Fiction. Limina
extends to her our congratulations.
We hope that you enjoy this, Volume 26 Issue 1, our only edition of Limina for
2020. We look forward to your continued support of Limina into the future, and
encourage you to join us in our efforts to provide a free and open access, peer-reviewed
journal. Limina endeavours to be a space for post-graduates and early-career
researchers in Historical and Cultural Studies to gain experience in the publication
process and share their research. One benefit of Covid-19 is our meetings are now
virtually facilitated, meaning that membership to the Limina Collective is more flexible
to those who cannot meet in person on the University of Western Australia campus.
We are also working to make sure that our postponed conference Adaptation in the
Humanities is open to digital as well as in-person registration. The call for papers for
submissions closes 12 April 2021, with the conference to be held 30 September – 2
October 2021. More information can be found on the Conference Website
https://conference.pmrg.org.au/. We are looking forward to the opportunities 2021
may bring us.
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The Fright of the Phonos: the Voice in The Battle of Algiers
Laurent Shervington
The University of Western Australia
The Battle of Algiers is a film that chronicles the conflict between the French colonial military
and the Algerian revolutionaries during the Algerian war (1954–1962). A post-independence
work, Pontecorvo’s film is dedicated to the events of 1957, with flashbacks, amateur actors, and
grainy neo-realist footage underpinning the director’s approach. The film is also renowned for
its sonic elements, with sounds of armed conflict, explosions, and engines adding to the realist
parameters of the film. In terms of soundtrack, muted guitars and rhythmic drumming are
central to significant scenes. While these elements are certainly crucial to the construction of
the narrative, this article focuses on the sonic element of the voice, which I claim marks a site of
rupture within the film. Following the Lacanian understanding of the voice, I maintain in this
article that it is the omission of an adequate analysis of the voice in The Battle of Algiers that
leads theorists to overlook the genuine emergence of rupture within the film.

The Theoretical Limits of The Battle of Algiers
The Battle of Algiers is a film that chronicles the conflict between the French colonial
military and the Algerian revolutionaries during the Algerian war (1954–1962).1 A
post-independence work, Pontecorvo’s film is dedicated to the events of 1957, with
flashbacks, amateur actors, and grainy neo-realist footage underpinning his approach.
The film is also renowned for its sonic elements, with sounds of armed conflict,
explosions, and engines adding to the realist parameters of the film. In terms of
soundtrack, muted guitars and rhythmic drumming are central to significant scenes.
As Pauline Kael has observed, the soundtrack is
a form of agitation: at times, the strange percussive sound is like an
engine that can’t start; pounding music gives the audience a sense of
impending horror at each critical point; the shrill, rhythmic, birdlike
cries from the Casbah tell us that all life is thrilling and screaming for
freedom.2

G. Pontecorvo, The Battle of Algiers, Rialto Pictures, 1966. It is worth noting that while this essay, as well
as the film The Battle of Algiers, uses and represents the term ‘Algerian revolutionaries’ interchangeably
with the FLN, historically, the Algerian rejection of colonial structures was far more stratified and
diverse. The author has chosen to retain the term in order to give due precedence to the logic put
forward by the film, as well as insisting on the gap between history and cinematic representation. For an
in-depth analysis of the film’s relation to the history of the Algerian war, refer to N. Harrison,
‘Pontecorvo’s “Documentary Aesthetics”: The Battle of Algiers and the Battle of Algiers’, interventions,
vol. 3, no. 3, 2007, pp. 389–404.
2 P. Kael, Reeling, Little, Brown and Company, Boston, 1977, p. 212.
1
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While these elements are certainly crucial to the construction of the narrative, in this
article the focus will be on the sonic element of the voice, which I claim marks a site of
rupture within the film. In engaging with this, I follow McGowan and Eisenstein’s
definition of rupture as the ‘introduction of a hitherto impossible idea whose
emergence transforms the terrain of the possible’,’ or, more specifically, a radical event
that breaks from the deceptive logic sustained by ideology.3 I maintain in this article
that it is the omission of an adequate analysis of the voice in The Battle of Algiers that
leads theorists to overlook the genuine emergence of rupture within the film.
Broadly, the film has been the focus of many analyses that consider the
prospect of decolonisation cinema. In ‘The Battle of Algiers and The Nouba of The Women
of Mont Chenoua: From Third to Fourth Cinema’, Ranjanna Khanna approaches the film
as exemplary of the limits of Third Cinema, due to its inability to encapsulate the
‘political representation of Algerian women’.4 Specifically, for Khanna, Pontecorvo’s
film cannot facilitate an encounter with ‘the feminine, the excess, a profound
enunciation or crisis in representation sometimes known as jouissance’.5 In failing to
register such a thing, the space is opened up for a Fourth Cinema in the film The Nouba
of the Women of Mont Chenoua:
which moves beyond the guerrilla cinema where the camera is a
weapon, is a revolutionary cinema of the cocoon, where the metaphor
of the birth of the nation is not repressed into a denial of the feminine,
where film could give voice, silence and image to women in the
revolution, where this uncanny could become reified on the screen.6
Khanna’s conclusions stem out of an analysis of the scene in which the Algerian
women prepare to plant bombs within the French district of Algiers. Such a scene
stands out for Khanna as an example of Homi Bhabha’s ‘third space of enunciation’ as
the women unveil themselves and dress like French women in order to fool the French
authorities. As Khanna elucidates, ‘This performance (we could call it iteration or
mimicry) of Europeanness is misunderstood by the French in the film as a genealogical
transformation into a European political and cultural sympathy.’7 In the ensuing
analysis of the scene, Khanna laments the limits of such a practice, employing the early
Lacanian concept of the mirror stage to explain the women’s interaction with reflective
surfaces:
The image of the imago in the mirror is both fearful and desirable
because unattainable. It is desirable particularly because it represents
the desire of/for the law of the father. It represents the coloniser as more
than perfect, with his grandiose and stable metaphorised and idealised
version of himself, and it also represents the stereotype of the
P. Eisenstein and T. McGowan, Rupture: On the Emergence of the Political, Northwestern University
Press, 2012, p. 4.
4 R. Khanna, ‘The Battle of Algiers and the Nouba of the Women of Mont Chenoua: From third to fourth
cinema’, Third Text, vol. 12, no. 43, 1998, p. 14.
5 Ibid., p. 14, emphasis in original.
6 Ibid., p. 24.
7 Ibid., p. 20.
3
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colonised…The Imaginary moment is the moment of recognition of the
fixity of an image, but occurs still at the moment of the knowledge of
fragmentation when the child is at its closest to the mother’s body. It is
this sense of familiarity of an image, which is at once ‘incorrect’, and
unfamiliar, that causes the colonised to retreat into the feeling of
fragmentation, of metonymy and not of metaphor.8
For Khanna, Third Cinema remains rooted in this moment of renegotiating colonial
imagery, where the colonised fights back against the coloniser through reappropriating their imago. Seeing clear limits to such a strategy, Khanna concludes by
asking:
Whilst the mirror/screen (woman) is there to become and reflect
testimony to, and witnessing of, the violence of revolution, and the
guerrilla-warfare violence of representation, how does woman give
testimony to the violence that has no witness? How can the reflective
material of the mirror, fragmented and imploded, reflect itself?9
Another essay on The Battle of Algiers, ‘Women resisting terror: imaginaries of violence
in Algeria (1966–2002)’ by Maria Flood, shares the idea that while the film certainly
depicts a level of female colonial agency, there are limits to its place as a truly
emancipatory text. As Flood claims:
While The Battle of Algiers certainly recognises the achievements of
female resistance fighters in its narrative, it stages a problematic
disconnect between women as active agents in conflict, and passive,
silent figures, while foreshadowing the exclusion of women from the
national narrative.10
Here Flood relies on historical inquiries into the lack of agency granted to women after
Algerian independence, pointing to how Pontecorvo’s film fails to anticipate this
development. As Flood continues, the film
points towards the possibility that images of female agency,
particularly the female bomb carriers, can block voice and speech. Yet,
for the most part, the film reinforces an image of Algerian female
collectivity between the proud, emancipated, and self-emancipated
figure of the female bomb carrier, and the silent and suffering mother
or wife, stoically supporting her male relatives in the fight for national
liberation. The false positioning of women between two extremes, one
of total agency, the other of passive suffering, can limit or foreclose

Khanna, ‘The Battle of Algiers and the Nouba of the Women of Mont Chenoua', p. 24.
Ibid., p. 25.
10 M. Flood, ‘Women Resisting Terror: Imaginaries of Violence in Algeria (1966–2002)’, The Journal of
North African Studies, vol. 22, no. 1, 2017, p. 112.
8
9
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political recognition of their achievements, but also forecloses the
identification of their heightened vulnerability during the war.11
While Flood’s broader point is to question the possibility of texts to break out of an
active/passive binary, the figure she chooses to elaborate her reading is, like Khanna’s,
the bomb carrier. While certainly taking the point that female agency is not a
straightforward exercise in Pontecorvo’s film, I argue that Khanna’s and Flood’s
conclusions about the limitations of the film are not intrinsic to the film itself but,
rather, due to the fact that they omit a crucial scene from their analysis. Rather than
relying on the appropriation of the image, in the scene ‘Day Six of the Strike’, the voice
emerges as the object that threatens the colonial apparatus, crucially, without recourse
to the coloniser’s self-image.
Theorising the Voice: Derrida, Phonology, and Lacan
The theoretical tendency towards understanding the voice has often devalued its
potential for rupture. Prima facie, the radical potential of the voice might not seem
obvious, given its somewhat pedestrian status as primarily a method of
communication between subjects. In Speech and Phenomena, the voice takes a central
place in Derrida’s critique of Husserlian phenomenology, particularly in the context
of notions of immediacy and self-presence. Specifically, what Derrida aims at is the
fallacy that hearing one’s own voice gives a kind of primary, unmediated access to the
inner core of the subject:
When I speak, it belongs to the phenomenological essence of this
operation that I hear myself [je m’entende] at the same time that I speak.
The signifier, animated by my breath and by the meaning-intention…is
in absolute proximity to me.12
Further, ‘Phonic signs (“acoustical images” in Sassure’s sense, or the
phenomenological voice) are heard by the subject who proffers them in the absolute
proximity of the present’; which is to say, one hears a voice and takes it to be an
immediate marker of the subject.13 In this sense, Derrida sees phenomenology as taking
the movement from signifier to signified for granted, in turn leading to the Western
philosophical tradition’s ‘phonocentric’ preference of the voice over writing. Within
the context of Derrida’s deconstructive practice, the voice is given a position similar to
that of a toupee, a masquerading device that obfuscates the fraught nature of
signification. While Derrida certainly raises a crucial point in questioning the unstable
relationship between voice and subjectivity, by the same token, his critique seems to
reach a conclusion too early. In pointing out the voice’s fragility within the signifying
process, Derrida has managed to reduce the voice to only a fraud, limiting any potential
it has outside of the domain of false identity.
Flood, ‘Women Resisting Terror', p. 113.
J. Derrida, Speech and Phenomena: And Other Essays on Husserl’s Theory of Signs, trans. D. B. Allison and
N. Garver, Northwestern University Press, 1973, p. 77.
13 Ibid., p. 66.
11
12
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In contrast to Derrida’s insightful, yet ultimately pessimistic view of the voice,
modern science’s approach to the voice has culminated in the field of phonology, a
study of sound patterns captured within the field of language. However, as Dolar has
observed, the advent of phonology has had a detrimental effect upon the
understanding of voice:
What counts are the differential oppositions of phonemes, their purely
relational nature, their reduction to distinctive features. They are
isolated by their ability to distinguish the units of signification, but in
such a way that the specific signifying distinctions are irrelevant, their
only importance being that they take place, not what they might be.14
Lacking any place outside of simple formality, Dolar goes as far to link phonology
with its fatal etymological roots, opining that one might appropriately hear phonos
(murder), as in the death of the voice.15 In phonology’s attempt to establish a totalising
understanding of the voice, it has missed the occurrence of the voice that exceeds
linguistic signification, leaving no place for how non-linguistic sounds – for example,
the cry of a baby or the famous Wilhelm scream – have an impact on human
experience.
For Lacan, the voice is approached in terms of its capacity for rupture.16 While
it might be correct that most encounters with the voice do not restructure our reality
as we know it, when the voice coincides with the emergence of a previously
unarticulated desire, its potential for symbolic rupture becomes apparent. In contrast
to other understandings of the voice, the Lacanian approach elevates the voice beyond
the position of mere imposture, designating its potential to enact a scission within the
smooth functioning of reality.
As a methodology, the sustained encounter between the voice and practice of
psychoanalysis is exemplified by the fact that the clinical treatment is often referred to
as the ‘talking cure’.17 Essentially, psychoanalysis emphasises the importance of
bringing to the fore the unconsciously functioning signifiers that a patient is unable to
confront in conscious life. In a myriad of ways, the voice and psychoanalysis are
irrefutably linked:
Patients come to the psychoanalyst because they are suffering when
they shouldn’t be suffering. They suffer from what they can’t speak, and
Freud’s initial cures involved simply prompting patients to speak what
they had repressed. It turns out, however, that the damage done by the

M. Dolar, ‘The Object Voice’ in R. Salecl and S. Žižek (eds.), Gaze and Voice as Love Objects, Duke
University Press, 1996, pp. 7–8.
15 ‘Phonology, true to its apocryphal etymology, was about killing the voice – at its origin, there is the
Greek phone, voice, but one can also quite appropriately hear phonos, murder.’ Dolar, The Object Voice,
p. 9.
16 ‘[A]ccording to Lacan, the voice is how the subject’s desire distorts the aural field.’ T. McGowan,
Psychoanalytic Film Theory and The Rules of the Game, Bloomsbury, New York, 2015, p. 76.
17 This name was coined by Bertha Pappenheim (‘Anna O.’). I owe this insight to Tony Hughes-D’Aeth,
The University of Western Australia.
14
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signifier cannot be so easily repaired. The unspoken wound of the
subject cannot simply be spoken but remains immune to speech.18
The effect of articulating the unsayable has a profound impact on one’s relation to their
own conscious experience. Likewise, in his clinical handbook on psychoanalysis, Bruce
Fink talks about the point of genuine engagement in analysis, when the analysand is
‘engaged in something which goes beyond the simple demand to be relieved of one or
more specific symptoms.’19 At this precise moment: ‘Everything becomes
questionable…[the analysand is] now open to listening to the unconscious, to hearing
the other voice that speaks through them, and to attempting to decipher it.’20 Fink’s
reference to the existence of the ‘other voice’ within the subject can be understood as
the voice of the unconscious.
In ‘Jacques Lacan and the Voice’, Jacques-Alain Miller outlines the more
theoretical understanding of the voice for Lacan, inscribing it in a position outside of
both speech and language. From within the process of signification, the voice is
emphasised as ‘everything in the signifier that does not partake in the effect of
signification’.21 On this view, the voice acts as a kind of stubborn remainder that
refuses to assimilate into a fixed place.
The Psychoanalytic Voice in Film
The psychoanalytic conceptualisation of the voice has made its mark on the domain of
film studies, with many theorists following Lacan’s designation of the objet a in the
voice and gaze. However, the interpretations of Lacan’s insights on voice have been
subject to certain misunderstandings. In reference to Hollywood sound design,
Silverman proposes that ‘the female subject is obliged to bear a double burden of lack
– to absorb the male subject’s castration as well as her own.’22 While Silverman is
certainly correct in her diagnosis of the state of relations under a patriarchal system,
her theory fails to leave space for a veritable rupture. In a similar way to the doctrine
of phonology, Silverman fails to see the voice as anything more than the linguistic
speech of a subject. As McGowan points out:
Silverman’s analysis suffers from the same defect as the Screen theory
from which it descends. In the guise of a psychoanalytic approach to
cinema, she transforms the desiring subject into a subject of power and
thereby erases the essence of psychoanalysis. In the process, she misses
how the voice might function as a version of the objet a and not simply
as an empirical object that one can easily isolate.23
Eisenstein and McGowan, Rupture, p. 194.
B. Fink, A Clinical Introduction to Lacanian Psychoanalysis: Theory and Technique, Harvard University
Press, 1999, p. 25.
20 Ibid., emphasis my own.
21 J. A. Miller, ‘Jacques Lacan and the Voice’ in V. Voruz and B. Wolf (eds.), The Late Lacan, SUNY Press,
2007, p. 141.
22 K. Silverman, The Acoustic Mirror: The Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and Cinema, Indiana University
Press, p. 18.
23 McGowan, Psychoanalytic Film Theory, p. 76.
18
19
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Other theorists, such as Michel Chion, have made the connection between the voice in
cinema and Lacan’s emphasis on rupture. Chion, in The Voice in Cinema, proposes the
concept of the acousmêtre, a voice that emerges from the within the universe of the film
but appears to lack a precise origin within representation. While Chion is not
specifically relying on Lacan for the development of his concept, the emphasis he
places on undecidability has a certain resonance with Lacan’s understanding of the
voice. For Lacan, the voice is an element within the symbolic that interrupts the smooth
functioning of conscious life due to its fundamentally inassimilable status. Indeed,
Chion identifies the shift from silent to sound era cinema as a major rupture within the
history of cinema, forever eradicating the ‘voice’s Age of Innocence’.24
As film began to talk, the problem was not text; silent cinema had
already integrated text through the bastard device of intertitles. It was
the voice, as material presence, as utterance, or as muteness…the voice
as being, double, shadow of the image, as a power – the voice as a threat
of loss and seduction for the cinema.25
This emphasis on the explicitly disruptive quality of the voice marks a significant point
in conceptualising the voice in terms of rupture, rather than simply expression. Such
a theoretical tendency continued in the work of Slavoj Žižek and Joan Copjec who both
emphasise the radical break instantiated by the voice in cinema. As Žižek claims, the
real potential for the voice lies in its ‘incomprehensible, impenetrable, traumatic
dimension’, which ‘functions as a kind of foreign body perturbing the balance of our
lives’.26
In a similar vein, Copjec’s analysis of film noir proposes that the voice ‘marks
not some ideal point where the subject would finally be absorbed into his
narrative…rather that which can never be incorporated into the narrative.’27 In these
ways, the Lacanian understanding of the voice as a point of rupture is foregrounded.
With this theoretical underpinning, a turn back to The Battle of Algiers can be made.
The Ululating Voice
The majority of scenes in The Battle of Algiers oscillate between two perspectives; the
French and the Algerian, which broadly constitute two orientations with regard to the
voice. The French side demonstrates a strict imposition of authority over the people of
Algiers, while the Algerian revolutionaries, known as the National Liberation Front
(FLN) plan and execute acts of defiance in order to disrupt the colonial order. This
back and forth between the two sides is, for the majority of the first part of the film,
largely mediated through violent means. However, after the scene in which the FLN
execute a bombing of a French nightclub, the French authority begins taking a new
approach to the colonial situation. At this point of the film, the voice becomes a crucial
M. Chion, The Voice in Cinema, trans. C. Gorbman, Columbia University Press, 1999, p. 13.
Ibid. p. 12.
26 S. Žižek, The Metastases of Enjoyment: On Women and Causality, Verso, London, 2005, p. 117.
27 J. Copjec, Read My Desire: Lacan against the Historicists, October Books, Southampton, 1994, p. 190.
24
25
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tool in the French arsenal, inflicting a kind of non-physical violence upon the colonised
subject through the imposition of the coloniser’s language over the colonised. In
contrast, for the colonised Algerian subject, the presence of the voice is a site of
disruption against their colonial oppressor, embodying a traumatic and chaotic
dimension that interrupts the assertion of colonial dominance.
This relation is demonstrated in the scene titled ‘Day Six of the Strike’. The
scene begins with a shot of Algerian men walking through the Casbah (the Muslim
District), with back and forth shots of women in white veils calling out to them in
solidarity. During this procession, a booming French voice addresses the inhabitants
of the Casbah, instructing them that the FLN ‘wants to stop you from working…wants
to starve you and condemn you to poverty’ and, critically, ‘France is your motherland’.
As shown in Figure 1, a mid-shot reveals the speaker to be a French officer whose voice
is projected by audio speakers. The main impetus of this action is to deter civilians in
the area from aligning with the FLN by supposing a deficiency in their organisation,
suppressing any semblance of Algerian identity in favour of French identity. Here, a
strict binary is enforced; to identify as French is to submit to a stable and accepted
order, while to identify as Algerian is to adhere to an inadequate subjectivity, denied
of human dignity.
As opposed to other sequences of The Battle of Algiers, the French officers in this
scene maintain colonial identity through non-physical violence, relying on the
imposition of language to perform a similar function. In this sense, echoes of Fanon
become apparent:
Colonial violence not only aims at keeping these enslaved men at a
respectful distance, it also seeks to dehumanize them. No effort is
spared to demolish their traditions, to substitute our language for
theirs, and to destroy their culture without giving them ours.28
Although this imposition of meaning occurs on a non-physical level, the broader
impact of this is certainly as harmful as the acts of physical violence performed by the
French at various points throughout the film. This aspect can be understood through
Žižek’s concept of ‘symbolic violence’, a type of violence ‘embodied in language and
its forms’ that involves the ‘imposition of a certain universe of meaning’.29 From an
understanding of Fanon and Žižek’s positions, the French voice in this scene can be
understood as violently enforcing the dominance of French identity, while delegitimating Algerian identity. For the disheartened Algerian people, the French
officer’s voice assumes a place of legitimacy in reference to the stable subjectivity of
the French ‘motherland’. Furthermore, it can be said that the French officer utilises the
neutral, stable, and authoritative voice to demoralise the Algerian hopes for
revolution. It appears that the revolutionaries have accepted their futility against the
panopticon of French authority.
However, in the second half of the scene, the French colonial universe of
meaning is fractured by the presence of the Algerian voice. This moment comes as an

28
29

F. Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. R. Philcox, Grove Press, New York City, 2005, p. 1.
S. Žižek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, St Martin’s Press, New York City, 2008, pp. 1–2.
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Figure 1. A French policeman addresses Casbah inhabitants in The Battle of Algiers.30

Algerian boy (Omar) cunningly prises the microphone from the French officers and
makes his address to the people of the Casbah: ‘The FLN tells you not to be afraid!
We’re winning…The FLN is on your side.’ This address is met by the sentiment ‘Long
live Algeria!’ which builds a commotion among the crowd. Eventually, a close-up
shows a group of women ululating, a high-pitched vocal action produced by the rapid
movement of the tongue and uvula, shown in Figure 2. Ululation is a cross-cultural,
almost exclusively female method of vocalisation common to parts of Africa, Asia, and
the Middle East, as well as some parts of southern Europe. The act of ululation within
these different locations can be spurred by a variety of different contexts, including
wedding and funeral ceremonies, devotional and religious ceremonies, as well as
playing a central role in types of musical performance. In almost all accounts, ululation
is linked with an expression of community spirit and engagement. As JaFran Jones
elaborates:
It may simply be an expression of joy, but it is also an act of power. It
would be most unfortunate for any significant event to pass without
[the act of ululation].31
Other critical accounts of ululation emphasise the vocalisation’s overtly political
character, signifying a ‘breaking of silence, a resistance to enforced norms of decorum,
an often joyful noise, an always powerful intervention, a way of calling out and
answering yes to each other’, furthermore creating ‘grounds for the addressees to call
to their communities of belonging’.32
Image reproduced with permission from Potential Films, Australia.
L. J. Jones, ‘Women and Music around the Mediterranean’ in K. Peddle (ed.), Women and Music: A
History, Indiana University Press, 2001, p. 430.
32 The Weaving Kenya Women’s Collective, ‘In Conversation: Weaving Pan Africanism at the Scene of
Gathering, The Weaving Kenya Women’s Collective’, Feminist Africa, vol. 20, 2015, p. 87.
30
31
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Figure 2. Veiled Algerian women in The Battle of Algiers ululate together.33

Both understandings of the act of ululation are critical in considering the role
that the voice plays in The Battle of Algiers, as perhaps the most significant instance of
ululation in the film comes during a period in which the French have tried to make the
Algerians feel the most atomised and separate from one another. This comes in part
from the plethora of identification and search checkpoints and, as mentioned, the
oppressive implementation of the French colonial voice to dispel any sense of Algerian
unity. By emerging against the grain of the French authority, the ululation has the
symbolic function of reminding the Algerians of the Casbah that they are still united
together in their rejection of French colonial authority. Against Khanna’s point that all
the Algerian women have against their colonist oppressor is a re-appropriated image
of the coloniser, this segment of the scene shows that there is something within the
Algerian identity that denies the French colonial authority, namely, the ululating
voice. In this sense, the resistance of the women is not limited to the act of unveiling
(or, as Khanna understands it, the adoption of a Westernised image) but finds its
positive and radical form in the cultural custom of ululation, which functions as a sonic
rupture in the field of colonial discourse.
While there appears to be no explicit reason for the association of femininity
with ululation, this characteristic is central to its revolutionary character. As Chandra
Talpade Mohanty has argued, throughout history non-Western women have been
analysed as a single monolithic subject, often located as ‘a homogeneous “powerless”
group of victims’.34 In the case of The Battle of Algiers, the Algerian women run against
this victimised representation, with the film demonstrating the central role women
played in the struggle for independence. Additionally, in the context of the film, the

Image reproduced with permission from Potential Films, Australia.
C. T. Mohanty, ‘Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses’, Boundary, vol. 2,
1984, p. 338.

33
34
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fact that the ululation comes from women is crucial, as the fierce checks almost always
target men, seeing women as in no way a threat to the colonial authority. Through the
emergence of the revolutionary act from the women of the Casbah, the enigmatic and
sporadic nature of the voice is exemplified. Further to this point, the fact that the
Algerian women are spread out around the location denies a centralised point of origin
for the French officers to isolate, in effect, creating the feeling that they are quite
literally surrounded by the overwhelming voice.
Curiously, Pontecorvo himself lamented the unrealistic nature of the scene in
an interview, when asked if he would alter any part of the film:
I don’t think I would change anything…[except when] the little boy,
Omar, steals the microphone, and we hear his voice, maybe it would be
better to use an adult’s voice. It would be less moving, but perhaps more
convincing, more realistic…35
Reading Pontecorvo’s comments against him, such a scene emphasises the film’s
inability to remain totally within the frame of realism, as it is the very moment in which
belief is suspended that animates the film’s engagement with revolution. In a
following scene, a noticeably disturbed French voiceover claims, ‘The Muslim quarters
still echo with those unintelligible and frightening rhythmic cries.’ This dialogue, as
well as Parker’s description of the ululation in the film as ‘unearthly to foreign ears’,
supports the understanding of the Algerian voice in The Battle of Algiers as a
punctuating force capable of disrupting French colonial authority.36 The significance
of the Algerian voice lies in its ability to touch on something enigmatic, yet equally
obscured by the situation up to that point. In its ability to reignite the Algerian struggle
for liberation against all odds, the rupturing force of the voice is felt on both a political
and ontological level, exposing a hole within the French colonial structure.
Unconscious Freedom in The Battle of Algiers
In Pontecorvo’s film, the emergence of the voice from the crowd has the effect of
revealing the political dimension of the voice, marking a point of rupture around
which the collective Algerian revolutionary force can be mobilised. Prior to the
outbreak of ululation, the French authority appears to have total control of the
Algerians residing within the Casbah, dictating their actions and allegiances with
seemingly no room for an Algerian subject to resist them. In a certain sense, the French
have succeeded in rendering the spatial area of the Casbah neutral, a space bereft of
revolutionary fervour. While on a conscious level it appears that the Algerians have
given up all hope of successful revolution, the emergence of the ululating voice works
as an unconscious reminder of the potential for their freedom. Within the crucial scene
of the film, the voice can be said to play the role of the Lacanian objet a, in that it shifts
the previously neutral terrain of the Casbah setting to one seemingly overflowing with

G. Pontecorvo, ‘Gillo Pontecorvo: Using the Contradictions of the System’ in D. Georgakas and
L. Rubenstein, Art, Politics, Cinema: The Cinéaste Interviews, Pluto Press, London, 1985, p. 88.
36 M. Parker, ‘The Battle of Algiers (la Battaglia Di Algeri)’, Film Quarterly, vol. 60, no. 4, 2007, p. 65.
35
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a politicised affect.37 What is so rupturing about the voice here is its ability to thwart
the French authority’s attempt to exterminate the Algerian desire for rebellion,
signalling the emergence of an enigmatic force beyond the strictures of the colonial
apparatus.
On the level of rupture, such an encounter allows the Algerian subjects to
establish themselves as precisely that – a subject rather than an object – acting with
both autonomy and collective unity. Such a notion of unity is revisited in the final
scenes of the film, which document the later revolution attempts that eventually led to
Algeria’s independence from French rule. These scenes involve large groups of
revolutionaries marching through parts of Algiers while French paramilitaries
struggle to force them back. These scenes, in particular, are marked by the presence of
ululation, performed by the protesters as a symbol of Algerian revolution. In the very
last scene, a French officer with a speakerphone addresses the crowd: ‘listen to
me…return to your homes…what do you want?’ In response to his question, the
crowd announces: ‘independence, our pride, we want our freedom!’ which is followed
up by surging cries of support, as well as excessive and piercing ululation. Reflecting
on these final scenes, Jones identifies the non-communicative unity that the
revolutionaries hold, claiming, ‘the war is won by an unstructured multitude, invisible
through the fog, with whom communication is impossible’.38
Conclusion
In coming to understand the radicality of the voice in Gillo Pontecorvo’s film The Battle
of Algiers, this article has argued for a re-appraisal of how the voice in cinema might
be theorised. As I have argued, in The Battle of Algiers, the voice is the primary element
of the film that engages with the potential for rupture. In more concrete terms, the
voice (in the form of ululation) is shown to be closely related to the fervour of the
Algerian revolutionaries, designating the significance of the voice in projects of
emancipatory politics. While the voice is not in and of itself a radical object, its capacity
to articulate a way out of situations which appear overdetermined by an allencompassing power discourse signal a certain potentiality. Furthermore, the radical
break of the voice in The Battle of Algiers has problematized the theoretical
domestication of the voice in deconstruction, modern science, and previous readings
of the film that draw on psychoanalysis. By returning to Jacques Lacan’s unique
articulation of the voice as an object of rupture, the encounter with the voice in The
Battle of Algiers brings forth the subject’s capacity to enact rupture. Through this
reading, the presence of the voice in The Battle of Algiers can be critically approached
as the radical reassertion of humanity in both the ontological and political sense.

It is in this sense that Khanna’s claim that the image of the Algerian woman is objet a is based upon a
fundamental misreading of Lacan. For Lacan, the objet a is the disruptive element that pierces the
imaginary unity of the subject, not what brings it together. As Joan Copjec writes in Read My Desire: ‘In
Lacan, on the other hand, the gaze is located "behind" the image, as that which fails to appear in it and
thus as that which makes all its meanings suspect. And the subject, instead of coinciding with or
identifying with the gaze, is rather cut off from it.’ Copjec, Read My Desire, p. 36.
38 J. Charles, ‘Dialectic and Passion in Pontecorvo’s The Battle of Algiers’, Millenium: Journal of International
Studies, vol. 35, no. 2, 2007, p. 449.
37
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Becoming Posthuman in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind: Exploring
Cinematic Mediations of Memory and Technology
Sarah Yeung1
The University of Western Australia
Utilising a critical posthumanist approach, this paper takes a renewed interest in the 2004
science fiction/romantic drama film Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind. To date, a
posthumanist reading of the film has not yet been explored, despite a sizeable output of
scholarship which discusses overlapping themes of human subjectivity and the embodiment of
memory. Reframing these ideas through the lens of critical posthumanism provides new insight
into Eternal Sunshine’s conflicted perspectives towards technology. This paper explores the
tensions between the film’s humanist narrative, which suggests that the technological
manipulation of memory is something to be deplored, and its cinematic operations, which
recognise that technology is deeply embedded in the processes of understanding and
constructing a sense of self. This paper reconsiders Eternal Sunshine’s ideas about what
constitutes ‘human’ identity and seeks to show that they are more compatible with frameworks
of critical posthumanism than they might initially seem.
For about a decade after its release in 2004, the science fiction/romantic drama film
Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (directed by Michel Gondry and written by Charlie
Kaufman) continued to intrigue and capture the interest of contemporary film
scholars.2 Much of the film’s ongoing appeal to academics and spectators alike rested
in its unique and innovative engagement with a range of topical concerns surrounding
memory, bioethics, identity, and human relationships.3 The film’s narrative centres a
socially withdrawn man named Joel Barish, who discovers that his outspoken former
lover, Clementine Kruczynski, has undergone a memory–erasing procedure in order
to forget their tumultuous relationship. Heartbroken and humiliated, Joel decides to
undergo the procedure himself and have his memories of Clementine obliterated from
his mind. He surrenders all photographs, diary entries, and mementos collected over
their two-year relationship and, after he has done so, technicians arrive at his
apartment to wipe his memory during his sleep. The dreamlike erasing process is a
cinematic imagining of their relationship played backwards – a series of virtual
fragments which distort and collapse as Joel’s memories are revived, reinvented, and,
eventually, obliterated.
This research was carried out while in receipt of an Australian Government Research Training
Program Scholarship at The University of Western Australia. I would like to thank my supervisors
Associate Professor Tanya Dalziell and Dr Ned Curthoys for their feedback and comments which
greatly assisted in improving the manuscript.
2 M. Gondry (dir.), Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, Focus Features, 2004; hereafter Eternal Sunshine.
3 In addition to numerous book chapters and journal articles, the film also inspired two books dedicated
to exploring these ideas, as well as questions of form and genre. See C. Grau, Eternal Sunshine of the
Spotless Mind, London, Routledge, 2009; A. Butler, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, London, British
Film Institute, 2014.
1
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In recent years, academic interest in the film has largely dissipated, yet I would
suggest that there is an unexplored opportunity to consider the film anew from a
critical posthumanist perspective.4 A critical posthumanist approach to Eternal
Sunshine entails reframing the film’s concerns with technological ‘enhancements’ of
the self and digitised representations of memory around the question of what it means
to be human. ‘Posthumanism’ has been broadly defined by David Roden as ‘the
philosophical critique of anthropocentricism’.5 ‘Like humanism’, Roden asserts,
posthumanism ‘comes in different flavours. All are opposed to some form of humancentred worldview.’6 Critical posthumanism may be regarded as a branch of
posthuman theory, whose aim is to attend to the ‘ongoing deconstruction of
humanism’.7 Stefan Herbrechter suggests that critical posthumanism asks questions
such as:
how did we come to think of ourselves as human? Or, what exactly does
it mean to be human (especially at a time when some humans have
apparently decided that they are becoming or have already become
posthuman)?8
A close reading of Eternal Sunshine which is grounded in posthumanist theory has not
yet been explored, despite a sizeable output of scholarship on the film discussing
themes that overlap with the interests of posthumanism: human identity and
subjectivity, the embodiment of memory, and the relationship between humans and
technology.9 This body of literature largely situates Eternal Sunshine within a tradition
of other science fiction memory films such as Blade Runner (1982), Total Recall (1990),
and Strange Days (1995) as earlier examples, and Code 46 (2003) and 2046 (2004) as later

In the last five years, there has only been a handful of articles written on the film. See T. Ghosal,
‘Unprojections, or, Worlds Under Erasure in Contemporary Hollywood Cinema’, Media-N, Journal of
New Media Caucus, vol. 11, no. 1, 2015, pp. 75–81; E. Terrone, ‘Blessed are the Forgetful: Utilitarianism
and Remarriage in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind’, Film and Philosophy, vol. 21, 2017, pp. 74–90; M.
Goc, ‘Forgetting to Re-member: Politics of Amnesia and the Reconstruction of Memory in Eternal
Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, Everything is Illuminated and Memento’, American, British and Canadian
Studies, vol. 33, no. 1, 2019, pp. 135–150.
5 D. Roden, Posthuman Life: Philosophy at the Edge of the Human, London, Routledge, 2014, p. 20.
6 Ibid., pp. 20–21.
7 N. Badmington, Posthumanism, New York, Palgrave, 2000, cited in S. Herbrechter, ‘Critical
Posthumanism’, in R. Braidotti and M. Hlavajova (eds.), Posthuman Glossary, London, Bloomsbury, 2018,
p. 94.
8 Herbrechter, ‘Critical Posthumanism’, p. 94, emphasis in original.
9 In addition to the ensuing discussion of research on these topics by Anneke Smelik, Yugin Teo,
Verena-Susanna Nungesser, and José van Dijck, see also: C. Jess-Cooke, ‘Narrative and Mediatized
Memory in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind’, SCOPE, no. 8, 2007,
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/scope/documents/2007/may-2007/jess-cooke.pdf, accessed 26 Nov. 2020;
A. Miah, ‘Blessed Are the Forgetful: The Ethics of Memory Deletion in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless
Mind’, in S. Shapshay (ed.), Bioethics at the Movies, Baltimore, John Hopkins University Press, 2008, pp.
137–155; D. Sutton, ‘The New Uses of Photography’, in D. Sutton, Photography, Cinema, Memory: The
Crystal Image of Time, University of Minnesota Press, 2009, pp. 219–221; S. Rawle, ‘Reconstructing the
Past: Visual Virtuality in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind’, in A. Sinha and T. McSweeney (eds.),
Millennial Cinema: Memory in Global Film, New York, Columbia University Press, 2012, pp. 37–54.
4
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ones.10 In her analysis of the film, Anneke Smelik argues that Eternal Sunshine ‘[shows]
that the science fiction fantasy of total control over memory is unrealistic and ought to
give way to an insight into the ungraspable virtuality of memory.’11 Similarly, Yugin
Teo suggests that Eternal Sunshine, in line with contemporary developments in
neurological and theoretical research on memory, is ‘less concerned with the details of
technology used in manipulating memory and more preoccupied with the emotional
and psychological blurring of the distinctions between remembering and forgetting.’12
Verena-Susanna Nungesser is also interested in the film’s rendering of the unreliability
of memory, but she focuses her analysis on the medium’s technological ability to ‘use
the cinematic apparatus and visual language to (re)present and (re)shape our
understanding of memory-constitution’.13
All of these discussions point in the direction of crucial questions asked in
posthumanist discourses about the shifting perceptions of human subjectivity, and the
role played by memory and technology in these processes. However, none of them
explicitly draw upon posthumanist frameworks in order to explore these ideas about
Eternal Sunshine. The closest anyone has come to doing so is José van Dijck in her 2007
book, Mediated Memories in the Digital Age. In Chapter Two, van Dijck argues that
technological processes such as digitisation gradually, yet surely, alter the matter and
workings of the human mind, asserting that ‘data and flesh are mutually implied in
the spiralling process of transformation’.14 For van Dijck, Eternal Sunshine ‘helps us
reinvent the meaning and function of personal memory’ by asking: ‘What do we
expect and want from our new tools? How do we envision the role of memory in our
lives and how would we like to change it?’15 Indeed, by positing questions about the
film’s engagements with the way technological tools transform mind and memory,
van Dijck essentially enters into the discursive space of critical posthumanism – even
if she doesn’t necessarily frame her analysis in those terms.
Reframing these ideas through the lens of critical posthumanism provides new
insight into Eternal Sunshine’s conflicted perspectives towards technology. On the one
hand, the film’s narrative suggests that the technological manipulation of memory
through brain mapping and semi-automatic computer wiping is something to be
deplored. This is because it is destructive to one’s sense of self; losing memories of
significant emotional and formative experiences means that important parts of Joel
and Clementine’s own identities are sacrificed in the process. This position, however,
R. Scott (dir.), Blade Runner, Warner Bros., 1982; P. Verhoeven (dir.), Total Recall, TriStar Pictures, 1990;
K. Bigelow (dir.), Strange Days, 20th Century Fox, 1995; M. Winterbottom (dir.), Code 46, BBC Films, 2003;
Wong, K. (dir.), 2046, Mei Ah Entertainment, 2004. For further discussion of the narrative and aesthetic
differences between these earlier and later science fiction memory films, see A. Smelik, ‘The Virtuality of
Time: Memory in Science Fiction Films’, in L. Plate and A. Smelik (eds.), Technologies of Memory in the
Arts, London, Palgrave Macmillan, 2009, pp. 52–68; Y. Teo, ‘Love, Longing and Danger: Memory and
Forgetting in Early Twenty-First-Century SF Films’, Science Fiction Film and Television, vol. 6, no. 3, 2013,
pp. 349–368.
11 Smelik, ‘The Virtuality of Time’, p. 64.
12 Teo, ‘Memory and Forgetting’, p. 350.
13 V. Nungesser, ‘I Forgot to Remember (to Forget): Personal Memories in Memento (2000) and Eternal
Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004)’, in A. Erll and A. Rigney (eds.), Mediation, Remediation, and the
Dynamics of Cultural Memory, Berlin, De Gruyter, 2009, p. 31.
14 J. van Dijck, Mediated Memories in the Digital Age, Stanford, Stanford University Press, 2007, p. 45.
15 Ibid., pp. 51–52.
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exists in tension with Eternal Sunshine’s simultaneous recognition that technology is
also deeply embedded in the processes of understanding and constructing a sense of
self. This much is clear, from the photographs, phone calls, and movie nights that
crystallise memories of Joel and Clementine’s relationship, to the cassette tapes that
are key to ‘reclaiming’ their lost identities after the procedure. This paper posits that
in its aesthetic and technical operations, the film actually demonstrates an alternative
approach towards the relationship between humans and technology – one which is
more attentive to the ways in which they coexist and extend upon the workings of one
another. The film realises this through the innovative employment of cinematic
technologies to depict Joel’s memories as fragmented, emotive, and nonlinear. In
presenting its unique vision of memory’s subjectivity and unreliability, Eternal
Sunshine demonstrates not only a scientifically informed realisation of human memory
but also an awareness of how cinematic technologies themselves manipulate and
mediate our understanding of memory formation.16
The film presents a story about what it means to be ‘human’ against the faceless
void of technological annihilation. This could be read as Eternal Sunshine’s fear of the
‘posthuman’ subject – one who has transcended or ‘lost’ their humanity by destroying
their memories. However, its fear of the ‘posthuman’ is based upon a
misunderstanding of the relationship between technology and human identity. From
a critical posthumanist position, this understanding must acknowledge the key role of
technology in the processes of self-understanding and self-evolution. Thus, the
purpose of this paper is to reconsider Eternal Sunshine’s ideas about what constitutes
‘human’ identity, and show that they are, in fact, more compatible with frameworks
of critical posthumanism than the film’s overarching narrative might initially suggest.
Critical Posthumanism
In her book How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and
Informatics, N. Katherine Hayles considers the trepidation held towards the concept of
the posthuman. She suggests that, for some, the posthuman is perceived as terrifying,
‘antihuman’, or even apocalyptic, signalling an end to human agency and the
beginning of a dehumanising subordination to machines.17 This sentiment runs
through Eternal Sunshine, a film that substantially relies upon ‘anxiety about
technology-based dehumanization’ in order to undergird its narrative drama.18 Most
of the story unfolds around Joel, who is asleep during the memory-erasing procedure,
yet is lucid within the space of his own mind, and able to rationalise and respond to
the events happening to him. Although Joel originally consents to the procedure, he
later changes his mind, when experiencing virtual reconstructions of tender memories
prompts the realisation that he would rather hold painful memories of Clementine
than forget their relationship ever existed. This leads to Joel’s active resistance towards
the procedure, a process that he begins to find increasingly invasive, sinister, and
disorienting. ‘I don’t know,’ he mutters to himself, as he attempts to make sense of his
Teo, ‘Memory and Forgetting’, p. 350.
N. K. Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics,
Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1999, pp. 283–288.
18 J. Edwards, Technologies of the Gothic in Literature and Culture: Technogothics, Florence, Taylor and
Francis, 2015, p. 2.
16
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disappearing memories, ‘You’ve got this thing. I’m in my bed, I know it. I’m in my
brain…’ Lacuna, Inc. (the fictional memory-erasing clinic) seemingly promises Joel a
‘posthuman’ utopia; a way to blissfully transcend the human experiences of emotional
pain and suffering through its specialised memory-erasing technology. The aesthetic
manifestation of memory erasure in Eternal Sunshine, however, is the exact opposite –
a terrifying experience of intrusive searchlights, sudden and inexplicable
disappearances, and the disturbing disintegration of the surrounding environment. In
one particularly nightmarish scene, cars fall from the sky and Joel finds himself
running back and forth along a street that appears to have no end, flipping back on
itself in a mirror pattern as the distorted, disembodied voices of Lacuna’s technicians
creep into the scene.
Eventually, despite Joel’s best efforts, his attempts to override the memory
erasure fails, and he wakes up with no recollection of Clementine. It seems that the
procedure has been successful, but instead of the promised ‘eternal sunshine of the
spotless mind’, Joel is left confused and restless. He impulsively decides to skip work
and take a train to Montauk Beach, where he is reunited with Clementine, although
the pair are now strangers to one another. This meeting has already been ordained by
Clementine’s last injunction to ‘meet me in Montauk’, whispered before Joel’s memory
of her is completely erased. But without remembering these instructions, how is this
reunion possible? Is it a coincidence? The mysterious workings of the subconscious? It
is implied by the film that there is something complex and elusive at work in the minds
of these characters; something undisputedly ‘human’ which evades the technological
manipulation of their memories and guides them towards one another, once more. In
this way, Eternal Sunshine seemingly affirms a humanist position, embracing the
unique qualities of human subjectivity and relationships, and rejecting the cold, hostile
power of dehumanising ‘posthuman’ technologies.
I would suggest, however, that this is only part of the story Eternal Sunshine
tells about the relationship between people and machines; a relationship that is, in fact,
shown to be closely intertwined and interdependent. To understand this more clearly,
it is important to clarify exactly what is at stake when we speak of ‘posthumanism’.
For Hayles, many who fear that the posthuman signifies the ‘end of humanity’ and the
debasement of human identity through technology hold beliefs about what it means
to be human which are firmly rooted in liberal humanism.19 She suggests that such
views assume ‘a vision of the human in which conscious agency is the essence of
human identity’.20 In the film, this humanist ‘vision of the human’ manifests in Joel’s
quest to exercise his autonomy in defiance of the memory-erasing procedure and to
resist the technological erosion of his sense of self. However, for Hayles, this is not the
only way to view the human self. She asserts that the posthuman can be another way
of conceptualising the human which is neither anti-human nor determined by the
traditions of liberal humanism.21 In fact, as Cary Wolfe has discussed, the ‘goals’ of
critical posthumanism are not even necessarily at odds with those of humanism.22

Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, pp. 286–287.
Ibid., p. 288.
21 Ibid., p. 287.
22 C. Wolfe, What is Posthumanism?, Minnesota, University of Minnesota Press, 2009, p. xvi.
19
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Humanism, after all, encompasses an extensive and internally diverse set of ideas,
with Roden suggesting that the label ‘humanist’ can broadly refer to
those who advocate the dignity of all human beings bestowed by their
shared moral nature, or to those who eschew religious morality in
favour of a morality grounded in human affections and activities.23
In this way, Wolfe has argued that for critical posthumanism, the
point is not to reject humanism tout court – indeed, there are many
values and aspirations to admire in humanism – but rather to show
those aspirations are undercut by the philosophical and ethical
frameworks used to conceptualize them.24
The main takeaway from this with regards to Eternal Sunshine is that critical
posthumanism can provide a framework for understanding the ways in which the film
holds an apparently contradictory set of ideas about what constitutes the human
subject. That is, it is possible for Eternal Sunshine to reinforce a humanist conception of
the self in its narrative drama, and yet simultaneously acknowledge posthumanist
reminders that technology is deeply embedded in the evolution of human identity,
and plays a crucial role in mediating the intricate workings of human memory.
Roden points out that, according to critical posthumanists, ‘those who see
cyborgs as colonized and invaded flesh fail to understand that humans have always
extended themselves through devices.’25 Eternal Sunshine harbours similar anxieties
about technological dehumanisation in its depiction of the outcomes of Lacuna’s
memory-erasing technology as confusion, emptiness, and loss, rather than peace of
mind. However, at the same time, the film also ironically subverts these fears by
approaching technology quite wryly – in a way that suggests a trite overfamiliarity,
rather than the ominous advancement of something new and terrifying. For example,
far from appearing technologically sophisticated, Lacuna is introduced as a company
that has clearly existed for years in relative obscurity. As Joel enters the shabby,
crowded reception, he overhears Mary Svevo, Lacuna’s secretary, informing a client
over the phone that it would be against their policy to perform the procedure three
times in a single month upon the same person. This exchange reveals how
commonplace the company’s technologies have become for the people who routinely
use them. This impression is hardly assuaged by the film’s deliberately low-tech
rendering of the memory-erasing operation itself, which is enacted through bundles
of tangled wire and clunky, outdated computer equipment. Furthermore, Stan and
Patrick, the technicians in charge of Joel’s memory erasure, are remarkably nonchalant
towards the procedure itself. Patrick absconds midway through the operation, and
Stan leaves the machines on ‘autopilot’ whilst he and Mary drink, smoke marijuana,
and dance over Joel’s sleeping body. By depicting the clinic and its mechanisms as

Roden, Posthuman Life, p. 10.
Wolfe, What is Posthumanism?, p. xvi.
25 Roden, Posthuman Life, p. 16.
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banal and mediocre, the film resists framing its memory-erasing technology as
futuristic or overtly dystopian.
Instead, Eternal Sunshine’s negotiation of the relationship between humans and
technology, in this instance, actually resonates with posthumanist ways of
conceptualising the human self. This entails an understanding of human identity that
is embedded within, and evolving through, its engagements with technology over
time. In the film, it is made apparent that the technological possibilities offered by
Lacuna have already garnered an established, if relatively niche, market for
themselves. This suggests that Eternal Sunshine‘s characters have been living in a world
where the possibility of ‘surpassing’ the human condition, by erasing one’s unwanted
memories, has been available for some time. Van Dijck raises a related point in her
discussion of the film, in response to the following question: why doesn’t ‘the image
of Joel’s head wired and plugged into the computer – an automatic software pilot
deleting memories from his brain – [look] as alien as it should’?26 For van Dijck, the
answer is quite straightforward – it doesn’t look strange to us, because we have
already become accustomed to seeing similar medical technologies, such as computerassisted surgery, x-rays, and MRI scans.27 ‘However far-fetched it may appear’, she
argues, ‘manipulation of the mind as a result of computer processing is theoretically
feasible.’28 Lacuna’s ‘posthuman’ technologies might therefore appear less ‘far-fetched’
if we are to consider that comparable technologies are already in operation within
medical industries and scientific drug trials today.29 In this way, it can be suggested
that becoming ‘posthuman’ does not consist of suddenly losing one’s humanity
overnight. Instead, posthumanism involves a process of gradually negotiating one’s
understandings of human identity and embodiment to include, rather than reject,
technological integration. This line of thought heeds Bruce Bennet et al.’s caution that
technology is often consistently ‘[misrecognised] as a periodically disruptive and
autonomous force or mechanism, rather than an object of social and political
negotiation…’30 In its depiction of Lacuna’s unobtrusive and long-running operation
in society, Eternal Sunshine gestures towards an understanding of technology and its
relationship to people as both practice and process, embedded into the way humans
live their lives and understand themselves.
Cinema and Posthumanist Memory
A closer examination of Eternal Sunshine’s approach to memory and identity formation
is key to understanding the film’s conflicted position towards the idea of
posthumanism. For Eternal Sunshine, a crucial part of human identity lies in the way
Van Dijck, Mediated Memories, p. 44.
Ibid.
28 Ibid.
29 See The President’s Council on Bioethics, Beyond Therapy: Biotechnology and the Pursuit of Happiness,
Washington, D.C., 2003; Miah, ‘The Ethics of Memory Deletion’, pp. 143–144; P. Outka, ‘History, the
Posthuman, and the End of Trauma: Propranolol and Beyond’, Traumatology, vol. 15, no. 4, 2009, pp. 76–
81; J. Vukov, ‘Enduring Questions and the Ethics of Memory Blunting’, American Philosophical
Association, vol. 3, no. 2, 2017, pp. 227–246.
30 B. Bennett, M. Furstenau, and A. Mackenzie, Cinema and Technology: Cultures, Theories, Practices,
Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2008, p. 4.
26
27

http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au

19

Published by: The Limina Editorial Collective
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons BY-NC-ND licensing arrangement

Limina, Volume 26.1, 2020

Sarah Yeung

characters’ senses of self are constructed through the narrativisation of their memories.
In the medical interview leading up to her memory-erasing procedure, Clementine
discuss her relationship with Joel, declaring,
I’ve been thinking lately how I was before, and how I am now, and it’s
like he changed me, I feel like I’m always pissy now. I don’t like myself
when I’m with him, I don’t like myself anymore.
It is in these comments that Clementine reveals how closely her sense of identity is
derived from how she remembers her past experiences and relationships. Here, to
better understand the film’s approach to the way memory is moulded and integrated
into one’s sense of self, it may be useful to refer to the psychological concept of
autobiographical memory. This is defined by Robyn Fivush as
[A] dynamic, fluid interplay of specific and recurring experiences,
embedded within more extended life events and periods, blended and
intertwined into a subjectively meaningful coherent story of a personal
past leading to a present self and projected onto an anticipated future.
Autobiographical memory defines who we are, how we came to be this
way, and what we will become.31
The processes of autobiographical memory can be seen at work throughout Eternal
Sunshine, particularly in the bewilderment and disorienting sense of loss experienced
by Joel and Clementine after their memories of one another have been erased. The
morning after the procedure, Joel is puzzled to discover pages ripped out of his diary,
indicating that he has not made an entry in two years. Unbeknownst to himself, he
wrote regularly throughout this period before handing these pages over to Lacuna; an
act he no longer remembers. Without his memories to guide the narrative construction
of his own identity, Joel forms a new story in the absence of the diary pages, mistakenly
assuming that the empty diary speaks to the dullness of his life and personality.
Clementine, on the other hand, is fraught by confusion and self-alienation the
following day. In an emotional outburst, she expresses to Patrick the incoherent sense
of self that has emerged from the broken narrative in her memory: ‘I’m lost, I’m scared,
I feel like I’m disappearing, my skin’s coming off, I’m getting old! Nothing makes any
sense to me!’
In the story told by Eternal Sunshine, memory is an essential component of
identity; erasing memories amounts to ‘deleting’ core parts of characters’ selves and
therefore compromising what makes them ‘human’. By depicting the breakdown of
Joel’s memories into distorted and incoherent fragments, the film indicates the
alarming nature of what is at stake – not only his memories of Clementine but also his
own sense of self, which is deeply bound up in the autobiographical narrative formed
from their experiences together. The troubling implications of deliberate memory
removal become apparent when Joel attempts to access a memory that has already
been erased, realising belatedly that it is a crucial piece in understanding how he came
R. Fivush, Social and Cultural Perspectives on Autobiographical Memory: Family Narratives and the
Development of the Autobiographical Self, Milton, Routledge, 2018, p. 12.
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to be in his current predicament, and also how he might be able to find a way out of it.
Hoping to seek advice from a virtual Dr Mierzwiak, Joel is instead met with an eerily
dark and cramped version of this memory, with the camera’s field of vision now
severely restricted by impenetrable darkness around the periphery of the scene,
indicating the forced forgetting of this moment.32 The unsettling nature of the
disintegration of memory is conveyed through Mierzwiak’s distorted, echoing voice,
the surreal re-arrangement of Patrick’s eyes and eyebrows, and the transformation of
Clementine into a faceless, anonymous woman. Notably, a silent, passive, and
dejected-looking Joel is seated across from Mierzwiak in this scene – a disquieting
gesture, perhaps, to Joel’s own future, in which he will no longer remember
Clementine, or even himself, in full. Highlighting the urgency of the loss of self and
memory at stake is Joel’s increasing distress towards the situation, as he attempts to
hide his vulnerable memories of Clementine from Lacuna’s erasing program. This is
dramatised through an elaborate game of cat-and-mouse, with Joel hurriedly ushering
a confused Clementine from one memory to another, trying to evade the procedure’s
searchlights and abrupt, computerised removals of Clementine from the scene. In this
way, Lacuna’s memory-erasing procedure is framed by the film as an encroachment
upon Joel’s very humanity, through its methodical destruction of important parts of
his autobiographical narrative. For Eternal Sunshine, this process threatens to
detrimentally reconfigure the threads of the story that make up Joel and Clementine’s
notions of who they are, and how they came to be that way. Thus, the film’s narrative
seems to suggest that it is the human self which requires preservation and protection
from the technological obliteration of posthumanism.
However, as discussed earlier, Eternal Sunshine struggles between
contradictory perspectives towards technology and posthumanism. Its primary
narrative, which depicts a resistance towards the perceived advancement of
technological dehumanisation, is perhaps the more obvious story told by the film. But
the problem with this narrative is that it sets up technology as external to the
development of the human self by framing technological memory modification as a
foreign and invasive process. In doing so, the film’s narrative drama appears to
misunderstand the pivotal role played by technology in mediating the processes of
autobiographical memory, through which characters’ senses of identity are
constructed. Rather, as van Dijck has argued, ‘brain, mind, technology, and materiality
are inextricably intertwined in producing and revising a coherent picture of one’s
past.’33 For van Dijck, ‘memory is not located either inside the body or outside it in
culture but is an embodied experience in which mind, computer, and object form the
distributed agency’.34 This view of human memory as deeply interwoven with
sociocultural and technological networks closely resonates with critical posthumanist
perspectives. Wolfe’s conceptualisation of posthumanism, for instance, emphasises
‘[naming] the embodiment and embeddedness of the human being in not just its
biological but also its technological world’.35 Yet, ironically, despite Eternal Sunshine’s
‘Virtual’, here, in the sense that we are presented with what appears to be a computer generated (or, at
least, computer mediated) dream projection of Dr Mierzwiak, as distinct from the ‘real-world’ version of
this character.
33 Van Dijck, Mediated Memories, p. 38.
34 Ibid., p. 46.
35 Wolfe, What is Posthumanism?, p. xv.
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storyline which positions technology as separate to the ‘natural’ processes of memory,
the film cinematically operates in a way that demonstrates a different understanding
of this relationship. Whilst the film’s narrative affirms a markedly humanist stance, its
cinematic mediations of memory actually explore memory in ways that emphasise
how it is enabled by technology, and intimately connected to it. In this way, Eternal
Sunshine’s technical construction of memory reveals another perspective on human
identity; one which is not dissimilar to the ideas forwarded by critical posthumanist
thinking.
The film’s material depictions of memory explore a fragmented, imagistic, and
nonlinear representation of the human mind. A significant portion of the film takes
place within the virtual space of Joel’s mind, as his memories are being erased during
his sleep. The procedure initially erases Joel’s memories of Clementine in reversechronological order, a process that is cinematically constructed as a kind of dream. The
procedure invokes a virtual fragment of each memory as it is primed for erasure,
starting with Joel’s most recent memories of Clementine, and working its way
backwards. It is not long, however, before the film’s own disjointed and mazelike
representation of memory rewires and reroutes this trajectory. Linear time becomes
confounded; in its stead, the film offers a coalescence of multiple temporalities, selves,
and narrative possibilities. For example, Joel’s efforts to derail the erasing procedure
lead to a cinematic oscillation between his adult and childhood memories. These
scenes depict an adult Joel attempting to intervene in humiliating and distressing
memories from his past, although without much success. Additionally, Eternal
Sunshine’s portrayal of Joel’s memory physically collapses events and places into one
another, obfuscating the spatial and temporal distinctions between separate memories.
In one instance, a single doorframe is shown connecting the bookstore where
Clementine works to the home of Joel’s friends, allowing a virtual Joel to seamlessly
move between these different memories. In another scene, towards the end of the film,
aisles filled with books and discrete memories of Clementine combine into a flowing
montage sequence, viewed from the window of a moving car in the final moments
before the procedure’s completion.
Several scholars have noted the way this portrayal of human memory is
responsive to developments in contemporary neuroscience regarding the dynamic
relationship between memory and emotion, as well as the factors influencing the
remembering and forgetting of information stored in the brain.36 Firstly, this speaks to
the way spectators are presented with an opportunity to apprehend the complex
operations of memory and autobiographical identity formation through the act of
watching the film. Eternal Sunshine’s cinematic dramatisation of memory erasure thus
serves as a way of mediating audiences’ understandings of the intertwining of
memory and identity; a process that is facilitated through the film’s inventive technical
employment of the cinematic medium itself. Secondly, this process of selfunderstanding, borne from the mutual interactions of memory and technology, also
happens for the characters, too. Despite the film’s primary narrative emphasising the
See A. Ouweneel, ‘Clementine’s Whisper: Consciousness in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004)
and Drama (2010)’, in A. Ouweneel (ed.), Freudian Fadeout: The Failings of Psychoanalysis in Film Criticism,
Jefferson, McFarland & Company, Inc., 2012, p. 152; Nungesser, ‘Personal Memories’, pp. 40–41; Teo,
‘Memory and Forgetting’, pp. 354–355.
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externality of technology to the human self, in other ways, Eternal Sunshine actually
explores the close relationship between memory and the technologies which mediate
it. For Joel, it is the very process of technological memory erasure itself which prompts
his realisation that his memories of Clementine are an important part of his sense of
self, leading to his change of heart about having them removed from his mind
altogether. The procedure incites a virtual experience of reliving his memories before
they are about to be deleted, causing Joel to respond emotionally to them, in a similar
manner to how one might become nostalgic towards old photographs, music
collections, or video recordings. Even as the procedure is depicted as an intruding
force which is separate to Joel’s mind, it also forms the technological event which
informs and interacts with Joel’s memory, setting off an important chain of events in
the trajectory of his story. In this way, Eternal Sunshine inadvertently demonstrates that
technology is essential to its conceptualisation of memory, in ways that go beyond the
narrow formulation expressed by the film’s main narrative drama.
From a critical posthumanist perspective, we can consider the way Eternal
Sunshine employs cinematic technologies to construct depictions of human memory
which serve to bridge the apparent differences between the processes of memory and
the technological systems they interact with. The effect of this is to break down the
notion of technology’s ‘foreignness’ to the workings of the human mind by exploring
how human memory is itself already an adaptive and flexible operation which
constantly develops and modifies itself. For instance, the film’s portrayal of memory
emphasises its tendencies towards distortion, nostalgia, and idealisation. Throughout
the film’s memory sequences, the camera persistently reinforces the limitations of
Joel’s subjective remembering. Frequently in motion, its close-up and narrow framing
cut off characters entirely, or only partially includes them in the mise-en-scène.
Evocative of both tunnel vision and a sense of intimacy, the camera foregrounds the
subjectivity of the one who remembers, decentring any objective depiction of the
events appearing within Joel’s recollections. Furthermore, if there is any consistent
‘pattern’ to Eternal Sunshine’s structures of memory, then it would be one that is
spatially and temporally condensed around the emotional inflections of remembering
and forgetting. In a scene revealing the memory of an argument between Joel and
Clementine at the flea market, Clementine is depicted as blurry and visually distorted.
Out of sync with her movements, her words echo angrily as she berates Joel for
criticising her desire to become a parent. Heavily mediated through film editing, the
construction of this memory may be read as revealing Joel’s desire to avoid
confronting events which are painful to experience and recall. In another example, the
film unravels a cherished memory of Clementine at the bookstore, in which the spines
of the books in the background fade and lose their form, until they are almost entirely
out of focus. This foregrounds the vibrancy of Clementine’s red hair, camisole, and
lipstick, accentuating the selectivity of what has made an impression on Joel in that
moment. The film, therefore, speaks to the way its characters’ views of the past are
imbued in the coalescence of joy, disappointment, and other powerful emotional
experiences. This resonates with van Dijck’s discussion of memory recall, in which she
asserts that
Memories effectively are rewritten each time they are activated; instead
of recalling a memory that has been stored some time ago, the brain is
http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au
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forging it all over again in a new associative context. Every memory,
therefore, is a new memory because it is shaped (or reconsolidated) by
the changes that have happened to our brain since the memory last
occurred to us.37
Hence, Eternal Sunshine’s filmic depictions of memory could be considered to display
the inherent behaviour of the mind to alter and modify memories on its own. When
positioned against this understanding, the introduction of technological memory
modification as a concept might, then, appear significantly less ominous or threatening
than the film’s narrative initially suggests. Instead of being something alien and
unfamiliar to the workings of the human mind, technology could be more fruitfully
regarded as something which aids and builds upon the memory modification
processes that are already part of the brain’s regular functioning.
Bringing together these perspectives, a key scene which affectively
demonstrates the co-workings of memory, film technology, and Lacuna’s memory
removal is the one depicting the erasure of Joel’s first memory of Clementine. The
scene presents a poignant return to an important memory in Joel’s life which marks
his first (and potentially last) remembered encounter with Clementine. Situated
between the technological erasing procedure and memory’s innate tendency to modify
itself, this moment is well placed to reveal their mutual interactions. The scene
portrays the day Joel and Clementine meet at Montauk Beach and break into a
beachside home together. Uncomfortable with the spontaneous and transgressive
nature of the situation, Joel eventually runs away from the beach house, and
Clementine, in humiliation. The cinematic construction of this scene is highly
mediated by Joel’s subjective, emotional relationship with this memory – such that the
memory itself becomes entirely transformed into a tender dialogue between Joel’s
experiences of his past and his present. Joel’s recollection of the beach house turns into
a largely made-up memory, in which Joel and his nostalgic memory of Clementine are
able to retrospectively converse about this event – allowing Joel to come to terms with
this painful and embarrassing experience in his past. It is here that regrettable
memories meet the possibility of new and dynamic mediations, which shape the very
way they are remembered and understood. As he turns to abandon the house, virtual
Clementine’s voice calls out over elegiac piano music: ‘I wish you’d stayed’, she says.
Poised on the brink of erasure, the memory begins to disintegrate; the beach house
collapses and fills with sand, the tide washes into the crumbling scene. Responding to
Clementine, Joel replies, ‘I wish I’d stayed... I do.’ In these moments, Eternal Sunshine
demonstrates Joel’s yearning for reconciliation with Clementine, cinematically staging
a memory that never existed – a goodbye and embrace between the couple, which
takes place as the memory itself slips away into forgetfulness. Reading this scene
against van Dijck’s claim that ‘computer memory perfectly suits the morphing nature
of human memory over time’ highlights the likeness between the workings of the brain
and the computer, as the latter ‘supports the inherent inclination of memory to store
and revise, to download and upload, to recollect and project or invent’.38 The film’s
nostalgic reconstruction of memory, therefore, serves to reveal the capacity for science
37
38
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fiction narratives and cinematic technologies to concomitantly demonstrate the
intimate connections which already exist between technology and the human mind. In
spite of its overarching humanist narrative, then, Eternal Sunshine’s cinematic
rendering of memory allows room for recognising that technological intervention does
not have to be a fearsome encroachment upon the human self because it has always
informed the process of ‘being human’.
Conclusion
For Wolfe, posthumanism ‘forces us to rethink our taken-for-granted modes of human
experience’.39 He suggests that its goal is not to surpass or reject the human, but to
‘describe the human and its characteristic modes of communication, interaction,
meaning, social signification, and affective investments with greater specificity’ than
before.40 These principles have informed the purpose of this paper, which aimed to
explore, via Eternal Sunshine, the human self as part of a dispersed network, where
memories have long been mediated through technological devices. The film’s romantic
narrative seeks a way of outmanoeuvring, outsmarting, and ‘out-humanising’ the
intervening technological forces, yet perhaps it does not have to. Ultimately, what the
characters are trying to outrun is not the posthuman itself, but a misguided idea of
what posthumanism represents. This is demonstrated through the film’s cinematic
workings, which reflect an approach that is more aligned with critical posthumanism;
recognising that to be human means to be intimately bound to the extending and
modifying workings of technological mediation.
After a tentative reconciliation, the film closes with a scene of Joel and
Clementine playing in the snow. This shot is repeated three times before fading away
and leaving the audience unsure if they are viewing a forgotten memory from the
couple’s past, or a new moment in their rekindled relationship. Much like the film
itself, this ambivalent fragment blurs the boundary between past and present, human
and posthuman, real, and imagined. The scene could be read as humanist in its
implications, revealing the happy reunion of Joel and Clementine; a triumph of the
human mind over the sinister and corrupting intrusion of technology. Yet, in the
uncertainty surrounding its origins and locality, the scene also lends itself to a
posthumanist interpretation. It suggests that the memory is embodied and embedded,
belonging to both the human body and the wider, mediating networks of technology
and culture; persistent and distributed.
In summary, this paper’s examination of Eternal Sunshine through the lens of
critical posthumanism sought to deconstruct and reconfigure the film’s humanist
narrative approach to identity and subjectivity. It investigated the tensions between
the film’s conflicting perspectives on the relationship between technology and human
memory. In doing so, this paper also set out to consider the way Eternal Sunshine, as a
work of cinematic mediation, shapes how spectators are able to encounter and
remember themselves as both human and posthuman.

39
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Envisioning Posthuman Existence in Han Song’s Subway (2010)
NI Fan1
The University of Western Australia
Chinese science fiction writer Han Song (韩松) is frequently compared with Can Xue, Lu Xun,
and Franz Kafka in the literary style of his unnerving stories, which traverse magical realism,
dystopian science fiction, and allegories of post-human existence. Focusing on Han Song’s
Subway series (《地铁》, 2010), this paper takes a post-humanistic and ecocritical approach
in understanding the prevalent eerie affect of ennui that is registered in the corporeality and
subjectivity of the characters. The stories reflect a progress-obsessed Chinese modernisation
haunted by the ghost of social Darwinism. Of particular interest is the dark affects that
surround the technologised spaces, where the boundaries of the human, nonhuman, and
posthuman are blurred and where corporeality is nullified by subjective numbness that mirrors
the curious mixture of terror and indifference that characterises contemporary responses to
environmental crises in the Anthropocene.

‘China has become more sci-fi like’, said Han Song in an interview with the Global Times,
and its ‘subway binge’ in recent years is one example.2 When the first subway line in
Chengdu was opened in September 2010, the news media all hailed the ‘subway era
of this city, and over 104,000 people took the subway for the first three days.3 To Han
Song, such a subway binge is both belated and surreal in China.4 While the world’s
first subway started operation in London in 1863, China did not have its first subway
until 1969, a subway line of 23.6 km in Beijing. It was followed by a seven-year gap
until Tianjin became the second city in the Mainland with a subway.5 Subway lines in
major cities mushroomed after 2005. According to the International Association of
Public Transport (UITP), China has ‘an overwhelming domination’ in urban rail
This research was carried out while in receipt of an Australian Government Research Training
Program Scholarship (International). Original text in Chinese has been translated by the author unless
specified.
2 I. Ruset, ‘The Reality of Chinese Science Fiction’, Global Times, https://gbtimes.com/the-reality-ofchinese-science-fiction, Apr 16, 2012.; G. Wildea and Y. Jia, ‘China’s subway building binge is back on
track’, Financial Times, 19 Dec. 2018, https://www.ft.com/content/90665d08-f915-11e8-af46-2022a0b02a6c,
accessed 26 Nov. 2020.
3 陈健, 许茹. “成都沈阳同日开通首条地铁”, 2010 年 09 月 28 日 07:50, 北京青年报. [Chen Jian, Xu Ru,
‘Chengdu and Shenyang Opened their first Subway on the same Day’, Beijing Youth News, 7:50, 28 Sept.
2010.] http://www.ce.cn/cysc/jtys/tielu/201009/28/t20100928_20511987.shtml, accessed on 19 Oct 2019.
4 S. Han, ‘Preface’, in Subway, Shanghai People’s Press, Shanghai, 2010, p. 12 [Han. S 韩松, “Xuyan,” Di
Tie “序言,” <地铁>, Shanghai: Shanghai Renmin Chubanshe 上海: 上海人民出版社, 2010, p. 12].
5 The first subway line in Beijing was built from 1965 to 1969; Tianjing started building its own subway
line from 1970 and the project was completed and put in use in 1976.《城市轨道交通概论》余振,欧志新
Yu Zhen, Ou Zhixin (ed.) Chengshi Guidao Jiaotong Gailun, Introduction to Urban Railway Transportation,
Xinan Jiaotong Daxue Chubanshe, Southwest Jiaotong University Press, 2014, pp. 19–20.
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development in at least the last five years. In 2018, China made up over two thirds of
the world’s new metro station infrastructures.6 To a large extent, the subway, the highspeed train, and the other latest transportations, have not just shaped contemporary
life and our concept of time, but have also become a potent symbol of techno-scientific
modernisation. Therefore, as a science fiction (SF) writer, Han Song notes in the preface
of Subway, the subway provides an excellent lens to perceive the present and history
and to conceive the future in the socio-cultural context of contemporary Chinese
society and to understand ‘its diversity, division and uncertainty towards the future’.7
The series of stories in Subway envision how humans transform themselves into
posthumans while bringing the world an anthropogenic apocalypse. In the
technology-dominated society symbolised by the subway, the popular modern mode
of transportation, human corporeality is nullified by psychophysical numbness. The
semi-closed spatiality of the subway also makes it resemble ‘the iron house’ in Lu
Xun’s poignant criticism of the Chinese people’s numbness towards people’s
sufferings in the early twentieth century; here this numbness does not just belong to
the Chinese people but to the majority of humanity, as a species, towards the
environmental crisis. Also, the numbness here is a result of posthuman abandonment
of embodiment during technology-dominated modernisation. Han Song’s Subway is a
nihilistic, dystopian parable of our contemporary society, entrenched in the false belief
of technological rationality, which is the ideological root cause of ecological
degradation. The eerie affect and numb corporeality are striking in the stories and the
central question remains as to what being human means to us. In this paper I approach
the issue of posthuman subjectivity mainly with (but not restricted to) N. Katherine
Hayles’ posthuman theories and affective ecocritical approaches. I argue that Han Song
brings the early twentieth century intellectuals’ reflections about the cultural and
identity crisis of the Chinese nation further to a posthuman speculation on the crisis of
human existence in this era labelled as Anthropocene.8 The story poses an existentialist
question to its contemporaries facing the dual challenge of technological modification
of living beings and the ecological degradation on this planet.
Chinese ‘New Wave’ SF, Han Song and the Subway series
SF, as a genre of fictional narrative, helps us conceive, perceive, and scrutinize
(post-)modernity. While the burgeoning of SF in China in the late nineteenth century
can be seen as a modern cultural phenomenon, the ‘insurgency’ of SF, termed Chinese
‘New Wave’, is a notable cultural phenomenon in post-1990s China. Among them, Han
Song (born 1965) is one of ‘the Three Marshals’ (三巨头 san jutou), together with Wang
The International Association of Public Transport (UITP), ‘Statistics Brief: New Urban Rail
Infrastructure, 2018’, Feb. 2019, p. 2. https://www.uitp.org/new-urban-rail-infrastructure-2018, accessed
26 Nov. 2020.
7 Paraphrased from Han, ‘Preface’, p. 12: 'The deepest agony of China, the giant fissure in her heart, her
struggle against absurdity, and the uncertainty of the future after she woke up and flourished, and her
hidden crisis, its being sieged by the world, and the unsettling, wandering souls of her sons and
daughters.'
8 Anthropocene refers to the geological epoch after Holocene where human activities have become such
a substantial factor in the geology and atmosphere of the Earth. Popularised by the atmospheric chemist
Paul J. Crutzen in the 1970s, the Anthropocene can refer to the time since the first industrial revolution
till today, though consensus has not yet been attained.
6
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Jinkang and Hugo-award-winning writer Liu Cixin.9 Known as soft SF by its fans, Han
Song’s works are distinct from that of Liu Cixin’s hard SF, and their disparate styles
are seen as having ‘fundamentally shaped the new wave’.10 Whether soft or hard, the
‘New Wave’ observes contemporary society critically, which distinguishes it from
earlier SF in China that is deeply shaped by a 'utopian narrative' and techno-scientific
optimism to help modernise the Chinese nation, namely, the Kexue Xiaoshuo (科学小
说, Science Novels) in the early modern China (late 19th century and early 20th century)
and the Kexue Wenyi (科学文艺, Science Arts and literature) or Kepu Xiaoshuo (科普
小说, Science Educational Novels) in the early era of PRC.11
Like other Chinese modern literature, Chinese SF started with an unfailing
political concern for the fate of the Chinese nation in crisis. What we now see as the
first Chinese SF is an unfinished utopian political fantasy, Future of New China (1902),
written by Liang Qichao (1873-1929), a renowned intellectual and political activist. The
story pictures a democratic, Confucian 'new China' six decades later, where an
internationally educated Confucian intellectual gives a speech to the international
audiences about the revolution that modernised and rejuvenated China six decades
ago. Situating Han Song’s work in the context of Chinese SF helps us see how Han
Song responds to the prevalent modern narrative of national identity in contemporary
China and reflects on the modern conditions in China. Like Liang, Han Song is also
concerned about the fate of the Chinese nation that is very much seen as a political
other in the international sphere. Yet distinct from Liang’s utopian proposition of
techno-scientific modernisation and democracy, Han Song ‘unleashed a nightmarish
unconscious of a dream’ that belongs to ‘a collective entity’ of the ‘new China’.12
Han Song is a senior journalist in China’s biggest official media outlet, Xinhua
News Agency, yet his unusual career as a SF writer started as early as middle school,
where he won a prize for SF in his native city, Chongqing. He continued writing
science fiction while at university and won the Chinese SF Silver Prize (中国科幻小说
银奖), awarded by Science Fiction World (SFW) magazine, in 1988 and 1991 respectively.
The then editors from SFW recognised Han’s talent but they did not recommend Han’s
typical eerie style. Fortunately, Lv Yingzhong (吕应钟), a writer from Taiwan, highly
praised Han’s novelette Epitaph of the Cosmos ( 《 宇 宙 墓 碑 》 ) and brought the
manuscripts to Taiwan. In 1991, Epitaph of the Cosmos won the First Prize for Sinophone
SF organized by ‘Imagery’ (《幻象》, Huanxiang) magazine. Nine years after that, Han
published his first novel 2066: Red Star over America (or Mars over America《2066 西行
漫记》, 2000), and his second novel Red Ocean (《红色海洋》, 2004) was also highly
regarded. Subway (2010), his third work, depicts a post-apocalyptic subway space in
N. Isaacson, ‘Han Song’, Chinese Literature Today, vol. 7, no. 1, 2018, p. 4.
M. Song, ‘Representing the Invisible: Chinese Science Fiction in the 21 Century’, in C. Rojas and A.
Bachner (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Modern Chinese Literatures, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2016,
p. 550.
11 In this book, Hayashi Hisayuki distinguishes the different Chinese terms that were used as equivalent
to science fiction, the above three are the words mainly used. For Hisayuki, they are different from what
is now seen as science fiction. 武田雅哉，林久之（著），李重民（译）.《中国科学幻想文学史》
（下），浙江大学出版社 2017, pp. 4–5 [Masaya Takeda, and Lin Jiuzhi, A History of Chinese Science
Fiction, vol. 2, Li Chongmin (trans.), Hangzhou: Zhejiang University Press, 2017, pp. 4–5.]; M. Song,
‘After 1989: The New Wave of Chinese Science Fiction’, China Perspectives, no. 1, 2015, pp. 7–13.
12 M. Song and T. Huters, The Reincarnated Giant: an Anthology of Twenty-First-Century Chinese Science
Fiction, Columbia University Press, New York, 2018, p. xiii.
9
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an unspecified future Chinese metropolis.13 This was followed by a sequel called Highspeed Train (《高铁》, 2012). His other recent works include The Rebirth Brick (《再生
砖》, 2016), The Ghosts (《亡灵》, 2018) and many more. He also published a book
called Manifesto of Imagination (《想象力宣言》, 2000), a collection of short essays that
promote SF writing and imagination in China.
Han Song’s writing shows not so much the inherent logic of technology but
human fear and existential paradoxes when encountering defamiliarized everyday
places in a technologized 'Gloomy China' (dubbed by another notable SF writer and
critic, Jia Liyuan (贾立元, pseudonym: Fei Dao, 飞氘):
… haunted as it is by the modern ghosts of the age of technology rather
than by the classical ghosts of traditional supernatural stories such as
those of Pu Songling (1640- 1715).14 The paradox is that the malevolent
spirits of the past have not disappeared under the democracy and
science of today’s society, but have, in new forms, become wedded to
modern technology and to modern techniques of domination.15
The Subway series is typical of Han Song’s writing: a mixture of mysterious symbols,
dystopian SF, and allegories of posthuman existence. It is composed of five loosely
interlocking stories set in subways, followed by around 10 pages of subtexts: a list of
major subway accidents around the world and a list of safety instructions for subway
accidents. These journalistic and instructive texts join in dialogue with the apocalyptic
fictional narratives, and they somehow bring these subway incubuses into a realistic
and historical front. The characters in each of the stories are only incidentally related
to those in others. Zhou, a subway passenger in the second story, is the son-in-law of
Old Wang from the first story and is once briefly referred to by Xiao Wu in the third
story. Apart from a few references between the stories, each of the protagonists is
lonely and rootless, indicating posthuman existence as a ‘bare life’ that is drifting
outside of the bio-political zone. While the first two stories are about two
institutionalised humans’ unusual experience in the subway, the third story happens
in a surreal city landscape where the whole city was destroyed in an ‘experiment’,
leaving a few doomsday survivors to strive to return. The fourth story depicts the
underground future-humans’ efforts at finding their paradise lost. The last one is
about the outer-space expatriates who revisit the lost world to investigate the ‘fall of
S City is an ambiguous reference to any of the big cities in China, but especially recalls Shanghai or
Beijing. In the first story, Old Wang died when building the first subway in the city (and the first
subway in Beijing was also constructed secretly), an allusion which makes S city a potential symbol for
Beijing. See ‘北京建中国第一条地铁很神秘’, 《中国生活记忆: 建国 65 周年民生往事》陈煜编著, 中国轻工
业出版社,2014 年 8 月. [Chen Yu (ed.) ‘It was a mysterious Event when Beijing Built its First Subway
Line’, Chinese Living Memories: 65-Year Anniversary Review of the People’s Lives, Chinese Light Industry
Press, Aug. 2014.]
14 Pu Songling (蒲松龄, 1640-1715), a scholar in the Qing Dynasty, is famous for Liaozhai Zhiyi (《聊斋志
异》), also known as Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio, a collection of ghost stories or spirit stories. The
genre is typical of the Chinese classical stories called zhiguai (志怪) and chuanqi (传奇) that are highly
speculative and involve ghosts and animal-transformed spirits and are critically suggestive of societal
issues.
15 Jia Liyuan, ‘Gloomy China: China’s Image in Han Song’s Science Fiction’, J. Martinsen (tr.), Science
Fiction Studies, vol. 40, no. 1, 2013, p. 103.
13
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the human’. Both are set on a future post-apocalyptic planet Earth where humans
perish, granting the subway as, in Pierre Nora’s term, ‘lieux de memorie’ (sites of
memory). 16 Although Subway does not provide a narrative directly focused on
ecological destruction, it proceeds hand in hand with his criticism of the ‘development’
myth that has been dominating China since the late nineteenth century. China is not a
special case, but it is notable for the stunning speed of economic development and
environmental degradation in the last thirty years. This paper will particularly focus
on the first three stories in Subway because that is where the issues of posthuman affect
and the environment stand out, while the last two focus more on the human
descendants’ odyssey back to the old world. In Han Song, the subway can be seen as
one of the most important modern technological innovations which he utilises to
imagine a dystopian, other-sided reality.
Theoretical Framework
As technological modernisation has come to a troubling point where both ecological
destructions and hyper technology are posing major challenges to human existence in
the ‘Anthropocene’ epoch, posthuman scholarship provides valuable insights for
people to negotiate human existence. To begin with, it is worth clarifying that
posthumanism is a portmanteau name for disparate renovations of modern humanism,
against its backdrop of (the unease of) the challenge posed by technology. In 1977, Ihab
Hassan wrote: ‘We need to understand that five hundred years of humanism may be
coming to an end, as humanism transforms itself into something that we must
helplessly call posthumanism.’ 17 To Hassan, the European, white ‘Vitruvian Man’,
enshrined at the centre of the universe representing Western modernity, is facing a
fundamental crisis. Since then, various scholars offer different understandings of the
term ‘posthuman’.
Three decades after Donna Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto, Rosi Braidotti
celebrates in The Posthuman the birth of a ‘posthuman’ subject that is more-thanwhite/male and more-than-human. 18 With this ‘posthuman’, Braidotti seeks to
reconstruct the long-enshrined 'Vitruvian Man', providing us a useful critique of the
anthropocentrism in modern humanism. However, as far as the latest NBIC
technology is concerned, we have to employ a different understanding of
‘posthuman’. 19 While N. Katherine Hayles claims the technological removal of
embodiment would transform the human into the posthuman, David Roden goes
further to bring out a dystopian version of the posthuman, that is: ‘technologically
engendered nonhuman’.20 According to Roden’s posthuman speculation, posthuman
is a hypothetical (yet not impossible) no-longer-human human descendent as a result
P. Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’, Representations, vol. 26, 1989, p. 7.
I. Hassan, ‘Prometheus as Performer: Toward a Posthumanist Culture?’, The Georgia Review, vol. 31,
no. 4, 1977, p. 835.
18 D. Haraway, 'Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and Socialist Feminism in the 1980s',
Socialist Review, no. 80, 1985; R. Braidotti, The Posthuman, Cambridge, Polity, 2013, pp. 46, 51.
19 NBIC refers to nanotechnology, biotechnology, information technology, cognitive science.
20 N. K. Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics,
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2008, p. 4.; D. Roden, Posthuman Life: Philosophy at the Edge of the
Human, London, Routledge, 2014, p. 9.
16
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of NBIC technological manipulation beyond the threshold of human biological
substrate, or ‘technological singularity’. Roden’s assumption sounds futuristic and scifi like but it helps urge people to confront a gloomy version of posthuman possibilities.
In 2002, political scientist Francis Fukuyama, warned people of the danger of
unrestricted NBIC technology, that it could deal a fundamental blow to our ‘shared
human nature’, causing humans to be enslaved by technology. 21 In Subway, while
humans transform themselves into body-free posthumans, a dystopian posthuman
world in Roden’s definition is coming into being.
The interrogation of humanism comes together with the questioning of its
epistemological basis; for many this is Cartesian dualism. Many believe that it is
dualist thinking that separates the metaphysical self from its body, the human from
nature, which henceforth brings about a belief that here is a material world to be
organised, manipulated and dominated by the ‘rational’ human. As Braidotti says:
‘there is a direct connection between monism, the general unity of all matter and postanthropocentrism as a general frame of reference for contemporary subjectivity’. 22
Similarly, instead of seeing the human mind as a separate transcendental entity and
the human body as the vehicle to control, Hayles argues that ‘human life is embedded
in a material world of great complexity, one on which we depend for our continued
survival’.23
Emerging with the latest discoveries in cognitive science, affect theory provides
a useful approach to reconverge body and mind and to reflect on posthumanism. As
Houser writes：’Affect is the fulcrum for imagining posthumanism as vulnerability
rather than as a state of being “not”, “beyond” or “after” humanism.’24 Affect indicates
‘bodily capacities to affect and be affected or the augmentation or diminution of a
body’s capacity to act, to engage and to connect, such that autoaffection is linked to
the self-feeling of being alive—that is, aliveness or vitality.’25 While the feeling is ‘a
sensation that has been checked against previous experiences and labelled’, an
emotion is ‘the projection or display of a feeling’, affect is ‘a non-conscious experience
of intensity; it is a moment of unformed and unstructured potential’.26 Both feelings
and affect can be shown in the form of emotion. Affect theory traces back to Baruch
Spinoza and borrows heavily from psychoanalysis and post-structuralism, such as
Jacques Lacan and Gilles Deleuze. As Brain Massumi asked: ‘what new emotions does
it make it possible to feel? What new sensations and perceptions does it open in the
body?’27 The focus of affect not only remarries the body and emotions long separated
as a binary opposition in modern times, but also disrupts the realm of causality by

F. Fukuyama, Our Posthuman Future: Consequences of the Biotechnology Revolution, Profile Books, 2003,
p. 15.
22 Braidotti, The Posthuman, p. 57.
23 Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, p. 5.
24 H. Houser, ‘Affective Turn’, in Rosi Braidotti (ed.), Posthuman Glossary, London, Bloomsbury
Publishing, 2018, p. 16.
25 P. Clough, ‘Introduction’, in P. Clough and J. Halley (eds), The Affective Turn, New York, Duke
University Press, 2007, p. 2.
26 E. Shouse, ‘Feeling, Emotion, Affect’, M/C Journal, vol. 8, no. 6, 2005, http://journal.mediaculture.org.au/0512/03-shouse.php, accessed 23 Nov. 2020.
27 B. Massumi, ‘Foreword’, in G. Deleuze and F. Guattari (eds), A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and
Schizophrenia, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1987, p. xv.
21
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underlining the bodily potentials that are simultaneously affected by and affecting the
world around us: ‘Affect is only understood as enacted.’28
Affect ‘forces us constantly to pose the problem of the relationship between
mind and body with the assumption that their powers constantly correspond in some
way’.29 While posthumanism seeks to reconfigure mind and body, human and morethan-human, the affect theory ‘expresses a new configuration of bodies, technology
and matter, instigating a shift in thought in critical theory.’30 The Affects lead us into a
new theoretical terrain to understand the relationship between (post) human
subjectivity, soma-affectivity, embodiment, technology manipulation and the
environment.
With affect as a core sign of the human as a species, when consciousness and
corporeality are separated and modified, posthuman (in Hayles’s definition) and even
posthuman nonhuman (in Roden’s understanding) will be born. Bringing posthuman
perspective into the discussion of Han Song’s Subway does not necessarily indicate
anti-technology, but it does call attention to humans’ embodied subjectivity and the
ecology where their bodies dwell. In the stories, as the paper will show, when technoscientific rationality governs society, not only has the ecology changed but the (post)human bodies are turned numb and their emotions are depressed, their loss of
affectivity also indicates a loss of vitality and a fundamental nihilism. In this article,
with a de-anthropocentric viewpoint, I would take on Kayle’s precaution towards the
technological amplification of body-mind division to understand Han Song’s
apocalyptic posthuman thought experiment. While recognizing that the stories
revolve around the humanly posthuman characters mostly, the stories also envision
the technologically engendered nonhumans as alternative human descendants, as is
shown in the last story. Subway is a thought experiment to imagine what could happen
if human continues using NBIC technology to manipulate the biological human body
and cognition with the entrenched belief of a dualistic separation of the two.
Existential Crisis in the Posthuman Era
The five remotely related stories depict some obscure characters for whom the
meaning of life is fundamentally nihilistic. Not only have they lost their memories but
also their passion for anything. Their common emotions of ennui also echo with the
numbness of their bodies in the technologized environment. For example, in the first
story, Old Wang, a middle-aged man takes, as usual, the last subway at midnight as
he finishes his night shift before retirement, finding his fellow passengers all fast
asleep. He is terrified to see some tiny people putting the sleeping passengers into big
jars and carrying them away, but the next day when he wakes up in the subway station,
he becomes ‘real’ again, and the world repeats his routine as usual. The only thing he
can confirm about his experience is an ID card of a Mr. Wu on the train that night. To
investigate the issue, he finds Mr. Wu according to the address on the ID card, only to
find a woman who claims to be the daughter of Mr. Wu, and tells him that Wu was a
worker during the construction of the city’s first subway and died thirty years ago.
B. Massumi, Politics of Affect, Oxford, Polity Press, 2015, p. vii.
M. Hardt, ‘What affects are Good for?’, in Clough and Halley (eds), The Affective Turn, p. x.
30 Clough, 'Introduction', p. 2.
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The next morning, while the accident of the last subway is exposed in Newspapers,
Old Wang is found dead, appearing calm and satisfied, soaking in a jar filled with
green liquid as though a baby in mother’s womb, like those other passengers he saw
the previous night. Old Wang’s docility, and (even willing) acceptance of his nightafter-night work shift constitute his emotionless living condition where neither his
workmates nor his families show any personal feelings in their daily interactions. Old
Wang’s existence as a living being is put into question, casting a sense of eeriness on
the readers.
As Hayles claims, it is in the removal of human embodiment that we have
already become posthuman, here with the Old Wang, at least his human subjectivity
is challenged. In this story, on the late-night train, as Old Wang tries to talk with the
young man beside him, he pats the man’s shoulder only to find his hand penetrating
air, he tries it on himself and finds his body immaterial too:
His fingers, hand, wrist and arm go into his chest and penetrate through
his back, not hurting, feeling nothing—unexpectedly, he turns out to be
a mere hollow man, he is also merely a hollow man! 31
The realisation of his immateriality shocks him; he looks at the darkness out of the
window and feels himself travelling in the universe. Imagining himself away from his
city, continuing further and further to somewhere he does not know, suddenly he
bursts into tears:
He is surprised and embarrassed… that he can cry himself! So he laughs,
he laughs at himself. He has long forgotten how to cry or laugh. The cry
or laugh sound like babies’ cries, so he realizes it’s not a dream. His
thinly harbored hope is disillusioned. Even when his parents died, he
remained nonchalant…32
However, ‘how does the useless laugh or cry burst out of the hollow, shadowy body
without flesh or blood’? For a moment, he starts to doubt whether he really exists or
not: ‘perhaps the sounds were just pre-recorded? ... Perhaps he never really existed?
But who is he?’33 For a short instant Old Wang’s autoaffection, or self-feeling of being
alive, is recovered, only by the burst of tears and laughter. Inexplicable and ineffable,
his sudden eruption of affect is triggered by his seeing the darkness surrounding the
last subway. His vitality is transiently displayed through the recovery of his body’s
affectivity. Old Wang’s life, exploited as a ‘sacrifice’ to the ‘development’ of society, is
embodied in his being employed as a power station in the end. His body is used as
biofuel and stored in a big jar with liquid, and will be rediscovered by the
underground human descendants in the fourth story. In the way that his body is
manipulated and his affective ability is lost, Old Wang is being transformed into a
posthuman. The corpses of the ‘ancient’ human ancestors are treated as tools for a

Han, Subway, p. 17.
Ibid, p. 19.
33 Ibid, p. 19.
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grand purpose of progress, the transformation of the bodies into biofuel signifies the human
enslaved by technological progress.
The loss of affectivity and the numbness of body also bring about a cultural
void: not just a loss of meaning but also their ability to make meaning. The last name
of the young man Old Wang met on the train is Wu ‘吴’, which alludes to nothingness,
pronounced in Chinese as wu (无). This is also the last name of the other four male
protagonists in the other stories, namely Xiao Wu (小武), Wuwang (五妄), and Wushui
(雾水). They all share a common pronunciation for wu (无): the word for ‘nothingness’,
which indicates the essential nihilism of their lives. Wu Wang (a descendent of the
fourth story) sounds similar with wu wang ( 无 望 ), meaning ‘hopelessness’, and
Wushui (Fog water) indicates a sense of bewilderment in his character. While these
two characters in the post-apocalypse settings are hopeless and bewildered, Mr. Wu,
the subway builder who died in an accident 30 years ago, vanishes as if he never
existed; nevertheless, the subway expands inexorably.
Following the nihilistic tone in Old Wang’s encounter with Mr Wu’s phantom,
the second story causes an even stronger sense of eeriness: meanwhile the train keeps
rushing on towards a sea of stars, people shut in the cabins underwent despair,
cannibalism, and metamorphosis. The utopian project turns out to be most disastrous,
causing too much depression and the competitive nature of contemporary society.
When the passenger named Zhou Xing is trapped in the ceaseless subway with others,
the indifference and coldness of the train, together with the darkness out of the
window, strikes Zhou as what he realises as ‘the reality’:
All in all, for the iron-shelled subway train that lost its feelings yet can
still run on and on in time’s long course, it doesn’t care about a purpose,
but for an individual passenger whose age is limited, fate can be
immensely changed. This, perhaps, is what life means when it goes
from one point to the darkness. After all those years Zhou Xing took the
subway, perhaps finally the ending is revealing itself to him? He is just
an ordinary member of this crowd that, as a community, is grappled by
something incorrigible, curling in a pile like trembling rats, heading
forward forever in a uniform speed, without a moment for a short rest.34
Among the desperate passengers, a young man named Xiao Ji proposes to go to the
front of the train for a check, but nobody responds to him. Finally, as Xiao Ji reaches
the front, he sees a splendid picture of twinkling stars, while inside the cabins, people
are eating each other and later turn into deformed beings similar to amphibians or fish.
The small societies collapse and retrogress into primitive societies. The subway
heading forth resembles the linear temporality and high speed of modernisation, with
a utopian illusion displayed in the front. The cabins resemble different human societies
or communities, reminding one of the morally decadent societies built by children in
Lord of the Flies (1954) by William Golding, a dystopian story that reflects a pessimistic
view of humanity. Like Golding, Han Song pictures the cruelty of modernisation by
making it contingent on human nature in its worst state, and thus imagines a
dystopian alternative from the technology-optimistic grand narrative. The subway
34
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http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au

34

Published by: The Limina Editorial Collective
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons BY-NC-ND licensing arrangement

Limina, Volume 26.1, 2020

NI Fan

also represents the ‘developmental modernity’ myth that both capitalistic and
communist societies chase. Most often, the somatic and mental sufferings of the
humans were concealed and overlooked in both economic modes of societies. The
people undergoing the fast-aging process also alludes to the growing aging population
that turns old before becoming well-off (未富先老, wei fu xian lao) in current Chinese
society.
In the third story, a timid young man named Xiao Wu wanders in the city; he
remembers nothing about his life, his name, or where he is from. In the city, he meets
a vigorous girl named Kaka. Unlike the aimless Xiao Wu, Kaka has a strong sense of
purpose, that is, to find out more about her last life. Kaka was a flight attendant whose
defunct consciousness is resurrected with the latest biotechnology owned by C
Company; therefore, she is a real ‘new human’. Rumour has it that a disaster is falling
upon S city; the rich can buy tickets from NASA to fly to outer space to escape while
the poor have to hide themselves underground in the rock formations, so Kaka invites
Wu for an exploration in the subway. They go through the underground tunnels and
finally reach the surface of the moon through the underground. It seems to be the
biggest secret, that the subway dug underground is actually leading towards the sky,
thus the above and the below are the same, indicating that ‘progress’ is actually a
disaster. In the end, Wu is killed in a huge explosion, yet he knows that he will be
resurrected, and he decides to find out about the source of his name ‘Xiao Wu’. There
is a strong Nihilism in the tropes of apocalypses and the characters’ ‘reincarnation’ via
technological means. A lack of memory is common among the characters in these
stories, and when the human body and mind are separated, their subjectivity is also
disrupted and doubted. If Xiao Wu’s loss of identity results from his alienation in the
city, Kaka’s determination is more ironic because it is based on her obliviousness of
real life. Both of their memory losses echo their affective void (nonchalance and
numbness) which cast them in an existential predicament. Where technological ways
manipulate the natural processes (corporeal properties and the mortal human life), the
(post) human subjectivity is disrupted and their existence also fundamentally
challenged.
After the apocalypse in the third story, descendants of the poor struggle from
the dark underground world back to the ‘paradise lost’, and the descendants of the
rich build an authoritarian government ruled by elders in outer space. In the last story,
the elders dispatch a boy named Wushui and a cyborg girl called Luzhu to investigate
the explosion that destroyed their ancestors’ world. In the last two stories, these
human descendants only find a world of ruins on the ground, with the rats and
technologically engendered nonhumans (as in Roden’s posthuman speculation) who
claim to be descendants of humans and the dominators of the Galaxy. While Luzhu
sacrifices herself to protect him, Wushui finally finds the statue of the god, in which
the ancestors preserve their collective memories. As he connects himself with it, as the
memories and affects burst into his mind, he suddenly ‘reinstall[s]’ his lost humanity
and is ‘reborn’:
… He saw a blurry, light green halo, crystalized with collective
memories, like the placenta in the womb, collecting the bits and pieces
from the void. On the fluffy surface there came five basic feelings: a
sense of grandeur, pride, desolation, anxiety and suffering, while the
http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au
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normal absurd, ridiculous, farcical, contradictory, and helpless feelings
are gone. The halo congregates into a fetus-like thing, primordial and
blurry, yet it makes Wushui solemn and determined to inherit these
feelings. After all, the ancestors have preserved the biggest secret
weapon of their race—perhaps it is the same thing that has been driving
the trains forward!35
For the posthuman descendants, the recovery of their ancestors’ collective memories
and affects helps him to become alive and regain the meaning of life. With this
epiphany, Wushui realizes how precious Luzhu is, for she is willing to sacrifice herself
out of love for another: ‘He believed that Luzhu was not a replacement or a thinking
machine, whether in the past, present or future, she would always be the real living
being that can be felt by a body with flesh and blood.’36 It turns out that the human
meta-consciousness is an urgent need for the dominators of the Galaxy (the
technologically engendered nonhumans), who are now facing a major crisis. These
nonhuman posthumans, better, faster and stronger than humans could ever become,
snatch the meta-consciousness from Wushui, leaving him an immortal body oblivious
of the collective memories or emotions. Unable to feel pain or excitement, Wushui is
sent to live in the posthuman cities floating on the ocean. In the end, it turns out that
these cities are actually all ruins. On the ‘blood-coloured surface of the water’, nothing
is left but ‘millions of human corpses’.37 When Wushui turns around, nothing is left.
The story concludes with this nihilistic, apocalyptic picture, which expresses an
anxiety of existential crisis. This nonhuman posthuman world, like its predecessors’,
is heading forth along the linear route of ‘progress’ till history repeats itself in an
apocalypse. Till this point, Han Song’s eerie posthuman speculation can be disturbing
for the readers like ‘a ghost story in the technologized era’, and the dystopian narrative
of apocalypse highlights an existential crisis in the world all set on technological
competition.38
Technological Manipulation, Ecosickness, and Landscape without Nature
Another important aspect of the posthuman existence depicted in Subway is the
negligence of corporeality, which is represented by ecosickness through transcorporeal pollution. Ecosickness refers to diseases of the body resulting from the
degraded environment, and it pervades the contemporary world with industrial
wastes. Materials, such as toxic chemicals, radiation and micro-plastics, can enter into
the soil, water and air, and finally damage the health of the land, the ocean, marine life,
flora and fauna, as well as the human body. The sick body intoxicated with pollution
is also shown in the characters’ psychological states, which we would discuss in this
section. Among the five stories, it is the third story that has undergone a complete
process of doomsday collapse. It brings us to Xiao Wu’s S city, a historical city that
abandoned its original name. S is for ‘submit, sustain, survive, and succumb’ in
Han, Subway, p. 280.
Ibid, p. 287.
37 Ibid, p. 293.
38 As was mentioned earlier, Han Song’s stories are compared as Chinese classical ghost tales in a
technologized space. For details, see note 14.
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English, and people believe it sounds more decent as the English name. S city is
undergoing a huge modern experiment and has turned into a very hostile place. As
Xiao Wu walks on the street:
Electronic waves also jump at him like tuna fish. The visible light is
black, which is the basic color of the city. The day looks like night. All
the lights in the city are manmade, including the invisible synthesized
lights—UV and Alpha-Gamma Rays—whose frequencies are owned by
the medical insurance companies to treat the sexual impotence of the
residents.
The dark red rain, which is colored by industrial poisons, also pours
down on him. The rain never stops, which is the mainstream art form
of the city. Under the rain that corrupts everything, strange flowers and
weird grass flourish vibrantly on the streets covered by spit, waste
paper, and semen. Those are genetically reengineered tropical plants.
…39
The poisonous air, manmade light, and all sorts of rays are the byproducts of the secret
experiment carried on in this city, but Xiao Wu is cognitively unconscious and
physically numb throughout his wandering. Also, M Country (the thinly disguised US)
is a powerful presence in S city, their brand of C drinks, a type of synthesised food
containing high proteins with meat flavour, has become the major food source for the
young people in C city for a century, and advertisements for it are everywhere.
Overtaken by capital from China, C drinks adjusted its meaning to ‘control, contain,
calculate, circle’ for S city. C Company has monopoly cooperation with the airline
company as the food provider and is the investor in the new subway in S city. Apart
from that, C Company started its business with the latest ‘Holographic Quantum
Resurrection’ technology to bring dying people alive. The C Company represents the
ubiquitous capitalism, which becomes so pervasive in people’s lives. The relationship
between S city and C Company is highly allegoric of the neo-liberal capitalistic
circulation in the post-colonial world order.
This landscape without nature is also a landscape that has lost its memory or
identity. With the fetishizing of technology, S city and its whole country are following
the steps of M Nation by turning itself into ‘a country with no depth of history’ (‘没有
历 史 的 技 术 型 国 家 ’). 40 Han once expressed his worries about this technologyoptimism and the quick destruction of the past during China’s modernisation, of
which Han Song is sceptical. For him, ‘science, technology, and modernization are not
characteristic of Chinese culture. They are like alien entities. If we buy into them, we
transform ourselves into monsters.’ 41 Here the loss of cultural tradition is also related
to the environmental destruction during modernisation. The one-directional
understanding of ‘development’ almost unsurprisingly brings about technological
This excerpt sourced from: Song, ‘Representing the Invisible’, p. 555. For the original Chinese
text, see Han, Subway, p. 93–94.
40 Han, Subway, p. 107.
41 Han, ‘Chinese Science Fiction: A Response to Modernization’, Science-Fiction Studies, vol. 40, 2013,
p. 20.
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manipulation of the nonhuman beings as resources to fuel the progress of human
society, just like how Old Wang’s body is mummified as biofuel.
Here the ‘secret experiment’ in S city symbolises the techno-scientific
modernisation project, which takes nature under manipulation and control, which can
cause what Merchant called ‘the death of nature’:
The removal of animistic, organic assumptions about the cosmos
constituted the death of nature […] Because nature was now viewed as
a system of the dead, inert particles moved by external, rather than
inherent forces, the mechanical framework itself could legitimate the
manipulation of nature.42
As a result, in Xiao Wu’s city, humans live in thick air, neon lights, and X rays, the rich
grow ‘fake fish gills on their faces, which make them look like they have contracted
measles but actually protect them from the poisonous air.’43 With the death of nature,
human lives are impacted physically, mentally, and spiritually.
In reality, China’s stunning fast economic growth in the last four decades has
been followed by serious ecological impoverishment, and the poisonous, lasting smog
has indeed become a more common and serious problem in recent years. In 2015, Chai
Jing (柴静), a senior journalist, made a documentary called Under the Dome (《穹顶之
下》) where she revealed the urgency of the smog problem and the health damage
posed by smog. 44 The video was banned in three days, but its ephemeral life also
mirrors the numbness of Xiao Wu in his wandering, perhaps a collective submission
to the ecological destruction. Han Song wrote the book in 2010, and what is portrayed
in Subway is more realistic than fictional, notably the smog problem, except that the
rich cannot yet breathe with bionic fish gills to purify the air. The air pollution, like all
other ecosickness that is shaping the planet’s future, is a ‘slow violence’ harming
humans and nonhumans in the Global South the earliest.45
Like the S city entrenched in a polluted environment, the subway also features
a central image of a cybernetic house evoking Lu Xun’s ‘iron house’ where the ‘silent
majority’ lives in an unconscious, numb, and drowsy darkness. Either they can be
awakened and destroy the ‘iron house’ or they die in a pure lethargy. The ‘iron house’
is equally analogous to most people and governments’ responses to the changes that
are shaping the future of all the species on this planet. If the affect is key to indicate
vitality, then Xiao Wu, without awareness, memory, or physical affectivity, is
confronted with an existential predicament, which invites us to think about the
psychophysical challenges of (post) human existence.

C. Merchant, ‘The Death of Nature’, in J. Zerzan and A. Carnes (eds), Questioning Technology Tool, Toy
or Tyrant? Philadelphia, New Society Publishers, 1991, p. 37.
43 Song, 'Representing the Invisible', p. 555.
44 The video was viewed 150 million times on Tencent (https://v.qq.com) in three days and stimulated the
once-numbed environmental nerves in China. Not only has it preluded the proposal of the New
Environmental Law in 2012, but it has also increased public awareness of air pollution.
45 R. Nixon, Slow violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor, Cambridge MA, Harvard University Press,
2011, p. 19.
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Conclusion
To conclude, Subway is a dystopian parable of our contemporary society entrenched
in hyper-modernization, worsening ecological degradation and species extinction.
The central question remains as what being human means to us and how we should
live meaningfully and sustainably. Han Song’s posthuman imagination can be seen as
deeply rooted in contemporary issues, and it is through the lens of trans-corporeality
that we can see the inseparability between the material world and posthuman
existence. To imagine posthuman survival is to rethink human existence, and question
where we are heading. In Subway, Han Song shows a sceptical attitude towards the
grand narratives of extreme techno-optimism. The stories picture a world in which
humanity is substantially altered in the affect and corporality along with the
destruction of planet Earth. Both these crises remind people of the inseparability of the
human mind and corporeality, of the human and nonhuman, of living beings and the
biosphere.
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‘Struggle Street’: Re-staging the Private for Public Consumption
Wendy Lawton
Griffith University
Australia has not come far in alleviating poverty since Bob Hawke declared in 1987 ‘no child
would be living in poverty by 1990.’ Whether living in a house or homeless, employed or
unemployed, many Australians are still living below the poverty line. This paper examines the
reality TV program ‘Struggle Street’, and offers an alternative viewpoint to combat the
sensationalised, voyeuristic, stereotype represented. This cultural sociology paper investigates
the impact the filming of this program had upon the stigmatised suburb of Inala, in south-west
Brisbane (Australia). The use of autoethnography will draw on my own lived experience and
conceptualises my reflection in regard to my personal stance which was challenged by watching
local residents and their struggles.

There is a substantial body of work written on reality TV as a form of cheaply
produced entertainment and social commentary, enough that the category itself is now
being divided into different types of reality TV.1 The UK series, ‘Benefits Street’, was
an example of one of the first classified as Factual Welfare Television (FWT).2
According to Annette Hill, ‘FWT is located in border territories, between information
and entertainment, documentary and drama’.3 Traditionally scheduling is in the late
evening, appealing to young adults. De Benedictis et. al. recognise that FWT is not only
inexpensive, but also offers substantive returns in terms of public attention due to the
fact it:
employs the same cost-saving production methods pioneered by reality
television, but also accelerates some of these dimensions even further
under the imperative to ‘kick up a media storm’ and to generate intense
bursts of media attention across multiple sites.4
The combination of inexpensive production methods and sensational development of
the subjects as spectacle characterises FWT. It is also the central feature of what has
come to be known as ‘poverty porn’ and Hill notes, ‘critics have constantly attacked
the genre for being voyeuristic, cheap, sensational television’.5 Steven Threadgold
1

S. De Benedictis, K. Allen, and T. Jensen, 'Portraying Poverty: The Economics and Ethics of Factual
Welfare Television', Cultural Sociology, vol. 11, no. 3, 2017, pp. 337-358; A. Hill, Reality TV: Audiences and
popular factual television, 2005, Routledge, UK; A. Barton and H. Davis, 'From empowering the shameful
to shaming the empowered: Shifting depictions of the poor in “reality TV”', Crime Media Culture, vol. 14,
iss. 2, 2018, pp. 191–211.
2 ‘Benefits Street’, Channel Four, Love Productions, 2014 UK [television program].
3 A. Hill, Reality TV: Audiences and popular factual television, London, Routledge, 2005, p. 2.
4 De Benedictis, Allen, and Jensen, 'Portraying Poverty', p. 350.
5 Hill, Reality TV, p. 7.
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explains, ‘Poverty porn refers to both Westerners’ portrayal of global inequality,
disease and hunger and also the distorted presentation of disadvantage by the
advantaged’.6 ‘Poverty porn’ delivers an illustration of the subject of voyeurism as an
unwitting victim. This conjunction of entertainment, ideological social commentary
and spectacle for profit raises significant academic questions concerning the ethics of
such programs. These types of programs potentially create, perpetuate and strengthen
stigmatisation by exposing the private to public scrutiny.
In Australia, ‘Struggle Street’, produced by the Special Broadcasting Service
(SBS) targets the same demographic as did ‘Benefits Street’ by depicting the lives of
the welfare class.7 In 2018, the second season was filmed in my home suburb, Inala in
south-west Brisbane, Australia. Inala was established as a suburb in the early 1950s
and was originally known as Serviceton. It offered returned servicemen an
opportunity for affordable housing to settle with their families. Inala is a proudly
working-class suburb and has suffered stigmatisation as a low socioeconomic suburb
from the beginning. My family has lived in the area for three generations. The
connection I have with Inala underscores the personal dimension of the ethical issues
FWT generates, sensitising me to the misrepresentations that occur through what feels
like voyeuristic, discriminatory profiteering: my understandings of how people come
to belong in and love Inala, were certainly not reflected in ‘Struggle Street’.
This paper examines how the genre of FWT frames (in both the sense of
misrepresenting and placing a boundary around) poverty and disadvantage through
a neoliberal lens. Love Productions – 70% owned by Rupert Murdoch’s global media
conglomerate SKY – describe ‘Benefits Street’ as a ‘documentary series’, ‘an honest
depiction’ that ‘give[s] voice to a community that don’t really have a voice’.8 Programs
such as ‘Struggle Street’ demonstrate the deliberate choices made by producers to
promote the voyeuristic style of viewing used to influence the viewer. This paper
argues that FWT aligns people’s anxieties, demonises the poor through
misrepresentation, and in doing so exploits the vulnerable: in short, it is unethical. It
will address this claim made by Laura Grindstaff:
In Foucauldian terms, they extend the visibility of marginalized
groups, but the nature of this visibility simultaneously creates fresh
opportunities for marginalization.9
My paper will contextualise ‘Struggle Street’ as FWT, a sub-genre of reality TV that is
prevalent nationally and internationally before analysing the way editing distorts the
viewers perception. The paper offers examples of other reality programs that reveal
different methods employed by their producers and draws on Bourdieu’s work
regarding television as the academic and scholarly context for this project. Bourdieu
S. Threadgold, 'Struggle Street is poverty porn with an extra dose of class racism', Australian Options,
no. 80, Autumn 2015, p. 34.
7 ‘Struggle Street’, Special Broadcasting Service, KEO Films Australia, 2015-2018 [television program].
8 M. Blackburn, 'Benefits Street Producer: "Why the Show's Second Series is being Filmed on Teesside"',
Gazette Live, 26 August, 2014, quoted in: I. Tyler, 'Classificatory Struggles: class, culture and inequality in
neoliberal times', Sociological Review, vol. 63, no. 2, 2016, p. 495.
9
L. Grindstaff, The Money Shot -Trash, Class and the Making of TV Talk Shows, Chicago, University of
Chicago Press, 2002, p. 273.
6
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states, ‘television claims to record reality but creates it instead’ and using what literary
critics call the reality effect: ‘they show things and make people believe in what they
see’.10 All of this demonstrates how my experience is actually a nuanced and complex
product of my age, my culture, my class and my whiteness. My personal observations
question the reality of the representations shown on ‘Struggle Street’. It discusses the
impact the program had on the residents of Inala, including me, and highlights the
reason Inala was chosen for the series. By means of autoethnography, I explain how
this sits alongside my own personal experiences and understandings that are,
nevertheless, recognisable as socially constructed. I contextualise and deconstruct my
own reflections when viewing the program to offer a local perspective. This goes
against the social construction of reality that Bourdieu claims is implied by the
reporter.11
My research is influenced by my personal experience of growing up and living
in Inala and therefore can utilise autoethnography, which according to Ellis, ‘is one of
the approaches that acknowledges and accommodates subjectivity, emotionality and
the researcher’s influence on the research, rather than hiding from these matters or
assuming they don’t exist’.12 My research is akin to that of Amanda Wise who
completed her ethnographic research of the Sydney (NSW) suburb of Ashfield
between 2002 and 2007. For her research, she observed community events, visiting
churches and clubs to enable her to experience first-hand the social practices that she
would analyse for her papers. Her choice of the suburb of Ashfield has parallels to
Inala, both suburbs having experienced many cultural shifts. Reading her
interviewee’s comments, I could imagine residents of Inala having similar reactions.
However, having grown up in the area, my lived experiences are what separates her
work from mine, by the use of my positioning as a long-term resident. This paper itself
is a reaction to the program being filmed in my own suburb in which I witness both as
an observer (like Wise) and an insider, offering a different commentary that is justified
by my connections to the community.
Filming the Struggle
The UK has produced numerous versions of FWT programs with the most derogatory
examples being the ‘and Proud’ series. Here are just a few, ‘Shoplifters and
Proud’(2013), ‘Pickpockets and Proud’(2013), ‘Football Hooligans and Proud’(2014)
and ‘Dangerous Dog Owners and Proud’(2014).13 These dramatic titles demonstrate
the specific targeting of subcultures to validate the neoliberal framing used to attract
more middle classed viewers. The choice to end the titles with the words, ‘and proud’,
attempts to represent the subjects as shameless and defiant, therefore undeserving of
empathy.14 This validates an important point raised by Charlie Crimston regarding the
question of moral responsibility and indifference being significant when affording

P. Bourdieu, On Television, New York, The New Press, 2016, p. 21–22.
Ibid., p. 21.
12 C. Ellis et. al., ‘Autoethnography: An Overview’, Historical Social Research, vol. 36, no. 4, 2011, p. 274.
13 A. Barton and H. Davis, 'From empowering the shameful to shaming the empowered', p. 203.
14 Ibid.
10
11
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blame.15 The concept of blame then feeds into the media storm and raises the question
of who is deserving of welfare and who is not. Although unemployment benefits are
now called the Newstart allowance, labels such as ‘dole bludger’ still simmer below
the surface. Australia followed the lead of the popularity of FWT in the UK with the
production of ‘Struggle Street’.
One of the most controversial issues raised by these programs is authenticity
or as Baruh describes, ‘the blurred lines between authenticity and artificiality’.16
Referring back to Bourdieu and his comment about reality, this is where the cultural
background of viewers will influence their personal experience watching the program.
My experience as a viewer is my purpose for writing this article, to provide a different
perspective, that of a local resident. Tyler shares Bourdieu’s reminder that, ‘television
is an industry which edits and organizes perception, offering visions of the world,
classified, portioned and divided in specific ways’.17 With footage filmed over a period
of several months, the editing comes into play and the use of ellipsis is common to
jump over different periods of the story. Therefore, the story can be constructed into a
compelling narrative, using rhetorical form to manipulate the daily lives of the subjects
lurching from one drama to the next, to manufacture better ratings. Barton and Davis
explain it this way:
They are clearly edited, and viewers are given strong narrative and
visual steers as to how they should frame what they are witnessing. The
spectacle in these programs is the poor themselves and the role they
play in their own failures, and subsequently, stigmatisation.18
As with the BBC programs, the Australian version aims to divide the community,
depicting the poor to blame for their own situation. Barton & Davis explain, ‘the poor
and weak are openly ridiculed and derided in the name of entertainment, blamed for
mass economic harms that were not of their making’.19 The use of the ‘and proud’
program titles is intended to designate a subculture which falls into direct opposition
to the term ‘proudly working class’. The voyeuristic style of exposing the lives of the
participants is often demeaning, and the representations promote playing off class
against class. Journalist Jane Goodall notes the contrast between the show’s titles,
Benefits versus Struggle and proposes ‘Struggle Street’ signals a pointed reversal of
emphasis’, suggesting ‘what we are witnessing points to something much deeper than
poverty – it’s the human disintegration that occurs in a dispossessed society’.20 The use
of the word struggle lends itself to connotations of the iconic Aussie battler.

C. Crimston, 'How Imagery and Media Coverage Influence our Empathy for Strangers', The
Conversation, 9 Jul. 2018 (Updated 13 Jul. 2018), https://theconversation.com/how-imagery-and-mediacoverage-influence-our-empathy-for-strangers-99454, accessed 26 Nov. 2020.
16
L. Baruh, 'Mediated Voyeurism and the Guilty Pleasure of Consuming Reality Television', Media
Psychology, vol. 13, no. 3, 2010, p. 201–221.
17 Tyler, 'Classificatory Struggles', p. 495.
18 A. Barton and H. Davis, 'From empowering the shameful to shaming the empowered', p. 10.
19 Ibid.
20 J. Goodall, 'A Big Reality', Inside Story, 3 Dec. 2017, https://insidestory.org.au/a-big-reality/, accessed 26
Nov. 2020.
15
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The first season of ‘Struggle Street’ aired in Australia in 2015 featuring
residents of the low socio-economic suburb of Mount Druitt (NSW). SBS settled on
featuring Inala for the second season, another low socio-economic area. This speaks to
the method they use for choosing the type of people to appear on these shows. They
select specific groups of people and it is the disenfranchised who become the prime
targets for ‘poverty porn’. This includes welfare recipients, the homeless, unemployed
and under employed, people with mental health issues, disabilities and serious
addictions who rely on Government assistance. The stories of their lives become the
perfect fodder for the drama needed to ensure ‘Struggle Street’ draws an audience
eager to post their reactions on social media sites, ready to judge the poor trying to
survive on welfare. Political alignments play a role in the acceptance of the stories
screened and whether participants are perceived as tragic or lazy. Current and
consistent debates occur in the press regarding Newstart and whether it is enough to
live on, with some politicians maintaining it is more than enough. From talk-back
radio, to editorials, to social media, there is always someone with an opinion to share,
ready to contribute to that ‘media storm’, including politicians.
Other formats within this type of reality genre contain similarities in style, with
some nuanced differences. The ABC screened another television series called
‘Employable Me’ (2018), also an adaptation of a BBC program of the same name.21 It
follows several people with diverse neurological conditions on their search for
employment. In contrast, the overall tone of the program was significantly different
from that of the SBS program, ‘Struggle Street’. The ABC subjects are represented from
a more compassionate and positive perspective. The framing, editing and camera
work all appear less intrusive or voyeuristic in comparison to the SBS program. One
example of this behaviour is the filming of a cheerful young woman with Tourette’s
syndrome. She was experiencing severe spasms and the camera man offered to turn
the camera off if that would help. Another shy young man suffering with extreme
anxiety becomes visibly upset when he is offered a job that he knows he cannot accept.
He quietly admits he would be unable to commute on his own every day. The camera
fades away to black rather than zooming in close giving him some privacy, not going
for the money shot. This is still a moving moment to watch and the viewer does not
need an extreme close up to share his pain. Goodall states the task of the reporters is
‘to bear witness, so that audiences can learn about the realities of a situation that is
outside their own sphere of experience’.22 The ABC program ‘Employable Me’,
although still a constructed narrative, gives the participants a voice, rather than
demeaning them. However, it could be said that if Australia provided adequate
disability services, perhaps people with disabilities would not be obliged to parade
their problems publicly to elicit assistance.
The behaviour of the ABC crew appears to be in direct opposition to what is
portrayed in the SBS production. In one example from the second season of ‘Struggle
Street’, we witness an extreme close up of Michael (a former truck driver from Victoria)
as he sobs, distressed by his dire circumstances as he glances around his meagre
lodgings. Distraught and agitated, he explains that today he’s ‘gotta bury Mum’, the
‘Employable Me’, Australian Broadcasting Corporation, Northern Pictures, 2018, Australia [television
program].
22 J. Goodall, 'A Big Reality'.
21
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camera focuses on his emotional distress. He admits he has no shoes to wear to the
funeral and no money to buy some. Michael appears ashamed and embarrassed and
the camera pointed directly at his face seems to magnify his despair. This demonstrates
what Grindstaff calls a ‘raw reaction’ or ‘delivering the money shot’.23 The use of this
type of editing aims to represent the image of someone relying on welfare to survive,
not able to keep a job, someone to be judged.
Michael’s background establishes him to be a product of the previous
generation, who experienced a lack of love as a child. The framing used to film him in
his home reveals the devotion he has for his dogs, who have taught Michael how to
love. His actions demonstrate he clearly puts their needs before his own and the
camera confirms it. The moments Michael shares with his dogs, express authenticity.
This type of voyeurism is more consistent with viewers identifying ‘glimpses of the
authentic scattered in between the contrived’.24 According to Goodall, ‘poverty is a
trap, as the saying goes, and watching someone struggle from the relative comfort of
your living room is a strange form of voyeurism’.25 These are representations
manipulated to strengthen class inequalities within the community by employing a
rhetorical argument. SBS justifies these production methods by stating ‘Struggle
Street’ offers a raw and unflinching portrayal of struggle and economic hardship and
makes for difficult viewing - it is a vital story that only SBS can tell.26 Michael’s story
is tragic, but the scene that remains in my mind, is when Michael visits his doctor. We
see a caring doctor who has monitored Michael’s health for years. As he leaves the
surgery, Michael says quickly to him, ‘I love you’, almost under his breath. This scene
cues the audience to experience the other side of Michael, one who is trying to improve
his life.
SBS once again tackles the homelessness issue in another program where the
viewer is led to the streets once more, following participants in ‘Filthy Rich and
Homeless’ (2018).27 This program is more a reversal of the narrative of ‘Struggle Street’.
In contrast, we see five affluent people stripped of their personal possessions and sent
out to live on the streets for ten days to experience homelessness firsthand. This
program again raises doubts about authenticity, the viewer knows they are not truly
‘alone’ with a camera man nearby filming them. However, less than twenty-four hours
into the trial, class conventions are thrown into disarray. The experience of having to
ask a stranger for money or food is harrowing for those who normally lack for nothing.
The connotation to the viewer is that normal things can be taken for granted, such as
having water to drink and access to a toilet or shower. A reflection I make from the
comfort of my home is the empathy I feel towards participant Skye Leckie, a woman
who is a similar age to myself, asking passers-by for one dollar. Most people walk by
without making eye contact. Henry Giroux claims, ‘what we are witnessing… is a near

L. Grindstaff, The Money Shot, p. 72
L. Baruh, 'Mediated Voyeurism', p. 205.
25 J. Goodall, 'A Big Reality'.
26 SBS staff writers, 'Struggle Street set to Return for Series Two', SBS, 29 Nov. 2017,
https://www.sbs.com.au/guide/article/2017/11/10/struggle-street-set-return-series-two, accessed 26 Nov.
2020.
27 ‘Filthy Rich and Homeless’, Special Broadcasting Service, Blackfella films, 2017-2018, Australia
[television program].
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sociopathic lack of interest in-or compassion and responsibility for-others’.28 Then a
lady who stops and gives her a $50 bill, some fruit and offers her some kind words of
encouragement. This brings Leckie to tears. As a viewer, I experience the moment as
it is represented, but as a researcher, I am suspicious that it might be as suggested by
Goodall, ‘contrived’. After all, we understand they only show the scenes that
contribute to the story they want to tell, and the rest of the footage ends up on the
cutting room floor. Do we as a society tend to look the other way rather than stop to
help a stranger in the street asking for help, or does what Giroux suggests have
credence? In today’s cashless society, most people do not carry cash even if they
wanted to give a stranger some.
According to Bourdieu, ‘television enjoys a de facto monopoly on what goes
into the heads of a significant part of the population and what they think’.29 FWT
programs including ‘Struggle Street’, are a contested genre, provoking a wide range
of reactions such as sympathy or anger. The UK protesters of ‘Benefits Street’, showed
their outrage making a huge banner saying, ‘Being poor is not entertainment – fuck
Benefits Street’.30 In contrast, empathy is displayed by the Go-Fund-Me donations made
for 23-year-old Melbourne woman Jess, another story from the second season of
‘Struggle Street’. Jess is housebound and desperately needs a wheelchair which she is
unable to afford. Her mother has given up her job to become a full-time-carer for her
daughter. The treatment for her major incurable condition, Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome
Type 6, is only offered in the US. It is sad when a young woman claims her biggest
hope or dream is to be able to afford medical help, again a victim of the lack of financial
support. As of August 2020, her Go-Fund-Me page has almost reached $130,000.31 This
indicates her appearance on the show had a positive outcome for her but raises
questions regarding the competence of the National Disability Insurance Scheme
(NDIS) being rolled out by the Australian government.
Choosing Inala - A Stigmatised Suburb
The first season of ‘Struggle Street’ filmed in Mount Druitt in 2015 incited a convoy of
ten Blacktown City Council garbage trucks to park outside the SBS studios,
demonstrating the opinion that the show was garbage.32 Like Mount Druitt, Inala is
classed as a stigmatised suburb and the nearby Wacol Migrant Centre (1949-1987)
meant it became home to residents from all over the world. Demonstrating the
diversity of Inala, the 2016 census claims it had the largest Aboriginal population in
Brisbane, the largest Vietnamese-Australian community and the largest Buddhist
community in Queensland.33 Inala and its surrounds have always been culturally
H. Giroux, Neo-liberalism's War on Higher Education, Chicago, Haymarket Books, p. 9, quoted in A.
Barton and H. Davis, 'From empowering the shameful to shaming the empowered', p. 18.
29 Bourdieu, On Television, p. 18.
30 Tyler, 'Classificatory Struggles', p. 49.
31 'Help Jess's (Ehlers Danlos type 6)', gofundme, https://www.gofundme.com/f/26s5eak, accessed 26
Nov., 2020.
32 B. Preiss and M. Lallo, 'Struggle Street Sparks State Government Exploitation Concerns', The Sydney
Morning Herald, 20 Jun. 2016 (updated 21 Jun. 2016), https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/tv-andradio/struggle-street-sparks-state-government-exploitation-concerns-20160620-gpnhyw.html, accessed
24 Nov. 2020.
33 V. Mynott, Inala A Brief History (1953-2018), Richlands Inala History Group Inc., 2018, p. 95.
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diverse, and attitudes to migrants may have contributed significantly to its
stigmatisation. Annette Hill claims, ‘Stigma is linked to the formation of our social
identities’.34 My own relationship with Inala and its diverse community provides
insights to these complexities and the stigma experienced by residents. I have lived in
the area for the majority of my life.
When my grandparents moved into their home in 1953, Inala (then known as
Serviceton) was an affordable suburb and therefore attracted many working-class
families. Inala was known for consisting mainly of Queensland Housing Commission
homes. My grandmother remained in this family home until she moved to a retirement
village nearby when she was in her eighties. My parents purchased a Queensland
Housing Commission home in Inala in the mid-1960s. It was a street of many young
families and most neighbours knew each other and became friends. January 2004
marked the end of the Queensland Housing Commission and with it, the opportunity
to purchase or rent affordable homes. This change meant the method calculating the
household rent would incorporate the earnings of all members living in the home,
causing the breakup of many families. As grown children began working, they would
trigger an increase in the amount of the family rent and therefore, were often forced to
leave home. Families buying their home were not affected by this change, but the
lower interest rates offered by the Queensland Housing Commission, were no longer
an option. Although Inala is considered more affordable than other Brisbane suburbs,
it can still be difficult for anyone to get into the housing market and this is highlighted
by some of the stories told in ‘Struggle Street’.
In her 2018 keynote address ‘Owning Home: Transformations in the Australian
Housing Industry’, Professor Rachel Ong ViforJ explained how traditional pathways
to housing were previously linear progressions.35 An example would be finishing your
education, obtaining a job and moving out to marry or purchase a home. Today the
price of housing can mean the necessity of having two wages in a household merely
to repay a mortgage. This supports her discussions about the issue of the ‘precarious
pathways’ and housing inequality that now exists between generations.36 Sometimes
millennials blame baby boomers for buying up houses as investments and cornering
the market, colloquially known as Ma and Pa investors. This neoliberal impression is
reinforced by the Real Estate Industry and some members of the government, who
proclaim there is no problem with the housing industry. Former Prime Minister
Malcolm Turnbull even suggested that young people could ask their parents to help
them purchase a home. Where working class families may still be struggling to pay off
their family home, or renting, this is not an option. People can become trapped in the
cycle of renting, unable to save enough money to enter the housing market because
they are being forced to pay high rent. The lack of public housing makes it even harder
to break that cycle and the problem is compounded by the lack of affordable housing:

34

Hill, Reality TV, p. 84.
R. Ong ViforJ, ‘Owning Home: Transformations in the Australian Housing Industry’, Keynote, 13th
Annual Limina Conference, Home Belonging & Displacement, 26 Jul. 2018, University of Western
Australia, Perth.
36
Ibid.
35
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The neoliberal turn has also been applied to housing through the sale
of public assets and reliance on the private sector for rental
accommodation.37
Local politicians offered their support to the residents of Inala. The Brisbane Lord
Mayor, Graham Quirk, banned the SBS crew from filming on public land, threatening
them with a fine if they ignored the ban.38 Current Queensland Premier Annastacia
Palaszczuk also warned them off, claiming it was insulting to local residents.39 Having
grown up in the working-class suburb of Inala herself justified her intervention. She
became the local member for the area after her father, Henry Palaszczuk retired from
the position in 2006. The Palaszczuk family was not the only family from Inala to
produce politicians, or indeed, a premier. The working-class suburb is a staunch Labor
Party seat and is where former Premier Wayne Goss grew up. He became the first
Labor Premier for 32 years in Queensland and governed from 1989-1996. This quote
appears in the biography written by Jamie Walker from a 1994 television interview. I
think it is important because it demonstrates the situation for some, specifically in
Inala, has not changed much since then:
In the area that I grew up (in) there was nothing more important to
working people than the dignity of having a job and being able to
support your own family. Some of the more comfortable people in the
Labor Party need to remember that there are some people in our
community doing it hard. There are people in our community who
worry about whether they have got a job for the week – and I am going
to look after them, too… that is a very important form of social justice.40
All suburbs, including Inala, are made up of people with varying incomes. In his 2005
book, Wayne Swan coins the term ‘forgotten postcodes’ as places where communities
have missed out. Swan claims, ‘poverty and inequality can be observed across aspects
of life such as income, employment, housing, health and education which can be
manifested in specific geographical areas’.41 In Brisbane, 4077 covers Inala and the
surrounding suburbs, and is one such postcode which suffers stigmatisation. Swan
speaks of the ‘new emerging Australia being a place where you are born or compelled
to migrate to, too frequently limiting your life chances’.42 That does not mean it cannot
be overcome, as demonstrated by former residents mentioned above, who for

L. Groenhart and T. Burke, ‘What has happened to Australia’s public housing? Thirty years of policy
and outcomes, 1981-2011’, Australian Journal of Social Issues, vol. 49, no. 2, 2014, p. 129.
38
C. Briggs, 'Struggle Street Banned from Filming on Brisbane Council Land at Inala', ABC News, 17
May, 2016 (updated 17 May 2016), https://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-05-17/struggle-street-bannedfrom-filming-on-brisbane-council-land/7423188, accessed 26 Nov. 2020.
39
L. Hamilton-Smith, 'Struggle Street: Inala residents "decent, hard-working" people, Queensland
Premier says', ABC News, 22 May 2016, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-05-22/premier-annastaciapalaszczuk-defends-inala-sbs-struggle-street/7435450, accessed 24 Nov. 2020.
40 W. Goss, interview with Wayne Sanderson, ‘7.30 Report’ 11 Feb. 1994, quoted in J. Walker, Goss: A
Political Biography, St. Lucia, QLD, University of Queensland Press, 1995, p. 6.
41 W. Swan, Postcode: the splintering of a nation, North Melbourne, Pluto Press Australia, 2005, p. 28.
42 Ibid.
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example, have entered the political arena. Successful sportsmen, activists, union
leaders, academics and musicians have grown up in the area.
Inala wasn’t the only suburb to be filmed in the second season of ‘Struggle
Street’, but the press was quick to target the area prior to the show, ready to represent
it as a low-class suburb. One newspaper splashed an array of photos of Inala, one with
rubbish piled high on the footpath.43 What they neglected to say was that it was
stacked there for the annual council hard rubbish collection, clearly misrepresenting
the image of the suburb. They didn’t show the home of Angela who enters her garden
in gardening competitions. Angela is active within the community and is president of
the local history group of which I am a member. They did not show the home of Iris,
of Irish descent, who has lived in her Inala home for almost 60 years. Iris and her late
husband worked hard to provide for their family, and they were involved in church
and community organisations.44 Both Angela and Iris are widows who have remained
in Inala and are very proud of their homes. After the ‘Struggle Street’ publicity in Inala,
local Councillor Charles Strunk gathered together a small group of residents to combat
the bad publicity. They filmed a series of short videos talking about why they love
Inala and put them up on YouTube.45 This represents the Inala I support and believe
in and is the one the outside world rarely sees.
Although Inala is predominantly working class, many residents fall into the
category of ‘working poor’. In a 2016 ACOSS report, Dr Cassandra Goldie states, ‘a
third of people living in poverty rely on wages as their main source of income. The
evidence is clear that a job does not guarantee an adequate income’.46 The report offers
a reflection below that mirrors the previous words of former Premier Wayne Goss back
in 1994 when they state:
We should all be able to feel secure in the knowledge that, regardless
of what life throws at us, including the ability to get a job, we will have
enough income to afford shelter, food and other essentials.47
It is hard to watch the streets I recognise, where I grew up, showing families struggling
so hard to make ends meet. In his article, Crimston notes, ‘If we can easily draw
comparisons between ourselves and those in need, we’re more likely to extend concern
and empathy’.48 It is not that these stories should be hidden, people do need help and
do live in poverty. However, the method used to represent them could be less socially
divisive as clearly demonstrated in the programs from the UK. I ponder on the point
raised by Crimston that we as a society have a moral responsibility to show
consideration for the disadvantaged. A valid example he puts forward is that of
'Junk piled in driveways, people asleep on furniture in the street and a drunken fall at lunchtime: A
day in the life of Inala - the Brisbane suburb about to feature in part two of "poverty porn" series
"Struggle Street"', The Daily Mail Australia, 19 May 2016 (Updated 20 May 2016),
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3598317/Inside-Inala-aspirational-Brisbane-suburbproducers-hope-new-home-poverty-porn-Struggle-Street.html, accessed 26 Nov. 2020.
44 Iris, interviewed by Wendy Lawton, 4 Nov. 2017.
45
‘I love Inala’, YouTube Video Series Launch, 18 September 2017, Old Inala Hall, Abelia Street, Inala.
46 C. Goldie, ACOSS ‘Poverty in Australia 2016’, part of the ’Poverty and Inequality in Australia’ series
from the Australian Council of Social Service and the Social Policy Research Centre, p. 5.
47 Ibid.
48 Crimston, 'How Imagery and Media Coverage Influence our Empathy for Strangers'.
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asylum seekers being perceived as wrongdoers trying to steal some sort of unfair
advantage, whereas they are victims requiring our compassion.49 In Australia we are
constantly bombarded by a government committed to neoliberal ideology, informing
us they are stopping the boats and keeping us safe. This constant information
discourages people from feeling empathy for refugees and asylum seekers. The same
can be said for the welfare recipients represented on FWT programs who are
represented as an underclass. ‘Poverty porn’ forms a part of what Giroux calls, a
‘neoliberal theatre of cruelty’.50 People who are dependent on welfare through no fault
of their own, need assistance, not ridicule. ‘The mass media has taken a central place
in propagandising neoliberalism through their narration of poverty’.51
One story featured in ‘Struggle Street’ is that of Josh, a young Indigenous man
from Inala, who personifies the disenfranchised. His recent release from prison and
ice addiction are the first things divulged to the audience, who may judge him harshly
for these transgressions. With no job and no current form of ID, he cannot apply for
accommodation. He is unable to obtain a copy of his birth certificate without two forms
of ID, one being ID which includes his current address. Josh experiences difficulty
trying to secure housing due to his lack of education and the fact he struggles to fill
out forms. Josh admits to the camera his life took a turn for the worse when he became
addicted to ice. He feels there is nowhere he and his wife can find accommodation and
sadly, he is probably right. The cameras follow the young couple as they set up
somewhere to sleep overnight in a long-abandoned skating rink, another expert use of
framing, signifying their desperation. This particular building has since been
earmarked for demolition52. These are the type of images that are published in the
newspaper, a place where people sleep rough, use drugs and leave rubbish strewn on
the floor, reinforcing Bourdieu’s comment above about showing things and making
people believe what they see.
Another story from Inala is that of Indigenous woman Norma and her family,
who are being evicted from their rental home. Numerous police converge on her
property to serve the eviction papers and remove the family. The police officers
themselves appear to be actors as they perform their duties, conscious of the camera
filming them. Norma comes out of the house and the police move forward to guide
her down the front stairs. These scenes depict the implied binary opposition of the
conflict which occurs between Indigenous people and the police. As she moves to
come down the front stairs, the Police mover closer. Norma shouts, 'Don’t manhandle
me!' Her family members sit outside in the yard and on the gutter, awaiting
instructions from the matriarch. As she is interviewed for the program, Norma tells us
that her life has not been an easy one and includes the loss of a child. The
representation of this family parades their Indigenous status within the Australian
cultural hierarchy.
Crimston, 'How Imagery and Media Coverage Influence our Empathy for Strangers'.
H. Giroux, 'Slouching towards Bethlehem: The new gilded age and neoliberalism’s theatre of cruelty',
Dissident Voice, 11 Mar. 2008, quoted in Barton and Davis, 'From empowering the shameful to shaming
the empowered', p. 5.
51
Barton and Davis, 'From empowering the shameful to shaming the empowered', p. 2.
52 R. McCosker, 'Abandoned Brisbane skate rink sold to developer', Brisbane Times, 3 Jul. 2018,
https://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/queensland/abandoned-brisbane-skate-rink-sold-todeveloper-20180703-p4zpa7.html, accessed 26 Nov. 2020.
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As I watch from the comfort of my lounge room as a white, middle class
working woman, I see Norma, a similar age to myself, explain that Inala was her home,
just as it is my home. Norma explains she grew up in Inala, went to school in Inala and
had her first job in Inala, similar to me. The place ‘Inala’ is what she calls her home,
not simply the house from which she was currently being evicted. Described in the
words of Frank Vanclay, ‘Spirit of Place’ or genius loci is a more appropriate term when
referring to the quality of a place that makes it special.53 Watching the story forces me
to contemplate the contrast between Norma’s history in Inala and mine, the differences
and similarities of our family culture. When Norma’s sister steps up to provide short
term accommodation for Norma and her family, it demonstrates the strong family
bond between the sisters and was one of the few positive moments in the story. It
attests to the fact that public housing is difficult to secure, with some people on a
waiting list for years. In fact, even renting can still be out of the reach of many families,
employed or unemployed. As demonstrated by Josh and his wife, the issues of finding
and securing affordable housing can be very problematic and complex. The struggle
is real, particularly for the disenfranchised people targeted by such programs as
‘Struggle Street’.
Conclusion
This paper reveals the way ‘Struggle Street’ exposes to the audience poverty and
homelessness. It shows the struggle some families face daily within my own
community. Since I began this project, I have considered my own personal stance and
reflected upon the ‘market’ for programs such as this. You may ask, is this just another
instance of neoliberalism creating a market where previously there wasn’t one? Does
our society need to be shown so explicitly the way some people are forced to survive
to make us feel better than them? Are they merely ‘staging’ the stories for maximum
impact and high ratings by sensationalising the poor? Of course, the main attraction is
how much profit can be made producing these shows and the cost versus profit for
these programs is just too tempting to pass up.
I admit I have learned some hard to face facts from watching ‘Struggle Street’,
and I believe much of the editing is demeaning to the families filmed and it therefore
borders on being unethical. Personally, I do not believe there is much benefit to society
in producing these types of programs and I would not normally watch programs such
as this. They are merely produced for entertainment and profit. The lack of any
tangible positive action leading to a permanent solution is confirmed by this statement
from Jane Goodall. She notes:
A temporary surge in donations to relevant charities and a brief flurry of
complaints to councils and parliamentarians just become part of the
spectator sport, with little long-term impact.54

F. Vanclay, ‘Place Matters’, in F. Vanclay, M. Higgins, and A. Blackshaw (eds), Making sense of place:
exploring concepts and expressions of place through different senses and lenses, Canberra, National Museum of
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54 Goodall, 'A Big Reality'.
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There are indeed many ways that viewers have participated in the discussion or debate
about this type of program. Buckingham argues:
truly critical viewing should be characterised not only by a form of
principled scepticism, but also by a willingness to engage with the
social reality that is represented, to relate it to one’s direct experience
and (if appropriate) to take action in order to change it.55
There is always need for change to improve services for the disadvantaged, especially
safe accommodation. Saunders asks, ‘What can be done to escape from the cul-de-sac
in which anti-poverty policy in Australia currently finds itself?’, and that is a question
that may take many years to find an answer for.56 While the series featuring Inala,
exploited the vulnerable and demonised the poor, to many local residents, Inala will
always be their home. Residents like Norma, Iris and Angela and even myself, who
have lived much of their lives in the same suburb, are evidence of this. Rural
sociologist Professor Frank Vanclay states ‘personal meanings turn space into ‘place’
that become embedded in people’s memories and in community stories’, and my own
personal experience of this has influenced my perspective.57
Viewing this program has shone a light on things I normally may not encounter
in my daily life or things I have not personally experienced. I understand why Inala
residents objected to their suburb being stereo typed as poor and social media was rife
with comments justifying their reasons. These stories are hard to watch, but as a
researcher I need to reflect on this to inform my writing. My objective is to generate
discourse addressing issues within the community that I am part of, including both
the positive and negative aspects. In many ways, as a society, we still have a long way
to go to ensure everyone has a chance to secure employment or find safe, affordable
accommodation. Even though we call Australia a lucky country, it is not lucky for
everyone. Wayne Swan is truthful stating, ‘Solutions won’t be found until politicians
and journalists take more than a passing interest in the problem of poverty and
equality’.58 Then maybe we can all move forward.

55

D. Buckingham, The Making of Citizens: Young People, News and Politics, London, Routledge, 2000,
p. 207.
56 P. Saunders, ‘Closing the gap: the growing divide between poverty research and poverty in Australia’,
Australian Journal of Social Issues, 2015, vol. 50, no. 1, pp. 13–35.
57 Vanclay, 'Place Matters', p. 3.
58 Swan, Postcode, p. 240.
52
http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au

Published by: The Limina Editorial Collective
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons BY-NC-ND licensing arrangement

‘The War Never Ends’: Films about the Vietnam War
Scarlette Nhi Do
The University of Melbourne
‘Nothing separates the Vietnam War and the film that was made and
continues to be made about it.’
–Trinh T. Minh-Ha, Surname Viet Given Name Nam (1989)1
I watched Spike Lee’s Da 5 Bloods (2020) with my heart in my throat.2 My body was
sick with the anticipation instilled by years of watching Hollywood representations of
the Vietnam War (1955–1975) and the East Asian Other. To be precise, I anticipated the
miscommunication between American G.I.s and Vietnamese villagers, the resulting
escalation of suspense, and the seemingly inevitable aftermath, wherein the villagers
are massacred for either refusing to give up the Viet Cong, or simply not
understanding English. Such an order of events crops up in Oliver Stone’s Platoon
(1986) with the titular troop ultimately setting the village ablaze, and in Francis Ford
Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979) with a Vietnamese family gunned down out of mere
suspicion.3 In these instances, the Vietnamese people – my people – are depicted like
walking skeletons that barely utter anything comprehensible, even to the ears of those
who speak and grew up with the Vietnamese language. Their motivations, struggles,
humanity appear up to interpretation by the present G.I.s, who can mediate and filter
the Vietnamese’s actions and reactions through the hostile imperial gaze.
Although Da 5 Bloods entails a similarly staged attack at the film’s midpoint, it
dramatically departs from this ‘unknown Oriental’ paradigm by depicting the AfricanAmerican troops stooping low in the grass to prey on unsuspecting Vietnamese
soldiers.4 Here, though the camera assumes the perspectives of the G.I.s as they
observe the Vietnamese soldiers from the tall grass, the superimposed subtitles
coupled with clearly-spoken Vietnamese articulate their humanity unlike any
Hollywood productions that came before. This does not mean the Vietnamese soldiers
discuss Nietzsche or debate Soviet intervention; they simply speak of letters from
home, recite poetry, and contemplate their legacy in the War. The dialogue’s simplicity
ruptured the tension held in my body – not only does the scene shift the paradigmatic
portrayal of Vietnamese people, it also closely resembles the images of Vietnamese
heroism that I grew up with. The realisation that these images have often been
Trinh, T. M. (dir.), Surname Viet Given Name Nam, Trinh T. Minh-Ha, 1989.
S. Lee (dir.), Da 5 Bloods, 40 Acres and a Mule Filmworks, Rahway Road, Lloyd Leven/Beatriz Levin
Production, Netflix, 2020.
3 O. Stone (dir.), Platoon, Helmdale Film Corporation, Orion Pictures, 1986; F. F. Coppola (dir.),
Apocalypse Now, United Artists, 1979.
4 J. Kleinen, ‘Framing “the Other”. A critical review of Vietnam war movies and their presentation of
Asians and Vietnamese’, Asia Europe Journal, vol. 1, 2003, p. 433.
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conveyed verbally through word-of-mouth legends prompts me to search and learn
more about Vietnamese war films, and about how they represent the people’s
humanity.
Indeed, while lore, music, and poetry about wartime sacrifices are ever-present
in the national consciousness, Vietnamese productions about the War are rarely made,
researched, discussed, and celebrated. Dana Healy, a prominent researcher on
Vietnamese war films, argues that even as the population grows eager to reflect on
their experiences in the 20th century, such cultural explorations are subjected to a
political regime that either ‘substitutes genuine human experiences with
schematic...military rhetoric’ or leads ‘a concerted campaign to impede a frank
discussion of the war experiences’.5 Since the publication of Healy’s article in 2010,
several Vietnamese war films have been produced and distributed nationally as
tentpoles, namely Don’t Burn (Dang Nhat Minh, 2009), The Scent of Burning Grass
(Nguyen Huu Muoi, 2010), and The Legend Makers (Bui Tuan Dung, 2013), and thus
suggest a renewed federal and cultural interest in representing the War.6 Yet Mariam
B. Lam contends that even when these films have the ‘greatest global cultural
resonance and highest quality’, they can be undervalued as ‘the state, critics, and new
film audience do not yet have the critical vocabulary to engage in the kinds of cultural
discourse’.7 As early as 1989, in her experimental film about Vietnamese identity, Trinh
T. Minh-Ha frames these cultural discourses and expressions as political
manifestations by arguing that – as encapsulated by the epigraph beginning this essay
– films are extensions of war. It is important then to examine the forces embroiled in
this conflict, and to do so in the manner that levels the playing field for Vietnamese
communities across the Globe. Considering the saturated examination of the global
north’s depictions of the Vietnam War, and the collective laments by Healy, Lam, and
Trinh, my work offers a responding critical overview of Vietnamese war films. Starting
with a brief history of the national cinema, which is followed by a discussion of
censorship and frameworks with which the films can be considered, this essay
demonstrates the robust research that can (and needs to) be conducted on Vietnamese
war films.
Not much is known about Vietnamese film history, and what is known can be
misconstrued by the (post)socialist government to advance certain narratives about its
relationship with imperialism and communism. Certainly, the Vietnamese account
claims that the cinema for the people did not begin until August 1945, when political
events – such as Ho Chi Minh reading the Declaration of Independence – were
documented and screened to the masses.8 John Charlot, having researched Vietnamese

D. Healy, ‘From triumph to tragedy: visualizing war in Vietnamese film and fiction’, South East Asia
Research, vol. 18, iss. 2, 2010, p. 326.
6 Dang, N. M. (dir.), Don’t Burn [Dung Dot], Hoi Dien Anh Production Company, Phuong Nam
Distribution Company, 2009; Nguyen, H. M. (dir.), The Scent of Burning Grass [Mui Co Chay], Diep Van
Production Company, Vietnam Film Company, 2010; Bui, T. D. (dir.), The Legend Makers [Nhung Nguoi
Viet Huyen Thoai], Vuonh Duc, Vietnam Film Company, 2013.
7 M. B. Lam, ‘Viet Nam’s Growing Pains: Postsocialist Cinema Development and Transnational Politics’,
in S. Laderman and E. Martini (eds.), Four Decades On: Vietnam, the United States, and the Legacies of the
Second Indochina War, Durham & London, Duke University Press, 2013, p. 178.
8 P. Bui, ‘The Seventh Goddess’, Framework: The Journal of Cinema and Media, vol. 25, 1984, pp. 71-87, 89,
91-93. Bui does not argue against the fact that there were cinemas prior to 1945. He however notes that
5
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film history and liaised with the state Cinema Department, argues that Vietnamese
cinema owes a great debt to French colonists: they introduced film to the country in
the 1910s, and even filmed the widely distributed footage of Ho reading the
Declaration.9 Either way, Mariam B. Lam emphasises that the South Vietnamese film
industry is rarely mentioned in these narratives, even when the period between 1945
and 1975 was particularly productive due to international investment.10 Lam believes
that this omission was deliberate and accomplished through the destruction and
limitation of access to films.11 One such film is Ha Thuc Can’s Land of Sorrows (1973–
1974) – a co-production between South Vietnam and France that uses raw footage of
the Battle of Hue to communicate an anti-war message.12 Although singer-songwriter
Trinh Cong Son, who starred in the film and contributed to its soundtrack, rose to
prominence in Vietnam, Land of Sorrows is barely known.13 The film screened twice
upon its completion in 1974 in Saigon, disappeared from Vietnam, and only resurfaced
through excerpts in 2008.14 Land of Sorrows’ censorship suggests that its subject matters
are at odds with the Vietnamese government and indicates the preliminary challenges
of researching films in (post)socialist countries like Vietnam, which enjoyed only 20
years without censorship throughout its history.15 Changing censorship guidelines,
missing, incomplete, and incongruent information, and the credibility of sources must
all be reckoned with, especially when those sources are financially backed by the
Vietnamese government as they reveal to us (post)socialist framing of academic
narratives around cultural expressions.
As Land of Sorrows’ name suggests, Vietnamese culture is partial to using
landscapes as expressions of inner turmoil and happiness, but nationalist cinema
typically foregrounds the practice because the landscapes so effectively symbolise
separated lands to be united under one government. Trinh Cong Son’s work becomes
relevant to this discussion again, not only by way of censorship (only 70 of his songs
out of 500 are permitted to be performed in public), but also due to thematic
connection. The majority of Vietnamese know Trinh’s ‘Great Circle of Vietnam’ by
there were only French films (which Vietnamese could not understand) and only Westerners utilised
these spaces.
9 J. Charlot, ‘Vietnamese Cinema: First Views’, in W. Dissanayake (ed.), Colonialism and Nationalism in
Asian Cinema, Bloomington & Indianapolis, Indiana University Press, 1994, p. 106.
10 Lam, ‘Growing Pains’, p. 160.
11 Ibid.
12 T. C. Ha (dir.), Land of Sorrows [Dat Kho], 1973–1974.
13 At the time of writing, a biopic about his life is in production. Titled I and Trinh [Em va Trinh], the film
will explore 20 years of Trinh Cong Son’s life and romantic relationship, and will be released in 2021 to
commemorate his passing.
14 According to Bui Van Phu, the film was screened only twice in South Vietnam in 1974 before
disappearing for 25 years. It was next exhibited in France, 1980 and American Film Institute, 1996. It was
since only screened once in Vietnam in 2008 as an excerpt, seven years after Trinh Con Son’s
(protagonist Quan) death. See V. P. Bui, ‘About “Land of Sorrows” [Ve phim “Dat Kho”],’ VOA Tieng
Viet, https://www.voatiengviet.com/a/ve-phim-dat-kho/2708508.html/, accessed August 1, 2020. It is
unclear whether Bui Van Phu is the same person as Bui Phu, author of ‘The Seventh Goddess’.
15 The Battle of Hue was bitterly fought between the VC, Army of the Republic of Vietnam and the
United States. Not only did the city serve as a strategic base, it holds historical and cultural significance
as the last imperial citadel in Vietnam. The Battle was deadly and destroyed 80% of the city. Such
destruction, especially when captured live, could portray the VC and Vietnamese government in a bad
light. See G. Kolko, Anatomy of a War: Vietnam, the United States, and the Modern Historical Experience, New
York: Pantheon Books, 1986, pp. 308–309; Lam, ‘Growing Pains’, p. 161.
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heart because the song offers an evocative personification of landscapes with the
jungled hills, the ancient oceans, and the wind reaching out their hands in pursuit of
unity. Trinh nonetheless was not the first to use Vietnamese landscapes to
communicate the desires for unification and pains of separation. The practice is
centuries-old and most evident in poetry as: ‘[mountains and rivers] represent the love
between a man and a woman, the love of nature, and of country’.16 John Charlot
bolsters this observation by noting that ‘romantic love can stand for national struggle’,
and thus revealing exactly how nationalist filmmakers can politicise seemingly
innocuous love stories.17 This much is true for Along the Same River (1959) – a North
Vietnamese film that depicts lovers separated by the river Ben Hai throughout the
French War.18 Lan Duong, in her vital research into Vietnamese cinema, argues that
Vietnam’s landscape serves as an affective site ‘for a gendered construction of
nationalism within key moments in Vietnam history’.19 To Dana Healy, the presence
of the gender binary in war films alone confirms political agenda. Building on Karen
Turner Gottschang’s and Pham Thanh Hao’s observation that during the war,
‘Vietnamese society did not banish conventional notions of male-female relations
forever but buried them temporarily’, Healy argues that any depiction of femininity
was state-sanctioned because it fits the narrative of collective sacrifice.20 Ever the
sceptic, Healy concludes that ‘the creative representation of war was totally subsumed
by nationalism, revolution and a sense of collective duty’.21 Once more, Vietnamese
war films point towards a necessary critical examination of federal intervention
because not only does the geographical, but also the personal, become a locus of
nationalist rhetoric.
While Healy’s claims for the mutual exclusivity of individuality and
nationalism might hold true for the films she explores, that is not necessarily the case
with the more contemporary Don’t Burn. As the feminine perspective of wartime nurse
Dang Thuy Tram ushers the film’s plot, it foregrounds human fragility and
compassion as critical to war efforts, all the while recovering the significance of
individual narrative to national history. Don’t Burn is based on a true story about the
diary entries of nurse Dang, which she lost briefly before her death in 1966, and which
were retrieved and returned by an American G.I. to her family 35 years later. Tri
Phuong’s theorisation of body politics in conjunction with the Althuserian
interpellation process offers a fruitful way to consider individual and national
narratives.22 Through the provocative case study of selfies taken with the embalmed

Charlot, ‘Vietnamese Cinema’, p. 450.
Ibid.
18 N. Hong and H. D. Pham (dirs.), Along the Same River [Chung Mot Dong Song], 1959.
19 L. Duong, ‘Gender, affect, and landscape: wartime films from Northern and Southern Vietnam’, InterAsia Cultural Studies, vol. 15, iss. 2, 2014, p. 258.
20 K. Turner Gottschang and T. H. Pham, quoted in D. Healy, ‘Laments of warriors’ wives: Re-gendering
the war in Vietnamese cinema’, South East Asia Research, vol. 14, iss. 2, 2006, pp. 231, 238. See also K.
Turner Gottschang and T. H. Pham, Even the Women Must Fight: The Memories of War from North Vietnam,
New York, John Wiley & Sons, 1998.
21 Ibid., p. 235.
22 Louis Althusser theorises that an individual’s identity can be constructed through social interactions
with both ideological state apparatuses (family, media, politics) and repressive state apparatuses (police,
military) and such is the process of interpellation. See L. Althusser, ‘Ideology and Ideological State
16
17
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body of General Vo Nguyen Giap, Tri argues that traditional media (biographies)
come into friction with new media (mobile phones) as they battle for control over state
censorship, ownership, and national ideologies.23 Likewise, as the diary entries are
published, and translated into different languages, as they are adapted for the screen,
the resulting media, albeit focused on the strife of a young woman, provide a
battleground for the negotiations of nationalism. Certainly, Doan Cam Thi contends
that reading the diary entries would make one ‘tremble with fear at the destructive
power of such a totalitarian regime’.24 However, if we follow Pheng Cheah’s theory on
‘spectral nationality’ – where the nation state lives on using past revolutionary ideals
and through its management of the past, ideology, capital, and everyday life – the
Vietnamese government appears set to win the negotiations.25 This victory concretises
through the cinematic decision to resume Dang’s voice-over when her diary is
returned to her family, to Vietnam. Precisely, Don’t Burn demonstrates that individual
subjectivity, humane war experiences do not stand in opposition with nationalism and
collective duty, but rather enables the latter to strengthen and sustain themselves.
With my last example, I will consider how national accounts of the War partake
in globalisation and hence return us full-circle to Da 5 Bloods. Also based (partly) on
diary entries, The Scent of Burning Grass follows five youths through their military
training to their sacrifices during the War. Up until their deaths, the young men
routinely joke, sing folk songs, compose poetry, and think about their families.
Distributed and submitted for competition at the Academy Awards by the Ministry of
Culture, Sports and Tourism, The Scent of Burning Grass is nothing short of a nationalist
production that relies yet again on a natural metaphor to bespeak wartime sacrifices.
Just like grass, the film implies that the soldiers’ lives are fragile in the light of
American bombings, that their deaths can accumulate to millions, and still there will
be millions more of them because grass can so easily grow. On YouTube, the platform
on which I saw the film, user ‘Tri Tran’ commented, ‘when an individual sacrifices
their life, the earth’s life renews’, thus affirming the link between the self and the land.26
Catching my attention were also comments that commemorate family
members involved in the pivotal battle of Quang Tri depicted in the film. The
comments remember fathers, uncles, grandfathers – some lived on to tell the tale, some
died – and remind me of Yen Le Espiritu’s work on internet memorials, ‘an evolving
and ephemeral patchwork of private and collective memories’.27 As these vague
comments barely name the individual, only their relationship to the poster, and
Apparatuses (Notes towards an Investigation)’, in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, New York,
Verso, 1970, p. 11.
23 T. Phuong, ‘Saint, Celebrity, and the Self(ie): Body Politics in Late Socialist Vietnam’, Positions, vol. 25,
iss. 4, 2017, p. 825.
24 C. T. Doan, ‘Dang Thuy Tram, a Variable and an Unknown: Opening the Diary of Dang Thuy Tram
Forty Years Later,’ Journal of Vietnamese Studies, vol. 3, iss. 2, 2008, p. 215.
25 P. Cheah, Spectral Nationality: Passages of Freedom from Kant to Postcolonial Literatures of Liberation, New
York, Columbia University Press, 2003.
26 ‘Tri Tran’, YouTube comment, 1 year ago,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kuAXKBFuvTY&list=WL&index=12, accessed 10 Dec. 2020. The
original comment reads ‘[n]gười hy sinh, Đất hồi sinh’. Translation mine.
27 Y. L. Espiritu, ‘Vietnamese Refugees and Internet Memorials: When Does War End and Who Gets to
Decide?’ in B. M. Boyle and J. Lim (eds.), Looking Back on the Vietnam War: Twenty-first-Century
Perspectives, New Brunswick, London, Rutgers University Press, 2016, p. 22.
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sometimes date of death, it is easy to imagine that such acts of commemoration are
conducted by the Vietnamese diaspora anywhere in the world. Esperitu, however,
draws attention to the South Vietnamese refugees – whose losses are unacknowledged
by both the United States and Vietnam governments – as the people responsible for
and who benefit most from the virtual meeting place that transmits traumatic memory,
forge cultural identity, and re-narrate national history.28 Lan Duong’s work, as it
fixates on unseen presence, guides us to consider firstly YouTube as an unconventional
archiving effort that defies federal regulations – admittedly, I did watch Land of Sorrows
here – and secondly the returning South Vietnamese refugees, who continue to invest
in the same society that ostracises them.29 That is the case with Johnny Tri Nguyen and
Veronica Ngo; both immigrated to the United States and Norway respectively as
children, both returned to Vietnam to invest in the entertainment industry, and both
starred in Spike Lee’s Da 5 Bloods. Their involvement with the film positions me to
reflect on other unseen influences on Lee’s productions; the globalised forces that
reconcile his humane portrayal of Vietnamese soldiers with the one seen in The Scent
of Burning Grass.
In 2015, Nguyet Nguyen put forth that ‘a large gap exists in American and
Vietnamese understanding of one another’, which Spike Lee seems to be closing with
Da 5 Bloods.30 Yet my overview of Vietnamese war films reveals that this gap cannot be
wider as we are just beginning to grapple with the complex history and themes of these
productions. First I show the difficulty in navigating censorship of not only
information but the film itself. Federal intervention does not only obscure and destruct
through censorship, but also construct as films typically rely on geographic metaphors
for nationalist rhetoric. While depictions of personal relationships can be utilised with
a similar purpose, contemporary war films are more ambivalent sites with humane
stories competing with national narratives for dominance. Likewise, the Vietnamese
government may see a loss of control over the narrative through new archiving efforts
like YouTube and the returning refugees. Ultimately, my perusal of Vietnamese war
films illuminates less a preoccupation with the self/Other paradigm that underpins its
Hollywood counterparts, and more a strenuous effort to self-define. Whatever that
identity is, as Phuong Le’s examination of Da 5 Bloods acutely suggests, it is entangled
with ‘the remnants of wars, the Vietnam War included’.31 To Le, to the AfricanAmerican veterans in Lee’s film, to the Vietnamese writers, filmmakers, and diaspora,
and to me, ‘the war never ends’.32 It lives on in films.

Espiritu, ‘Internet Memorials’, p. 30.
L. Duong, ‘Diasporic Returns and the Making of Vietnamese Ghost Films in Vietnam’, MELIUS vol..
41, iss. 3, 2016, p. 153–170; L. Duong, ‘Viet Nam and the Diaspora: Absence, Presence, and the Archive’,
in B. M. Boyle and J. Lim (eds.), Looking Back on the Vietnam War: Twenty-first-Century Perspectives, New
Brunswick, London, Rutgers University Press, 2016, pp. 64–78.
30 N. Nguyen, ‘Which Mirror Is ‘Truer’? Portrayal of the Vietnam War in Apocalypse Now and Canh
Dong Hoang’, Journal of American-East Asian Relations, vol. 22, iss. 1, 2015, p. 45.
31 P. Le, Twitter post, 19 Jun. 2020, https://twitter.com/NetflixFilm/status/1273698905188823040.
32 Ibid. This is also a quote regurgitated in Da 5 Bloods.
28
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Tom McKendrick and Elliot Langdon, Built Perth: Discovering Perth’s Iconic
Architecture, Fremantle Press, 2019, pp. 112; RRP $29.99 hardcover.
Built Perth: Discovering Perth’s Iconic Architecture by Tom McKendrick and Elliot Langdon
demonstrates the importance of publishers and authors in producing works that
invigorate the intellectual debate and life within local communities. McKendrick and
Langdon aim to celebrate the ‘most prized architecture’ in the Perth’s central business
district and the surrounding metropolitan region. Based on professional expertise as
architects, the authors critique the local built environment with flair and their engaging
discussion is accompanied by sleek graphic-designed illustrations.
There are fifty case studies included in the text which consider a range of structures
that are grouped under the following headings: Civic, Bridges, Education, Entertainment,
Spiritual, Hospitality, Office, Residential and Industrial Housing. Through these
categories the authors trace the transformation of Perth from an isolated European
settlement, reliant on convict labour for public works, to a modern metropolis with
innovative world-leading architecture.
The authors argue that the built environment ‘is a reflection of who we are’ and
through this text they provide a medium to consider what Perth is. Each entry contains
up-to-date information about iconic local architecture with enduring social and cultural
value. Many of the buildings have undergone significant adaption and have been used for
a variety of purposes. In many entries there is also information about the building
materials, particularly those that were locally sourced. Each entry in the book contains an
architectural description and details about the architect, cost, client and year of
completion.
The early structures featured in Built Perth include the: Western Australian
Museum (former Perth Gaol, 1856), Fremantle Prison (1859), Barracks Arch (1866) and
Perth Town Hall (1870). There are also a variety of more contemporary structures, for
example, the Bell Tower (2000) and Cadogan Song School (2017) and Yagan Square (2018).
Overall, the book provides a sound overview of how the architecture within the west of
Australia has adapted. The changing architectural styles, phases of building and details
of building companies, architectural firms and building materials tell a story about the
peaks and troughs and development of the state.
The cultural significance of those places explored in Built Perth is based on the
values set out in Burra Charter and these include: aesthetic, historic, scientific, social and
spiritual value. Determining whether a structure meets these values to a significant extent
is a subjective process. It is interesting to note the limited number of buildings of a
spiritual nature. Churches, for example, were once the focal point of Australian towns and
cities and were invested in accordingly. In fact, John Septimus Roe, the first Surveyor
General of Western Australia, designed the then town of Perth around a square which,
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like many other British colonial settlements, was intended to hold an Anglican church.
However, these structures are not necessarily popularly considered as central to the civic
square as they once were.
Appropriately the authors have included a range of recent developments that
resulted from the public building boom generated by the significant investment of State
funds in updating infrastructure over the last decade. The entries on these buildings
highlight the willingness of Western Australian state authorities to invest in upgrading
outdated public facilities and a desire to construct buildings that sympathetically
responded to the surrounding built environment. Further these buildings focus on the
user’s experience. For example, in the entry for the Perth Children’s Hospital, the authors’
note that it was designed from ‘a child’s perspective’ and therefore ‘Perhaps the greatest
success of the building is its ability to feel entirely unlike a hospital’ (30). As a parent, I
can attest that this building achieves its purpose. Other public projects included in the text
are Perth Stadium, the State Theatre Centre of Western Australia and Yagan Square.
Public-Private partnerships are also featured, including the Old Treasury Buildings.
As we enter a new decade and reach ever closer to the bicentenary of European
settlement, it is timely to consider who we are as Western Australians. The architecture
we build, and conserve, will help to re-enforce our values and may also help to embrace
new values. Tom McKendrick and Elliot Langdon have created a thing of beauty. It is also
an important map of and reflection on the advances in Western Australian architecture
and the state more broadly. I highly recommend you add this work to your collection.
Odhran O’Brien
Archdiocese of Perth

http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au

60

Published by: The Limina Editorial Collective
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons BY-NC-ND licensing arrangement

Dylan Hyde, Art Was Their Weapon: The History of the Perth Workers’ Art
Guild, Fremantle Press, Fremantle, 2019, pp. 368, RRP $34.99 paperback.
Writer and historian Dylan Hyde’s recent book Art Was Their Weapon: The History of
the Perth Workers’ Art Guild transports readers back to Perth in the 1930s and 1940s to
tell the story of a radical cultural and political force. The Workers’ Art Guild, with its
left-wing inspired ideals, was revolutionary in its embrace of fresh perspectives in the
otherwise provincial and geographically isolated city. Indeed, many of its members
found themselves at the mercy of police in the lead up to WWII for their connections
to the Communist Party and Hyde’s account of this period in Australia’s cultural
history resonates in a contemporary climate of ideological unrest by illustrating the
power of art to challenge and subvert ingrained social and political norms.
Perth at the time was a conservative and parochial society which had been
ravaged by the Great Depression. However, by the mid-1930s Western Australia had
somewhat recovered and Perth’s theatre scene, which had likewise been decimated by
the Depression and a state government-imposed entertainment tax, was resurrected.
Hyde’s illuminating study provides an ambivalent overview of the time then, with a
focus on the personal and professional lives of the movement’s key figures such as
Katherine Susannah Pritchard and Keith George, alongside reflections regarding the
influence of the Communist Party on artists living and working in Perth at the time.
Prichard and George met one another through mutual contacts in the Perth
theatre scene in October, 1931. Prichard at this time was devoting eighteen hours a day
to her work with the Communist Party of Australia (CPA) whilst George (not a
member of the CPA but nonetheless a ‘fellow traveller’) threw open-house parties
‘where guests discussed drama and hotly debated "ways of changing the world"’ (23).
By 1935, following international trends, discussion was underway regarding the
establishment of a Perth Workers’ Theatre. Hyde’s book draws upon extensive
biographical research into each of these figures which reveals that whilst ‘George and
Prichard shared a similar social background… their political expression differed
markedly’ (49). George appreciated Prichard’s ‘motives and experience’ yet he was at
first reticent about ‘their ability to work cooperatively’ on the formation of the
proposed group. Whereas Prichard insisted on theatre being used as a political tool,
George was focused on staging the best and most varied drama, irrespective of its
politics. Still, this difference was not an irreconcilable one and George’s respect for
Prichard’s intellect was likewise matched by her faith in George which Hyde describes
as ‘absolute’ (50).
In May of 1935, the formation of the Perth Workers’ Theatre was announced in
the national drama magazine The Playbill, the group already busy rehearsing three
short plays under George’s direction. By June of 1936 the Workers’ Art Club
commenced its first season of staged drama. The group’s production of the play Till
The Day I Die was reviewed by theatre critic Paul Hasluck in The West Australian who
wrote, ‘There can be no mild words about the first major public show of the Workers’
Theatre’ (66). Indeed, the radical nature of the Workers’ production caused many state
61
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governments to prohibit its performance, a decision which evoked ‘widespread public
denunciation’ (74). Thus, in its stirring of dissent and controversy, ‘the Workers’ Art
Guild theatre was an integral arm of the CPA’s Popular Front work’ (85).
Hyde’s book, drawn from exceptionally meticulous research, is an act of
retrieval in many ways. Hyde recalls a time and place in Australian history which is
not only vastly different from our contemporary moment, but likewise largely
forgotten and rarely shared. Art Was Their Weapon is rich in knowledge of cultural and
political figures and events that we might today benefit from through attention to the
relevance they carry in the context of our own social and political climate. The book is
a reminder that progress is not permanent and that art, when used as a weapon of
resistance, is one of the most effective tools in bringing about social and political
change. It reminds us of the importance of the arts not only as a tool for creative
expression but also as a means of unifying people via meaningful collaboration and
participation.
Dr Camilla Palmer
University of New South Wales
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Tiffany Shellam, Meeting the Waylo: Aboriginal Encounters in the
Archipelago, Crawley, UWA Publishing, 2020; pp: 271; RRP $29.99 AUD.
At the core of Tiffany Shellam’s Meeting the Waylo (2020) are the experiences of three
Indigenous intermediaries; Boongaree, Bundle and Migeo. We learn that the men were
‘native aides’ in explorations to the Archipelagos of the north-west of Western
Australia in the nineteenth century (4). The purpose of the study is to explore the
ongoing effects of their presence during specific encounters from the period of 1818 to
1837.
Meeting the Waylo comes to us in paperback form and consists of five ‘parts’
with sixteen chapters. The front cover depicts an image of an encounter that Shellam
directly engages with throughout her study. This cover design effectively establishes
Shellam’s interest with ‘unraveling’ narratives of encounters and creates a sense of
continuity throughout the book (17).
In part one Shellam argues that Boongaree, Bundle and Migeo are ‘only
partially visible’ in exploration archives (5). This ‘absence’ motivates Shellam to go
‘beyond the paper trail left behind by crew members’ in search for the ‘presence’ and
‘legacies’ of the men (16). Part one also becomes crucial in establishing the book’s
primary thesis statement where Shellam chooses to work
against a conventional emphasis on the exploits and achievements of
the singular, heroic explorer and discard the chronology of an
expedition as a narrative device to tell the story of encounters (7).
In order to sustain this proposition, Shellam abandons chronological order in her
study. She begins part two with Migeo a Whadjuk Nyungar man in 1837. This part
examines Migeo’s incorporation of negotiating and memory techniques. Part three
then ‘tracks’ back in time to Boongaree, a Kuringgai man in February 1818. Here
Shellam looks at the ‘construction of stories at the time of encounters and
retrospectively’ (16). The effect of Shellam's time jumps can be somewhat disorienting
for readers but her lucid prose and short chapters allow the book to seamlessly flow
between the men and how they uniquely ‘countered the cultural and environmental
foreignness they experienced while exploring with Europeans in an unknown
Aboriginal territory, as well as the process of preserving their stories’ (59).
Part four focuses on Bundle, from Dharawal Country in 1821. This part
explores the exchange and representation of Aboriginal material culture. Part five
closes the study with three chapters that consider how the utilisation of counter
archives can return and restore these men as central figures within narratives of
encounter. Each of the parts work well to highlight the mobility and autonomy of
Migeo, Boongaree and Bundle respectively.
Shellam expertly weaves together historical scholarship, discussions with
Indigenous Elders, artists, historians and archival research to inform the study’s
methodology (14). Shellam consults ‘counter’ and ‘alternative’ archives to inform us
63
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of the theoretical perspective she adopts in Meeting the Waylo. In chapter nine Shellam
inspects a postscript of a ‘Yuburara man’s log’ (111). Shellam carefully examines the
postscript in its rough stages comparing it to published versions. This inspection
reveals that there have been changes to emphasise Indigenous ‘passivity’ instead of
‘agency’ (115). This chapter prompts us to consider that
while postscripts and marginalia might seem irrelevant in a vast
expedition archive such as this one, attending to them enables us to
understand the ways in which an encounter story takes shape over time
(118).
Shellam’s attention to detail in this chapter rewards our reading experience and
reminds us not to forget that ‘representations’ can be ‘mediations’ too (180). In this
way the book provides wanted insight into how and why it is necessary to look and
look again at knowledge production, its preservation and distribution.
The book’s greatest strength lies in Shellam’s dedicated approach to shifting
between angles and historical perspectives when engaging with stories of encounter.
In part two Shellam turns to the ‘Beagle archive to draw out what we can know of
Migeo’s history-making through the production of an Aboriginal song cycle’ (15-16).
Shellam moves slowly and steadily through this archive, alert as to how it
allows us to do more than catch Aboriginal songs on the page; they
might enable us to unravel something of the process of Nyungar
history-making through the genre of song and get a sense of Migeo’s
voice and view from the ship (41).
Shellam includes perspectives from other historians who might interpret these
colonial accounts as ‘messy cross-cultural documents’ which allows her to assess her
own critical reading position (41). Here, Shellam displays an acute awareness to
existing debates within her field and this greatly enriches the complexity of her
discussion. Shellam concludes this section by suggesting that ultimately ‘to dismiss
such stories as impure flattens the specific Indigenous geographic knowledge and
experiences of travel that their narrators expressed in the moment as explorers
negotiated and transcribed them’ (49).
Meeting the Waylo is a valuable contribution to the field of historical study.
Shellam’s commitment to ‘sift, read and reckon’ with the archives illustrates to other
historians and archivists the occasionally ‘rich scenes and stories’ that such a
‘reckoning’ can bring (5).
Sharen Bart
University of Western Australia
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Alison Phipps, Me, Not You: The Trouble with Mainstream Feminism,
Manchester, Manchester University Press, 2020; pp: 205 paperback; RRP
£12.99 GBP.
The trouble with mainstream feminism is determining a point of unified argument
that functions across the social lives of a diverse range of people. Alison Phipps, a
professor of languages and intercultural studies, pushes to the heart of the issue
within the opening moments of her latest book. Phipps’ book is founded on
resources from sociology, politics, gender studies and philosophy with intersectional
research of Spivak and Lorde creating the core for analysis.
Phipps has worked hard to balance the fine line between speaking of, instead
of speaking for, women of colour in the feminist movements. Her measured tone is a
product of fifteen years of research and participant activism around sexual violence.
The introduction dedicates the book to Black feminists and pledges royalties from the
book to projects by and for Black women with a particular focus on anti-violence
programs.
The damage white women have done to feminist movements and the gains
made by them, for them, makes this a book of accountability. Me, Not You appears to
be designed to illuminate and explain the inherent contradictions within mainstream
feminism as, ‘[e]ven when women of colour are in leadership roles, the pull of
whiteness is strong’ (2). She demonstrates whiteness is an undeniable factor of social
and cultural life. Whiteness informs one’s values, orientations, and everyday
behaviours. Whiteness is what we see in social media when middle-aged American
white women scream for police when they are the ones vilifying African-American
men and women, at times for something as trivial as a car space.
Phipps argues that ‘being a victim and a perpetrator are not mutually
exclusive’ (10). Weaving class into the discussion Phipps contends white women can
be victims of sexual violence and ‘perpetrators of race and class supremacy’ (10). As
readers traverse through chapters about ‘Gender in a Right Moving World’, the Me
Too movement, functions of political whiteness, the costs of the ‘Outrage Economy’,
how white feminism works as a ‘war machine’ and ‘Feminists involvement with the
Far Right’, they are shown the undeniable and long history of gendered and
racialised violence by white women. This is most notable when Phipps asserts that
‘[t]oday’s reactionary feminists are descendants of nineteenth-century ‘vice-fighters’,
Christian moralists’ and anti-miscegenation’s, the bourgeois women enlisted by
Fordism to ‘improve’ the working class and those who ran the reformatories for
‘wayward’ Black girls and who abused them for their own good’ (154).
A highlight chapter was ‘Feminists and the Far Right’. Although the chapters
of this book can be read independently, it was worth reading the whole book to get
the payoff from this slow burn and powerful point of analysis. Phipps examines
white feminists and their involvement with ‘far right’, conservative, politicians and
demonstrates the significant and active powerful relationships between ‘reactionary’,
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transexclusionary, feminists and the ‘right’ or religious conservatives that endures to
ensure ‘the borderlands of feminism and womanhood remain secure’ (135). It is also
valuable for illustrating inconsistencies within white conservative feminist
arguments, such as male bodies are inherently violent but this sense of violence is
often only applicable to men of colour or transwomen, not men such as Donald
Trump (141).
A strong thread throughout this book is instances of everyday violence. This
sense of social harm and cultural destruction occurs not only with the subject matter,
but Phipps’ analysis of social and political processes. She rips apart the steams of the
contemporary feminist movement to illuminate a space of contention and
misunderstanding. Phipps demonstrates that mainstream feminism thrives on
arguments of trauma and outrage to make illogical claims that women with political
and social power are silenced (146–150). Phipps’ book is also notable for discussions
concerning anti-sexwork and trans-exclusionary discourse. This discussion is much
needed, as demonstrated in recent months by the divisive commentary from
children’s author, J.K. Rowling.
Overall, this book is very relevant to feminism now. The carefully considered
research and representation of Phipps provides a way for white feminists to
understand the long history and complexity of current public debates surrounding
race, gender and, at times, sexuality. Phipps’ work raises serious questions and
challenges to mainstream feminism and how white women engage with trauma in
the outrage economy. Me, Not You is not a book that will change minds, but it does
offer a considered pathway for those wanting to do the work to recognise and
dismantle the racist structures in which they gain from the work of women of colour.
Phipps’ book provides a roadmap for white feminists to push against their capitalist
systems and neo-colonial projects, of which they are an integral part, and create and
maintain opportunities for political and social hope.
Deborah Lee-Talbot
Deakin University
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Catherine Noske, The Salt Madonna, Picador, Sydney, 2020; pp. 356; RRP
$32.99 AUD paperback.
A teenage girl is paraded ‘on a wicker chair’ as part of an Easter pageant. She seems,
to a woman in the crowd, by turns ‘strange’, ‘very powerful’, ‘serene’, ‘very beautiful’,
a ‘sight of awe’ (149). The girl is a source of seemingly endless symbolic potential for
the onlooking community, yet her own thoughts are inscrutable as she ‘stares straight
ahead, looking at no one and nothing’ (150). We don’t have to look all that closely to
catch, in the stream of epithets forced upon the girl, the strain in the attention focused
upon her. If we are left here with a sense of the desperation which underlies the
crowd’s need for the girl to signify, we also can’t help but note the inevitability of harm
being done to her in the process.
The narrator of Catherine Noske’s fine debut novel, The Salt Madonna (2020),
attributes these epithets to the thoughts of a character named Mrs Keillor. But they
also belong to that narrator, Hannah Mulvey, who in scenes such as this inhabits an
apparently omniscient, third-person, present-tense, narrative point of view. Hannah is
upfront in confessing to us that the omniscience of her narrative is a straight fiction.
She tells us, in one of the short sections of first-person narrative which frame the longer
third-person sections, there are events she narrates she did not witness, ‘things I can
only imagine’ (6). And we know, of course, that she can’t witness the thoughts of
somebody else.
Hannah’s disclaimer puts us on notice to expect a porous barrier between ‘fact’
and fiction in the novel, or what happened and what might have happened. At one
point, she informs us she has been baldly lying: ‘I am making it up, now…writing a
revisionist history and calling it the truth…’ (280). At another, she seems to deny there
is any meaningful distinction between fact and fiction at all: ‘I said I would imagine,
but I don’t know now. Is there any difference between imagining and living, really?’
(100). Her voice in these first-person sections is fussy, second-guessing. The word
‘perhaps’ recurs again and again: ‘Perhaps there is a reality in imagining’ (6); ‘Perhaps
it was the weight of everything unsaid’ (26); ‘Perhaps there is no point to this’ (100);
‘Perhaps I am wrong. Perhaps I am simply caught…’ (124); ‘I did try to help her. More
perhaps than is obvious’ (126). There is a sense here of alternatives being hedged;
events looked at from different angles, not all of them strictly factual; a preference for
the provisional over the final. While the novel values thinking of this kind up to a point
– how could it not, as a piece of fiction? – it is also deeply uneasy with some of its
potential implications.
This sort of thing makes it difficult for us to get a fix on Hannah, pin down her
character. We will have to strain to make sense of her. And, like Mrs Keillor and the
girl in the parade, our need as readers to understand Hannah means we are always at
risk of dangerously misreading her for our own purposes. We know, or we think we
know, that Hannah was present at the scene of the Easter parade because she reports
she was there in third-person narrative mode. But how are we supposed to take those
epithets she gives to Mrs Keillor? Are they an honest attempt to imagine what Mrs
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Keillor, or someone like her, would have thought of the spectacle? Or is Hannah
performing a slight of hand, filtering her own feelings through the medium of Mrs
Keillor? The novel isn’t really interested in having us choose between options like
these. It just wants to prompt these sorts of questions – have us consider alternatives,
shift our perspective, keep explanations in play, and thus involve us in similar patterns
of thinking to Hannah as she tells her story.
Hannah in fact promises us ‘two stories, really. Once upon a time, a girl called
Mary lived in a village on an island called Chesil. Once upon a time, I went home’ (6).
The ‘girl called Mary’ – not her real name, as Hannah later relates – is the girl on that
wicker chair. Hannah, recently returned home, is her school teacher. Mary falls
pregnant and, in the novel’s riskiest plot point, some in the local community maintain
that the cause of the pregnancy is an immaculate conception. Events spiral, and the
novel probes issues of male violence, colonial dispossession and white guilt, trauma,
and religious belief. The novel’s form asks serious questions about how these issues
may be approached through the medium of narrative fiction.
The book, which is lyrical, gothic, suffused in religious (Catholic) symbolism,
and mostly solemn, has some fun with the ambiguities of Hannah’s promise. The fairy
tale ‘once upon a time’ is clearly demarcated in the novel’s section or chapter breaks:
December 1991 to October 1992. But Noske’s (or Hannah’s) depiction of Chesil, a
fictional island somewhere off the Australian coast, mocks the precision with which
her section breaks tether the narrative to a specific time period. Chesil is on the edge
of economic ruin, propped up by a failing grape industry and the tenuous sense of
belonging offered by the religious rituals and more mundane day-to-day operations
of the local Church. It is a place which seems frozen in time, caught in a stasis such
that Hannah’s ‘two stories’ could just as well have happened in the 1960s as the 1990s.
Readers of Limina may be encouraged to note that The Salt Madonna, published
by Picador, began its life as a PhD thesis at Monash University. Its combination of
hard-thinking and exquisite lyricism is a powerful reminder of the value of creative
writing programs in postgraduate studies in Australia.

Matthew Bulfer
The University of Western Australia
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Sanna Peden, Straight Lines, Mulla Mulla Press, Kalgoorlie, 2017; pp.48;
RRP $20 AUD paperback.
From the outset, Straight Lines is a curious title for Sanna Peden’s poetry collection. At
first blush, it might suggest a poetry spoken straight: an unembellished and
observational reflection of life happening around the poet. A poetics of ordinary
thought and speech are certainly at work in Straight Lines – Peden drifts effortlessly
between moments of reflection on the interior and exterior – but ‘straightforward’
doesn’t describe Peden’s work well at all. While these poems are sometimes
observational and celebrating the quotidian, there’s a depth to this work: a thread of
questioning that runs beneath its images. It’s a gentle and generous questioning: a
mode of inquiry that doesn’t always have to lead to an answer, but one that insists on
the asking. Peden’s biographical note says that she grew up in Finland and Malaysia,
so it’s no surprise that the poetry in this collection reveals an awareness of its
contingencies with respect to race, language, and culture. The epigrammatic ‘Not a
Word’, a sonnet in single-word lines, has its narrator find herself in Prague, asking a
local (in Czech) if they speak English. She then catches herself:
Fifteen
Years
In
Perth
No
Noongar (16)
The Straight Lines of the title, then, might draw attention to palimpsestic ways of being
in Australia: the absence of straight lines in nature; country overwritten with the
parallel lines of rail tracks and dual carriageways. A collection located in a long and
thin city, Straight Lines takes note of these striations. In ‘The Fremantle Line’, the poet
thinks through a great Australian unspoken (‘try not to think too much, mind the gap,
face west’): the nation’s history of dispossession (22). Workers and First Nations
people are marginalised in different ways by the same system:
Try not to think of eighteenth century capitalism and
industrial centres connected by these click clack tracks
separate carriages for whites and blacks we need more
light rail in this city we need to infill this city. (22)
The poem then launches into a torrent of worry reflecting the poem’s opening ‘there
are too many things / wrong with the world’ (22). Amidst all her existential anxiety,
the narrator looks around at the end of the poem to find an unusual kind of hope in
the image of the Dingo Flour factory. Despite the Dingo logo’s association with
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Western Australia’s history of deprivation, its red holds a reminder of collectivity –
Peden works for the National Tertiary Education Union at the University of Western
Australia. At the height of the poem’s anxiety, ‘there is a red dog / and you breathe’
(23).1
The straight lines of Perth’s freeway system appear in the new and bleak
suburbia of ‘Freeway’: an afternoon in the North, where ‘the train line doesn’t come
this far / not now, not yet, never quite in time’ (20). Much like ‘The Fremantle Line’,
‘Freeway’ displays a yearning for collectivity and community; finds that yearning
frustrated in the construction of Perth, its culture, the poem’s narrator. ‘Freeway’
shows fits and starts of Straight Lines’ tendency towards stream-of-consciousness, ‘I
didn’t know heirloom basil existed but there you go’ and deftly turns the moment into
one of anxiety over self-perception: ‘the fruit salad says I’m a bad friend / and I’m
inclined to agree’ (20).
The poems of Straight Lines are not explicitly divided into sections, and the
collection moves freely between reflection, ekphrasis, political poetry, and personal
reflection. Larger trends are also at work, and the second half of Peden’s collection
shifts its focus to womanhood in many forms: women as wives, mothers, daughters.
The collection’s emphasis on space remains, however, and Peden’s awareness of space
remains as effective in poems about train lines as reflections on family and
womanhood. ‘Onion Women’ – in large part a list poem – speaks of women ‘wrung
dry in this bastard climate’: ‘rezoned industrial women’; ‘graph-paper women / all
square root / all rounded down’ (34–5). In this section of the collection, space is deeply
personal. Physical and psychic space collapse in ‘incubate’ with its addressee
‘stretching the limits of grief / spreading out for the sunlight’ (33); space reflects the
self and gives a container in which loss echoes. In ‘second daughter’, the flat plane of
a mirror contrasts with the curve of the body and frames the distance between the
speaker and her daughter. In just a few words, Peden probes the gaps between image
and self-image, self and other:
your second daughter will look like you
at night you will look in the mirror
hold your breasts
and think about pronouns (32)
Straight Lines has a lot to offer, and this survey of its themes is by no means exhaustive.
Despite the poetic variety here, Peden’s questioning of her surroundings, and how
things come to be the way they are, is always a move towards generosity and
inclusivity. In A Field Guide to Getting Lost, Rebecca Solnit writes that history is ‘made
more of crossroads, branchings, and tangles than straight lines’ (59). In this spirit, the
poems in Straight Lines, through their thoughtfulness and generosity with language,

Bamford, Matt. “Dingo Flour logo reclaimed as Aboriginal artists remember past struggle”, ABC News,
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form a winding story of interrelationships between people, places, and selves; how we
all look to build a sense of belonging.
Chris Arnold
The University of Western Australia
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Ana Stevenson, The Woman as Slave in Nineteenth Century American Social
Movements, Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2019; pp.384; RRP 79,00 €
hardback.
Ana Stevenson’s 2019 book, The Woman as Slave in Nineteenth Century American Social
Movements, has been published as part of the Palgrave Studies in the History of Social
Movements series and is the first to historicise the analogy between women and
enslaved people of African descent in nineteenth-century America. Stevenson opens
her book by positing that the woman-slave analogy has a long history as both a
rhetorical strategy and a literary device. However, she argues that the meanings, uses
and implications of this analogy across the nineteenth century have been largely
overlooked within historical scholarship. To address this gap in the historical record,
Stevenson examines how the woman-slave analogy was mobilised by a variety of
different social movements to further their causes in nineteenth century America.
Although the woman-slave analogy had been in use since the sixteenth
century, Stevenson argues that it rose to prominence in the United States during the
Antebellum era, the period prior to the Civil War. American culture during this period
was dominated by the antislavery movement and antislavery discourse. As a result,
Antebellum social movements produced ‘a worldview premised on the idea that the
position of women was no better nor any freer than that of enslaved people of African
descent’ (2). Among others, abolitionists and white women’s rights reformers used the
woman-slave analogy to articulate the subjugation of white women in a patriarchal
society and criticised a variety of different concerns pertaining to white women.
One of the concerns that Stevenson examines in her book is marriage. She
argues that ‘the analogy between marriage and chattel slavery was the most common
expression of the woman-slave analogy’ (69). White women’s rights reformers during
the Antebellum era came to view the institution of marriage as another form of slavery
and this sentiment manifested itself in the literary trope of the ‘fugitive wife’.
Following the passing of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 which ‘legalised the
kidnapping of enslaved and free African Americans in the North and their return to
chattel slavery in the South,’ white women’s rights print culture embraced stories
about married women fleeing their husbands (99). Through an analysis of this print
culture and the trope of the ‘fugitive wife’, Stevenson contends that ‘white suffragists
came to trivialise chattel slavery’ and convinced ‘themselves that the situation of
women was worse than that of enslaved African Americans’ (110; 114).
White reformers also used the woman-slave analogy to conceptualise the
restrictions of women’s fashionable dress during the Antebellum era. Stevenson
argues that ‘many commentators and reformers responded to changing fashion trends
by embracing discourses of slavery’ (118). These groups embraced the woman-slave
analogy to promote two differing views. On one hand, the woman-slave analogy was
used to show that women placed ‘too great a devotion to fashionable dress’ while on
the other it was used as a way to express ‘a deep dissatisfaction toward its demands’
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(119). Through an analysis of how the bloomer costume was discussed in print culture
during this period, Stevenson demonstrates how women’s rights reformers used the
woman-slave analogy to understand how fashion could operate as another form of
oppression.
The woman-slave analogy was also used in the Antebellum era by women’s
reformers to draw attention to the nature of American women’s labour both within
and outside of the home. Through an analysis of print culture, Stevenson shows how
white women reformers used discourses of slavery to draw attention to the
exploitation of women in the workforce, particularly women working in the emerging
textiles industry during the 1830s. However, Stevenson notes that as a result of their
lived experiences of chattel slavery, it was ‘African American reformers who most
thoroughly explored the connections between chattel slavery and other forms of wage
exploitation’ (204).
Stevenson’s, The Woman as Slave in Nineteenth Century American Social
Movements provides an original and comprehensive account of how American social
reformers mobilised the woman-slave analogy during the nineteenth century to
further a variety of causes. White women’s rights reformers used the woman-slave
analogy to highlight their subjugation and oppression under patriarchy while African
Americans activists used the analogy in more nuanced and culturally sensitive ways
to explore connections between race, gender and class. Most importantly, however,
this monograph acts as what Stevenson terms a ‘cautionary tale’ (310) for historians
and activists alike that highlights the ease with which nineteenth century white
reformers often overlooked the possibilities of intersectionality in favour of solely
advocating for their own rights.

Alexandria Hawkins
Macquarie University
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