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Perceiving Imagined Enemies in Harun
Farocki’s Serious Games I-IV
NAADIRA PATEL*
Abstract: In this essay I look at the techno-production of modern-day enemies
through a reading of Harun Farocki’s Serious Games I-IV, a four-part video series in
which he critiques the use of virtual reality simulators in the training of new recruits
to the U.S. Military. My analysis is focused on the imaging and imagining of
potential enemies within racial and religious frameworks. I argue that the virtual
representations of some persons as potential threats have a real impact on how
African, Arab, Middle-Eastern, and other persons of color are profiled as
threatening, and subject to suspicion in reality on a daily basis. I analyze Farocki’s
video installation as telling of the effects that media, political rhetoric, and popular
culture have on shaping the image of enemies and adversaries today.
Keywords: Simulation, grievability, enemies, spectrality, profiling

I

ntroduction
In 2014 I had the privilege to view the late Harun Farocki’s exhibition Serious
Games I-IV along with two of his earlier works at the Hamburger Bahnhof in

Berlin. Heavy black curtains mark the threshold to the main exhibition, and on
either side the two earlier works are displayed: Nicht Löschbares Feuer (The
Inextinguishable Fire) from 1969, shown as a projection left of the curtain, and on
the right, Schnittstelle (Interface) from 1995, a two-channel video displayed on
two tube televisions set atop white box podiums. These two videos lay the
groundwork for what is to come in Serious Games I-IV. In Schnittstelle, Farocki
presents

the

viewer

with

insight

into

the

editing,

cutting,

cropping,

contextualizing, and recycling processes that images and video footage are
*

Naadira Patel is a Johannesburg-based artist, project manager, and freelance book
designer. Her work focuses on a range of topics, from the manufacturing of happiness, to
technologies of surveillance and violence.
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subject to in his work. Seated at his work desk, he describes his “editing station”
as consisting of two small tube TV screens plus “the control desk, the player, the
recorder.” He says: “the thing is – there are two images seen at the same time –
one image in relation to the other.” He explains to the viewer how he puts images
in conversation with each other, and, in the process, reflects on “his own role
within the image-making system” (Chinen). His hands are shown repeatedly in the
gesture of framing and composing both images on the TV set and the street
scene passing by his apartment window. Farocki is critical of his capacity to frame
and manipulate what a viewer sees. Schnittstelle is exemplary of what Trevor
Paglan calls the “operational” aspect of images in Farocki’s work, i.e., images are
being worked on – edited and cropped – and made to perform a function in
offering a particular view of the world.
In Nicht Löschbares Feuer, a fictional narrative of a worker in a napalm
factory shot in black and white, Farocki interrogates the relationship between
chemical warfare and exposure to images of war. Farocki himself appears in the
video dressed as a laboratory scientist, seated at a table explaining directly to the
camera the devastating effects of napalm on the human body through a watered
down demonstration: he extinguishes a cigarette on his forearm to indicate a
fraction of what napalm does to the body, while commenting on the human
desire to look away from images that make us feel pain. A core feature of
Farocki’s work is the explicit detailing of the relationship between the technical
apparatus of photography and cinema and the advent of technology in shaping
how war is envisioned and, these days, manufactured. Both these works act as a
preface to the installation Serious Games I-IV; they provide the viewer with a clue
as to the simultaneous act of showing and telling that follows.
Crossing the threshold from the semi-lit gallery space into the darkened
exhibition room in which Serious Games is installed feels like crossing over into a
virtual world of mechanical sounds and manufactured battles. The darkness of the
room is dotted with sections of intense light: projection screens are suspended
diagonally at irregular intervals across the room, each accompanied by overhead
speakers. Sounds from one projection spill over to the next creating an echo of
computer-generated gunfire, missiles, automated driving, friendly chatter, real
gunfire, and sounds of anguish across the room. Of the four parts, three are twoscreen videos, so that Farocki presents a conversation: image and image, or
image and text accompany each other in the display. When there is commentary,
white text on a black background describes or critiques the image shown
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alongside it. In I: Watson Is Down, soldiers engage with virtual territories and
potential enemies in a video game-like simulation called Virtual Battlespace (VBS).
For II: Three Dead, the only single-channel video in the series, Farocki recorded
soldiers enacting a staged battle against suspected militants, played by actors, at
a training base in California. III: Immersion and IV: A Sun With No Shadow show
soldiers at a military facility being treated for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD) using Virtual Reality Exposure Therapy (VRET). Through the two-screen
format, Farocki simultaneously presents and comments on the images used in the
simulators and the conditions of their production.
This mode of commentary, explicitly detailed in Schnitstelle, is important
to note for this paper, as I wish to make clear what is my critique and what is
Farocki’s. His self-critical approach to the act of producing images and the
context in which these images exist and exert effect, makes for challenging
interpretive work on my part. He is critical of his own presence in and ability to
manipulate the production process, as is evident when he appears in Immersion
and A Sun With No Shadow1 explaining how VBS and VRET work (almost
confusing me into thinking he is supportive of it). While he appears to be neutral
and dry in his explication of how things work, his subtle critique in the on-screen
text is as sharp as it is explanatory. In Serious Games, Farocki especially critiques
the representation of persons who are imagined as future enemies, focusing on
how they are racially and religiously framed. In VBS enemies are depicted as
brown-skinned, Arab, African, or Middle-Eastern persons accessorized with
explosives or religious accoutrements, and in VRET enemies are portrayed as
shadow-less, zombie-like beings. In the act of labeling someone an “enemy,” for
instance in a drop-down menu that an instructor scrolls through in Watson Is
Down, some persons, and I argue, populations even, are perceived and imagined
as enemies or adversaries, their lives rendered unworthy of preservation or care. It
is in this act of profiling “enemies” within particular racial and religious
frameworks that I read a differential allocation of value to some lives over others.
I draw on a number of theoretical concepts to make my case. First, there
are: Judith Butler’s “framing,” which I will address in relation to “grievability” and
“derealization”; Achille Mbembe’s “living dead”; and Yves Winter’s “continuum of
1

Similar to Schnitstelle, Farocki appears in Immersion and A Sun With No Shadow
repeatedly. Seated at a desk with computer screens, he explains to the viewer how both
VBS and VRET work: he demonstrates how lighting conditions, sounds of explosions, et
cetera, can be manipulated to match what a patient describes.
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civilianality” along which human beings, especially those in frontier or war zones,
are placed (503). Winter suggests that the definition of what makes one a civilian
is ultimately based on his or her familial relation and/or physical proximity to a
suspected adversary, a claim that is picked up by Butler in Frames of War and her
more recent lecture Human Shield. Following this discussion, I think through the
idea of spectrality in relation to the ghostliness of the characters that inhabit the
VRET software. Here I draw on Esther Peeren’s writing on the spectral metaphor
to read the ghostliness of those simulated populations as representative of a
larger discursive categorization of who counts as human and who does not.
In addition, I employ terminology by artists and writers James Bridle and
Hito Steyerl, whose works investigate the influence of the digital imaging
softwares in art and advertising. Bridle’s term “render ghost” is one that I use to
suggest that the ghostly characters in Immersion and A Sun With No Shadow are
simultaneously revenant, thus returning, and anticipated, to come. Steyerl, in The
Wretched of the Screen – referencing Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth –
speaks to ideas of value in relation to human bodies, by way of an analysis of
image resolution. Reading Serious Games through these concepts, I argue that
the enemies depicted in the simulators are exemplary of an unbalanced and
problematic distribution of value and violence. Farocki shows how American
soldiers are trained to perceive some bodies as adversaries based on a set of
criteria, a checklist for enemy-identification. This way, I aim to address the issue of
discursive framing, i.e., how enemies are written into being and how the label of
enemy preemptively judges some people as potentially threatening.
I will first draw out aspects across the four videos that are crucial to my
discussion by demonstrating how Farocki enacts a form of show and tell through
the two-screen format. I will then focus on Butler’s concepts of “derealization”
and “grievability” and flesh out the manner in which some lives are robbed of
their humanity. Following this, I will address the spectral nature of the enemy in
relation to Peeren’s notion of spectrality, ending with a reflection on how enemies
can be analyzed as spectral and revenant.
Two screens
In this section I will show how, through the interaction of the two-screen format,
Farocki comments on every stage of the training process. In Watson Is Down, a
video shows a crew of four soldiers in a computer lab, dressed in military gear,
seated behind a row of laptops. Equipped with headphones and walkie-talkies, in
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an atmosphere of laid-back calmness, the soldiers appear to be playing a video
game, navigating computer-generated mountainous desert terrain with an
armored tank. On the parallel screen, text informs the viewer that this landscape
is Afghanistan. It reads:
The sun in this computer landscape –
moves like the real sun above the real Afghanistan
These images are intended to prepare for the war
The Computer landscape depicts real details
Hills and Valleys, roads and vegetation –
are derived from cartographic data
This virtual world is made possible by a live-feed of cartographic data, meaning
that soldiers are training in a simulated representation of the projected site of
battle. As the crew progresses through the simulated drill, intermittently
engaging enemies that emerge, their tank’s gunner, Watson, is hit. Watson’s
computer avatar drops to the ground beside the tank and the crew’s leader leans
back in his chair with a hint of annoyance, proclaiming that “Watson is down.”
More sighs and groans are heard from other soldiers in the lab who remain
outside the frame. The real Watson leans back in his chair dismally and the drill is
over.
In Watson Is Down, Farocki zooms in on and repeatedly returns to a scene
in which an instructor, who controls the drill from a separate room in the lab,
chooses antagonists from a drop-down menu labeled “enemies.” On one screen
the instructor is seen scrolling through possible enemies, accompanied by text
that describes them as “Badly armed enemies in asymmetric wars.” He can
change the clothing of the enemy and accessorize them with weapons, bombs,
and other explosive devices. The real-time aspect of VBS, and its attempt at 1:1
realistic representation, is aimed at generating proficiency and accuracy in
understanding the terrain of battle before going on tour. In VBS, details like
sunlight, shadow, movement, vegetation, and dust are represented in high
definition, and potential enemies are produced and framed according to a range
of real-life referents.
Here it is important to make a distinction between virtual (VR) and
augmented reality (AR). VR creates a virtual environment for training purposes in
which the action has no consequence in the real world or in real time. In the
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entertainment industry, too, with the advancement of 360° cinema, like that of
the Oculus Rift, VR is expanding our world beyond the screen, allowing a
participant or wearer (in the case of VR headgear) to become immersed in a
virtual world. In contrast, AR is, as its title suggests, augmentation: it is the “live,
direct or indirect, view of a physical, real-world environment whose elements are
augmented by computer-generated sensory input such as sound, video, graphics
or GPS data” (“Augmented Reality”). For example, Google glass allows a wearer to
receive real-time information on the lens about something in their immediate
environment, similar to the current phenomenon of Pokemon Go. The user’s
interaction with their environment is in real time, aided by technology. The reason
I make this distinction is that VBS as a simulator sits somewhere between virtual
and augmented realities. While the cartographic data used to power VBS is live,
the soldiers are not interacting with the real world, i.e., their actions have no
consequences in the real world during the time of the simulation. This muddy
middle ground, however, makes me wonder about the simulation’s after-effects
on one’s perceptions of the world and potential enemies, outside of the
simulated drill.
The simulated drill of Watson Is Down is followed by Three Dead, a staged
field exercise in a makeshift Afghan village, fabricated out of shipping containers
at a training camp in the Nevada desert. Farocki recorded soldiers performing in a
live drill aimed at creating realistic preparatory battle scenarios. In a text titled
“On the Documentary,” Farocki writes that he played no part in orchestrating the
scene that follows, but simply watched and waited, a technique he calls “direct
cinema.” When shouts of “Allahu Akbar” followed by gunfire interrupt a lunch
buffet outside a makeshift mosque, soldiers jump into gear to apprehend the
threat. In Three Dead, Afghan American actors play the role of adversaries,
reaffirming the stereotype of the brown-skinned and bearded enemy. In addition
to appearance, the stereotype is extended further through the association of the
phrase “Allahu Akbar” with gunfire. What is a call to prayer, “God is great,” is
linked to acts of terror.
Following the staged battle scene in the desert, Farocki immerses the
viewer in what he calls the “follow-up phases” to the training in the first two
videos. In Immersion and A Sun With No Shadow, soldiers at a military treatment
facility are shown using VRET simulators to overcome PTSD. Auxiliary tools
accompany this simulation: a play station-like controller, unloaded weapons,
and/or olfactory stimuli intensify the sense of immersion post-facto. In this virtual
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city, however, the computer graphics are not as crisp as in VBS: objects, buildings,
cars, and people have no shadow, but rather appear to float unsteadily.
In Immersion we follow a soldier’s virtual journey through an urban space
as he narrates an event that occurred on tour, while on a parallel screen we watch
the soldier himself, all geared up. He begins to react viscerally as he recounts a
moment following an explosion when he found his partner’s dismembered leg.
He tries to take off his own headgear, becomes nauseous, and soon bends down
to lean over a trashcan while clutching an unloaded gun in one hand. What
initially appears to be a “real” representation of someone using VRET to treat
PTSD, turns out to be a promotional demo, which becomes evident toward the
end of the video when the soldier stands up and smiles, explaining to an
audience out of the frame, the potential that VRET offers for more “accurate and
safe” recovery. Farocki critiques the weakened quality of the VRET simulator
through on-screen text that reads: “The follow-up images resemble those that
prepare for war. But the follow-up images have no shadows. The system for
remembering is a little cheaper than the one for training.”
Through the on-screen text, Farocki critiques the unequal funding for
these systems: VBS is built with the best technology to achieve accuracy and a
heightened sense of reality, whereas VRET is made with cheaper software,
resulting in weaker graphics. Like Farocki, I read a greater importance placed on
the process of training to kill, where images are high definition and precise, and
less importance placed on the process of recovery, where the simulation lacks
exactness and the images are fuzzy. While VRET is not completely lacking
accuracy, I argue that in the resolution and image quality lays a clue as to the
allocation of value to some lives over others, a point which I pick up in my
reading of the fourth video of the series.
In a Sun With No Shadow, arguably the most direct and confrontational
video in the series, Farocki presents a comparative analysis of the imagery used in
VBS and VRET. Here Farocki appears in the video again, an echo of Schnittstelle,
seated at a control station with two computer screens, explaining how things
work. On the left screen, the armored vehicle from Watson Is Down is seen driving
across the desert, kicking up dust, while the right screen shows the posttraumatic city of VRET. Farocki clarifies how conditions like lighting, sounds of
gunfire, movement, et cetera, can be adjusted to more accurately match what a
patient describes. This demonstration is followed by interviews with two soldiers –
this time it remains unclear whether they are acting or not – who recount
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traumatic moments during battle, explosions, gunfire, and being hit by
unidentified sources.
The two-channel format functions as a way of commenting on forms of
instruction and treatment: the on-screen text allows Farocki to explain the technè
of the simulator, while putting two images alongside each other, for example that
of a possible adversary alongside an explosive, thus creating direct associations
and meanings. Through the video essay format and the immersive installation,
Farocki highlights how these simulations, training drills, and immersive processes
shape a soldier’s pre- or post-perception of war. He lays the groundwork for this
critique through statements in the videos that raise a pertinent question: does
outward appearance, race, religious clothing, and other accessories, accompanied
by a pre-judged label of enemy, result in justifiable violence against his or her
body? This is a question I hope to address through an analysis of framing and
derealization in the writings of Judith Butler.
Framing enemies with Butler
There are two key notions from Butler’s work that are valuable for this analysis,
firstly that of “framing,” and secondly, “derealization.” I will unpack these two
concepts by addressing how framing relies on the processes of recognition and
apprehension, and thereafter, discussing the relation between grievability and
derealization. I will do this through analyzing a particular scene that is repeatedly
shown in Watson Is Down and A Sun With No Shadow, in which the instructor
“places enemies” from a drop down menu in VBS. Rather than using traditional
target practice silhouettes, VBS makes use of “realistically” looking enemies. The
instructor scrolls through a range of possibilities: a man wearing regular civilian
clothing, “plain clothes,” a man in religious dress, a man in plain clothes with a
suicide vest and keffiyeh, a woman in a burka, a man with military gear… This kind
of imaging, I argue, is in part produced through the operations of news media,
language, and popular culture (think of TV shows like Homeland and 24 where
enemies are often Arab or Middle Eastern, brown-skinned, religious fanatics). This
in turn produces and affirms the way some persons are imaged and treated with
suspicion in reality. Butler writes that the frames that “decide which lives will be
recognizable as lives and which will not, must circulate in order to establish their
hegemony” (Frames 12). When the news media repeatedly broadcast images of
modern-day enemies, the result is that an “amorphous racism” abounds, causing
the public to be suspicious of anyone who fits the profile (Butler 39). I want to
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address the discursive and visual frames that give shape to contemporary
enemies and the shifting conditions under which certain persons are framed as
potential enemies in Watson Is Down and rendered as ghostly enemies in A Sun
With No Shadow. This act of framing, as outlined by Butler, relies on two
processes: apprehension and recognition, which I will explain further.
Apprehension,

Butler

writes,

“can

imply

marking,

registering,

acknowledging without full cognition. If it is a form of knowing, it is bound up
with sensing and perceiving, but in ways that are not always – or not yet –
conceptual forms of knowledge” (Frames 5). Apprehension is the ability to grasp
or have a sense about, in this case, a potential threat. It is the ability to
comprehend the possibility of danger. Apprehension is, Butler suggests,
“facilitated by recognition, but not limited to” recognition, in that it is more
perceptual (Frames 5). Recognition, on the other hand, is something “readable”
and “intelligible,” it relies on the presence of legible signifiers on the body
(Frames 5). This legibility, Butler argues, leads to apprehension. Butler writes,
“recognizability characterizes the more general conditions that prepare or shape
a subject for recognition – the general terms, conventions, and norms […].
Recognition crafts a living being into a recognizable subject, though not without
errancy or, indeed, unanticipated results” (Frames 5). In the case of Serious Games,
certain acts, behaviors, traits, accessories – religious clothing, suicide vests, hand
grenades and other explosive devices – frame or manufacture a person into being
recognizable as a body that poses a threat.
Recognizability is reliant on certain framing devices. Butler refers to the
English phrase “to be framed” as a complex one. She writes that, “a picture is
framed, but so too is a criminal (by the police), or an innocent person (by
someone nefarious, often the police), so that to be framed is to be set up, or to
have evidence planted against one that ultimately ‘proves’ one’s guilt” (Frames 8).
The frame “implicitly guides [an] interpretation,” she adds, and I argue that in the
case of military training, it offers the mode of apprehension, too, that is, suspicion
and violence. The frame acts as a “false accusation” and preemptive judgment
(Frames 8). Once established, this frame determines how a life is valued as a life.
Regarding VBS, I argue that the bodies presented as enemies are derealized,
stripped of value and humanity.
According to Butler, this “value” is reliant on a range of epistemological
frames that create the possibility for a life to be recognized as a life. Butler’s key
question in Precarious Life – “Who counts as human? Whose lives count as lives?
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And […] what makes for a grievable life?” – points to the social, economic,
political, and epistemological frames that govern a notion of life (Precarious 20,
italics in original). According to Butler, to be a body is to be exposed to “social
crafting and form” (Frames 3). “Language, work, and desire” are some of the
conditions for a body to persist and flourish, in addition to an individual’s
recognition by the state through legal documentation and financial attachment to
a nation state, for example (Frames 3). She further writes that, “the
epistemological capacity to apprehend a life […] is partially dependent on that life
being produced according to norms that qualify it as a life or, indeed, as part of
life” (Frames 3). Thus when lives do not fit within, or are written outside of, these
epistemological frames, they no longer seem to qualify for the recognition
required to be considered as bodies worthy of care and protection. Think for
instance of marginal bodies, undocumented migrants, refugees, non-cis or nonhetero bodies, who are left out of the frames that allow for legibility. However, a
new form of legibility erupts, I would argue, in that the writing of the “enemy”
starts at the moment that certain bodies are no longer legible according to the
established norms and frames. Once outside of the established frames of social
life and citizenry, the potential for grievability weakens and deteriorates.
The potential for grievability is in part reliant on our social attachments,
which allow us both to thrive, in that we are cared for by another, and to be
vulnerable, exposed and “at risk of violence [perpetuated by another person]”
(Precarious 20). These relations and attachments make some persons precarious.
In times of warfare, Butler argues, violence and precarity are differentially
allocated to some populations: military operations attempt to maximize
precariousness for others while minimizing precariousness for some, often the
perpetrators. Butler calls this process a “differential distribution of precarity,”
which is both material and perceptual (Precarious 20): material in the sense of
resources, access to protection, and safety; and perceptual in the manner in which
some persons and populations are framed and imagined as valuable or not. For
Butler, “those whose lives are not ‘regarded’ as potentially grievable, and hence
valuable, are made to bear the burden of [...] differential exposure to violence and
death” (Precarious 25).
For Butler, the shift from being grievable to ungrievable results from a
process of “derealization” (Precarious 33). Derealization involves the systematic
negation of one’s life as a life through discourse. Butler argues that some lives are
systematically framed and negated until they no longer qualify as grievable. If
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certain persons are already perceived and treated as “unreal,” she argues, then
“from the perspective of violence, [death] fails to injure or negate those lives since
those lives are already negated” (Precarious 33). The enemy in the simulation, I
feel, is caught in a double bind. Their lives are made recognizable through the
frames that constitute them: physical appearance, clothing, explosives. They are
thus recognizable according to a set of external elements. But they are negated
or derealized in that they are imagined and treated as lesser humans, through
labeling them as “enemy.” They are recognizable to the point that, when a soldier
finds himself facing a person that fits the profile of a potential enemy, they may
be apprehended according to procedure. The digital adaptations of potential
enemies as target practice thus, in turn, affect the referent, the real person who
looks like the profile of the enemy in the simulator. They are, by deduction,
derealized, and so the death of their bodies is less, or even not at all, grievable.
These negated persons, however, “have a strange way of remaining
animated and so must be negated again (and again),” writes Butler (Precarious
33). She continues:
They cannot be mourned because they are always already lost or,
rather, never “were,” and they must be killed, since they seem to
live on, stubbornly, in this state of deadness. Violence renews itself
in the face of the apparent inexhaustibility of its object. The
derealization of the “Other” means that it is neither alive nor dead,
but interminably spectral. (Precarious 33)
It is this spectrality, the unceasing return or arrival of more enemies, particularly
as witnessed in the media, that requires attention. Through Butler’s writing I have
addressed issues of discursive framing, which is particular to contemporary media
representations of potential enemies. However, considering the simulated nature
of the military training represented in Serious Games, I want to address aspects of
image resolution and “value.” I start with Bridle’s concept of the render ghost,
after which I engage with the Mbembe’s work on the living dead and Peeren’s
take on the specter, to better grasp the concept of sovereignty and rule over
certain bodies, as well as the present-day obsession with and anticipation of
imminent enemies.
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Render ghosts
Coined by British artist James Bridle, the term “render ghost” refers to persons
who inhabit “spaces of the imagination that we’re preparing for, that we’re
designing, that have not yet quite come into being in the physical world, but are
kind of imminent in it” (Bridle). In Bridle’s use, this term refers to images of
people that are found on property development billboards or lining the
barricades of construction sites, in anticipation of a future community. Bridle calls
them render ghosts because they have undergone digital editing, bad cropping,
and transferal across networks: sometimes a person is missing a hand or leg, or
occurs twice in the same scene. Often these “ghosts” are pixilated and fuzzy and
do not fit (aesthetically speaking) into the world they inhabit. Bridle’s use of the
term suggests that there is something about digital technology that has both the
ability to render realistic detail, and simultaneously disrupt a realist illusion,
questioning what our sense of reality or hyper-reality is in the digital age. The
render ghost is based on characteristics, appearances, and features of existing
persons, but they are two-dimensional and appropriated in the representations of
virtual future-worlds that have not yet come into being. In this sense, the render
ghost exists in several possible worlds, and acts as a prompt for imagining any
number of possible scenarios, not unlike the characters, or enemies, in VBS.
The render ghost is a version of its original, a copy, and an impoverished
one at that. Hito Steyerl refers to the impoverished image as one that has lost
resolution due to its constant transferal through multiple networks. A low-res
image, according to Steyerl, is thought to hold less value than a high-res image,
due to lack of precision or likeness to the real, a point she finds contentious and
untrue. In reference to the impoverished enemies of the VRET simulator, I argue
for reading them as both render ghosts and as specters. Render ghosts because
they are versions of an original (this may take the form of a photograph of
persons, often those broadcast in the wake of so-called terrorist attacks), and as
specters because of their constant return, whether willing or forced. Peeren writes
that the specter is seen or understood as an “impoverished body,” or one
“without content,” echoing Steyerl’s contention with the idea of certain images as
“less valuable” (4).
Peeren writes that the specter both “returns from the past,” but it is also
“arrivant,” it is to come, a “future that cannot be anticipated” (14).2 For Peeren,
2

This is a slight contrast to what I noted before about the render ghosts in Bridle’s use,
where the ghost represents someone or -thing that is anticipated. The enemies in VBS are
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reading spectrality as a metaphor has the potential for unlocking and generating
new understandings of present-day “living ghosts” (5). She formulates the notion
of the living ghost through Mbembe’s living dead and Butler’s notion of the
ungrievable. Peeren argues that through scrutinizing the portrayals of living
ghosts it is possible to “suggest new responses to the practices of marginalization
arising in a globalized context increasingly dominated by neoliberal thought
which consistently ignore and constrain the agency of subjects considered
expendable” (9). Living ghosts, according to Peeren, are generally held to occupy
“marginal, contentious social positions” (5), and here she makes reference to
undocumented or illegal migrants and domestic workers. To this I would add the
simulated “enemies” in VBS and VRET, since they also occupy a liminal and
marginal position, even within the digital realm. Recognizing the enemy as
spectral

provides

a

way

of

understanding

the

multitude

of

cultural

representations of the relentless and infinite enemy, whose reappearance
ceaselessly haunts the living. In reading the enemy as spectral, as a liminal figure
that is either invoked or conjured, the enemy becomes an object of fantasy. It is
possible, therefore, to read the figures in A Sun With No Shadow as being invoked
or conjured, i.e., brought into a state of “life,” to allow those using the simulators
to apprehend them once more, so that the trauma surrounding battle may be
effectively processed and the enemies encountered further negated. Peeren
describes the ghost as a “present absence” (10). She writes that, “despite being
ephemeral, something is there that matters and has to be taken into account”
(10). This need to take into account a presence links directly to present-day
counterterrorism efforts, as outlined by Butler, that rely on the production of new
threats and new enemies. Butler writes:
The infinite paranoia that imagines the war against terrorism as a
war without end will be one that justifies itself endlessly in relation
to the spectral infinity of its enemy, regardless of whether or not
there are established grounds to suspect the continuing operation
of terror cells with violent aims. (Precarious 34)
In A Sun With No Shadow, Farocki critiques the simulation as being
asymmetric in terms of how it allocates or distributes value to certain processes,
potential enemies whose arrival is anticipated, this expectation giving form to modernday military operations.
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such as training or treatment, and persons. The enemies in the simulators can be
read as “spectral beings” suspended between life and death, reality and
simulation. They are anticipated, judged, and found guilty of a future possible
crime, and subject to the punishment of it. While in Serious Games we encounter
simulated computer-generated bodies rather than real ones, I argue that even
those digital enemies are inherently embedded within what Mbembe calls the
“multiple concepts of sovereignty – and therefore of the biopolitical” (13).
Sovereignty, in Mbembe’s terms, refers to the “power and the capacity to dictate
who may live and who must die,” drawing on Michel Foucault’s concept of the
biopolitical: “the right to make live and to let die” (qtd. in Mbembe 11). Mbembe
argues that racism is a key aspect of the biopolitical, in that it regulates the
“distribution of death” and divides people into those who must live and those
who must die, “a split between the living and the dead” (17). The concept of
racism in political thought has a direct link to “imagining the inhumanity of, or
rule over, foreign peoples” (17). This is apparent in the imaging and production of
enemies in VBS (but so, too, in news media and popular culture) as bodies that
can be ruled, judged, and removed, relegated to the lower ranks of human, and
therefore not worthy of care. What Mbembe’s writing makes clear and evident for
me about Serious Games, is the manner in which bodies are subject to power and
rule at the hands of those who decide the terms and conditions for that life to
prosper or not.
Conclusion
Serious Games I-IV offers a view into the virtual world of imagined battles and
rehearsed scripts used in preparation and treatment efforts in the military. My
aim in this essay has been to analyze the manner in which enemies are imaged,
manufactured, and produced as potential threats. Butler’s notion of precarity
suggests that some persons are derealized and made precarious through
particular operations of power, thus rendering them ungrievable. The concept of
the specter proposes a way of thinking of the “enemy” as yet to come, still to be
materialized, and yet revenant in PTSD therapy. In thinking about the digital
realm and the circulation of images through news media, popular culture, and the
Internet, a process of digital derealization occurs that can be seen in the ghostly
enemies of both Immersion and A Sun With No Shadow. Between the highdefinition images that are intended to prepare for the war, and the low-resolution
images used in therapeutic processes, something gets lost or misplaced, a certain
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kind of value of life. Steyerl writes that digital technologies produce “dilapidated”
images that are but ghosts (of) themselves (1). The imagined “enemies” are
framed, produced, and digitized through multiple discursive practices. In
mapping out the technical aspects of VBS and VRET as Farocki shows them, I have
argued how these simulators are embedded within, and continue to reaffirm,
practices of profiling in the present day.
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Towards a Robotic Dystopia? Replacing
Animal Companions with Technology in
Science and Fiction
SJOERD BOLLEBAKKER & HELEN PIEL*
Abstract: The arrival of a particular type of technology, sociable robots, can
challenge our understanding of companionship. Our focus is on robot pets, as these
are finding their way into our families, schools, and nursing homes. In this paper we
analyse two science fiction texts on robot dogs – Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451
(1954) and Isaac Asimov’s A Boy’s Best Friend (1974)– before concentrating on
technology assessment, a scientific method to describe and extrapolate possible
impacts of emerging technologies. We argue in favour of the use of science fiction
literature for this kind of research, as thus far technology assessment efforts have
focused remarkably little on ethical and philosophical dimensions that have already
been discussed in science fiction literature for decades.
Keywords: technology assessment, science fiction, relational artefacts, companion
species, anthropomorphism

T

he robot dog: Man’s better best friend?
Technology is increasingly ubiquitous in large parts of the modern world.
In the past centuries it has developed into increasingly complex devices

infiltrating almost every aspect of our daily lives. While this techno-culture has
always influenced lifestyle changes, recent developments in technology are
challenging our basic understanding of what it means to be human. The
realisation of ever more advanced sociable robots – a type of computational
device that is pro-active in communication with humans (Breazeal 169) – warrants
the question of the kind of relationship we should have with technology, and if
*
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there is a line that should not be crossed (Turkle 7). Particularly, sociable robots
question our understanding of companionship. Consequently, as robot pets are
finding their way into our families, schools and nursing homes,1 we have decided
to research the relationship between man and robot dog.
We focus on robot dogs because dogs are often considered man’s best
friend; they are everywhere in our society,2 and as a pet and loved friend, the
dog’s ability to express non-verbal messages of love and its responsiveness
towards its owners (Serpell 129) has secured this position especially in Western
households. However, the dog seems to be in the process of being replaced by
computational devices in several settings: robot dogs, until recently strictly
belonging to the realm of science fiction, have become creatures of reality, and
not without consequences. For some, human-robot pet interaction offers a first
glimpse into how humans might one day perceive and interact with humanoid
robots and artificial intelligence, an issue laden with ethical and philosophical
implications.
In order to analyse the phenomenon of the robot pet (dog), we will look
at two strands of literature: science fiction (SF) publications and descriptions of
human-computer interaction in academic literature on technology assessment
(TA). In the light of our literature analysis, we argue that SF can be read and
utilised in a similar fashion as a scenario, a form of TA, because science fiction
explores different kinds of interaction between humans and artificial intelligence.
Since SF is naturally based in and often critically reflecting on the present, it is
able to explore different kinds of ethical questions. As Lauge Rasmussen points
out in the context of scenarios as TA, “[s]torytelling is an excellent method
weaving together the relatively certain aspects of the future with imagination
about the uncertain” (229). This also has its dangers, as strong rhetoric can mask
political or other intentions, which means that SF should not replace more
systematic analyses of technologies and their (future) impacts. Similarly, Darko
Suvin has pointed out that SF is an art form and as such, ontologically speaking,
neither pragmatic truth “nor is fact fiction” (28). But he also acknowledges that SF
can “be used as a handmaiden of futurological foresight in technology, ecology,

1

In Denmark, for instance, one thousand PAROs (robot seals) were introduced to support
the elderly (Turkle 103).
2
According to some sources, almost 40% of US households own dogs (“Market Research
Statistics US Pet Ownership”), while the figure is around 25% in the European Union
(“FEDIAF Facts & Figures”).
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sociology, and so on” (Suvin 28). Indeed, the connection between literary texts
and society, as pointed out by New Historicism, lies in the fact that the former “do
not originate above history, transcending it; they are part of the political, religious
and social institutions that form, control, and limit them; they do not exist outside
of but within the discourses of power. The text is an element of social practice,
not a mere reflection of it” (Berghahn 144f). Similarly, our case studies are
expressions of (imagined) social practices between robots and humans, which our
analysis will render visible especially in their relational nature.
Since our main interest in this article is in how the distinction between
living and robot animals is (re)presented in science fiction, and how this helps
assessment of real-life developments in robotics, we are using two SF stories on
robot dogs, written by central science fiction authors: Ray Bradbury’s dystopian
novel Fahrenheit 451 (1954) and the short story A Boy’s Best Friend (1974) by Isaac
Asimov. They extensively deliberate on the man-robot dog relationship. While it
should be noted that in the stories, from their contemporary point of view, the
robots are futuristic elements functioning as a means of estrangement as part of
a larger storyline including critical reflection on the present, from today’s point of
view, with the recent developments in robotics, these originally futuristic
elements are now available and present in society. This is exactly what makes
them such interesting cases. As we show in a close reading, looking at the
(re)presentation of the relationship and interaction between the human
characters and the robot dogs, the narratives construct expectations that – with
today’s realisation of the technology and the increasing real life interaction
between robot pets and humans – need to be (re)addressed and, perhaps,
questioned in their reality and desirability. In that context we then also focus on
questions of companionship. Here, Donna Haraway’s concept of “companion
species” and Sherry Turkle’s “relational artefacts” guide our close reading.
Secondly, we concentrate on a group of methods for describing and
extrapolating possible future impacts of (emerging) technologies: technology
assessment. We argue in favour of the possible use of science fiction in this field
of research, since – as this article will show – the previous century’s SF, as a
creative form of engagement with the present and the future, has already
addressed issues of ethical and philosophical dimensions which only slowly and
often negligibly emerge in forms of TA. We are looking more broadly at works by
philosophers and scholars of science and technology studies (STS), Sherry Turkle
among them, to find a better reflection of issues revolving around questions of
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aliveness and consciousness and the nature of the relationship between humans
and robots – all integral to our understanding of companionship – to see how the
analysis of science fiction texts can be related to real-life developments. Starting
from the premise that emerging technologies like sociable robots have a
significant impact on these notions, we differentiate between the expectations set
in science fiction and the real-life consequences of developments in robotics as
handled by technology assessment. Is the robot dog in the process of becoming
man’s better best friend? More importantly, should it be?
Two robot dogs: Your worst nightmare and your best friend
Fahrenheit 451 follows Guy Montag, a fireman who is allocated the task of
burning books. The Mechanical Hound’s role is that of an advanced tracker with a
highly enhanced sense of smell, sniffing out the books that have to be burned.
Montag is initially “fascinated […] with the dead beast, the living beast” (Bradbury
28), but having taken some books, feels increasingly threatened by the Hound.
The description of the Hound as dead and alive at the same time, as if Montag
were not sure which is the case, is striking in and key to the characterisation of
the robot. Being repeated three more times – Montag watches the Hound that
“slept but did not sleep, lived but did not live” (Bradbury 27), the “dead-alive
thing” (Bradbury 117), “something that was not machine, not animal, not dead,
not alive” (Bradbury 130) – this dualism echoes the different interpretations the
various characters have of the Hound. Montag sees it as a thinking being,
something that can develop a like or dislike for someone, while his colleagues say
that the Hound is simply programmed: “[i]t doesn’t like or dislike. It just
‘functions’” (Bradbury 29).
Montag acknowledges that the Hound might have a state of mind, while
his colleagues firmly deny this. STS scholar Sherry Turkle has written extensively
about technological, particularly computational, devices, and defines those that
“present themselves as having ‘states of mind’” as “relational artefacts” (Turkle et
al. 347). In essence, relational artefacts appear to have feelings and
consciousness, and they also appear to respond to and recognise human
emotions. Bradbury’s protagonist obviously feels that the Hound is such a
relational artefact, ascribing dislike to it and feeling that it reacts to him.
Moreover, he wonders, “what does the Hound think about down there nights? Is
it coming alive on us, really?” (Emphasis added, Bradbury 30). This interpretation
of the Hound as something likely to be sentient informs Montag’s interaction
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with it; his fascination turns into fear as the distinction between machine and
individual threat start to blur. He finally distances himself from the Hound, and
the robot’s depictions give him an otherworldly quality that is both eerie
(Bradbury 132) and beautiful in its efficiency (Bradbury 143).
Montag’s interpretation of the Hound as a sentient being is based on his
personal interaction with it. He recognises its sounds as growling and its looks at
being directly aimed at him, from which he deduces the robot’s dislike (Bradbury
29). This recognition of the Hound as looking “at him” has Montag “[back] up”
and get away from it as quickly as possible (Bradbury 29). The incident reflects
philosopher Donna Haraway’s concept of the “companion species,” a term she
came up with after reading Jacques Derrida’s famous description of his cat
looking at him: “Derrida knew he was in the presence of someone, not of a
machine reacting” (“Encounters” 103). While Haraway criticises Derrida for not
recognising all the implications of this mutual looking, she sees the importance of
this first step, which Montag takes too. He recognises the Hound as looking at
him, thus interpreting it as a being in itself that can independently act and not
just react according to a pre-programmed command. This is reflective of
posthuman thought on the seemingly absolutes of dead and alive, as Haraway
shows that there is a blurring of the distinction between what is biological and
mechanical, and she illustrates that these absolutes are not quite as clearly
defined as generally thought.
The blurring of this distinction is starkly illustrated in the alive/not alive
dichotomy of the Hound in Fahrenheit 451’s characters’ perception. The Hound
can be a companion to both Montag and his colleagues, as technological
artefacts can be companion species so long as they interact with and are, to a
degree at least, interdependent with the other partner of the relationship.3 One
central aspect to Haraway’s concept is missing in Bradbury’s characterisation of
the Hound and Montag’s relationship: (mutual) respect. Any respect is overridden
by fear due to the robot’s efficiency. What is more, distance is created with the
Hound staying an “it” throughout the novel; there is no sign of Montag
considering the Hound as a companion in the sense of friend.4 Indeed, the
robot’s alien-ness is emphasised: it is essentially dog-like but has eight legs and a
3

Companion, from cum panis (literally, with bread), could, in this case, be related to the
firemen and the Hound’s working relationship.
4
Neither would the other firemen see the Hound in that capacity. For them in particular, it
is a functional tool to work with, not even a co-worker.

Digressions 2.1 (2016)

20

SJOERD BOLLEBAKKER & HELEN PIEL

ARTICLES

beautiful yet terrifying predator-like efficiency (Bradbury 28, 143). It is a menace,
not only because of its technological powers but also because of its apparent
recognition of Montag.5
In contrast to Bradbury’s evil Mechanical Hound stands Asimov’s Robutt.
The name “Robutt” is in itself an intriguing illustration of how both the makers
and (most of) the primary users of the robot dog in the story see this
computational device: Robutt is a “robot-mutt,” a filthy low-life creature designed
to be a substitute for a real dog. Nevertheless, when Mr Anderson, Jimmy’s father,
brings a living dog from earth as a present, Jimmy rejects the notion that there is
a difference between a real and a robot dog. Jimmy has never seen a real dog so
he cannot understand why a real dog should be better than the robot dog he
already has. At the same time Mr Anderson is incapable of explaining what
exactly the differences between animal and robot are: he continuously calls
Robutt “only a mechanical imitation” made of “just steel and wiring and a simple
positronic brain. It’s not alive” (Asimov 17).
In the descriptions of Robutt, it is interesting to note the shift in personal
pronouns whenever Mr Anderson talks about the robot: he changes from “he”
(once) to “it” (the remaining times); Jimmy, in contrast, continuously uses “he.”
Jimmy, in his view of the robot as an independent and sentient being, therefore
transcends the traditional division between animal, human and machine. His
father, on the other hand, cannot change his definition of Robutt as essentially an
ersatz dog to something worthy of strong emotional ties; Mr Anderson’s
readiness to replace the robot with a real dog shows how he has failed to develop
a bond with Robutt.
These different ways of relating to Robutt can be seen in connection to
Haraway’s "companion species" and the related notion of “symbiogenesis,” a
term Haraway derives from biology and evolutionary theory. In effect,
symbiogenesis is a contrasting idea to the “survival of the fittest,” in the sense
that species are “becoming with” instead. Haraway argues that species are
inextricably linked in their development and come into existence because of
interaction with and interdependence on each other, hence they are becoming
with. No subject or object is pre-constituted; the resulting relationship is what
matters (“Companion Species” 6), and no entity would be what it is without
another entity determining it. Jimmy and Robutt are becoming with because
Robutt’s existence allows Jimmy to become more independent as a person.
5

A “Robot-as-Menace” (Asimov 9).
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Firstly, his independence is secured by the robot’s taking care of him: “Jimmy
couldn’t go wrong while Robutt was around” (Asimov 16). Secondly, their
friendship defines both of them, allowing Jimmy to see the human–machine
relationship differently from his parents. Robutt himself is even more literally
becoming with the boy, as he is purpose-built as a pet to a human being. Jimmy
takes the imperative step from simple ersatz to recognising the robot as a being
in its own right, acknowledging him as a member of a companion species.
The interdependency between boy and pet is illustrated in a sense of
mutual understanding, based on communication. Robutt can hear Jimmy “by
radio” and knows where he is “by radar”, while Jimmy talks to the robot as if
Robutt could talk back, and he interprets his “squeaks” as answers. There is also a
sense of trust: when Jimmy says, “I don’t trust you, you faker” (Asimov 16), he
implies that Robutt understands the concept of trust. Jimmy has a very intimate
relationship with the robot dog, an affection that seems to be reciprocated by
Robutt, who tries to impress the boy by jumping “on him to show how much he
loved him, or circling around and squeaking low and scared when Jimmy hid”
(Asimov 16).
Another interesting aspect of Jimmy and Robutt’s relationship is Jimmy’s
reading of the robot’s expressions and body language. Similarly to Montag, who
interprets the Hound’s “strange rasping combination of electrical sizzle, a frying
sound, a scraping of metal, a turning of cogs” as a growl (Bradbury 29), Asimov’s
narrator differentiates the robot dog’s squeaks as “the special squeak that meant
‘Yes’” or as “happy squeaks” (Asimov 16, 18). Hence there is not only an
assumption on the boy’s side that the robot understands concepts such as trust,
Robutt also seems to understand human emotions and actions and can respond
and react to these. Robutt is presented as a relational artefact with a state of
mind, though in this case from the perspective of love and friendship rather than
fear.
The obvious differences between Robutt and the Hound therefore lie in
their functions that divide them into categories of the friendly and the evil robot
(in Asimov’s terms, Robot-as-Pathos and Robot-as-Menace respectively).
However,

their

representation

is

only

superficially

opposed.

Both

are

characterised as improvements and enhancements of living dogs and as having a
self that is visible in their interactions with their human companions. In this sense,
the Hound and Robutt both reflect a dualism by which the different characters
perceive the robots: the question of aliveness, both with regard to whether or not
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the robots are sentient beings, and concerning the possibilities of their thinking
independently and truly feeling.
Consequently, each narrative debates whether the robots can and should,
to a certain degree, be worthy of respect, love or any other (strong) emotional
response from humans. Continuing this train of thought, the question is if these
kinds of relational artefacts can or should be companions for humans. An
important reason why Jimmy cannot see the difference between robot and dog is
that he has never seen a living animal. In a sense, the situation is in reverse for
him as it is for most of us: we will have had encounters with living dogs while we
primarily know robots from science fiction or, considering recent developments in
robotics, from promotional videos, documentaries or other sources that only
allow for second-hand knowledge. But the increase of robots outside of
laboratories and factory halls makes asking questions about the kind of
relationship humans can and should have with them indispensable. What has
started in science fiction over fifty years ago is now in the process of becoming a
reality.
From science fiction to real science
Our analysis of science fiction literature has shown the centrality of questions
dealing with aliveness, consciousness and companionship. These are of major
concern when it comes to the relationships humans can potentially have with
robots. Epistemological uncertainties therefore tie in with ethical issues. Can a
robot think independently and truly feel? If so, how could we know? What
consequences would there be for our attitude towards robots? In view of these
questions, the next part of the paper will focus on real-life events in the field of
robotic pets.
Today’s robot pets are mainly smaller robots fashioned after animals, very
much reminiscent of Asimov’s Robutt. Over the course of the last twenty years,
robotic pets have started to appear, pets that asked their owners to take care of
them and promised individual personalities. These came in the shape of toys such
the Japanese Tamagotchis or the American Furbies, first introduced in 1996 and
1998 respectively (Turkle et al. 314). Since then, we have seen Teksta Dog, AIBO,
and Zoomer – all in the shape of dogs – as well as Pleo the dinosaur and PARO
the baby seal. AIBO is “Man’s best friend [gone] high-tech” (“Timeline 1999”),
Zoomer is “your new REAL best friend” (“Zoomer”) and Pleo is “everyone’s
favorite life-form” (“Life Form”). These robot animals all have in common that they

23

Digressions 2.1 (2016)

ARTICLES

SJOERD BOLLEBAKKER & HELEN PIEL

are marketed at least, as life forms, as real-life entities in one way or another.
While they are clearly not ‘alive’ in the traditional sense, they are marketed in
ways that can contribute to a blurred distinction between the mechanic and
biological. Baby seal PARO takes these questions of aliveness and authenticity to
a different level: PARO is marketed and used as a “therapeutic robot.” PARO is
advertised as a robot that “allows the documented benefits of animal therapy to
be administered to patients in environments such as hospitals and extended care
facilities where live animals present treatment or logistical difficulties” (“PARO
Therapeutic Robot”). PARO is marketed both as a substitution for a real animal,
not unlike Mr Anderson's perception of Robutt, and as a tool that fulfils a
function, like the Mechanic Hound.
As robot pets are moving from labs into children’s rooms and nursing
homes (PARO), it is time to continue the discussion started in the 1960s. We need
to think both about the philosophical implications of human-robot interaction
and about its ethical implications. In STS, several methods for assessing
technology have emerged. Ethical technology assessment (eTA) offers one way of
studying emerging technologies that includes ethical dimensions, as does
scenario building, with scenarios being “descriptions of possible futures that
reflect different perspectives on the past, the present and the future” (Netton et
al. as cited in Boenink et al. 6). These are concerned with “soft impacts” of
emerging or future technologies, the idea that “novel technologies may not only
produce risks for human health and safety; they may also impact social practices
and routines, and the moral norms underlying such practices” (Boenink et al. 2).
As pointed out, we argue that SF texts are similar to scenarios in their creative
exploration of the future – imagined and extrapolated from present conditions –
and in their ability to explore different kinds of ethical questions. Looking at TA
studies of robots, we found that remarkably little attention has been paid to the
particular kind of soft impacts delineated in the SF narratives analysed.
What becomes quite clear in more recent writings on human-robot
interaction is a tendency to point towards rather dystopian futures reflecting
concerns about current developments. Most of the authors who write about this
have a background in psychology, philosophy or STS. Both Sherry Turkle and
Robert Sparrow doubt that considering robots as true companions is a good
thing. According to Turkle, a clinical psychologist and sociologist, “[t]echnology is
seducing us with the illusion of companionship that we can turn on and off at will,
without any mutuality” (Brown 37). Philosopher Sparrow makes the much more
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critical argument that robotic companionship necessitates delusion on the
human’s part: “[f]or an individual to benefit significantly from ownership of a
robot pet they must systematically delude themselves regarding the real nature
of their relation with the animal. It requires sentimentality of a morally deplorable
sort” (306). These arguments tie in with Mr Anderson’s definition of his son’s
Robutt as “only a mechanical imitation” and his insistence that only the dog he
had brought from Earth is “real” (Asimov 17).
Robutt, for Mr Anderson, is only what Sparrow calls an “ersatz
companion”: a device “designed to engage in and replicate social and emotional
relationships of sorts that we value” (306). If such robots are considered ersatz
companions, what kind of interactions do people have with them? How alive are
they in the eyes of children or elderly people? To what extent are these kinds of
robots perceived as sentient, as having feelings? When it comes to science fiction,
both of the stories we analysed suggest reading “body language” and
“expressiveness” as key notions of aliveness. If Jimmy can understand Robutt’s
squeak as a confirmation or happiness, or when Robutt jumps high or
somersaults and Jimmy sees this as “showing off” (Asimov 16), is Robutt not
alive? Similarly, in Fahrenheit 451, Montag interprets the Mechanical Hound’s
“electrical sizzle” and “scraping of metal” as a menacing growl (Bradbury 29).
Because of this expressiveness, or capability of making noises which humans
attach meaning or assign moods to, they are seen as alive. In fact, this is precisely
what makes real dogs such good companions, according to Serpell: they are easy
to engage with on a quite intimate level because we can see human-like
expressions in their faces (140). But according to psychologist F.J.J. Buytendijk, a
dog is a suitable companion because of its loyalty and obedience, coupled with
the fact that man, in order to benefit from having a dog, should be lonely,
longing for nature and generally be disappointed with human relationships (19).
Ethologist Konrad Lorenz pointed out that man, by having a dog as a companion,
can find refuge in nature after being “disappointed by human weaknesses and
bitter” (44). These two then not only mirror Mr Anderson’s interpretation of
Robutt as ersatz companion (that is, ersatz for a real dog), they mean it as ersatz
for a human companion.
More recent studies have primarily considered the man-(real) dog
relationship as valuable but not as substituting for human-human relationships
(Gavriele-Gold; Serpell). This shift takes place at the same time that robot dogs
seem to be taking over the position of ersatz companions from live dogs.
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Considering real-life developments in robotics, and more specifically with regards
to robot pets, the main focus for innovation, and the driving force in accepting or
resisting these robots, is exactly this notion of being (or at least convincingly
seeming to be) alive. Of course, humans anthropomorphise many things, from
cars to stuffed animals (Sparrow; Breazeal). The anthropomorphising of robots is
thus probably only logical, even if today’s computational devices are not yet as
advanced as Robutt and the Mechanical Hound.6 The important ethical and moral
implications of anthropomorphisation lie in the consequences that it brings. What
does it mean if we no longer distinguish between a real and a robotic animal?
And, considering the move from human to dog to robotic dog as a form of
chosen or ersatz companion, why do we seem to prefer machines to humans?
Because we, like the lonely man who prefers a dog over a fellow human being,
are disappointed by our human-human relationships and find refuge in
technology (Turkle)? But the science fiction narratives also show us a different
way of thinking about the human-robot interaction in Jimmy and Robutt’s
relationship. Jimmy transcends human/non-human categories when he thinks or
talks about his friend and thus gives us a more positive interpretation of how we
might interact with and consider robots in the near future. What is more, if the
robot’s responsiveness is paired with respect and our recognition of it as a being
in its own right that we are becoming with, the elements for Donna Haraway’s
companion species are given.
Concluding thoughts
The current discussion of human-robot interaction revolves around concepts of
consciousness linked to anthropomorphism, often with a strong dystopian
undertone. As robot pets are already in place in the Netherlands, Germany,
Australia, Denmark (1000 PAROs) and in the United States and Japan, the
question of soft impacts cannot be put off any longer. Technology assessment
needs to pay more attention to this in order to create a fruitful dialogue with
roboticists involved in the development of both robot pets and other sociable
robots. Science fiction, despite it being a genre of fictional literature, can offer
valuable insights into the implications of technologies, as it has the advantage of
being able to explore the future from a variety of perspectives, and present the

6

We use the definition of anthropomorphism as given by Duffy: “Rationalisation of
animal or system behaviour through superposing aspects of the human observer” (177).
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reader with expectations about impending developments via its natural “creative
power” that scenarios increasingly attempt to achieve (Rasmussen 248).
The analysis of Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 and Isaac Asimov’s A Boy’s
Best Friend highlights parallels in thought about philosophical and ethical
implications, or soft impacts, of robot animals, which we related to works by
academics such as Donna Haraway and Sherry Turkle. Most strikingly, the issues
of personhood, aliveness and consciousness addressed in science fiction about
fifty years ago are now becoming reality. In fact, we have argued that it is
possible to read science fiction literature as scenarios of the future, regarding
ethical and philosophical implications of technologies - scenarios as they are
created as forms of ethical technology assessment. While this particular analysis
focused on two influential authors and their narratives on robotic dogs, it will be
valuable to look at other media such as TV or film. Discussing fictional
representations of robotics and artificial intelligence can widen the perspective
and further enrich the discussion of technology’s soft impacts in the future,
without replacing other, more systematic analyses of these issues or assuming
that science fiction should be the sole source for exploring soft impacts. In that
context it needs to be acknowledged that the speculative nature of science fiction
can be problematic and SF’s powerful narrative can be veiling political or other
intentions, two elements that are making science fiction interesting and valuable
from an analytical point of view. The authors’ creativity can open doors that had
not even been conceived beforehand. Ultimately, we need to decide how we want
to define possible relationships with robots. The question posed in the beginning
then is still the question that should be addressed. No longer should the question
be “how far we can go in our relationships with robots?”, but instead one should
ponder: how far will we let it go?
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The Camera Captures You as You Fall: An
Analysis of Carol Ann Duffy's Poem on
The Falling Soldier
TIM SCHEFFE*
Abstract: In her poem “The Falling Soldier” Carol Ann Duffy explores Robert Capa’s
famous photograph of the same name. The discussion regarding the supposed
staged nature of the photo serves a pivotal role in her ekphrastic poem. She departs
from the standard ekphrastic three-way conversation between work, speaker and
audience and includes this public discussion, and explores the nature of
photography itself. Her stance that the photograph’s message does not suffer even
if the picture were fake leads to the conclusion that the relationship between
photography and reality is far less important than some claim it is.
Keywords: Ekphrastic poetry, war photography, art and reality

T

he cloud of dust that rose from the impact of the soldier falling on the dry
Spanish earth is nothing compared to the dust kicked up by the picture
Robert Capa took of him on that September day in 1936. The photo that is

now commonly known as The Falling Soldier depicts a Republican soldier falling
backwards after having been reportedly shot to death. The picture is part of a
series of pictures that figures a group of soldiers in a field as they apparently
make mock manoeuvres. Robert Capa was one of the first independent war
correspondents in an era that saw the emergence of war photography in the form
that is known today. The 1930s were such a revolutionary time for war
correspondence due to the fact that innovations in camera technology allowed
photographers to take pictures faster and as they were no longer forced to use a
tripod, they were freer in their movements. These innovations made pictures
possible:
*
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that brought the war front closer to the public than ever, their
gritty and graphic photographs of soldiers (men and women) in
action, bombed homes and villages, maimed children, corpses and
grieving

survivors

were

something

completely

new

for

readers/viewers of the time, raising the visual expectations of the
image-viewing public ever after. (Griffin, “Media Images” 10)
Thus, these images drastically altered the public’s view on war.
Capa's picture, being one of the first to capture death in war at the very
moment it happened, quickly gathered fame after publications in the French
pictorial magazine VU and later in Time Magazine. When in 2008 the Barbican
Centre hosted an exhibition in honour of this and other photos by Capa, they
asked poet Carol Ann Duffy to write a poem on one of the photos. She chose to
write about The Falling Soldier in a poem of the same name. In doing so, Duffy
faced difficulties that are not present in Ekphrastic poetry on more traditional
forms of visual arts, such as painting or sculpting. One of these difficulties is that
"the convention that artists 'make' drawings and paintings while photographers
'take' photographs" (Sontag 37). This difference makes that photos could be
considered a representation of reality rather than a work of art. In addition,
Capa's photo is famous and has attracted so much attention from critics that this
discourse around the photo has become fused with the picture itself. Thus,
Duffy’s poem invites a discussion on the relation between words and images in
ekphrastic poetry when it concerns a photograph, an alleged reality that is also
formed by the discourse around it. After discussing the ongoing debate on the
authenticity of Capa’s photograph, this article will explore Duffy’s ekphrastic
approach to both the photograph and this debate. Following this, the article will
examine the implications Duffy’s approach has on reading war photography and
photography as a whole.
The legacy of The Falling Soldier
Before I can discuss Duffy's poem, I must address the debate that has become
inseparable from the picture itself. Robert Whelan, a Capa biographer and good
friend of Robert Capa’s brother Cornell Capa, has been documenting the
controversy. In his article "Proving that Robert Capa's 'Falling Soldier' is
Authentic" and later in his book Robert Capa at Work: This is War (2007), Whelan
attempts to recount all the doubts cast upon Capa's photo, to subsequently
refute them and prove the photo’s authenticity. In order to give a good picture of
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the discussion surrounding the photo and because of Whelan's important
position in it, a short summary of his work will be provided here.
The first doubts concerning Capa's photo arose when Philip Knightley, a
journalist, published his book The First Casualty: From the Crimea to Vietnam; The
War Correspondent as Hero, Propagandist, and Myth Maker (1975), which featured
an interview with O.D. Gallagher who worked as a journalist in Spain during the
Spanish Civil War. In his work, Knightley recounts the interview as follows:
There had been little action for several days, and Capa and others
complained to the Republican officers that he could not get any
pictures. Finally [...] a Republican officer told them he would detail
some troops to go with Capa to some trenches nearby, and they
would stage some manoeuvres for them to photograph. Capa
came back at the end of the day delighted with what he had taken.
When the 'moment of death' photograph was published, Gallagher
says he remarked to Capa how genuine the picture looked,
because it was not quite in focus. (212)
This interview cast serious doubts upon the authenticity of Capa's photo.
However, when another interview with O.D. Gallagher was published in Camera at
War (1978), Gallagher story was changed to pertain to Nationalist soldiers, rather
than to republican soldiers as he had stated before. This was cause for Whelan to
dismiss Gallagher's story altogether as unreliable for the simple reason that Capa
was nowhere near Hendaye (where Gallagher claims they had shared a hotel
room) and the fact that the nationalist side did not allow leftist journalists in their
territories; this quelled the doubts on the authenticity of Capa’s photograph for a
short period.
However, this does not change the fact that these falsifying practices did
happen, and that Capa on occasion had taken pictures of fake battles, such as his
pictures of the battle of La Granjuela. These charges of fabrication are described
by Michael Griffin as “a recurrent characteristic of war photography’’ (“The Great
War” 135). In his documentation, Whelan recognizes this and in order to prove
the authenticity of Capa's photo he brings forth an eyewitness. Although he
witnessed neither Capa taking the picture nor the death of the soldier, he at least
witnessed the battle that took place in the same area. This witness was Mario
Brotóns Jordá, who claims to have recognized the man in the photo as Federico
Borrell Garcia; Rita Grosvenor and Arnold Kemp published this discovery in an
article in 1996. Brotóns' claim was that Frederico died on September 5, 1936 in
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battle at Cerro Muriano. He based his conclusion on archival material that gives
Frederico’s name as the only person of that unit to die at that day. Philip
Knightley's response was: "Federico could have posed for the photograph before
he was killed" (qtd. in Whelan, This is War 12). In response to this, Whelan
contacted Robert L. Franks, a homicide detective of the Memphis Police
Department, who confirmed that the man on the picture was probably dead
based on the lack of fall reflex in the hands, although he does notice that the man
had both his feet flat on the ground and was thus standing still and not charging.
For Whelan this was the final piece of the puzzle that led him back to a letter sent
to him in the 1930s by Hansel Mieth, which stated that Capa and the soldiers
were fooling around when they were suddenly fired upon, resulting in the death
of Frederico. Whelan concludes his article by saying: "May the slanderous
controversy that has plagued Robert Capa's reputation for more than twenty-five
years come now, at last, to an end with a verdict decisively in favor of Capa's
integrity" (This is War 18), as for him this cast aside any remaining doubts.
Unfortunately for Whelan this was not the end of the debate, as in 2009
an article appeared in the Spanish newspaper El Periodico which matched the
skyline in Capa’s photos to a skyline not in Cerro Muriano, but near the town of
Espejo nearly fifty kilometers away. In his book Shadows of Photography (2008),
Jose Manuel Susperregui reiterates these claims and states that, as there was no
fighting in that area of Spain until the end of September, the photo must have
been staged. Again, this sparked numerous reactions with some damning Capa
for lying and making a fool out of his audience, and with others, such as Willis E.
Hartshorn who was the director of the International Center of Photography at the
time, claiming the leap from citing a wrong location to declaring the photo as a
fake is one "that […] needs a lot more research and a lot more study" (qtd. in
Rohteraug). Then there are also those that ask whether or not it matters if he
lied? Professor Tim Kendall is one of the people asking this question. He
dismisses the arguments by newspaper correspondent John Manning who said,
"even if there are doubts about the authenticity of this 'classic image of war,' its
functional impact surely matters more than to insist that 'facts' are 'sacred'".
Instead, Kendall claims that "[i]t is an issue of ethical importance that a journalist
reporting from a warzone should tell the truth. He ends his article with the
powerful statement that "[t]he images are cheapened – trivialised – as a
consequence." The dynamic at work here revolves around the very nature of
photography. For some, like Kendall, the “mirror metaphor,” (13) as Edward
Epstein called it, or the belief that journalists should reflect what they see like a
mirror, is critical. Similarly Frank Van Riper claims that “photographs are the
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equivalent of direct quotations and therefore are sacrosanct” and that any form
of fabrication is sacrilege and against all journalistic norms. For others, such as
Robert Hariman and John Lucaites, the relationship between such photos and
actual events becomes subordinate to the statements these photographs aim to
convey.
This discussion is not new, as according to David Evans and Sylvia Gohl
the view of photography as truthful representation has always lived alongside art
forms that used photo manipulation (75). The origin of this lies perhaps, as
claimed by Chris Jenks, in the fact that vision has become “conflated with
cognition” (1); the notion that seeing is somehow believing. And indeed a
photograph is a testament that something was there, what Roland Barthes calls
“that-has-been” (77). There exists a link between a photograph and its referent,
though it is not always clear what this link is exactly. As Emmanuel-Pierre Guittet
and Andreja Zevnik explain, “[t]he audience of war photography is not interested
in the photo per se, but always, understandably, in its referent, with its actions
and states of distress, to which the person looking can relate” (199). The viewer
experiences something as a result of this identification on the presumption that
the scene is real and thus feels betrayed when it turns out to be staged. In this
case the image is perceived as fake due to its hypertext, particularly its original
title: Loyalist militiaman at the moment of Death, Cerro Muriano, September 5,
1936. Over the course of time the title became The Falling Soldier, which is exactly
what is depicted, and this title makes no reference to Capa’s claim that he
captured the specific event of a soldier dying.
Where words worked to obfuscate the authenticity of the photo, Carol
Ann Duffy uses words to create clarity. As William J.T. Mitchell explains, “[t]he
ekphrastic poet typically stands in a middle position between the object
described or addressed and a listening subject who […] will be made to ‘see’ the
object through the medium of the poet's voice” (164) – although, as the next
section explains, in this case the poet will not only show the “object” but also the
discussion surrounding the object.
The ekphrastic approach
When Carol Ann Duffy, Britain's poet laureate, wrote about Capa's "Falling
Soldier" it was no surprise that this discussion on the authenticity of the photo
returned in her poem. However, not everyone appreciated "The Falling Soldier,"
as her poem is called. William Logan, in his review of her works Rapture (2005)
and The Bees (2009), asks: why must "the death of the falling soldier in Robert
Capa's terrifying Spanish Civil War photograph be commemorated by an Irish
Digressions 2.1 (2016)

34

TIM SCHEFFE

ARTICLES

jig?" When Logan is referring to an Irish jig he refers to the following part of
Duffy’s poem:
A breakdance to amuse your mates,
give them a laugh,
a rock'n'roll mime, Elvis time,
pretending the rifle's just a guitar?
Worse by far.
Assuming Logan was referring to the meter of the poem and not the content, it is
nevertheless an intriguing choice, given the fact that the dance described here is
stereotypically American, but I will return to this point of national identity later in
my reading of Duffy’s poem. To answer his question as to why she uses an Irish
jig and dances in general to describe the photo, I look at the first eight lines of
her poem:
A flop back for a kip in the sun,
Dropping the gun,
Or a trip on a stone to send you
Arse over tip
With a yelp and a curse?
No; worse. The shadow you cast
As you fall
Is the start of a shallow grave.
Here the narrator starts off by asking what the soldier is doing in a mild, almost
comical manner. Her suggestions that he is flopping back for a kip in the sun or
tripping over a stone are ironic exaggerations of the arguments given in favour of
the theory that the image is staged. Indeed these suggestions might be answers
to what the soldier was doing if he was not falling to his death after being
mortally wounded. Duffy gives a number of other alternatives, such as the
previously mentioned "breakdance" or the "pretending the rifle's just a guitar" as
well as the "slide down a hill"; all of which are fairly innocent and if taken on their
own would pose no problem. However, given the fact that Capa claims the soldier
was mortally wounded at the exact moment the picture was taken, the
interpretation that the soldier was in fact just slipping on a rock, or fooling
around with his friends rather than merely faking his own death, would have
consequences for an analysis of the photograph. The distance between the truth
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and the lie would be far greater as it would be more than a mere staging of death
and instead a complete twisting of the actual events. By increasing the contrast
between Capa’s claim and possible other scenarios, the possibility of the picture
being fake becomes increasingly painful, and thus the problem of truthfulness
becomes increasingly poignant.
To further highlight this contrast, the narrator uses the other possibility,
that the soldier was indeed photographed at the moment of death, and gradually
increases its dramatic impact. To indicate that she is indeed contrasting the two
options, the narrator uses the comparative words "no; worse.", "Worse by far" and
"Much worse" to link one view to the other. The speaker’s first suggestion of what
the other side of the coin might be is that "The shadow you cast / as you fall / is
the start of a shallow grave," indicating that the soldier is in fact falling to his
death, and probably to his grave, as there would have been no time to drag him
to the nearest cemetery. The next time the soldier's death is mentioned, the
soldier does not only lose his life, as the speaker says "The shadow you shed as
you shed / as you fall / is your soul, your soul," taking the soldiers predicament
slightly further into the extreme. The final time, at the ending of the poem, the
speaker mentions the soldier's death and claims that "the shadow you throw / as
you fall / is the shadow of death,” and by doing so it is almost as if the soldier
himself has become the personification of death through being depicted in his
moment of death.
Other than to highlight the contrast between the two claims, there might
be another reason the poem switches back and forth between the moments of
pretending to die and actual dying. This alternation could also be seen as a
reflection of the public opinion of the picture, which switched dramatically back
and forth over the years. In connection to this, the structure of the poem seems
to expand and contract in a reflection of the esteem attached to the picture. The
poem continually reaches its slimmest point at the line that is both physically (at
least horizontally) and thematically at the centre of the poem, namely "as you
fall." This line returns three times in the poem, each time marking a distinction
between the playful fake falling and the gruesome fall to an early grave. The fact
that the poem consistently returns to the line "as you fall" as a sort of middle
ground or resting point between the two camps could be read as the one thing
that both camps can agree on, that the soldier in the photo is in fact falling,
regardless of the reason for his fall. The poem can then be read as an attempt to
balance the opinions of both sides on the one thing they can agree on.
The narrator herself, despite my earlier observations, seems to belong
firmly in the camp of those who believe Capa and claim that the picture is real,
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and that the soldier in the picture is in fact dead or dying. We could see this in
the way she consistently refutes claims that the fall is merely a trip or a move to
entertain his mates, instead referring to graves and death. But while this
observation might initially seem to hold truth, a closer investigation reveals that
the speaker never directly speaks about the death of the soldier, but only about
the shadow he casts and what this shadow might signify. We might interpret this
as a simple artistic choice without much significance and end up at the same
conclusion, that the narrator views the photo as being genuine.
If this is the case, however, then why does the narrator refer to "the
grieving widow and mothers and daughters and sons" when according to Whelan
"Borrell was unmarried" (71)? Similarly, why does the narrator say "they wrap you
up in a flag, though, / and blow a tune on a bugle before they lower you / into
the hole" when this would not have been the case if the soldier had indeed died.
Even if there had been time after the fighting to bury the dead, the shortage of
material along with the vast number of dead and ever increasing intensity of
fighting mean that a burial with full military honours would have been out of the
question. In fact, this scene with its wrapping of flags and blowing of bugles is
reminiscent of the American tradition of military funerals much more so than of a
Spanish republican burial. Combining this with the idiosyncratic reference to Elvis,
who would have been two at the time, and rock and roll, which would have been
unknown to the Spanish soldier, I am left with the idea that perhaps this poem is
speaking about more than just the death of a Spanish republican soldier.
In this poem the death of the republican soldier can then be read as
symbolic for the deaths of others, including American soldiers of a different era.
The poem seems to refer to the cultural impact of the photo, in particular in
American society. Additionally it could be that the speaker sees the photo as what
W.J.T. Mitchell would call a “pictorial text” (107). In other words, the photo is not
just a visual depiction of reality, but a story in and of itself - in this case a
universal story of death. The narrator seems to follow Guittet and Zevnik’s
suggestion that “[a] photo, if conceived through a prism of imagination, can give
life to spaces that would otherwise remain unexplored or hidden” (193). The
photograph then moves towards the direction of the visual arts.
Having come to this conclusion, I have to ask myself who or what the
poem is really about, who is being addressed by the narrator of the poem? My
initial thought would be that the poem is addressing the subject of the
photograph and that the poem is a form of ekphrastic poetry in which the poem
interacts with the subject of a piece of art. I would argue that this is correct, the
poem does seem to address the soldier especially in the last three lines, which
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read: "The camera, though, / has caught you forever and captured forever / your
last breath." But at the same time the poem addresses something more. Having
already seen that this poem alludes to the discussion surrounding the picture
itself, as well as to a more iconic role of the photo, it would not seem
unreasonable that the poem addresses the picture itself as a physical object as
well. The shadow that is constantly referred to and that is "cast," "shed" and
"thrown" extends beyond the actual shadow we can see in the picture and
continues out of the frame; the shadow thrown also refers to the shadow left
behind by the picture itself. As such, the shadow refers to the legacy of the
picture as a cultural phenomenon, to the impact it made on the world as one of
the first examples of war photography as we know it today. Similarly, Sharon
Sliwinski argues, “photographic meaning is thought to depend upon the
circulation and context in which the image is viewed” (308). In other words, the
meaning of a photograph is inherently connected to the way it travels through
society, and to the “shadow” it casts.
Following this train of thought, the narrator's repeated assertions that the
shadow cast is one of death and destruction and not one of joy or laughter would
then refer to the picture itself as well. The assertion here being that even if the
picture was staged and the soldier was fooling around with his mates for the
camera, the picture itself and the impact it leaves on the viewer will never be one
of frivolity. In contrast to Tim Kendall's statement that "the images are cheapened
– trivialised – as a consequence,” the poem keeps repeating that the shadow cast
by the picture, both in terms of the symbolism of the picture and in the impact it
has on its viewers, will be one of death. In fact, the poem claims that "the shadow
you throw / as you fall / is the shadow of death," which can be understood to
imply that looking at the photo has become synonymous with looking at death. If
we go back to the question asked earlier within the debate surrounding Capa's
photo: "does it matter if Capa lied?" then for Duffy, or at least the narrator of her
poem, the answer seems to be no. When she says "The camera, though, / has
caught you forever and captured forever / your last breath" the repetition of the
word forever focuses our attention on it and highlights it as important within the
closing lines. "Forever" in this case would simply mean forever, no matter what
other evidence comes to light, the impact of the photo will always be one of a
dying man breathing his last breath. The speaker’s position can be summed up
with a quote by Guittet and Zevnik:

Digressions 2.1 (2016)

38

TIM SCHEFFE

ARTICLES

Photography works as an imaginary quilting point or a common
reference, which creates our collective imaginary of heroism,
cruelty and suffering. It does not hold truth or absolute knowledge,
it can never pass a test of authenticity, but that does not detract
from it as evidence of something taking place; it is an index on
which we can draw, it is a testimony to the event and to the
photographer’s intention. (194)
Regardless of what the actual story behind The Falling Soldier is, Duffy’s poem
illustrates the power that resides in the photograph as a cultural icon that
transcends doubts about its authenticity.
In light of Elizabeth Loizeaux' theory on ekphrastic poetry and the
interactional relationship in which the “poet speaks, the audience listens, and the
work of art means” (109), this poem seems to be an uncommon one in the sense
that it is more than an interaction between speaker, work of art and
reader/viewer, as it also purposely and visibly includes the discussion surrounding
the picture, and by doing so includes numerous other critics and scholars. Thus,
Duffy's poem is not part of an interactional triangle, but rather of an interactional
web with dozens of strands. While interaction through this web is not entirely
unique, what is particularly unusual about this discussion is that it tries to answer
a question that is not often asked in other fields of art: whether the scene it
depicts is real or fake. Susan Sontag explains this issue as follows: "A painting or
drawing is judged a fake when it turns out not to be by the artist to whom it had
been attributed. A photograph—or a filmed document available on television or
the internet—is judged a fake when it turns out to be deceiving the viewer about
the scene it purports to depict" (38). In other words, there is a perceived bond of
trust between the photo and the viewer that can be violated. This is important for
journalists in particular, as their authority rests primarily on their claims of
minimal distortion, and of direct representation, as discussed by Barbie Zelizer
(128).
This bond is both a strength and a weakness for photos, as it allows the
photo to draw the viewer into a scene that is experienced as being real, but when
doubt is placed upon the realness of the scene, the photo is not dismissed but
rather branded as an almost criminal attempt at fraud. Real photos are able to
evoke emotions because we perceive them as real, or as Griffin puts it: "the
emphasis on war photography's emotional impact is closely tied to a
presumption of photography's verisimilitude and objectivity, and therefore its
ability to convey a direct and authentic sense of real events to the viewer"
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(“Media Images” 9). In the case of The Falling Soldier it was this authenticity which
made it great; it is a part of a mode of war photography of which Caroline
Brothers claims: "the possibility of dying that is their subtext, for their subjects as
much as the photographer, means they make urgent claims on our attention,
allowing us both to feel a sense of our own mortality and to hold that sense at
bay” (xi) and thus it is the perceived sense of threat that intrigues. When the
integrity and authenticity of The Falling Soldier was called into question, some
claimed these emotional effects were dispelled and the breach of the bond of
confidence resulted in a large outrage and a discussion that will probably never
reach a satisfactory conclusion.
There are scholars who agree with Duffy’s narrator that such a discussion
is ultimately fruitless and beside the point. Martin Lefebvre, for instance, claims
that “[r]estricting photographs to their indexical status is just as unproductive as
restricting verbal language to the status of symbol without considering the
various semiotic functions of words in, say, a proposition” (221). In other words,
when you focus only on a photograph’s ability to depict reality, then you miss
most of its meaning. Similarly Georges Didi-Huberman claims that questions of
authenticity and truth are the wrong questions to ask (194), and Guittet and
Zevnik claim they are “ultimately redundant as authenticity was never something
photography claimed to be” (200). Their reasoning is not only that there is much
more to photography than the representation of reality but also that
photography cannot be the mirror that some people want it to be since it still
involves human agency. Jeff Share explains this concept in detail in his essay for
the Center for Media Literacy:
Every step a photographer makes in taking a picture involves
subjective choices, from the camera angle (looking up, looking
down, eye level) to the framing (what to include and what to leave
out) to the moment of exposure (when to shoot and when to wait).
A photograph is always a decontextualized representation of
reality recorded by a human being who makes conscious and even
unconscious choices based on his or her cultural upbringing,
experiences and biases.
While I by no means aim to claim that lying about the death of the soldier is the
same as framing your photograph in a certain way, it shows that any claims to
photography’s direct link to reality are unfounded.
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Conclusion
Whether or not Capa's photograph is real or fake is a question that will probably
never be answered, since all participants and witnesses have passed away and
most documents have been lost to time or were never made in the first place. As
this article has shown, this means that the on-going discussion will probably
forever be a part of the legacy of the photo and that all discussions on the picture
itself will inevitably include a reference to this controversy. Duffy's poem is no
different, as it mimics the switching of public opinion from real to fake and back
in its structure. The question that will inevitably be asked after the discussion on
authenticity reaches an impasse is: does it matter if it is real or not? In this
discussion there will also always be two sides, namely one side which includes
Tim Kendall as well as Susan Sontag who claims that "The point of ‘The Death of a
Republican Soldier’ is that it is a real moment, captured fortuitously; it loses all
value should the falling soldier turn out to have been performing for Capa's
camera" (44), and another side, which includes John Manning and Michael Griffin,
that claims that the picture has become an icon regardless of its historical
specificity and particularities of "time place and origin" (18). Duffy's poem, too,
cannot help but ask this question. In its answer it joins the second group who
claim that the image has become iconic regardless of whether it is real or fake.
Furthermore, throughout the poem the narrator illustrates how this question of
authenticity is relatively unimportant when it comes to understanding and
interacting with the photograph. This poem can thus be seen as Duffy, or perhaps
more accurately her narrator, taking the stance that photography is not that
different from other visual arts in that its connection to reality is a marginal
matter. For her it is the story it tells, and not the truth, that really matters.
Regardless of what the soldiers were actually doing at the time of the picture,
"the camera, though, / has caught you forever and captured forever / your last
breath."
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A Posthuman "No Humans Involved": Eric
Garner, the Dehumanisation of Black
Subjects, and Thinking Towards Ethics of
Relationality
TJALLING R. VALDÉS OLMOS*1
Abstract: In “No Humans Involved,” Sylvia Wynter traces how white Americans
came “to conceive of what it means to be both human and North American in the
kinds of terms […] within whose logic […] young Black males can be perceived, and
therefore behaved towards, only as the Lack of the human” (Wynter 43). She
follows up by asking “what our responsibility [is] for the making of those ‘inner
eyes’” (ibid.) before questioning what responsibility might look like with regard to
the knowledge and image production that perpetuates systemic dehumanising
violence against black bodies. As a case study this paper focusses on the increasing
proliferation of surveillance videos capturing American state-sanctioned violations
against black bodies, specifically the case of Eric Garner, and poses that even
though technology has made the world a Foucauldian panopticon, it has not
changed who watches and who is watched – and how our “inner eyes” (Wynter 43)
are watching and dehumanising. The paper furthermore seeks to explicate on what
a new ethico-political project on this type of knowledge and image production
might look like through reading Wynter in conjunction with Karen Barad’s and
Kathrin Thiele’s respective posthuman projects. I argue that this dialogue allows for
a critical re-imagination of what difference means when we ‘consume’ imagery of
black bodies being violated and killed.
Keywords: Wynter, race, biopolitics, posthumanism, ethics
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And when the woman with the multiple degrees says, I didn’t know
black women could get cancer, instinctively you take two steps
back though all urgency leaves the possibility of any kind of
relationship as you realize nowhere is where you will get from here.
Claudia Rankine, Citizen – An American Lyric, 2014
That wounded flesh, the inscriptions of the calculated violence
registers what the Category of Blackness hides, living-dead capital
profiting from expropriated productive capacity of enslaved bodies
and native lands… Framed in a position that refuses the World of
Man, pre-posed by (before and toward) Man born in the world, the
Feminist Black (racial) Critic becomes in material affectability
(relationality, contingency, immediacy).
Denise Ferreira Da Silva, “Toward a Black Feminist Poethics,” 2014

I

ntroduction
First-hand witness accounts of police brutality against black bodies in the
United States are captured more and more frequently on citizens’

smartphones. Eric Garner, Walter Scott, Sandra Bland, Tamir Rice, Philando Castile,
and Atlon Sterling are just a few on a recent list of many where either first-hand
witness videos, or surveillance videos, have served as evidence in trials against
police forces. However, in many cases this abundance of video evidence has still
failed to persuade juries and judges to indict the officers responsible.2 Why is this
2

A study conducted by The Guardian showed that in 2015, 1.134 deaths were at the hand
of US law enforcement officers - African American males between the ages of 15 and 34
comprised more than 15% of those deaths (Swaine et. al, 31 December 2015). The
Washington Post continued this research into 2016. As of July 10, 2016, 1.502 people have
been shot and killed by on-duty police officers since January 1, 2015. Of them, 732 were
white, 381 were black, and 382 were of another or unknown ‘race’. When adjusting these
numbers to population ratios, it shows the following: there are roughly 160 million more
white people in America than there are black people. White people make up 62 percent
of the US population, and they make up 49 percent of those who are killed by police
officers. African Americans account for 24 percent of those shot and killed by police,
despite being just 13 percent of the U.S. population. The Washington Post notes in an
analysis from July 2016 that when numbers are adjusted proportionally to overall
population rates, “black Americans are 2.5 times as likely as white Americans to be shot
and killed by police forces” (Lowrey, 11 July 2016). Research looking at the lack of police
indictment in cases of police killings of black subjects (male and female) is thus far largely
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abundance of evidence unable to convince US courts and grand juries of the idea
that police forces should recalibrate their attitudes and actions towards black
populations and allow the black subject to become an equal human being?
Writer and professor Roxane Gay writes on the opinion page of The New York
Times: “Given how pervasive surveillance has become, I would think the black
body, black people would be safer.” Gay is horrified by the “desperate reality” in
which police officers “act with impunity, undeterred by the threat of surveillance.
[…] There are some injustices, against certain groups of people, that can be
witnessed without consequence” (29 October 2015). What then causes a
proportionate amount of US police officers, blatantly caught in the act of exerting
brutal violence against black bodies, to continue to act in these ways under the
increasingly watchful ‘eye’ of the citizen without having to be held accountable?
What prevents an American grand jury, or the US legal system for that matter,
from seeing the black body as equally human to theirs — even when the mortality
of those black bodies, and thus humanness, is sadly so frequently captured on
video?
With this paper I intend to tie these questions into the following
overarching one: What are the hegemonic ways in which the concept of the
human subject has been conceived in a North American context and what can
posthuman ethics offer in terms of a re-imagination of the American sociocultural
and juridical-political framework? The first section of my argument will focus on
an exploration of Sylvia Wynter’s (1994) critical deconstruction of what
constitutes the human within the arena of hegemonic Western thinking. I critically
intersect Wynter’s work with Achille Mbembe’s (2003) reading of Foucault’s
biopower and biopolitics in order to sketch the theoretical context in which I will
explore my case study. The second section of this paper will function as a case
study of the arrest and death of Eric Garner. I will particularly focus on the type of
violence used in the arrest of Eric Garner and the ways in which visual evidence of
his arrest and murder have failed to secure an indictment of the white police
officer responsible for his death. In the third section of this paper, I want to briefly
explore an alternative way of thinking about the human subject and thus provide
a possible ethico-political framework with which one is able to critically re-align
the position of (white) human subjects. In conclusion, I pose that the mass
proliferation of video evidence capturing police violence against black bodies has
brought more attention and awareness to the way black subjects are
missing — although analyses by The Guardian, The Atlantic and The Washington Post
show mixed trends in the indictment and police officers trialled as guilty for murder
(Friedersdorf, 19 August 2015).
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dehumanised and mistreated. However, it has not critically changed the ways
white subjects relate and engage with others that fall outside of the Western
constitution of humanism. I pose that in order to consume (and produce) these
images and knowledges in a different way, and to instigate a change within the
juridical-political context of the United States, a cultural-philosophical turn is
needed that thinks towards a new posthuman ethico-political project of responseability, accountability and relationality.
Deconstruction of (hu)Man
In her 1994 seminal work “No Humans Involved: An Open Letter to My
Colleagues”, Sylvia Wynter rigorously deconstructs what has been conceived as
human in Western thinking. She critically asks how those who were educated in
the North American university system, and hold positions of power in several
knowledge-producing and law-enforcing institutions, came to “conceive of what
it means to be both human and North American in the kinds of terms […] within
whose logic, the jobless and usually school drop-out/push-out category of young
Black males can be perceived, and therefore behaved towards, only as the Lack of
the human?” (43). She continues to link a specific Western conception of what it
means to be human (and thus ‘not-human’) to ‘our’ “inner eyes”: what modes of
thinking and practice have made it possible that the ‘code’ of race, of
dehumanising black subjects, becomes determinant of these “inner eyes,”
determinant of a presumed ‘objective’ knowledge, determinant of “our collective
behaviours” (44-47)?
Wynter traces this mode of exclusionary thinking, and thus the conception
of human, along the lines of the Renaissance birth of humanism and its
simultaneous start with much of Europe’s colonial and imperial endeavours. In
this context, what it means to be ‘human,’ or more specifically ‘Man,’ came to be
conceived in opposition to the Other, non-white, non-Christian, colonised subject.
Frantz Fanon, an influential source of inspiration for Wynter, encapsulates this
conception of man in a poignant summary: “When I search for Man in the
technique and style of Europe, I see only a succession of negations of man, and
an avalanche of murders” (Fanon in Scott 120). Wynter goes on to connect this
Renaissance “negation of man” to a subsequent Victorian/Darwinian stage in
which the rise of physical and biological sciences disconnected human knowledge
from the “extra-human” reality of a “bio-evolutionary determined nature” (53-54).
This Victorian/Darwinian stage, in turn, replaced the ‘truth’ of a Christian God with
a ‘truth’ ‘objectively’ drawn from the ‘reality’ provided by the laws of Nature.
Consequently a focus on a scientific narrative of linear progress was brought
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about, in which the highest attainable standard of that progress was to be, or
become, bourgeois, male and white. This series of developments thus allowed
who is considered human to be defined in terms of a specific ‘scientific’
evolutionary and sociological discourse that categorises racial and “Jobless”
(Wynter 45) Other(s) as inferior to an imagined, pre-selected, superior, white,
middle-class, cisgendered, straight (hu)man. It is precisely these assumptions on
what constitutes a human subject capable of reason and living in the domain of
Culture—and a lesser human/non-human subject without reason that is closely
tied to Nature—that have become intricately embedded in Western modes of
knowledge production (Wynter's “inner eyes”) and become tattooed and
engrained in the matter of bodies.
Becoming tattooed and engrained in the matter of bodies, the discursivemateriality of race and racism, is also stressed by writer Ta-Nehisi Coates. In his
book Between The World and Me, Coates alludes to a similar notion of undoing
the mind of this particular conception of ‘human,’ which he translates to a
rejection of the American Dream. This Dream constitutes a way of thinking and
doing that seems to halt so many in America to consider black and brown
subjects as human (equal to the white subject). Coates’ argument is therefore that
it is the mind which is to be decolonized from a hegemonic discourse that copies
a Self versus Other dichotomy and perpetuates racism. Nevertheless, early on in
Between the World and Me, Coates complicates this apparent focus on the
discursive and the mind, by bringing in the body.
But all our phrasing—race relations, racial chasm, racial justice,
racial profiling, white privilege, even white supremacy—serves to
obscure that racism is a visceral experience, that it dislodges brains,
blocks airways, rips muscle, extracts organs, cracks bones, breaks
teeth. You must never look away from this. You must always
remember that the sociology, the history, the economics, the
graphs, the charts, the regressions all land, with great violence,
upon the body. (Coates 10, my emphasis)
Coates insistence on the visceral and the material can be read as a way to further
complicate the very necessary and useful project of deconstructing and
subverting the discourses and psychology that perpetuate a hegemonic, racist
way of thinking. In this sense, the emphasis on the co-constitution of racist
discourse and the racially materialised body resonates closely with Wynter’s
account of the Western conception of human as more than just a narratological
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or discursive ‘reality’. It forces us to take into serious consideration what race
means in situations where the physicality of the black body in relation to the
white body has agency in the way discourse is shaped and formed, and how this
discourse again affects the material in often violent ways (“dislodges brains,
blocks airways, rips muscle, extracts organs, cracks bones, breaks teeth”).
In order to critically outline the sociocultural and legal framework in which
first-hand witness video accounts of state sanctioned violence against black
bodies, specifically in the case of Eric Garner, can repeatedly fail to hold the state
responsible for its racist transgressions, I want to further link Wynter’s trajectory
of ‘becoming human’ (read: becoming Man), and thus becoming subject, to
Michel Foucault’s concept of biopower and biopolitics. Achille Mbembe, in his
study of state sovereignty and necropolitics, offers in his reading of Foucault the
following definition of biopower:
[B]iopower appears to function through dividing people into those
who must live and those who must die. Operating on the basis of a
split between the living and the dead, such a power defines itself in
relation to a biological field—which it takes control of and vests
itself in. This control presupposes the distribution of human
species into groups, […] and the establishment of a biological
caesura between the ones and the others. This is what Foucault
labels with the […] term racism. (16)
These foundations which establish divisions thus demarcate who is considered
more worthy of life. Consequently, the notion of a state’s sovereignty and
‘becoming subject,’ can be connected—in relation to Wynter’s work— to the idea
that a state’s politics is based on a project of safeguarding its ideal subject within
the binary framework of a Nature/Culture split that categorises and determines
who is worthy of life and who is not. And thus who is worthy of producing
valuable knowledges and those who are not. Those worthy, on the one hand, are
the ideal subjects that have evolved from Nature and now belong to Culture,
where they have come to posses Reason and Mind. Simultaneously, this ideal
subject (of Culture) can only come into existence through ‘defeating’ and
dominating Nature. Those subjects who in this hierarchical Darwinian scheme are
closer to Nature are thus made incapable of reasoning and turned into 'passive'
objects. Friction comes about when these subject-turned-objects indeed
challenge the very hierarchical and exploitative binary-systems that push, if not
erase, their knowledges and lives to the margins. Subsequently, because of the
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perceived threat this conceptual Other poses to the state’s idealised subject, the
ideal subject continues to define both himself and those others who should (and
thus legitimately can) be defeated and killed through this dichotomous subjectmaking project. It is through this process that one “becomes subject,” and is
considered worthy of life (Mbembe 14). Simultaneously, Others are unmade, or
not allowed to become a subject. This dichotomous subject-making project is, as I
have tried to show above, intrinsically linked to a colonial-Darwinian discourse of
race that perpetuates an “establishment of a biological caesura” between a lesser
(non-white) human and the superior (white) (hu)man.
Thus far, I have attempted to describe the power structure of a state’s
biopolitics which is legitimised by the code of race, and in which the material and
discursive elements are co-constitutive. I have not given much attention to the
concept of (individual) agency, which in no way means to imply that within this
framework no agency is available to the black, or subaltern, subject. Nonetheless,
I do want to adhere to the idea that this dichotomous phallocentric white
supremacist structure always already implicates how each subject becomes,
moves and offers resistance. This is not to say that this resistance, which
‘becomes’ in its clash/meeting with the violently exploitative structures of modern
colonial capitalism, cannot lead to crack open these very structures to create and
build anew.
The dehumanisation of Eric Garner and the failing panopticon
In “No Humans Involved,” Sylvia Wynter opens her argument with the case of
Rodney King. In 1991 Rodney King, a black African-American male, was violently
beaten and arrested by Los Angeles police, and, in the following 1992 trial, the
selected grand jury of the Simi Valley Court continued to acquit the police officers
responsible for this brutally violent arrest despite the flagrant video evidence.
Following the acquittal, massive riots sparked up all around Los Angeles that
would come to exemplify much of North America’s racial tensions in the
following decade. Little over twenty years later, in 2014, in the wake of already
multiple cases of fatal police violence against black subjects, a Staten Island
grand jury declined to indict police officer Daniel Pantaleo in the violent arrest of
Eric Garner. Much like in the case of Rodney King, Eric Garner’s arrest was also
filmed; however, Garner would die as a result of his arrest.
Here I want to shortly describe what the video of Garner’s arrest shows
before moving on to an analysis of why the Staten Island grand jury would fail to
consider the state, embodied through police officer Daniel Pantaleo, guilty,
despite the visual evidence. The video, filmed by one of Garner’s friends, is
Digressions 2.1 (2016)

50

TJALLING VALDÉS OLMOS

ARTICLES

approximately eleven minutes long and shows the moment from which Garner is
approached by two police officers to the tragic aftermath of his arrest. The first
section of the video shows an emotionally upset Garner, who is unarmed, in
conversation with two white police officers. Allegedly he is being approached for
being suspected of selling non-taxed cigarettes. Garner is not so much resisting
arrest as, in a distraught manner, questioning the reason why the police officers
have approached him and want to take him into custody. At one point, police
officer Pantaleo comes up behind him and wraps his arm forcefully around
Garner’s neck. The manoeuvre is known as a chokehold, which is an important
fact, as most US police departments “explicitly [bar] officers from using
chokeholds, which have been blamed for the deaths of untold suspects over the
past several decades” (Voorhees, 3 December 2014). Pantaleo continues to
enforce the chokehold for approximately fifteen seconds, and throughout this
process an additional three officers join in pushing Garner onto the pavement.
After Pantaleo releases the chokehold he forces his knee on Garner’s neck and
pushes down with his hands on Garner’s head, while four other officers exert
pressure on his body and an additional amount of police officers surround the
scene. Throughout this whole process Garner exclaims: “I can't breathe!” The
videographer is asked to back-up by a police officer but not to stop filming.
Throughout the video other by-passers can be seen filming as well. At one point
Garner seems to have a seizure, which only results in police officers slowly
backing off. In the aftermath of the seizure, none of the police officers are
seemingly concerned with the fact that Garner is hardly breathing—and only two
officers remain hovering over the black body of Eric Garner, who would ultimately
die.
I want to provide a closer reading for some of the elements from this
event. One is related to the excessive, and in fact illegal, violence used against Eric
Garner. I will explain this type of violence by the Staten Island officers as being
legitimised by the discourse in which the jobless black body has been
dehumanised. The other is to the question of a panopticon that is biased, and the
failure to read the proliferation of visual evidence in these cases as damning to
the state’s biopolitics. Returning to the way in which Eric Garner was approached
and arrested, I want to emphasise the use of the chokehold manoeuvre, the
amount of police officers gathered to pin down Garner and take him into custody
and their blasé attitude towards Garner’s seizure. As I have tried to show in the
first section of this paper, the United States has constructed an idealised human
in opposition to a lesser human (or more ‘animal’) Other. Sovereignty of the state,
legitimised by this racial discourse, is exerted through a biopolitics/necropolitics
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that through the defeating and killing of the Other/Nature allows its idealised
subject’s becoming. As Mbembe puts it: “[T]he perception of the existence of the
Other as an attempt on my life, as a mortal threat or absolute danger whose
biophysical elimination would strengthen my potential to life and security […],
this, I suggest, is one of the many imaginaries of sovereignty […]” (18). The type of
violence exerted by police officer Pantaleo and his colleagues is exemplary of the
way in which the capitalist neo-colonial state engages in a binary subject-making
project that informs its conception of sovereignty, and produces human and nonhuman subjects. Using an illegal manoeuvre like the chokehold, and considering
it legitimate in this particular situation, is a consequence of the way in which the
‘jobless appearance’ and black matter of Garner’s body has been constructed as
less human and more animal. This oppressive dichotomous think-practice has
rooted itself within Western modes of knowledge and image production (see
Wynter, 1994; 2003). It thus encourages an excessive mode of violence otherwise
not used on white, or ‘human,’ subjects. Within this rhetoric, one can see why
Garner, perceived as a threat from the moment his ‘blackness’ materialises in its
interaction with the ‘whiteness’ of the state and his refusal to be hailed as a
criminal, was subsequently violently pinned down by four police officers without
any of the other surrounding officers questioning, or finding fault, in the methods
being used. The failure to provide Garner with medical aid once he goes into
seizure and passes out is emblematic of a society that conceives of humanity on
the basis of a systemic exclusion of non-white, poor, Others.
The second element I wish to highlight is the failure of the video evidence
in both deterring the police officers from undertaking their violent actions, as well
as its failure to persuade a grand jury to indict officer Pantaleo. It is striking that,
not only did the main video I have described above not deter the police officers
from acting in the way they did, but that this particular video also shows a
substantial amount of passers-by publicly recording the deadly assault. Roxanne
Gay, in a reaction to a 2015 violent arrest of a teenaged black girl, writes:
“Technology has made the world a panopticon. It has widened the range of who
watches and who is watched.” She poses that there is “incontrovertible evidence
of flagrant brutalities [against black people] though, sadly and predictably, this
evidence is never enough” (29 October 2015). This bold disregard of police for
black lives in the face of the citizen demonstrates that the capitalist state has
placed the category of black males (and females), and therefore Eric Garner,
“outside of the sanctified universe of obligation,” subsequently leading to a
legitimised social, cultural and material “genocidal” operation (Wynter 45). The
technological widening of the panopticon has thus not necessarily facilitated a
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new, counter-hegemonic way of surveillance because the way in which
knowledge production, enforced by universities and legal institutions, has not
critically questioned its neocolonial and neoliberal construction of the human
subject. Furthermore, this discriminatory subject-making project is also visible in
the way the Staten Island grand jury dealt with the evidence that was presented
during the case against Daniel Pantaleo. A perhaps more obvious reason, is that
the grand jury was dominantly made up of white subjects, and that, of the
twenty-four members of the jury, thirteen needed to agree on Pantaleo’s
innocence/non-intentional manslaughter in order for him to get acquitted.
Referring back to how the ideal human subject has been constructed on the
notions of race, class, and gender, it is not hard to imagine that a generous
amount of the American public would not question the type of force used to
subsume Eric Garner. However, it is interesting to draw this a bit further and offer
a speculative reading of how such an acquittal would have come about. Here I
want to highlight what Rosi Braidotti has to say on the construction of the
“scientific position” as one of “detached observation”:
[Evelyn Fox-]Keller points out the paradox, however, that this
neutral and objective stance is available only to individuals who are
socially and culturally constructed as normal and dominant,
according

to

the standards

of

normality associated

with

masculinity. As a consequence, women are disqualified from the
capacity to achieve adequate neutrality, and they therefore lose
the site/sight of the scientific subject. (205-6)
Even though Braidotti’s quote here concerns women, I would argue that a similar
process of ‘othering’ comes into play with black, or non-white, subjects. Such a
process of ‘othering’ excludes these subjects from achieving “adequate neutrality”
and producing knowledge and imagery that is considered objective or fit enough
to reach an indictment in court. A video, shot by a black, jobless male, thus loses
its ‘scientific’ value as evidence, resulting in the acquittal of the idealised white
subject—the embodiment of the state’s sovereignty—police officer Pantaleo.
Nevertheless, it has to be acknowledged that the immense proliferation of similar
video-footage has been used to rally awareness and protest against police-onblack brutality, and because of this, movements like #BlackLivesMatter have been
able to gain significant political leverage.
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Towards a posthuman ethics
I have attempted to show how the pervasive and exclusionary construction of
human still is at the centre of the state’s politics and entrenched within its
juridical-political, and thus sociocultural, frameworks and institutions. The
reiteration of the exclusionary discourses and practices entrenched in this
narrative of the idealised human subject, means that, time and again, non-white
bodies are not viewed, not considered, not treated and not oriented towards the
possibility of becoming a human subject. I wish to shortly explicate on how
posthuman ethics might allow for a reconceptualisation of whom and what is
human. Through this posthuman ethics, I steer towards the possibility of a critical
knowledge production that does not reinforce the racist biopolitics/necropolitics I
have thus far analysed. The posthuman projects of Karen Barad, and for example
Donna Haraway, focus, among other things, on the undoing of the binary
between Nature/Culture and thus other dichotomous splits like Mind/Body,
Human/Animal, Self/Other, White/Black that pertain to the phallocentric racist
framework dominating much of the Western modes of knowledge production,
and thus, society. This undoing subsequently leads to envisioning a new mode of
relating and being with Others that does not presume the singularity of a static,
already-defined subject always (falsely) constructed in opposition to the Other
(such as the human Wynter vehemently critiques). Rather, with risk of skipping
over the complexity of Barad and Haraway's work, their posthuman projects end
up rethinking the concept of difference as a notion that sees differentiality
between subjects, and thus their experiences, histories and subsequent
knowledge productions, not as an obstacle but as a necessary condition in the
production of a relational and accountable ontology, epistemology, and thus
ethics. This particular line of thought posits that instead of attaining for a coexistence with others via processes of (visual) recognition, this view on
difference—and the Other—as always already part of the Self changes the picture
of the ethical scene. As feminist posthuman scholar Kathrin Thiele poses: “Rather
than ‘learning to share’ in the sense of the need to create sharing grounds, we
need to learn that the shared terrain in all its ambivalence, because made up of asymmetrical power relations, is always/already (at) the beginning” (Thiele 213).
An

accountable

way

of

engaging

with

the

systematic

violent

transgressions against black bodies, and flagrant evidence thereof, would entail
an outspoken affirmation of how our systems of knowledge, the reiterating
academic and juridical institutions, have constructed Eric Garner as a body that
materialises as that which has to be contained and erased in opposition to an
(invisible) system of whiteness. It entails accounting for the fact that differences
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are in existence, and these differences should not prohibit one from considering
the Other as an equal. It entails recognising the way multiple, different and yet
always already entangled pasts are written onto the body, and are engrained into
the flesh. In that often wounded flesh, that bodily place where the Fanonian
historical-racial schema resides, lies a present responsibility and possibility for
relating anew and differently.
Changes to the past don’t erase marks on bodies; the sedimenting
material effects of these very reconfigurings—memories/remember-ings—are written into the flesh of the world. Our debt to
those who are already dead and those who are not yet born
cannot be disentangled from who we are. What if we were to
recognise that differentiating is a material act that is not about
radical separation, but on the contrary, about making connections
and commitments? (Barad 47)
This material act of differentiating, enacted through our memories and histories,
as commitment and connection-making is also taken up by Thiele. Working with
the concepts of Barad and Haraway she takes on a posthuman “ethico-political
[…] quest for alternative worldly enactments,” as she feels it has a “contemporary
urge on a planetary scale” (202). Thiele’s project in turn resonates closely with
Wynter’s goal of reconceptualising humanness, and thus notions of difference
and relationality, even though both scholars take on different approaches.
Wynter herself would perhaps be reluctant to identify her work alongside
posthuman theory and philosophy. Her project, while resonating with
posthumanism, rather seeks to a return to the human, albeit a decolonized one.
She works critically through the different turns and paradigms that construct Man
as opposite to an always subaltern, and in this journey points towards where one
might look for different kinds of relations and ways of living and sharing together.
“Wynter points toward a humanness unmoored from the violent limitations of
Man and, in so doing, serves as a contributor and guide in the critical project of
recognising, envisioning, and fashioning ‘more humanly workable geographies’”
(Ansfield 138). Thiele similarly approaches this “more humanly workable
geography” from “think-practicing” the world differently. However, for Thiele a
return to the notion of human is perhaps too limiting. She explicates on a world
and an ethics in which difference is not “about radical exteriority, but rather
agential separability […] not about othering or separating but on the contrary
about making connections and commitments” (Barad in Thiele 212). Thiele thus
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poses, in a critical addition to Wynter, that by looking at the ways in which our
histories and memories are written onto our bodies, into our flesh and our world,
and with non-human organisms, one should “[affirm] that there will never be an
innocent starting point for any ethico-political quest, because ‘we’ are
always/already entangled with-in everything” (212). Such an approach brings with
it the possibility of imparting an ethics that does not prevent one from
envisioning a humanity that entails equality, albeit with a deep awareness of each
of our (affirmative) differences, to (governmental) institutions that engage in
knowledge production.
Conclusion
The question Sylvia Wynter poses with regard to the case of Rodney King, is still
very much applicable in the case of Eric Garner and the acquittal of the white
police officer who killed him:
What have we had to do, and still have to do, with the putting in
place of the classifying logic of that shared mode of “subjective
understanding” […] in whose “inner eyes,” young Black males, can
be perceived as being justly, shut out from what Helen Fein calls
the “universe of moral obligation” that bonds the interests of the
Simi Valley jurors as Whites and non-Blacks (one Asian, one
Hispanic), to the interests of White policemen and the Los Angeles
judicial office-holders who are our graduates? (44)
In this paper I have tried to show the hegemonic manner in which the concept of
the human subject has been conceived in a contemporary North American
context, and what a posthuman ethics might offer in terms of a re-imagination of
the American sociocultural and juridical-political framework. Through interlinking
Wynter’s deconstruction of the Western conception of human to Mbembe’s
reading of Foucault’s biopolitics, I have provided a theoretical framework from
which the case study of Eric Garner could be analysed. In the second part of this
paper, I have tried to argue that this racist discourse, or code, permeates both the
juridical-political and the cultural/ethical arenas of the US society, consequently
allowing police officers, the embodiment of the state’s sovereignty, to not be held
responsible for its violent transgressions against the black bodies that it considers
as less human. In the final part of this paper, I have tried to shortly explicate on
the ways in which Sylvia Wynter’s project can be read as closely related to Karen
Barad and Kathrin Thiele’s project of ‘think-practicing’ the world differently and
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posthumanly in ways that do not fall back on exclusionary politics of difference.
Rather, the focus is shifted towards an entangled, affective, and affirmative
politics of relationality. From that open-ended starting point, I see the possibility
of decolonising a political-juridicial system that does not assume the innocence
of an idealised subject, but critically interrogates its own “inner eyes” before a
judgement is served.
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The Last Human Station
TIM REUS*

I

’ve been walking for hours when I come across the train track. It cuts the
yellow hills in half like a dried out old scar before disappearing into a tunnel in
the mountain side. Even though it looks like it’s been here for ages, with the

warped, dried out sleepers and the rusted rails, I’ve never seen it before. Where
would it even go? There’s no big place around for hundreds of kilometres.
The tunnel is pitch-black, but inside something’s glimmering. A train? The
track doesn’t look like it’s still being used. I glance back at the beach. The dunes
are invisible in the hazy distance. I’ve been away for so long already, what’s a few
more hours? If my family missed me, they’d call. But they’re probably busy
heating up the barbecue. I can imagine mum hopping around with a box of
prawns while dad sits, silently losing his mind. It can’t be healthy to be as patient
as he is. Izzy’d be conquering the picnic table with her army of plastic plates while
Aaron tries to calm down their baby’s hurricane of noise and crap. So much fun.
I focus on the tunnel again and adjust the straps of my backpack. I kind of
want to go in, but it’s pretty dark. And it really is getting late. Maybe I should
head back. I step onto the track, just to see how it feels. The thing glimmering in
the tunnel hasn’t moved. If it’s a train, it’s in no hurry. The railroad sleepers creak
under my feet as I walk in. The rocky ceiling and support beams of the tunnel are
covered in sand and spider webs and stifling heat. One or two spiders scurry
along the wall. As I enter, I can see thin rays of sunlight stream in through weird
holes in the ceiling.
When I follow the track around a bend, the darkness really sets in. There’s
a torch on my phone, but I’d prefer not to take it out. I can still see plenty. The air
is stuffy. Sweat starts streaming down my back and my throat is parched. I grab
the water bottle from my pack and take a few sips. It’s half empty and I’m not
planning on going back yet.
Something screeches. I dive against the wall. A bat? I can’t see. Suddenly
my heart’s racing. Again a screech.
*

Tim Reus is an English Language graduate at VU University Amsterdam and a doctoral
student of Song Translation at the University of Vaasa, Finland.
59

Digressions 2.1 (2016)

CREATIVE WRITING

TIM REUS

I realise I recognise it. Just my ringtone. The phone’s vibrating in my
pocket. I fumble it out and blink at the display. Don’t recognise the number.
“Hello?” I say.
“Hi honey!” Mum. Her metallic voice blasts into my brain. She’s not using
her own phone. “There was a ranger here just now. You know anything about a
kidnapped person?”
I massage my forehead. “Who are they looking for?”
“A boy. Noah. I told him boys aren’t kidnapped, that being kidnapped’s a
girl’s thing, but you know rangers. Won’t listen.”
“I don’t know a Noah.”
“Really? Last name’s Fence. Thought you might’ve seen him.”
“Why would you think that?”
“Well, excuse me.”
“Never mind. Why is being kidnapped a girl’s thing, anyway?”
She laughs and says something to someone else. There’s no answer.
Probably dad, then. “Girls have emotions, you know?” She doesn’t stop laughing
as she’s speaking. “They’re easy prey. Boys are tough. They can handle
themselves. Have you ever seen a boy who couldn’t protect himself?”
I hang up. With a clenched jaw I try to suppress the urge to throw my
phone against the wall. Slowly I stuff it back in my pocket. Breathe in and breathe
out. Keep it together. It always takes a bit to recover from a conversation when I
don’t expect it, especially when it’s mum with her congregation of
condemnations.
How can someone be kidnapped from a beach on Christmas day, anyway?
All beaches are packed. Surely someone would’ve seen a guy being dragged
away screaming. Or did no one pay attention to anything but conquering a
barbecue and a table? I’m still focusing on my breathing. Phone conversations are
the worst. Mum’s never understood how hard it is to actually say every little thing
out loud. No respect for the power of suggestion. Maybe I should switch off my
phone. My family wouldn’t care. I’m a boy so I can protect myself. But I keep it on.
I might need the comfort of the torch later.
I continue along the track. It looks like the sun’s setting already. When you
meet with your psychiatrist as often as I do, your sense of time just fades away
together with everything else you thought you knew. I drag my phone out of my
pocket. There’s a missed call from mum. I didn’t hear it ring this time. The clock
reads 6:13. The barbecue should be fired up now. Izzy and Aaron are probably
wolfing down the baguettes because dad’s too slow with the meat. I’ve always
suspected he does it on purpose. More meat for him. Aaron might even have
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managed to placate their baby-emperor. Can’t remember his name. And honestly,
I don’t care. Maybe I’ll start caring when he’s learnt to be quiet.
Something’s skittering through the shadows. It’s so dark. Maybe I should
turn on my torch. But I don’t. Not yet. I can still see. I stumble on a nail in the rails
and fall down. But I’m still not taking out my phone.
I look up to find the glistening thing is closer now. It turns out to be the
boiler of an old steam engine glittering in the sunlight from a big gap above it. I
didn’t know there had ever been any steam trains here. The engine’s tilted up
from the track and leans against the wall. Behind it there’s a coach. An oldfashioned wooden one with gloomy paint. It’s crumpled up in the tunnel,
blocking the way.
The train looks like it’s been here for ages. There’s rust spreading out from
the corners and screws. Everything’s covered with sand. Whatever happened here
happened a long time ago. The engine cabin’s empty, as is the coal wagon
behind it. The coach is missing some planks and the ground is littered with
splinters. There seem to be some words painted on the side, but I can’t read it
through all the gaps in the woodwork.
Now that I can see again, my nerves calm down. There was too much
mystery back in the darkness. Too much movement. But at least this train’s grave
looks like a safe haven. I put my hand on the boiler. It feels warm from the sun.
There’s no reason for a train to still be here. If an accident put it here, the railway
company would’ve removed it soon after. There are a couple of dents and tears in
the boiler and cabin, but it doesn’t look that bad. The coach, though, is smashed
and derailed like something hit it from behind.
I feel excited, but as soon as I notice it, the feeling fades away. Mum
would probably say thinking about what causes train wrecks is for girls, too.
Somehow she would. And dad would agree, because he’s like that. For them,
everything is always for someone. And if something’s not for you, you can’t do it.
You can’t think of it and you can’t understand it. So many labels. I sigh and rub
my hands. Real men don’t think, they do.
I clamber up into the cabin. My shin scrapes across the grated steps and
starts bleeding. I stumble across the slanted cabin floor and crash into the rusting
door at the other side. The echo scatters in the tunnel. I stay still and listen.
Something might be moving in the distance. The sound doesn’t return. Apart
from the thick layer of sand, the cabin doesn’t look that bad. No heaps of
crumbled coal, no broken tools, no blood. The back window is cracked and
groans when I wipe off the dust. In the coal wagon behind it there’s not a single
lump of coal left. Coal thieves perhaps, or maybe the railway company only
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cleaned away the coal when they heard about the accident. I jump out. The cave
still looks abandoned.
I’m not hungry or thirsty, but I take a few sips of water all the same. The
barbecue on the beach must definitely be underway now. Everyone’d be shouting
and laughing and crying. Sunscreen and sweat mix with the burning smell of
meat rotting in the seaside air. Their stench seeps into everything and the
occasional waft of rosemary or lemon zest only makes it worse. Later tonight
alcohol and puke will enter the mix. I put my water bottle away and walk over to
the coach.
The front door is jammed shut. I start yanking and kicking. It’s a heavy iron
thing that won’t budge. Eventually I manage to get it open just enough for me to
slip through. It’s pretty dark and cluttered inside, but there’s just enough sunlight
streaming in through the shattered windows to see by. Broken wood and glass
litter the place, as well as torn suitcases and personal items scattered across the
seats and luggage racks. Now we’re getting somewhere. Most of the stuff here is
clothing – dresses, evening jackets, breeches and overcoats – and toiletries like
bone toothbrushes and broken flasks.
Looks like the kind of stuff they used a hundred years ago or something.
Despite all the stuff that’s here, there are no bodies. Maybe they were rescued. I
search the suitcases and clothes. I hope I can find a clue in there. Most suitcases
contain nothing but clothes and most clothes contain nothing but holes. But in
one suitcase I find a book. It’s a small thing bound in leather with sturdy, yellow
pages. I sit down on one of the seats and flick through it. Looks like a diary of
some sort, but every page has just a single line written on it. Some even just one
word.
“From the outside in.”
“This train is my life.”
“Help.”
“I am awake and nervous.”
When I look up, the coach is a lot darker. I flip to the beginning of the
book to find an author or a date or anything but all I find is “N. F.” and the word
“date”. Seems like a waste of page space.
The sun’s really setting now. I stuff the diary in my backpack and climb out
the coach. Can’t spend the night here, or they might think I was kidnapped as
well. I suppose I should head back and join the barbecue. Fight off the gulls and
feast on the innards of massacred animals and the dripping ovaries of plants in
that throng of sweaty bodies animated by food and gurgling laughter.
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I follow the track back through the tunnel. Fortunately I won’t be at the
beach for another couple of hours, so I have some time to steel myself. Missing
the peace and calm of this place will be hard. It just keeps getting darker and I
can’t help thinking that the calm won’t last. I fumble my phone out of my pocket.
The display burns my retinae but I manage to turn on the torch without
completely wrecking them. The dull white beam flitters across the tracks and
rocks. I don’t recognise anything. And I don’t remember coming this way. But
obviously I did. There is no other way. The support beams cast black shadows
across the walls. The tracks are splintered and littered with rusty scraps. The
tunnel just winds on and on. Just more rocks and tracks and faint skittering. I
should’ve been outside by now.
What if I can’t get out anymore? The sleepers wobble under my feet. I
come across another bend. There’d been only two bends on the way in but I’m
now rounding my fourth. Sweat is streaming down my face. How can the exit be
gone? Erratic black shapes chase me along the walls. The light is too weak. I feel
like I’m going to die in here. Somehow I’ve found another tunnel by accident.
That must be it.
A high-pitched squeal scatters through the rocks. I duck down and slam
against the wall. My shoulder stings from the collision. I don’t see anything. But
there’s something there. More screeches. It’s coming from everywhere. I press
myself up against the wall and turn away from the open space. Then I realise it’s
just my phone again. Damn echoes. Low battery. The shadows around me are
pitch-black. The same rock, the same track, but more menacing. Still laughing.
Howling. And it’s not my phone this time. My throat’s burning and my sides are
aching. I’m stuck. I shiver. My clothes are sticky with sweat. Somewhere far off
there are drops of water.
Breathe in and breathe out. I’m suffocating. I push myself to my feet and
start running. I don’t know which way. There’s too much noise for that. Too little
air. Towards the exit, I hope. The echoes are roaring. They’re hunting me. Still
nothing looks familiar. The support beams are leaning in towards me. They’re
reaching out to me with metal claws. The spider webs are dangling over me,
waiting for me to slip and bleed to death.
Suddenly I’m back at the train. I stumble around in circles, trying to find
where I went wrong. My phone’s beeping again. Running out of power. It’s the
only light source I have. Someone’s moaning. I dive into the coach and peer
behind me. Nothing. There has to be some fuel here or something. I could burn
the clothes but I can’t make a fire out of nothing. I shuffle through the clothes
and suitcases. It’s hard not to fall over in the cluttered mess. My torch flickers and
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dims down. Again the moans. I look around. Nothing. No light. But I know
someone’s here. I shamble from bench to bench. I’m whimpering. I can’t help it.
Endless clothes and suitcases. And my phone keeps beeping. I can’t believe it
spends so much power on being noisy.
At the far end of the coach I knock something over. An oil lantern. There’s
a matchbox on the seat next to it. With trembling fingers I ignite a match and try
the wick. A flickering flame sprouts up. Great. Fantastic. Breathe in and breathe
out. Finally some real light. I turn off my phone and spin around. The coach is
empty. I’m alone. For now, at least.
With the lantern in my hand I slip out of the coach. Nothing’s moving
there either. I shuffle back along the track. I couldn’t’ve been lost. There’s just one
way. It comes in from the darkness, passes the engine and disappears underneath
the coach. That’s it. No side tunnels, no other tracks. I should’ve been outside. But
I’m not. So where am I?
I sit down against the wall and put the lantern on the floor. I take a few
sips from my water bottle but my throat’s still burning. As I put the bottle back, I
notice the diary. I take it out and flick through it. Still makes no sense. Even
though there seems to be some sense hidden in the words. Maybe there’s
something mystical about it. Something magical. You start hoping for the
weirdest stuff when you’re trapped. I glance around again.
“What is this place?” I ask. I feel stupid making so much noise, but I have
to know. And making noise while being hunted is still not as stupid as joining the
Christmas barbecue, so there’s that. I open the diary to a random page.
“The last human station.”
“What’s that?” I whisper, and flick to another page.
“That which is between the world and your self.”
I stare at the letters. It’s probably some strange coincidence. But maybe
there really is something magical about the book. Around me it’s still way too
dark. I think I hear footsteps. Or it’s just water dripping.
Another, then. “Who wrote you?”
“Asking means you never will speak my name.”
Well, that hurts.
“How do I get away from here?”
“Through the corridors.”
“That’s not helping.”
“I am a book.”
Fair enough. I close the diary. Complete silence. There’s just a small circle
of ground around me. The rest is black. Invisible. Someone might be watching me
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right now. Waiting for me to let my guard down. If I try to find a way out, I’d
either get more lost or I’ll just be murdered. Stuffed and eaten like a pig at the
Christmas barbecue. I have no choice. I must spend the night here.
“Why do I hate the Christmas barbecue so much?”
“Things civilisation believes one must be are not things one is or desires to
be,” the diary answers.
I don’t know what to think of that, so I flip to another page.
“At least some people are thinking.”
I grin. Snarky comments may be soothing, but they’re not going to help
my case much. Somehow mum will still think being kidnapped is for girls because
only they have emotions. Somehow people will still be puking all over each other
on the Christmas barbecue. Somehow I’ll still be lost and trapped.
My eyes are stinging. Despite all the adrenaline I can hardly keep them
open. It’s probably not even that late yet, but I’ve been walking all day and
getting lost and running in circles is tiring business. I want to check the time, but
my phone’s off and I’m not ready to go through the process of turning it on
again. I pick up the lantern and stumble back into the coach. My head’s still
spinning. I need to find something to make spending the night here a bit more
comfortable. I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep, but something soft to sit on
would be nice. There are plenty of thick woollen and linen clothes, so I throw a
bunch of them out through the window.
As I’m working, the world gradually stops wavering and growling. My
breathing gets less and less ragged until it’s almost back to normal. If there was
someone else here, they would’ve done something to me already. If they haven’t
done something now, they’re probably not going to do much at all. I hope. When
I’ve searched the entire coach, I go back outside and make a neat pile with the
clothes I gathered. Soft and warm. I put the lantern at the edge of the pile and
grab the diary again.
I don’t open it yet. I try to think. It’s not just the Christmas barbecue I hate.
My parents wouldn’t accept it if I don’t come with them. All their friends would
ask what’s wrong with me and if I hate them and how often I think about suicide.
If I want to be a part of their world, I can’t be myself, because they don’t want to
believe I exist.
I sigh. “How does life work?”
“From the outside in.”
“Do you mean from how people see you to the way you really are?”
“Yes.”
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I let myself sink back into the clothes. All answers the diary gives me are
too vague to really understand, but somehow they make sense on an emotional
level. Or on a grammatical level, if nothing else. The odds of nine grammatically
relevant answers are small enough for me to believe there’s something magical
about the diary. Somehow it hears what I ask and replies with insights that may
be clarifying if I think about them hard enough. My mind drifts back to the
barbecue. The meat will be gone by now. Only alcohol and baguettes remain. The
baby’s asleep. Maybe Aaron’s bringing him home. Izzy will be partying, at least, as
will mum and dad. They’re more concerned with that kidnapped guy than with
me. At least Noah fits in with their world.
I grab the book. “Where’s Noah?”
“The last human station.” Again.
I glare around. I can’t see the ceiling or the walls, and the far end of the
coach is hidden entirely in the shadows. Noah’s probably locked up in here
somewhere, too. We’re both victims of the same tunnel-dwelling maniac.
Whoever or whatever that may be. I feel light-headed. What if the one who
trapped me here went away only to check on Noah and is now on their way back
to cut me open? If I sit still long enough, I can hear the echoes of footsteps.
“Am I safe here?” I whisper to the diary.
“This is where people are safest.”
That’s a greater comfort than it should’ve been. The magical diary says I’m
all right. Breathe in and breathe out. Don’t lose it. I’m safe. But since I’ve decided
to believe everything the diary says, I can’t be alone. At least Noah must be here
somewhere. and if he’s here, his kidnapper’s around, too. I burrow deeper into
the pile of clothes. I’m so tired, but I’m too worried to sleep. As usual. I fumble my
phone out of my backpack and turn it on. I just need to know.
When the display finally lets me enter my password and the home screen
shows up, the clock reads 6:13. It must still be booting up. I also still missed a call
from mum, and now there’s a WhatsApp message from her as well.
“Noah where are you??? Pineapples getting cold!!”
I can’t suppress a frown. She’s even sending messages to Noah that I
accidentally end up reading. I thought she said she didn’t know him at all. He’s
just some guy who disappeared, right? My phone starts beeping. The noise
shatters the still air. I peer around. Nothing. I’ll just check my email before my
phone shuts off. As I tap the app I freeze. This isn’t my account. It’s Noah Fence’s.
Whose phone is it, then? Whose life is it? Breathe in and breathe out. I
stare at the screen until it turns black. Then I remember. It is Noah’s. I look at the
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diary next to me. And the backpack at the foot of the clothes stack. What’s left for
me? I grab the diary.
“Who wrote you?”
“I am awake and nervous.”
I stare at the page for a while. My mind won’t work. It just can’t process
anything right now. I crawl over to the lantern and blow out the flame. I’m way
too tired to think about this. I shuffle back to the centre of the pile and close my
eyes. I’m drifting off. And the voices come. Noah’s, mum’s, mine, inside my head
or outside in the tunnel. I don’t know. I don’t care.
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A Return to the Womb
ELISE VAN DER LINDE*

(English)
Underwater, there is no sound. There is no smell. There is the cold and the
blue images. Hold your breath.
Look at this skin, the one that holds all your sins. All are a thousand years
old and there’s no way to pardon them. Where is your Father?
Pray for air.
Underwater, there is no sound, except in your head. You can hear your
thoughts scream. Try to focus on the water, the way the sand here forms hills, one
after the other, like a deserted desert that will never know drought.
When the water hits the waves, it breaks. It leaves broken pieces all over
the hills below, a kaleidoscope to both eyes. I want you to hold this painting.
Hold it, even though it is constantly changing. They move as if angels are chasing
them.
Sometimes I ask myself why someone would want to be God. They1 must
feel so solitary. Who caresses Them? Who do They go to after a bad day?
Jesus, where are you? Why does God never answer me?
Remember that even though everything underwater moves with the grace
of angels, back on solid ground things seem to move with reason only.
Where is your Father? Where is your Mother? Is there a spirit that watches
over you, your own angel? Did you feel the knife?
Break the surface. Let the sound in again. Let the fresh air hit your face,
enter your lungs. The waves carry you, float. There are other things besides your
own mind. Give your spirit a chance to look outside. Let your soul breathe.

*

Elise van der Linde is a bachelor’s student of English Language and Culture at the
University of Amsterdam.
1
In Papiamento, there is only one third-person pronoun and it is unisex, therefore I have
translated it as “they.”
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(Papiamento)
Bou awa no tin zonido. No tin holo. Tin e frieuw y e imagenan blou. Wanta
bo rosea.
Wak e cuero ki, esun cu ta wanta tur bo pikanan. Tur ta mil anja bieuw
anto no tin niun manera pa pordona nan. Unda bo Tata a keda?
Resa pa aire.
Bou awa no tin niun zonido, menos esun den bo cabes. Bo por tende bo
pensamentonan grita. Purb’i focus riba e awa, con e santo kinan ta forma
seronan, un tras di otro, manera un desierto abandona cu nunca lo conoce
sekura.
Ora e luz dal e olanan, e ta kibra. E ta laga pidanan kibra riba tur e seronan
ayabou, un kaleidoscope riba tur dos wowo. Mi kier bo wanta e pintura aki.
Want’e, aunke e ta keda cambian. E ta move mane angelnan ta siginan.
Tin biaha mi ta puntra mi mes dicon un hende lo kier ta Dios. E mester
sinti asina solitario. Ta ken ta carisi’E? Na ken E ta bay despues di dia malo?
Hesus, ta unda ba keda? Dicon Dios nunca ta contestami?
Corda cu aunke tur cos bou awa ta move cu e gracia di angel, bek riba
tera cosnan ta mustra mane nan ta move cu rason so.
Ta unda bo Tata ta? Unda bo Mama? Tin un spirito cu ta wak pa bo, bo
mesun angel? B’a sinti e kucho?
Kibra e superficie. Laga zonido drenta den bek. Laga e aire fresco dal bo cara,
drenta bo pulmonan. E olanan ta cargabo, drif. Tin otro cosnan menos bo mesun
mente. Duna bo spirito un chens pa wak pafo. Laga bo alma hala rosea.
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The Eyes of the Island
ELISE VAN DER LINDE

(English/Papiamento)
Riba un sero, where the only light is that of the moon. On this hill, you
have a complete view of the island, from California Lighthouse to Sero Colorado,
from Arikok to Palm Beach. It’s here that you can see how small this island is, how
it’s enclosed by clear waters.
I wait for the lights of all the houses on the island below me to come on,
houses where kids have to start preparing for school. Prepare before the sun
rises. I sit facing Playa, facing Noord, even though I know the sun will rise behind
me. Sero Colorado, San Nicolas, that’s where the sun will shine for the first time
today.
Un sentimento ta pasa; the feeling of driving through Colony, where all
the houses are falling apart, where you never see a soul. A place of spirits, a
memory of privilege.
I sit under a palm tree. Kinan, I ask myself how to quench the thirst of my
heart. Who would know? The witch in the abandoned house of Arikok? The spirits
at Frenchman’s Pass? The wall paintings of the Caiquetios in the caves of Fontein
or Quadirikiri? Those behind bars that are supposed to protect them?
Look at the show, the colors, the dress, the dance. There is no amount of
speeches by Carnaval Princesses, Queens, or Misses that could change this
feeling. No steelpan or cuarta, no roadmarch or tambu. Let it all out, like a spirit
of the dead.
Canta bo alma. Tur mi pikanan ta asina pika cu e ta pika. Hold tight, hold
tight, there’s still so much left.
I was born on a Friday, almost at the same time as the sun was reborn on
that same day. I like to think I was born with rays of sunlight in my eyes and the
delicate pink of a sunrise in my cheeks.
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Bullet in a brain, bullet in a brain, sanger riba mi man.
It’s the past that’s shutting down my lungs.
Wak con su mi ta consumi mi.
My grandpa has coffee every Wednesday morning. He sits with all his
friends, his cousins. They all talk about the people they know, those in the past
and those that are still in the present. Every other week there’s another one that’s
passed away.
There are grandfathers that you can find sitting bou palo every day,
playing domino, drinking Palmera rum. They say that the rum preserves them, it
cleans them of all the dirt in their body, it’s the reason they’re still alive.
There’s a distance between my name and my heart. My heart wants to
sing the himno, my soul wants to dance a wals, there’s a cah’i orgel playing in my
mind. But I feel guilty. Ta mi nomber cu a enforsa e sklabitud. It’s my name that
shot bullets through the forehead of Caiquetios. It is me who has to feel guilty for
what my ancestors have done.
Tin un ritmo den a rosea cu ta resona. There’s a need for praying for
breaths of a different rhythm.

(Papiamento)
Riba un sero, unda e unico luz ta esun cu ta bin di e luna. Ta riba e sero ki
bo por wak henter e isla, di California Lighthouse, pa Sero Colorado, di Arikok pa
Palm Beach. Ta kinan bo por wak con chikito e isla ki ta, con e ta ensera dor di
awa cla.
Mi ta warda pa e luznan di tur e casnan di e isla cuminsa sende, e casnan
unda e muchanan mester cuminsa prepara pa bay scol. Prepara prome cu solo
sali. Mi ta sinta cu cara pa Playa, pa Noord, ora mi sa cu ta tras di mi e solo ta
lantando. Ta na Sero Colorado, na San Nicolas, unda e solo tey briya pa prome
biaha di e dia.
Un sentimento ta pasa; e sentimento di core door di Colony, unda tur e
cas nan ta cay fo’i di otro, unda bo nunca ta wak niun alma cana. Un luga di
spirito, un memoria di privilegio.
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Ta bou pal’i coco mi ta sinta. Ta kinan mi ta puntra con pa kita e sed di mi
curason. Ken lo sa? E bruha den e cas abandona na Arikok? E spiritonan na Franse
Pas? E pintura di Caiquetios den e cuabanan di Fontein of Quadirikiri? Esnan
patras di tur e baranan cu ta supos di proteha nan?
Wak e show, e colornan, e bisti, e baile. No tin niun number di speechnan
di Prinsesita, di Reina, di Miss di Carnaval cu lo por pone e sintimento ki cambia.
Niun steelpan of cuarta, niun roadmarch of tambu. Laga nan tur sali, mane un
spirito di e fayesido.
Canta bo alma. Tur mi pikanan ta asina pika cu e ta pika. Wanta duru,
wanta duru, paso ainda falta.
Ma nace riba un diabierna, casi mesun ora cu e solo a nace e dia ey. Mi
gusta pensa cu ma nace cu e briyanan di solo den mi wowo y e ros delicado di e
subiment’i solo den mi wang.
Bala den celebro, bala den celebro, sanger riba mi man.
E ta e pasado cu ta sera mi long.
Wak con su mi ta consumi mi.
Mi welo ta bay koffiemorgen tur diaranson mainta. E ta sinta cu tur su
amigonan, cu su primonan. Nan ta papia di e hendenan cu nan conose, esnan
den pasado y esnan cu ainda ta den presente. Cada otro siman tin un mas cu a
fayece.
Tin welonan cu bo por hanja tur dia sinta bou palo, hungando domino,
bebiendo rom. Nan di cu e rom ta preserva nan curpa, e ta limpia tur sushi di nan
curpa, e ta e rason dicon ainda nan ta bibo.
Tin un distansia entre mi nomber y mi curason. Ta mi curason cu ta canta
e Himno, ta mi alma cu ta baila un wals, tin un cah’i orgel cu ta toca den mi
mente. Pero mi ta sinti culpabel. Ta mi nomber cu a enforsa e sklabitud. Ta mi
nomber cu a pasa bala dor di e frenta di Caiquetionan. Ta ami cu mester sinti
culpabel pa locual mi antesesornan a hasi.
Tin un ritmo den e rosea cu ta resona. Tin un gani resa pa roseanan di
otro ritmo.
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(English)
On a hill, where the only light is that of the moon. On this hill, you have a
complete view of the island, from California Lighthouse to Sero Colorado, from
Arikok to Palm Beach. It’s here that you can see how small this island is, how it’s
enclosed by clear waters.
I wait for the lights of all the houses on the island below me to come on,
houses where kids have to start preparing to go to school. Prepare before the sun
rises. I sit facing Playa, facing Noord, even though I know the sun will rise behind
me. Sero Colorado, San Nicolas, that’s where the sun will shine for the first time
today.
A feeling passes; the feeling of driving through Colony, where all the
houses are falling apart, where you never see a soul. A place of spirits, a memory
of privilege.
I sit under a palm tree. Here, I ask myself how to quench the thirst of my
heart. Who would know? The witch in the abandoned house of Arikok? The spirits
at Frenchman’s Pass? The wall paintings of the Caiquetiosin the caves of Fontein
or Quadirikiri? Those behind bars that are supposed to protect them?
Look at the show, the colors, the dress, the dance. There is no amount of
speeches by Carnaval Princesses, Queens, or Misses that could change this
feeling. No steelpan or cuarta, no roadmarch or tambu. Let it all out, like a spirit
of the dead.
Sing your soul. All my sins are so spicy that it’s sad. Hold tight, hold tight,
there’s still so much left.
I was born on a Friday, almost at the same time as the sun was reborn on
that same day. I like to think I was born with rays of sunlight in my eyes and the
delicate pink of a sunrise in my cheeks.
Bullet in a brain, bullet in a brain, blood on my hands.
It’s the past that’s shutting down my lungs.
See how his me consumes me.
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My grandpa has coffee every Wednesday morning. He sits with all his
friends, his cousins. They all talk about the people they know, those in the past
and those that are still in the present. Every other week there’s another one that’s
passed away.
There are grandfathers that you can find sitting under the same tree every
day, playing domino, drinking Palmera rum. They say that the rum preserves
them, it cleans them of all the dirt in their body, it’s the reason they’re still alive.
There’s a distance between my name and my heart. My heart wants to
sing the himno, my soul wants to dance a wals, there’s a cah’i orgel playing in my
mind. But I feel guilty. Ta mi nomber cu a enforsa e sklabitud. It’s my name that
shot bullets through the forehead of Caiquetios. It is me who has to feel guilty for
what my ancestors have done.
There’s a rhythm in the breaths that resonates. There’s a need for praying
for breaths of a different rhythm.
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