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America is afraid.
Jean Genet

[D]oes terrorism have to work only through death? Can’t one terrorize without killing?
And does killing necessarily mean putting to death? Isn’t it also ‘letting die’? Can’t
‘letting die’, ‘not wanting to know that one is letting others die’ … also be part of a
‘more or less’ conscious and deliberate terrorist strategy?

Jacques Derrida

What di� erence does it make to the dead, the orphans, and the homeless, whether the
mad destruction is wrought under the name of totalitarianism, or the holy name of
liberty and democracy?

Mahatma Gandhi
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PREFACE

[In the state of nature], men live without a common Power
to keep them all in awe, they are in a condition which is
called Warre; and such a warre as is of every man against
every man… In such condition, there is no place for Industry…
no account of Time; no Arts, no Letters; no Society; and,
which is worst of all, continuall feare, and danger of
violent death; And the life of man, solitary, poore, nasty,
brutish, and short.

Hobbes,Leviathan

Rethinking Hobbes’s ‘warre’ of ‘every man against every man’ in the context
of the global war on terror in the twenty-� rst century, the critical re� ections
on terror in this book, envisioned through the lens of performance, have
proved to be ‘nasty’, ‘brutish’, but not ‘short’. If anything, writing about
terror, as I have discovered in trying to bring this book to an end, is a see-
mingly in� nite process, as it brings one in touch with a ceaselessly deferred
future which resonates in the turbulent immediacies of the here and now.
Inevitably, this writing demands stamina as it faces an onslaught of uncer-
tainties and cruelties at a global level that challenge the basic assumptions of
what it means to be human. Leaving aside the fundamental impulse as to why
one would want to subject one’s self to unease by living with terror one more
time through the act of writing– it is hard enough living with it in everyday
life – I will leave you to read in the introduction to this book the uncanny
accident that compelled me to write about terror in the� rst place. Su� ce it to
say that once one starts writing about terror, there are at least two predicaments
that one faces as a writer.

The � rst is a no-exit condition, not in an existential Sartrean sense, but in
what I would regard as a more mythic predicament of not being able to free
one’s self from the closure of violence in which one is more likely to come out dead
than alive. I have in mind here the formidable labyrinthine military formation of
the chakravyuhain the Mahabharata, where the young warrior, Abhimanyu,
valiantly counters the multi-directional attack of the Kauravas, whom he
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slaughters only to realize that there is no exit from this battleground. In one of
the many versions of the epic, we learn in a� ashback that Abhimanyu, while
secreted in his mother’s womb, had eavesdropped on his father Arjuna telling
his mother Subhadra the secret of in� ltrating the chakravyuha. But, unac-
countably, Subhadra falls asleep and Arjuna is not able to tell her how to exit
the military formation. Consequently, with half-knowledge of battle and survival,
Abhimanyu himself is slaughtered within thechakravyuha, reminding us that he
could be regarded, for all his heroic demeanour, as an adolescent child-soldier,
one among thousands in the world today, who get indoctrinated by the ethos
of righteous violence only to� nd that they cannot leave the ranks of the living
dead.1

If Abhimanyu’s predicament may seem too mediated by myth and destiny,
let us consider the second predicament faced in writing about terror, where
one has no other choice but to accept a state of suspension. Here one recalls
that dour Scotsman, who with unabashed Elizabethan� amboyance, voices
what has been for me a deeply unsettling, yet familiar, state of unease. Macbeth,
haunted by the fact that he is not able to reverse the tide of terror, re� ects with
deep metaphorical density:‘I am in blood/Stepp’d in so far that, should I wade
no more,/Returning were as tedious as go o’er.’ Trust Shakespeare to come up
with the unpredictable word that resonates with startling pertinence– not
‘blood’, which is the most obvious sign of terror, but the fact that returning
through the sea of blood is a massivelytediousexercise. Once one enters the
narrative of terror, one has no other choice but to keep wading through the
blood even as the possibility of reaching the other side cannot be readily
assumed.

Not a warrior, but a writer struggling to make sense of the terror of our
times, I draw some solace from the predicaments of both Abhimanyu and
Macbeth. In a less metaphorical register, however, I would emphasize that
getting to the end of a book on terror does not make me a‘terror expert’. In
other words, I have no allegiance to or any particular interest in aligning my
research to anti-terror political think-tanks, whose manipulations of defence,
security, and surveillance need to be strongly questioned rather than endorsed.
I write out of my a� nities to the humanities, and, more speci� cally, out of my
immersion in the� eld of theatre and performance studies, which enables me to‘see’
terror in speci� c ways– not with any omniscience, but through a glass darkly.

In the beginning of the end that the preface to any book signi� es, I would
acknowledge that I did not quite know what would evolve– and mutate– in
the course of writing the book. When I started writing it three years ago at the
International Research Centre/Interweaving Performance Cultures in Berlin,
rewriting some key passages from earlier essays on‘Muslims and Others’ (2003a)
and ‘Genet in Manila: Reclaiming the Chaos of our Times’ (2003b), terror
seemed so tangible that I failed to reckon with its multitudinous discourse,
almost hydra-like, with one text almost killing the other in a ceaseless cycle of
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never-ending verbiage. Terror, I soon discovered, has an unsettling capacity to
proliferate through words.

And yet, it is necessary to point out that this surfeit of discourses on terror
is of relatively recent origin. Reviewing Benjamin Netanyahu’s Terrorism:
How the West Can Win(1986) at a time when Netanyahu was the Israeli
ambassador to the United Nations, Edward Said had questioned the absence of
an object in the title of Netanyahu’s book: ‘Win what?’ Contextualizing
his review within the vacuity of the larger discourse of terrorism, Said had
commented with critical insight:

Today’s discourse on terrorism is an altogether… streamlined thing.
Its scholarship is yesterday’s newspaper or today’s CNN bulletin. Its
gurus… are journalists with obscure, even ambiguous backgrounds.
Most writing about terrorism is brief, pithy, totally devoid of the
scholarly armature of evidence, proof, argument. Its paradigm is the
television interview, the spot news announcement, the instant grati� -
cation one associates with the Reagan White House’s ‘reality time’,
the evening news.2

This was� rst published inThe Nationon 14 June 1986, long before‘September 11’
and the‘war on terror’ had catalyzed the war of words on terrorism, and even
before the Gulf War and Operation Desert Storm of 1990–91 had pre� gured
the terror lying ahead.

Today, in the aftermath of these deadly events, the literature around terrorism
has grown substantially with extraordinary inputs by some of the leading thinkers
of our times, some of whom are addressed in this book, like Jacques Derrida
(2003), Tzvetan Todorov (2009), Paul Virilio (2003), Susan Buck-Morss (2003),
Talal Asad (2007), Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (2004), Mahmood Mamdani
(2004), andexperts on visual studies, international relations, and anthropology
like W.J.T. Mitchell (2011), James Der Derian (2009a), and E. Valentine
Daniel (1996), respectively, to name just a few of the writers whose work has
enabled me to think through terror in this book. Clearly, there is no dearth of
complexity in the academic discourse of terrorism and extreme states of violence
today.

However, if one had to position these relatively few scholarly interventions
against the mind-numbing fact that‘since 9/11 a new book on terrorism has
been published in English every six hours’,3 perhaps one can begin to realize
that some of Said’s reservations on the mainstream discourse of terrorism still
hold true. Much of this writing is not so much a product of critical thinking as
it is an ‘aid to political decision-making’ by intelligence services, public sector
organizations, security think-tanks, and international commissions, whose self-
appointed task is to provide pragmatic analyses and solutions to the war on
terror, ‘in the face of a threat presented as imminent’.4 Even as this threat
seems to have ebbed, if we are to believe recent media reports in the United
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States, and grander narratives like Steven Pinker’s (2011) tome on‘the decline
of violence in history and its causes’, I would be far more circumspect about
linking the alleged quantitative decline in the number of terrorist attacks and
mass genocides to the disappearance of terror in our times.5 Rather, I would
call attention to the disturbing fact that terror has the capacity to lurk and go
underground within the inner recesses of human consciousness, which are
elusive and hard to measure.

To complicate the scenario, I discovered in the course of researching the book
that if the discourse on terror has proliferated, the same can be said for perfor-
mance, which has received an exponential degree of attention in academic
writing, with only some 127 dissertations on performance written between 1861
and 1944 and over 100,000 written since then.6 As the category of‘performance’
expands into new areas of investigation like Performance Management and
Techno-Performance, whose interdependent genealogies have been brilliantly
mapped by Jon McKenzie (2001), the older associations of‘performance’ in
performance studies drawn from the practices and techniques of theatre and
ritual anthropology have come under considerable stress.

In addition, as James Der Derian has elaborated inVirtuous War (2009a),
the innovation of virtual weapons and missiles has resulted in new assessments
of ‘performance’, which are controlled by technocrats and military experts, in
collusion with the hard-sell marketing strategies of the war industry. Weapons and
missiles, not least in relation to the recent spate of drone attacks, have become the
most deadly performers of our times. Not a Luddite, but nonetheless techni-
cally challenged, I must acknowledge that my reading of performance in this
book is not high-tech. Later in the introduction, I will elaborate on how I use
the word ‘performance’ within the more familiar discourses and embodied
practices of theatre and performance studies, cultural studies, visual studies,
and critical theory, but also stretched by the new imaginaries and technologies
of our times.

Without underestimating the demands involved in bringing terror and per-
formance together through a spectrum of relationships, one of the most
rewarding aspects of writing this book has been its dialogical process. For
some curious reason, which is unprecedented in my experience as a writer,
I found myself turning relentlessly to individuals, friends, and strangers, scattered
in di� erent parts of the world, trained in di� erent disciplines and creative
practices, to clarify speci� c questions relating to terror. Despite the numerous
books that I could turn to for reference, these questions demanded a more
personal interrogation and veri� cation, some of which fuel critical junctures of
thought in the book.

Let me thank in this regard the victims of my numerous e-mails and Skype
conversations: Ananda Breed for the generous sharing of her formative
research ongacacain Rwanda, to which I am deeply indebted; Ajay Skaria
and Tridip Suhrud for their close readings of Gandhi; Christina Zück for
alerting me to the virtual archives of terror; Joseph Pugliese for sharing his
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deeply compassionate essays on refugees and asylum seekers in Australia; Judy
Freya Sibayan and Rody Vera for their contributions to my production ofThe
Maids in Manila, produced by PETA (Philippine Educational Theater Asso-
ciation); Khalid Amine for arranging a special trip to Larache, Morocco,
where I could pay homage to one of the key spirits of this book, Jean Genet;
Lawrence Liang, bibliophile, for his prompt responses to my ceaseless requests
for books; Paul Rae and Frederick Hertz for their perceptive comments on
‘passing’ and ‘covering’; Pepita Seth for her visionary perspective of Theyyam;
Premesh Lalu for his valuable references on key texts relating to Truth and
Reconciliation in South Africa, notably Adam Sitze’s reading of the TRC as an
‘impossible machine’; Ray Langenbach for his unfailingly rigorous guidance on
performative matters with laser-sharp critical insights; Teesta Setalvad for her
courage and stamina in sustaining the struggle for justice in relation to
the genocide in Gujarat; and Veenapani Chawla for her precise inputs on
Sri Aurobindo’s views on‘just war’. From this spectrum of inputs, I would
acknowledge that one is not alone in thinking about terror, and that, oddly
enough, terror has the capacity not only to kill but also to bring friends and
strangers together in new alliances and solidarities.

In a more formal register, I wish to thank Erika Fischer-Lichte, Christel
Weiler, Holger Hartung, and Claudia Daseking, among other sta� members of
the International Research Centre/Interweaving Performance Cultures in Berlin,
for their care and generosity, which made my sporadic three-year residency as
a Fellow in the Centre so productive. I am particularly grateful to the research
associates and student assistants for their support on technical matters and
library facilities, and to Katrin Wächter in particular for re-formatting my
manuscript. To the Fellows of the Centre between 2010 and 2012 I owe my
thanks for their collegial support and intellectual inputs. Likewise, I would like
to thank my colleagues at the School of Arts and Aesthetics at the Jawaharlal
Nehru University in New Delhi for their warmth and convivial support.

I am particularly indebted to four readers of my book– Sundar Sarukkai,
Ray Langenbach, Janelle Reinelt, and Rowena Hill– whose exacting and
honest comments proved to be challenging and productive. Routledge’s � ve
readers, including Stephen Barber, Jennifer Hughes, Alan Read, in addition to
two anonymous readers, also provided constructive criticism. To Stephen, in
particular, I owe a special debt for his quiet, professional, and fraternal advice
in suggesting valuable cuts when my book was threatening to get out of control
and for his long-distance consultation on publishing matters. I owe a special
debt of thanks to Talia Rodgers and Harriet A� eck of Routledge, who have
nurtured the negotiation process of this book with enormous patience and
editorial care. I am also grateful to Julene Knox for her meticulous copyedit of
my manuscript.

Finally, I would like to dedicate this book to Jan Kott, former mentor at the
Yale School of Drama, not only for the performativity that he read into states
of terror, but also for the grit, wit, and survival tactics by which he not merely
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evaded terror during the worst years of the Second World War but even got a
kick out of doing so. Dragan Klaic´ was a di� erent kind of survivor during
the disintegration of the former Yugoslavia as he chose a life of exile with
cosmopolitan civility and a droll sense of humour. Both these mentors and
friends have passed on, but I would like to believe that their capacity to think
critically through the worst of times serves as an inspiration for the struggle
that has gone into writing this book.
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INTRODUCTION

Mapping terror in the war of words

Provocation

On 1 October 2001 I am in Manila beginning to direct a production of Jean
Genet’s The Maids, barely three weeks after a critical event hit the world and
got identi� ed in the media as‘September 11’.1 In the weeks that follow I direct
the play haunted by the explosive power of terror, if not by the imminence of
another attack. However, there is not enough time to actuallyprocessthe
unfolding of ‘September 11’ through the virulence of its mediatization, not
least because its narrative is mutating and metamorphosing in disturbing ways
even as the production acquires a life of its own. Only in critical hindsight do
I realize how terror entered the political unconscious of the production even as
it was not consciously inscribed in themise-en-scène.

When the short run of the play ends in Manila on 24 November 2001, and
I am back in my home-city of Kolkata, seeking refuge in the habitual chaos that
animates the daily life of the city, something happens: nothing of magnitude, not
another terrorist attack, just a minor event which does not get represented in the
international news even though it receives some reportage in the newspapers of
Manila. The Republic of Malate, the funky bar and dance club in whichThe
Maids had staged their rage against Madame, burned down on 27 November
2001, just three days after the last show of the production. Nothing remained
of the Republic: it was burned to ashes.

Was this an accident or an act of arson? An attack or sabotage? Following
Paul Virilio’s instruction that the elements of destruction are already factored
into the technology of any apparatus, the theatre, both as an institution and as
an actual site of production, cannot claim any immunity from the imminence
of accidents.2 We will elaborate on this axiomatic condition later in the book,
but for the moment, let us hold on to Virilio’s prescient reminder that‘the
accident is inseparable from its velocity of unexpected emergence’ – a velocity
whose invisibility is perhaps more lethal than its material manifestation.3

Fortunately, there were no casualties at the Republic of Malate, but given
the fact that the only entrance of this‘theatre’ was also its exit, there could
have been many charred bodies if the� re had broken out during the dress
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rehearsals or the actual run of the production. Without sounding unduly
alarmist, I might not have been alive to be writing this narrative in the� rst
place. More will be said in the� rst chapter of this book about Genet in
Manila, ‘September 11’, and the burning of the theatre. However, I might as well
acknowledge these juxtapositions at the start of the narrative as aprovocation,
the spark that catalyzes the agenda of this book through the short-circuits of
diverse performances disrupted by the actualities of terror.

Not having witnessed the actual burning of the Republic of Malate, I could
a� ord to interpret it, in the aftermath of the production, through the comfort
of metaphor– the ashes of the theatre providing a central trope for the perilous
evanescence of performance. A short critical essay emerged entitled‘Genet in
Manila: Reclaiming the Chaos of Our Times’ (2003b) in which‘September 11’
provided an arresting backdrop for a re� ection on theatre in the context of
‘chaos’ rather than‘terror’. In retrospect, I would acknowledge that the thesis
of this essay was somewhat too buoyant in its uncomplicated radicality: it is
better, I had argued, to live with chaos and to resist‘chaos management’, just
as it is necessary to� ght terrorism by countering counter-terrorism. The essay
had some circulation in postcolonial and Genet studies and I could have
allowed it to pass had the political unconscious of its unwritten text not
continued to haunt me.

Some years later, while attempting to rework the essay through an integration
of the several insights generated around the discourse of‘September 11’, not
least Jacques Derrida’s subversive reading of‘autoimmunity’ in the larger
context of the‘war on terror’,4 I faced a crisis. Challenging my naïve assumption
that the rewrite of the essay would not pose any particular problem, something
uncanny happened: Almost like a letter-bomb or some minuscule weapon
hidden in the recesses of my computer, the unformulated content of the essay
exploded as it were in my face. I found myself confronting the hard truth that
it was no longer possible to circumvent terror through a� ctionalization of a
somewhat bizarre theatrical accident; I had tothink through it. Therefore, from
providing the mere background of an essay, terror is now foregrounded in this
book, doubling as both its catalyst and subject in and through its relationship
to performance.

Impulse

While the burning of the theatre can be regarded as the provocation of the
book, its actual creative impulse is somewhat more idealistic as I have been
driven by one pivotal question: How can one free terror from the hegemonic
discourse of terrorism? This disentangling of terror from terrorism can be seen
as a dilution of the political, even as a capitulation to a form of philosophical
thinking which risks anaesthetizing the‘real’. However, I would argue that the
only way of breathing life into the vocabulary of terror is to insist that it
should not be con� ated with what has come to be hegemonized as‘terrorism’,
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even as Talal Asad reminds us that, in terms of actual usage and discursive
practice, terror has become a‘shorthand’ for terrorism.5

I could be challenged: Why this impulse, this somewhat anarchist desire to
‘free’ terror? Today’s language of terrorism, I would respond, is inseparable
from the larger discourse that has emerged around‘September 11’, which has
been primarily authored, produced, and performed by the United States
Security and Defense Departments, buttressed by a plethora of war-mongering
think-tanks and advisory committees, information and disinformation services.
If one wishes to counter this discourse and emphasize the obvious fact that
Americans are not the exclusive victims of terror, then one needs to acknowledge
that terror is experienced in multitudinous, palpable, and in� nitesimal ways
across the world, where ordinary people livewith terror on a daily basis.

In this scenario, which is more truly global than the essentially American
war on terror, there needs to be some way of calling attention to these other
manifestations of terror, which are not determined by‘September 11’, even
though they may be a� ected by its fall-out. Far from being exceptional, terror
can be regarded as the new banality of evil in our times, functioning in a
diversity of ways, open to a spectrum of causes, manipulations, rumours,
fears, tensions, and resentments, ranging from the most global and national of
political interventions to the most quotidian intimacies of everyday life. Terror
can strike when one least expects it, not just in cyberspace or the anonymity of
the global city, but in the most familiar of neighbourhoods and streets as well.

Having acknowledged my impulse to free terror from terrorism, I should also
acknowledge that it is fraught with methodological and theoretical problems.
To spell out a bitter home-truth which emerged in the actual writing of this
book: Even as the impulse to free terror from terrorism is desirable and
necessary, it is not exactlyviable given the sheer dominance of the discourse
on terrorism today, which may be engineered by the United States but which
has proliferated worldwide, both among its allies and adversaries. Indeed, as
much as one needs to resist the con� ation of terror with the so-called‘war on
terror’ precipitated by‘September 11’, it is not easy to dis-imbricate the diverse
epistemologies and a� ects of terror from the larger rhetorical and political
apparatus of terrorism in which it is subsumed.

In e� ect, all we can do is to keep the tensions alive between‘terror’ and
‘terrorism’ by calling attention to di� erent contexts, modalities, and histories
of terror, which in this book extend to an examination of communal violence
in the Indian subcontinent, the genocide in Rwanda, the intensi� ed racial
divides following the Truth and Reconciliation process in South Africa, among
other insurrections and failed experiments in peace-building and secular coex-
istence. As will become apparent in the course of the book, these widespread
manifestations of terror demand their own articulations of local, regional, and
national contexts that tend to be� attened, if not erased, within the terrorist
imperatives of the‘September 11’ narrative. In close engagement with these
diverse contexts, therefore, this book is an attempt to open the multiple
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languages of terror not merely to in� ect the global discourse of terrorism, but
also to suggest other ways in which it can be understood and resisted at more
concrete levels of lived history and experience.

Doublespeak of‘terrorism’

Enough has been said for the discerning reader to demand some clarity on the
terms being used, not least‘terrorism’ and ‘terror’. What follows is a brief
exposition of these terms at discursive and disciplinary levels. Even as there is
no consensus on the o� cial de� nitions of terrorism, we have no other option
but to engage with them not least because they could be the most powerful
legitimizing devices for the perpetration of terror in our times. The absence or
lack of consensus around adequate o� cial de� nitions does not stop them from
being used in insidious ways.

If we turn to the prevailing de� nition of ‘terrorism’ provided by the US State
Department–a de� nition which preceded and framed the‘war on terror’ – we learn
that it is identi� ed as‘Premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated
against noncombatant* targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents,
usually intended to in� uence an audience’.6 The asterisk following ‘non-
combatant’ indicates that, for the State Department, the word refers not only
to ‘civilians’ (the target of most terrorist attacks, also identi� ed as‘innocent
people’), but to ‘military personnel’ as well, who are‘unarmed or o� duty at
the time’.7 This obvious stretching of the word‘noncombatant’ was evidently
inadequate for the US State Department, because, as the‘war on terror’
intensi� ed, it proceeded to invent an entirely new‘legal’ category– ‘illegal
enemy combatant’ – which confounds legal experts to this day. In this regard,
it would not be an exaggeration to say that the language of the law has been
radically altered since‘September 11’ and liberal American lawmakers are as
puzzled and provoked by these changes as legal experts and activists in the rest
of the world.

Exposing the chicanery of the US State Department’s use of‘illegal enemy
combatant’, Tzvetan Todorov (2009) calls attention to the well-established
distinction between those perpetrators of violence in peacetime who are generally
designated as‘criminals’, and those‘enemy soldiers’ in wartime who must
be treated according to the protocols of international conventions.8 Since the
Al-Qaeda terrorists are not‘regular army members of a country that signed
the Geneva Conventions’, they cannot‘bene� t from these protections’ (32–33).
At the same time, they cannot be designated as‘ordinary criminals’, because
then the Police Department would be a more appropriate institution to deal
with their crimes. This is where it becomes expedient to designate a‘war on
terror’ – the � rst of its kind in the world, where a war is being waged on
nothing less than an abstraction, with no end in sight, thereby enabling the
United States to set itself above all national and international laws for an
inde� nite period of time. In a state of‘war’, the State Department is under no
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obligation to adhere to‘laws applicable in times of peace’ (33). Yet, as
Todorov points out the obvious irony:‘since the war is not directed against
another country, the international conventions do not apply either!’ (33). So,
within the logic of this doublespeak, the State Department creates its own
legitimacy to invent a conundrum like‘illegal enemy combatant’ which e� ectively
‘allows the US government to place apprehended individuals outside the reach
of laws and norms, and hence to practice torture’ (33).

Inevitably, ‘torture’, in turn, gets rede� ned. Detainees at detention centres like
Guantánamo and the former Abu Ghraib prison can no longer be considered
‘tortured’ if they are ‘regularly raped, hung from hooks, immersed in water,
burned, attached to electrodes, deprived of food, water or medicine, attacked
by dogs and beaten until their bones are broken’ (34–37). None of these violent
and sadistic acts, and no amount of‘sensory deprivation’, involving hearing,
smelling, seeing, breathing, sleeping, can qualify as torture.9 All these ‘depri-
vations’ are better designated as‘abuse’, not ‘torture’, as the former Secretary of
Defense Donald Rumsfeld con� rmed in his equivocal response to the atrocities
at the Abu Ghraib prison. For‘torture’ to be truly torture, as Todorov
emphasizes, it is necessary for the detainee to lose at least‘one vital organ’ – it
could be a leg, or an arm, or a burst liver, or incontinence for life’ (34). Even the
deathof a detainee following‘abuse’ can qualify as‘torture’: the grotesquerie
could not be more extreme.

In contrast, ‘abusive’ actions are more cogently linked by the CIA to the
necessary task of extracting‘actionable intelligence’ from detainees– an
‘intelligence’ which was endorsed by President Bush in his paternalistic
assumption that the American people expected the government to do their job.10

Exposing the absurdity of‘[pretending]… to act on things by changing their
name’, Todorov articulates a sober truth:‘It is not because we say that the
systematic destruction of a person will not becalledtorture that it ceases tobe
torture … [R]eality is not altered in any way by this new designation’ (39–40).

Predictably, there is no dearth of deadly euphemisms in the larger discourse
around terrorism and torture that attempts to camou� age blatant crimes against
humanity. Alex Danchev, a particularly� ne reader of such euphemisms, points
out the absurdity of an o� cial report on abuses at Guantánamo whose‘treatment
[of detainees] did not rise to the level of prohibited inhumane treatment’.11 There
is almost a parodic quality to such o� cial niceties. More blatantly, a familiar
category like Prisoner of War (POW), subject to the laws of the Geneva
Convention, has been replaced,� rst in Afghanistan and then in Iraq, by the
more malleable Person under Control (PUC), which is‘literally pronounced
puck’, as in ‘fuck a puck’, which literally means to‘administer a beating’.12

Human Rights Watch con� rms that PUCs held during the war in Iraq in
Fallujah were‘fucked’ routinely; they were also‘smoked’ (subjected to‘forced
physical exertion’).13

If I somewhat over-emphasize a discursive thrust in this war on words, it is
to highlight their performative energy, whereby words are not just descriptions
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but the embodiments of action. Later in this introduction, I will emphasize
why the concept of‘performativity’ whereby words are actual manifestations
of doing is so integral to the critical analysis of this book. For the moment, let
us recall that in the so-called‘Holy War of Error’, to use Sami al-Haj’s felicitous
phrase,14 the nomenclature of entire missions has been subjected to linguistic
alteration and distortion. Operation INFINITE JUSTICE, for instance, was
replaced by ENDURING FREEDOM, following the reminder that the former
category is more readily associated with the prerogatives of deities and divine
forces than governments.15 Likewise, the notorious word‘crusade’, mouthed
by Born-Again Christian President George W. Bush, was promptly censored
for its association with speci� cally Christian forms of violence against Muslim
‘in� dels’.

It could be argued that these political blunders and semantic shifts in the
language of war are not new: Prior to‘September 11’ the American branding
of ‘rogue states’, for instance, used aggressively during the Clinton adminis-
tration between 1997 and 2000, was abruptly replaced by the impossibly bland
‘states of concern’.16 However, the� gure of the‘rogue’ (a wild animal capable
of running amok at any moment) continued to mutate in its demonization of
targets like Saddam Hussein, arguably the‘beast of Baghdad’. As Derrida
reminds us,‘The beast is not simply an animal but the very incarnation of evil,
of the satanic, the diabolical, the demonic– a beast of the Apocalypse’.17

Primordial associations die hard even as beasts are tamed or e� ectively culled
and the language of violence and torture is‘cleaned up’. The old names lurk
like palimpsests that refuse to be erased, not unlike the‘global war on terror’,
which still continues to resonate long after it has been renamed‘Overseas
Contingency Operation’.

Beyond the manipulation of categories by the Defense and Security Departments
of the US State, one needs to acknowledge that the global discourse of terrorism,
as James Der Derian (2009b) reminds us, rejects any attempt to be subsumed
under rigid o� cial de� nitions. Disdaining the dominant tendency to simplify
terrorism under the weight of a‘corrosive mix of o� cial opportunism, media
hype, and public hysteria’, Derian emphasizes the need to highlight the‘dif-
ferences and contradictions’ of terrorism which constitute‘a heavily con� icted
� eld’ in terms of ideology, philosophy, and practice.18 Even as all terrorism
may be said to converge around‘strategies of intimidation and violence’, these
strategies get consolidated through vastly di� erent mechanisms, agencies, and
targets encompassing a wide series of formations, including mytho-terrorism,
anarcho-terrorism, socio-terrorism, ethno-terrorism, narco-terrorism, state
terrorism, anti-terrorism, and pure terrorism.19 What concerns me in this book
is not this spectrum of terrorism(s) as mapped so virtuosically by Derian
across histories, cultures, and times, but the ways in which words in the‘war
on terror’ get secreted within the most normal– and lethal– of categories.

One such category is the almost territorial regard that Americans have
expressed for‘Ground Zero’, a category which emerged with an uncanny
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complicity at the very start of the‘war on terror’ in the United States out of a
consensus between the print and electronic media and public sentiments in the
American population at large. With an eerie swiftness, as the cultural critic
Gene Ray (2005) has pointed out, theNew York Timesused‘Ground Zero’ on
16 September 2001 to describe the smouldering ground of the ruins of the
World Trade Center. By this time the category had already caught on and
spread widely across di� erent sectors of civil society, without any signi� cant
debate or discomfort relating to its use in everyday life. Countering this
proliferation of an essentially deadly category, Ray reminds us that‘Ground Zero’
was � rst used to designate the ground of the nuclear site of Hiroshima, where
all traces of life had been annihilated.20 Tellingly, to this day, all photographic
and visual evidence of the atrocities on Hiroshima and Nagasaki still continues
to be censored in the United States, thereby reducing the most formidable
demonstration of‘terror-bombing’ on civilians to a dark secret, internalized
yet unacknowledged in the public domain.21 With ‘September 11’, however, it
could be argued that this secret has been� nally ‘outed’ by the strange appro-
priation of Americans claiming their victimhood through an implicit, yet
unacknowledged, comparison to those Japanese people on whom their own
government had used the� rst nuclear bomb in the world.

With such appropriations of categories, whereby the Ground Zero of Hiroshima
becomes the Ground Zero of the World Trade Center, one begins to realize the
layers of deception by which the terror in� icted on a particular population in
one part of the world continue to be denied, even as a very di� erent kind of
terror is claimed through the same description in another part of the world. Is
this historical amnesia, or political delusion? How may we develop a closer
understanding of how people su� er in di� erent contexts of violence and
intimidation without con� ating their su� ering under the sign of a common
victimhood?

Risks of misunderstanding

In any scenario of terrorism, it could be argued, there is an acute, almost
hyper-tense, paranoia in relation to the use of words. What makes the language
surrounding the‘global war on terror’ particularly paranoid has to do with its
emphatically unilateral and monochromatic discursive thrust, which is further
enhanced through the intensi� cation of surveillance. Against this scenario, any
writer re� ecting on terror today faces the fear or the very real possibility of
being misunderstood. In my own experience, I am compelled to return to my
tract on The Question of Faith(1993), which was published shortly after the
demolition of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya, India, on 6 December 1992, pre-
cipitating communal riots across the country.22 In my attempt to free‘faith’
from the demons of‘fundamentalism’, which is somewhat similar to my
impulse to free‘terror’ from ‘terrorism’ in this book, I am reminded of the
prescience of the rather grand opening sentence in my tract on faith:‘In the
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best of all possible worlds, writing can be misunderstood’. Why is mis-
understanding more fraught with risks today? Is it because we are living in the
worst of times? This could be a hopeful conjecture.

On a more pragmatic note, I would say that we are living in an environment
where the technologies of surveillance have intensi� ed particularly in liberal
democracies where the myth of free speech has been placed under severe
duress. There are new legal mechanisms which place enormous curbs on
critical thinking or dissent; the Freedom Act in the United States and internal
surveillance mechanisms monitoring telephone conversations, websites, e-mail
correspondence, and academic writing, border on an almost‘unreal’ surveil-
lance, resulting in intimidation and a climate of unease at unconscious levels.
While this cannot stop us from writing critically, any more so than it can stop
WikiLeaks from countering state surveillance through its own subversive
information-busting practices, it does demand a new vigilance that should not
degenerate into paranoia or self-censorship.

Looking back on my attempt to question the inner complexities of faith,
I remember indicating in my tract that there is a sinister side to faith, as the
Epistle in James (2:19) of the Bible recognizes:‘Thou believest that there is
one God; thou doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble’. Even devils
have faith. This is a chastening thought in the context of the global scenario
on terror, except that the identi� cation of devils may not correspond to what
the likes of Fox News and CNN would have us believe. The crusaders of‘just’
wars could be devils in their own right. Nonetheless, juxtaposingThe Question
of Faith with what I am writing now, there is something to be said about
speakingfor faith in opposition to di� erent kinds of fundamentalism and
intolerance. It is much harder to make any such claim in speakingfor terror.
The obligatory assumption is that one needs to speakagainstterror. To speak
for terror, or even to address it in a non-judgmental context, is to risk being
branded either as a terrorist or a terrorist sympathizer. Will this narrative
escape being branded in this manner and identi� ed as‘anti-American’, if not
‘pro-terrorist’? Without sounding unduly pessimistic, an honest response to
these knee-jerk reactions, which, in my view, restrict the possibilities and risks
of critical thinking, would be: I’m not sure.

Another, more pragmatic, reason for being misunderstood is that my use of
‘terror’ in this book sprawls. I draw the word ‘sprawls’ from a � ne re� ection
by the sociologist Charles Tilly on‘Terror, Terrorism, Terrorists’ (2004)
which refuses to get locked in the purism of heuristic categories. Adopting a
sceptical position, Tilly emphasizes that‘Social scientists who attempt to
explain sudden attacks on civilian targets [like the World Trade Center]
should doubt the existence of a distinct, coherent class of actors (terrorists)
who specialize in a unitary form of political action (terror) and thus should
establish a separate variety of politics (terrorism)’.23 Refusing to make a
virtue out of coherence even while enunciating his position with scrupulous
clarity, Tilly opens himself to a spectrum of extreme forms of violence like
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genocide and ethnic cleansing, which‘sprawl across a wide range of human
cruelties’.24

This ‘sprawl’ of ‘human cruelties’ is only too evident in my own reading of
terror in this book, which I refuse to con� ne within any one location or
modality of violence, playing into the narrative of American exceptionalism
which the ‘war on terror’ seems to demand. Not only does my narrative
encompass di� erent locations and practices of terror in the Philippines, the
United States, India, Rwanda, and South Africa, it also engages with di� erent
modalities of violence including genocide, war, ethnic and communal violence,
in addition to acts of terrorism. Needless to say, there is a risk here in di� using
the grammar of terror, which is further complicated by the interdisciplinary
methodology adopted in this book.

Interdisciplinarity becomes almost mandatory in exposing the scattered
locations, cultural contexts, disjunctive temporalities, and multiple agencies of
terrorism, which, as Charles Tilly emphasizes, is not‘a single causally coherent
phenomenon’.25 Rather, it is increasingly a mutant and technological hybrid of
intersecting networks, driven less by any clear-cut ideology or religious belief
than by a multitude of discontents and resentments. To pin terror down to any
particular discipline, within the strictures of any one vocabulary or institutional
framing, is to miss out on its deadly elusiveness. If, in this book, I� nd myself
intersecting the languages of theatre and performance studies with cultural
studies and the social sciences, this is not so much a strategy on my part, but rather
a methodology in attempting to make sense of violence in all its multitudinous,
enigmatic, and yet intransigent circumstances.

Ambivalences of terror

Moving outside the domain of sociology, one needs to acknowledge that terror
could be more ambivalent than terrorism. Turning to theOxford English
Dictionary, one is struck by the gamut of enigmas surrounding the word, as
opposed to the more technical and instrumentalist de� nitions of ‘terrorism’.
The very agency underlying‘terror’ in the OED is complicated in its two most
dominant senses: Terror is at once‘the state ofbeing terri� ed or extremely
frightened’, as well as‘the state or quality ofbeing terribleor causing intense
fear or dread’. Terror can be felt, experienced, embodied, but it can also be
in� icted and imposed as in the Reign of Terror during the French Revolution
between September 1793 and July 1794. During this time, revolutionary tribunals
conducted arbitrary trials and executed‘enemies of the people’, legitimizing
their action on the grounds that terror is‘an emanation of virtue’, a necessary
‘government by intimidation’.26

According to Terry Eagleton (2005), this‘modern invention’ of terror operating
as terrorism is‘twinned at birth’ with the ‘modern democratic state’.27 Contrary
to its political legitimacy, it is the state which provides one of the most deadly
grounds for the relentless spate of riots, killings, massacres, and ethnic
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cleansings that take place within its borders. Even while states across the
world would like to claim some kind of immunity against the charge of
terrorism, by virtue of their legality sancti� ed by constitutions, law courts, and
the rule of governance, the reality is that‘state terrorism’ intensi� es in almost
direct proportion to its capacities for being camou� aged or euphemized. The
usual pretexts of maintaining‘law and order’ against insurgents and anti-social
elements, along with the grander mission of protecting civilian rights against
foreign aggression, are often used as legitimizations of terror in their own right.

In its adjectival uses,‘terror’ is, indeed, linked to‘terrorism’ as in the
familiar associations of‘terror alert’, ‘terror attack’, ‘terror plot’, ‘terror suspect’,
‘terror tactics’, and ‘terror act’.28 More formidably, there is the phenomenon
of ‘terror-bombing’ in� icted, for instance, on Germany during the Second
World War by the Allied forces, resulting in the deaths of 600,000 civilians.
This deliberate targeting of civilians has been justi� ed by Michael Walzer
(2000), the foremost proponent of‘just war’ theory, on grounds of‘supreme
emergency’ where it becomes necessary to‘wager’ the crime of terrorism in
order to avert ‘moral disaster’ – in this particular case, the evil of fascism.29

However, there would appear to be a time-frame for the dubious ethics of such
terror-bombing: in early 1942, it was necessary according to Walzer because
Britain was vulnerable to being defeated by Germany; however, by 1943, when
it was evident that Germany was not going to win the war, terror-bombing
became a morally unacceptable strategy to end the war.30

From this example, it becomes clear that‘terror’ cannot be freed from
‘terrorism’, even as it gets justi� ed through strategically evasive advocacies of‘just
wars’, which I will elaborate on towards the end of this book in the di� cult
context of seeking justice outside the law. Countering the equivocal ethics
underlying a‘moral’ understanding of war– after all, from whose implicitly
superior, reasonable, and non-relativist sense of morality can‘terror-bombing’
be justi� ed?– we have more sublime incarnations of‘terror’ provided by the
Oxford English Dictionary. Here we encounter surreal images like the‘terror
bird’, which refers to a species of‘large, extinct and typically� ightless birds of
prey’; the ‘terror-gleam’ or ‘dark mist that hovers over the river Thund in
Scandinavian mythology’; and, at a deeply visceral and corporeal level, a
‘terror-drop’, which refers both to a‘terrifying parachute drop’ as well as to
a ‘drop of sweat produced in a state of terror’.

I have deliberately inserted these startling associations of terror to work
against the dominant assumption that‘terror’ is best regarded as an abstract
and external condition or state. Indeed, in the early stages of writing this book,
I was advised by at least two philosopher-friends that it was prudent to keep
terror at a distance and, at all costs, to avoid the emotional and psychological
dimensions of terror. At a linguistic level, I realized that my interlocutors were
keen on pinning terror down to a noun– an abstract noun– without
acknowledging its adjectival and verbal implications. I also realized that they
were not entirely ready to implicate themselvesin terror. Therefore, the simple
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expression‘I am terri� ed’ had at least one of them struggling for an adequate
translation in German.

In addition to regarding terror as‘extra-state collective action’ involving
‘physical force’, we have no other choice, I believe, but to regard terror, in
Gayatri Spivak’s words, as‘the name of an a� ect’.31 In Chapter 2 of this book,
which focuses on the demonization of Muslims in the larger context of
communalism in India, I will discuss the insidious ways by which minorities
are marked through speci� c aspects of their physiognomy or dress– a beard
or a turban can a� ect all kinds of terrorist identi� cations or misidenti� -
cations.‘Where“ terror” is an a� ect’, as Spivak emphasizes,‘the line between
agent and object wavers’.32 While the consequence of this‘wavering’ results in
the volatility of fear and uncertainty in the public sphere, it also a� ects the
way in which terrorists are perceived by those who are threatened by their
menace.

As Spivak complicates the a� ect of terror, ‘there is also a sense in which the
terrorist is taken to be numbed to terror, does not feel the terror of terror, and
has become unlike the rest of us by virtue of this transformation’.33 This
notion of terrorists being numbed to the terror they in� ict on others is one
way by which they are demonized, reduced to‘machines’ or unthinking,
unfeeling brutes or‘beasts’, as opposed to those whom they terrify, who
remain only too human and vulnerable. For terrorists, it is assumed that
human life is cheap, if not dispensable. This leads to all kinds of hypocritical
associations:

When the soldier is not afraid to die, s/he is brave. When the terrorist
is not afraid to die, s/he is a coward. The soldier kills, or is supposed
to kill, designated persons. The terrorist kills, or may kill, just
persons.34

Through her precise analysis, Spivak makes us see how the‘a� ect’ of terror
leads to questionable moral judgments. Far from being locked within a vortex
of incomprehensible emotions, it compels us to be more re� exive about our
own complicities in the production of‘common sense’ around terror.

If the dominant imperative suggested by the‘war on terror’ assumes that
terror is an adversary, an Enemy, necessarily outside one’s self, destined to be
fought and killed, if necessary over and over again, terror as a� ect challenges
this false Manichaeism. Dismantling the objecti� cation of terror, it demands
some kind of recognition of how we are implicated in terror, disturbing any
false illusions of an implicit,‘non-terrorist’ goodness or innocence. Terror can
be imposed from outside, but it is also secreted from within and a� ected by
our own fears and prejudices. No one can escape terror quite so easily, and
certainly not with the pyrrhic assumption that in a war on terror one
will necessarily come out alive or victorious, and with one’s sense of moral
judgment intact.
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Holy Terror

Let me push the drift of associations here by invoking that most seemingly
innocent of constructions– ‘holy terror’ – a phrase that involuntarily makes
one smile because it calls to mind a troublesome child. In this most popular of
associations represented in comics and cartoons, one could say that Dennis the
Menace is a holy terror; he’s the detonator of all kinds of household appli-
ances and norms, and the very scourge of Mr Wilson’s life. How does‘terror’
get linked to a child through the mediation of the‘holy’? What happens when
a holy terror becomes Holy Terror?

Here, with the incursions of the noumenal, the sacred, and the metaphysical,
I am reminded of the most divine of child-manifestations in Hindu mythology
and religion, Lord Krishna, who as a child is the absolute bane of his mother’s
life. Krishna’s pranks are lovingly reiterated in the repertoire of classical and
folk Indian dance and performance traditions where he is shown breaking milk
pots, stealing butter, and eating dirt from the ground. At one point his infuriated
mother orders him to open his mouth so that he can spit out the mud. In a
wondrous moment of illumination, she sees the cosmos whirling in her child’s
mouth. This is a moment of awe, not Shock and Awe, which is what the
American war machine wished to engineer through its bombardment of Iraq
during the Gulf War, but another kind of awe coming out of celestial wonder.
Later, in theBhagavad Gita, another more militant manifestation of Krishna
in the battle� eld of theMahabharatareveals his universal form (Vishvarupa)
to Arjuna, through which he instructs the reluctant warrior how to detach
himself from the delusions of‘false consciousness’ which prevent him from
� ghting his own kin. Exposed to the terrifying manifestation of Time in
Krishna’s omnipresence, Arjuna responds to the call of war and submits to the
task of performing his warrior’s duty (kshatriya dharma).

Arguably, in these examples, we encounter di� erent epistemologies of terror
from other times which cannot be yoked to contemporary readings of terrorism.
Without engaging with these di� erences, Terry Eagleton in his bookHoly
Terror (2005) outlines a metaphysics of terrorism by conceptualizing the rela-
tionship between terror and the sacred.35 Without quite separating the mythical
residues and dimensions of‘terror’ in the ancient world from the contemporary
phenomenon of‘terrorism’, and without di� erentiating metaphysics adequately
from either theology or religion, Eagleton articulates the complex ambivalences
underlying concepts of‘evil’, ‘the sublime’, ‘sacri� ce’, ‘God’, and ‘death’ in
order to disrupt deeply embedded secular pieties, particularly on the Left, in
relation to the violence of our times. While the categories of‘sacri� ce’, ‘for-
giveness’, and ‘evil’ also enter my narrative in the larger context of truth and
reconciliation and the ambivalent ethics of suicide-bombing, they have very
di� erent signi� cances, as will become evident in Chapters 3 and 4 of the book.
Any reading of terror today demands a context-sensitive engagement with
these terms, which do not merely have a moral or spiritual signi� cance but
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also a performative value in terms of how they are actually enforced in political
culture: how, after all, are‘sacri� ce’, ‘forgiveness’, and ‘evil’ activated today
within di � erent scenarios of war, genocide, and ethnic violence?

Against the performative force of these concepts, Eagleton adopts a somewhat
too fuzzy methodology, his‘metaphysical’ categories almost tripping over each
other, drawing their a� nities through an over-hasty analogical thought
process. The epistemological fact that the wordsacercan mean either‘blessed
or cursed, holy or reviled’ is given the same conceptual weight by Eagleton as
the more generalized observation that‘there are kinds of terror in ancient
civilization which are both creative and destructive, life-giving and death-
dealing’ (2). Without providing historical evidence for this vast claim, Eagleton
builds his argument on the false premise that‘Terror begins as a religious
idea, as indeed, much terrorism still is today; and religion is all about deeply
ambivalent powers, which both enrapture and annihilate’ (2). In such con-
ceptual slippages, there are obvious problems relating to temporality and
causality: Even if one accepts that terror‘begins’ as a religious idea (though,
perhaps, it would be more accurate to say that terror is one of the many
manifestations of religion), it is wrong to equate terrorism in our times with
this ‘religious idea’ (in so far as it has remained constant). Indeed, one of the
fundamental misinterpretations of contemporary terrorism is to read it as a
‘religious’ phenomenon in the� rst place.

Contradicting Eagleton’s tendency to illuminate terror through an excavation
of past religious, metaphysical, and literary imaginaries, I would argue that
these illuminations are potentially useful only to the extent that they can help
us to discriminate what is speci� cally di� erentabout the contemporary mindsets
of terrorism today. Instead of a continuum between manifestations of terror in the
past and present, I would highlight their disjunctions. Therefore, in elaborating on
the concept of‘sacri� ce’ (which originally meant‘to make sacred’), Eagleton
makes the important point that not every act of self-destruction in our times–
for instance, suicide-bombing– is necessarily sacri� cial or transformative
(100). This is precisely the kind of discrimination that is needed in thinking
about terror today. The myths and concepts of the past, I would emphasize,
help us to see the present not because they are being re-lived in an‘eternal
present’, but because they acquire new signi� cances and altered meanings in a
simulacrum of what has already passed. It is only by puncturing the counterfeit
of similitude that the reality of dissimilitude becomes visible.

One additional problem with Eagleton’s attempt to meld di� erent trajec-
tories of time and culture in re� ecting on terror could be the non-re� exive
Eurocentric context of his analysis in accounting for‘the otherness at the core
of the self’ (13). This attempt fails not least because Eagleton has no engagement
with Islam or Hinduism or, for that matter, any‘non-Western’ religion, philosophy,
or aesthetics. For all his cosmopolitanism, his reading of terror is, in the� nal
analysis, very English. I would argue that if one wishes to present a counter-
cultural political imaginary of terror for our times through a reading of, say,
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Dionysus’s sensual and spiritual force– Eagleton regards Euripides’ charismatic
protagonist as one of the‘earliest terrorist ringleaders’ (3) – it is necessary to
invoke other eschatologies and metaphysical frameworks of the divine force.
If, for example, I wished to highlight the relationship of terror to the‘sacred’ as it
lives in India today through diverse material, social, religious, and ritual practices,
I would necessarily have to reckon with the fact that these practices are not
merely textual (as in Eagleton’s literary and philosophical examples presented
in Holy Terror) but embodied and� eshed out in actual performances.

To provide just one example from my own home-city of Kolkata, I would
invoke, for instance, the complexity and enduring contemporaneity of the
goddess Kali, at once terrifying and maternal, who exists in a multitude of
� gures and forms. Unlike Dionysus, who is, at best, a mythical� gure invoked
in the Euro-American canon of classical art and literature, Kali is actively
worshipped in India today as diverse manifestations of the Divine Mother.
Earlier she was invoked as the patron deity of numerous revolutionaries and
terrorists during the Swadeshi movement in Bengal at the turn of the last century,
and to this day her divine force carries a political legacy from the ancient period
through the colonial struggle via the ambivalent articulations of modernity. To
invoke Kali as a destructive manifestation of‘terror’ necessitates an engagement
with her power in an a� ective dimension.

To experience something akin to the force and danger of Kali’s power, one
possible site of transformative energy would be the ritual performances of
Theyyam in Kerala, where low-caste actors incarnate multiple manifestations
of the Divine Mother in the form of ferocious local deities. In spectacular, all-
night performances, involving spirit-possession, trance, and worship, these
embodiments of energy in raw and yet highly charged ritual contexts are not
readily appropriated for academic political purposes. In contrast to the
subaltern sacred power of Theyyam, Eagleton’s idea of the‘sacred’ comes
across like an ideologically driven, post-Marxist trope, ultimately yoked to the
wish-ful� llment that moribund leftwing politics can be re-animated through
‘metaphysics’. The terror of the sacred, as it is lived and experienced in
performances like Theyyam, is made of sterner stu� , and I don’t see Eagleton
surviving it.36

If I have dwelt at some length on Eagleton’s attempt to force a relationship
between terror and the sacred within the contemporary context of terrorism, it
is to highlight why I do not deal with the sacred in this book. Not only does it
demand a di� erent conceptual and discursive framework, but, more critically,
it cannot be used to explicate the terror of our times. Terrorist global agencies
like Al-Qaeda may invoke the language of Holy War, but this is less about the
sacred, or even religion, than it is about a particularly perverted form of
megalomaniacal violence and anti-Western hatred. Even as the misappropriation
of the sacred by the contemporary phenomenon of terrorism is not part of this
book, I have found it necessary to inscribe it in this introduction in order to
clarify what this book isnot trying to do.
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Terror through a literary lens

Neti neti neti (‘not this, not this’ or ‘neither this, nor that’): this philosophical
premise found in the Upanishads, among other ancient Sanskrit texts, would
seem to be mirrored in my own attempt to understand‘terror’ through the
path of via negativa. While ‘neti neti neti’ has been used at metaphysical levels
to account for the Brahman or the divine force, which cannot be adequately
described through its positive attributes but only in terms ofwhat it is not, it
has also been used by philosophers in the Buddhist school to work against any
notion of grounding the meaning of words in a particular essence.37 Deploying
this rhetorical strategy for my own purposes, I� nd it useful to strategize how
this book begins to enter the conceptual orbit of terror by outlining what isnot
an integral part of its discussion. The exclusions do not amount to a denial of
what is less important to the larger discourse of terror; they simply contribute
to highlighting what is integral to the argument of this particular book.

With this premise in mind, I feel somewhat more at ease in acknowledging
that I am not attempting, for instance, a detailed reading of the aesthetics of
terror in this book. Certainly,‘aesthetics’ � gure and resonate in the narrative
at several points– for instance, in the debate around the composer Karlheinz
Stockhausen’s controversial claim that the destruction of the Twin Towers can
be regarded as a magni� cent‘work of art’ (Chapter 1), or in the rhetoric of the
‘beautiful terrorist’ in the Urdu popular press (Chapter 2). These insertions,
however, are best read asfragmentsthat punctuate the larger political analysis
of terror presented in this book; they cannot be said to constitute a larger
reading of the aesthetics of terror replete with a theory of the sublime, which
demands the writing of another book.38

Nor am I concerned with the literary imaginaries of terror, on the lines indicated
by Terry Eagleton, even as their tropes are suggestive and even provocative in
pushing the limits of terror beyond the sequestered con� nes of the social sciences.
Keeping this quali� cation in mind, it is nonetheless useful within the strategic
framing of this introduction to address the Indian poet and literary critic
Rukmini Bhaya Nair’s book on Poetry in a Time of Terror (2009), which
draws heavily on the concept of‘ambivalence’ from Eagleton. Nair a� rms that

terror in the literary or poetic mode destabilizes the unitariness of terror
as we understand it, via the real world events such as 9/11– terror as an
inexplicable bolt from the blue– by infusing it with ambivalence or
interpretability that is the de� ning character of a literary text.39

Countering this position, one could argue against the presumed‘unitariness’ of
events like‘September 11’ by calling attention to the torrent of contradictory
emotions that it has elicited from almost the very moment that it struck con-
sciousness at a global level. Indeed, can it be said to exist in the same way
across political locations and constituencies? Questioning the privilege of the
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global cosmopolis in which the discourse of terrorism is most eloquently read
and explicated, outside the actual killing� elds of Taliban-controlled Afghanistan
or drug-infested cities like Juárez, Mexico, we need to ask: Are events like
‘September 11’ as omnipresent as they are made out to be? Can one assume
their translation and political intelligibility across all cultural contexts? Arguably,
even if they do exist for rural and indigenous communities in the cultures of
the South, as Bhaskar Mukhopadhyay has suggested through his description of
a ‘9/11’-inspired pat, a folk-painting performance practice in rural West
Bengal, the task would be to questionhow global states of emergency get
transformed within the struggles of everyday life on the margins of the rural
South.40 If there is a‘global village’, then how do local languages and forms of
cultural expression incorporate and talk back to the Empire, or appropriate its
state of emergency for their own material purposes?

This is a large question that extends beyond Nair’s scrupulously honed
argument which centres around the premise that‘terror becomes emotionally
available via the literary’.41 How then, one could argue, is terror perceived in
(non-literary/non-literate) everyday life? Is it a spectre drained dry, divested of any
emotion, or is its reality simply too horrifying to be processed and transformed
into poetry in the� rst place? In� ecting her own valorization of poetry which
‘o� ers an ambiguous verbal space in which terror� owers without physical
danger but disturbing verisimilitude’, Nair o� ers an insight into the actual
psychophysical immediacy of terror as she imagines its corporeal a� ect: not
through the deadening impact of its lightning-like‘bolt from the blue’, but
through a more tense con� ict of sensations.42

Unlike the state of horror which encounters terror in the present– beholding
it ‘face to face’, eyes bulging, trans� xed – terror, in Nair’s imaginary, has an
opposite e� ect: the terrorized victim’s eyes tend to remain‘willfully and
staunchly shut’.43 This compels Nair to question what such a‘deliberate
voiding of vision’ could suggest:

To open her eyes would be to behold what is too awful to bear. This
is what makes the emotion of terror temporally as well as emotionally
ambivalent – the victim at once anticipates the dreaded event,
by placing it in the future tense, and knows that it has‘already
happened’, but were she to‘open her eyes’, her reason tells her that
she would see right before her the very thing that she so fears. This is
the essential paradox of terror.44

Questioning this paradox, I would argue that the problem does not lie in the
vacillation between‘seeing’ and ‘not seeing’ terror; the reality is that we have
no other choice but to see and re-see the same images of terror over and over
againthrough their relentless circulation in the media, which does not� gure in
Nair’s reading at all.45 Instead of‘to see or not to see’, the dilemma of our
times iscompulsive seeing, repetitive seeing, with a vengeance.
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With the rampant mediatization of terror on television, cable networks,
YouTube, and other electronic sites, we have no other option but to see what
the media wants us to see, strategically sancti� ed by the powerbrokers of
terror, through an almost in� nite referral to‘the same images’, which begin to
acquire an archetypal power. Along with the usual charge of the‘deadening
impact’ of images, can one totally deny the voyeuristic pleasure derived in the
compulsive act of‘seeing’ terror ad nauseam? A pleasure that is, indeed, terribly
ambivalent, in so far as it is both oppressive and yet irresistible. While, arguably,
there is no speci� c visual code or apparatus which enables one toseethe terror
of our times with global uniformity, our eyes themselves have been subjected
to a new phenomenology of reception in which we are more participatory
and complicit than ever before in the actual reproduction, interpretation, and
circulation of images of terror.

Visual overkill

Precisely because images of terror can no longer be assumed to terrify, the task
of theorizing the larger visual culture of terror is a complex undertaking best
approached by specialists like W.J.T. Mitchell whose book onCloning Terror
(2011) is a masterful analysis of image production relating the‘war on terror’
to the simultaneous incursions of biotechnology in the public sphere. If I tend
to minimize the analysis of images in this book, it is because I resist the
valorization of the‘visual turn’ in cultural studies, which has been over-determined
and consolidated over the years. Even so it would be disingenuous to deny that
images hit the eye, capture the imagination, circulate, and serve as reference
points for conversations, discussions, gossip, rumour, and propaganda, more
readily than words. How many people after all havereadthe detailed investi-
gative reports on Abu Ghraib? On the other hand, millions haveseenthe
sadistic and torturous acts in� icted on the Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib.
While the random access of the Abu Ghraib images at a global level cannot be
denied, it is much harder to assesshow they are being read and endorsed in the
‘war on terror’. Indeed, how do images of terror get produced in the� rst
place, and does their distribution have any tangible e� ect on the larger quest
for justice and the exposition of truth?

Part of the seduction of the images of terror could lie in the fact that, once
exposed in our electronic and digital visual culture, they spread like a virus,
stimulating a torrent of interpretations, which, in the� nal analysis, would
seem to take us farther and farther away from the actual political content of
the images. Almost with an adrenalin rush, one can get high on visualizing
terror. I was witness to one such experiment at the Hebbel-Theater in Berlin,
where W.J.T. Mitchell ended his lecture on terror by soliciting responses from
the audience to the widely circulated image of all the key members of the
Obama team in the White House watching Osama bin Laden killed in‘real
time’.46 I will not go into the many possibilities of reading this image, with
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Obama sitting in a corner in shirtsleeves, Hillary Clinton covering her mouth
with her hand, the White House sta� sitting with solemn expressions, others
standing with concentrated attention, everyone’s gaze� xed onwhat cannot be seen.

What stunned me at the Hebbel-Theater event was the virtuosity with which
this image was interpreted by members of the audience in an unconscious spirit
of hermeneutic one-upmanship, each interpretation outdoing the other in its
brilliant, surely-I’m-right reading. While one spectator claimed that the image
called to mind the arrival of the Messenger in Greek tragedy, another saw a
hydra of heads in the White House o� ce, while a photographer-friend sitting
alongside me had no di� culty in claiming that the White House team was
‘re-living’ the moment of the destruction of the Twin Towers. Without
undermining the creative intensity of any of these intuitive readings, I would
question to what extent these interpretations had any relevance to the actual
killing of Osama bin Laden and its virtual witnessing within the sanctum of
the White House. Perhaps, what needed to be inserted in the discussion was
not just themise-en-scèneof the image itself, but the very deliberate process of
its framing, shooting, and ultimate selection by the White House. Indeed,
without the green signal from the White House, this particular image could
not have been seen in the� rst place, indicating the monitoring and backstage
politics of image-production that demands much closer analysis. Such analysis
could open up unfashionable questions relating to thepropagandaof state
departments in projecting images of power, control, and civility in managing
the ‘war on terror’, in an ostensibly democratic, free-thinking public domain.

Instead of what gets seen– or ‘cloned’, as Mitchell would argue, in endless
variations of the same image– it is what getsinvisibilizedwhich should be an
equally urgent source of critical concern. The erasure of images in the‘war on
terror’ is as much a part of its deadly visual culture as the bombardment of
speci� c images in global mediaspace. Following the surfeit of images by which
Osama bin Laden was demonized on television and the media, it is telling,
indeed, that he has ultimately been whitewashed. Ostensibly for‘security’
reasons and on the dubious grounds of honouring basic human‘decency’, we
have almost no images of the dead Osama, his brain shattered, even as Obama
watches the operation leading to his death, intently, and with a look of deter-
mined, quiet, controlled concentration, rather like a coach watching the� nal
moments of a ball game. The job is done, the demon allegedly‘buried’ in the
sea with strict observation of religious rituals (for which there is no evidence),
and life goes on at the White House.

Performance/performativity/theatre

At this point the reader of this introduction might justi� ably express deep
impatience because all I have done in this chapter is to indicate what my book
is not focusing on. To recapitulate: I cannot claim to be a‘terror expert’ by
assuming any expertise in military studies, or war studies, or‘torture studies’.
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Neither does my book o� er a religious studies perspective on issues of the
sacred in relation to terror; nor does it provide an elaborate reading on the
aesthetics of terror, or a media studies approach to terror. While I have been
inspired by the di� erent languages and conceptual approaches of these various
disciplines, in the� nal analysis, I have to tell my story on terror through my
own a� nities to the language of performance, accessed through the� elds of
theatre and performance studies, which enable me toseeand engagewith
terror in the � rst place. More precisely, it is through the rhetoric of per-
formativity that I am able toreadterror in relation to its dominant discourses.
Let us turn now to these discriminations of‘theatre’, ‘performance’, and ‘per-
formativity’ by emphasizing that they all play a role in this narrative, at once
independently and through strange collusions.

Against the larger spectrum of performances in everyday life, to which the
examination of terror in this book is inextricably linked, there is a more
narrow, yet familiar, understanding of performance in the theatrical sense as‘a
tangible, bounded event that involves the presentation of rehearsed artistic
action’ for a speci� c audience in a particular time-and-space bound continuum,
as in‘a performance of a play, a dance, or a symphony’.47 In such a reading of
‘performance’, which is inextricably linked to aspects of‘acting’, ‘directing’,
‘dancing’, ‘playing’, and all the elements that go into the shaping of amise-en-scène
or choreography or the conducting of a concert, there is a symbiotic linkage of
‘performance’ to the artistic practice of theatre and the performing arts. This
understanding of‘performance’ necessitates a critical engagement with the
constituents of training and rehearsal, skill and virtuosity, trained reception
and spectatorship.

Tellingly, this book does not focus on theatre through‘cutting-edge’, mas-
terpiece,‘out-of-the-box’ productions by tracing the theme of terror through
Aeschylus’s Persians, Shakespeare’s Macbeth, Büchner’s Danton’s Death,
Brecht’s The Measures Taken, and Dorfman’s Death and the Maiden, to
mention just a handful of warhorses representing the Theatre of Terror. Nor
am I attempting to inventoryavant-gardeperformance art or visual installations
of ‘September 11’ or ‘Abu Ghraib’ or ‘Guantánamo’, to name a few of the
notable tropes that exemplify the‘war on terror’, even though they enter my
narrativeas performative eventsin their own right. Far from addressing terror
at a purely dramaturgical level of theatrical representation or through the
immediacies of themise-en-scène, this book prioritizes those instances of terror
which are unscripted, unplanned, undetermined, and which are nonetheless
performed, at times explosively, or, at other times, so unobtrusively that one
may not even be aware that terror has already been unleashed.

My reading of ‘performance’ in this book, therefore, is less conditioned by
the ‘artistic’ orchestration of a corporeal,‘live’, rehearsed, time-and-space
bound event, framed within the cultural norms of civic institutions like state
theatres, than by a much wider understanding of‘performance’ inextricably
linked to social interactions, behaviours, strategies, deceptions, manipulations,
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and negotiations of terror in the public sphere. The epistemological thrust of
this wide understanding of‘performance’ is well captured in the primary de� nition
o� ered in theOxford English Dictionary, where ‘performance’ is de� ned not,
as one would expect, in the context of theatrical enactment; rather, it is
de� ned as ‘the accomplishment or carrying out of something commanded
or undertaken; the doing of an action or operation’. With keywords like
‘commanded’ and ‘doing’, it becomes clear that there is nothing nebulous
about this ‘performance’: it is inextricably linked to social action on a speci� c
order and set of instructions.

In this context, there is a close theoretical linkage with the axiomatic
assumption made by J.L. Austin in his seminal text onHow to Do Things
with Words (1975), where he challenges the notion that‘language simply
“ constates” or reports on reality’: rather, ‘performatives’ (Austin’s neologism,
a noun rather than an adjective) are‘not informational reports, but actions,
events, doings. Today, performative utterances are understood to be crucial to
the construction of reality, a construction that is sociotechnicallyordered’.48

It is this ‘sociotechnical’ understanding of‘performance’, and its relationship
with ‘performativity’, that enables me to structure and make sense of the evidence
on terror presented in this book particularly in dealing with the political and
juridical processes relating to post-genocide Rwanda and post-apartheid South
Africa addressed at length in Chapter 3. Even as the‘post’ in ‘post-genocide’
and ‘post-apartheid’ is used more as a shorthand for a description of events
following the ‘o� cial’ ends of genocide and apartheid in Rwanda and South
Africa, respectively, the performative analysis of these processes will reveal
that the residues and crimes of genocide and apartheid continue to persist and
mutate in diverse ways.

Given the predominantly discursive nature of my critical enquiry in dealing
with states of transitional justice, where words are catalysts which make acts
of terror tangible and signi� cant, I draw on Judith Butler’s eminently succinct
understanding of‘performativity’ as ‘the power of discourse to produce what
it names’.49 The discoursesof terror, andagainstterror, which are represented
in a wide range of registers in this book through the rhetorics of American
exceptionalism, Islamophobia, communalism, torture, genocide, truth and
reconciliation, and non-violence, are whatmake terror. Instead of merely
describing or reporting on the excesses of terror at a purely descriptive level,
capitalizing on� rst-person narratives of excruciating pain and su� ering, I am
more concerned to understand how terror actually gets implemented through
the speech-acts of the state, among other authoritarian and terrorist agencies.

In this regard, one of the most chilling demonstrations of performativity
comes from Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the alleged mastermind of the
‘September 11’ attack, who in response to George Bush’s declaration– and
activation – of the ‘war on terror’ declares in his own right:‘we are doing the
same language’.50 The fact that performative statements in their very‘uttering’
also ‘perform a certain action and exercise a binding power’,51 in Butler’s
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exacting words, is evident on both sides of the terror divide. Bush and Khalid
Sheikh Mohammed are both users of‘war as a language’ – arguably, a
‘common language’ that enemies share with each other.52 In a testimonial,
which has been transcribed verbatim, without any grammatical or stylistic
corrections, Khalid Sheikh Mohammed says:

I don’t like to kill people. I feel very sorry they been killed kids in 9/
11. What will I do?This is the language… I know American people
are torturing us from seventies… I know they talking about human
rights. And I know it is against American constitution, against
American laws. But they said, every law, they have exceptions, this is
your bad luck you been part of the exception of our laws. They got
have something to convince me butwe are doing the same language.53

A chilling exposition of How to Do Terror with Words, regardless of which side
you’re on: Language is not just‘speaking’; it is ‘doing’, ‘torturing’, ‘killing’.

Needless to say, despite the force of performativity, performance does not
disappear even as it becomes necessary to maintain some theoretical distinctions,
as Butler so rigorously delineates in her exposition of these terms:

performance as a bounded‘act’ is distinguished from performativity
insofar as the latter consists in a reiteration of norms which precede,
constrain, and exceed the performer and in that sense cannot be taken
as the fabrication of the performer’s ‘will ’ or ‘choice’; further, what is
‘performed’ works to conceal, if not to disavow, what remains
opaque, unconscious, unperformable. The reduction of performativity
to performance would be a mistake.54

If ‘performance’, for Butler, is something akin to‘an act in the here-and-now’,
implying ‘a presence… bounded in the will of the performer’, performativity
is fundamentally discursive and always already anticipated and succeeded by
the regulatory norms of socially established meaning. And yet, despite Butler’s
caution against‘the reduction of performativity to performance’, she does
attempt to suggest a possible permeability of these terms in so far as she
makes space for the‘promising deregulation’ of performance to resist being
fully subsumed in‘the compulsory character of certain social imperatives’.55

This permeability could be read as a‘convergence’ as Jon McKenzie suggests,
drawing on Butler’s ever so slight hint in this direction.56 However, I would
argue that it is more productively viewed as atensionin the larger context of a
queer refusal to submit to norms that de� ne and constrain attempts to trouble
regulation through acts of dissidence.

Balancing his role as performance analyst with a mischievous‘take’ on his
own colleagues in performance studies, McKenzie imagines them responding
to Butler’s ‘misuse’ of language with consternation– a misuse that he correctly
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chooses to read as a‘tactic of resigni� cation, of queering’.57 In the process, he
performs some of the� ctional responses of his colleagues:‘[Performativity] is
linguistic rather than embodied!’, ‘It means normativity as much as subversion!’,
‘Couldn’t she use another term?’58 Joining the chorus, I cannot deny the
temptation on the part of any theatre or performance practitioner to reclaim
‘performativity’ in favour of a more sensuous embrace of the body’s in� nitesimal
secrets and enigmas, against Butler’s arguably non-corporeal, if not anti-visceral,
reading of ‘the body’, which is far too socially constructed. Indeed, I should
prepare the reader of this book for a very perceptible tension in my use of the
word ‘performative’, which is, on the one hand, read as anoun, following the
linguistic and discursive models set by Austin and Butler, but, on the other
hand, I also use‘performative’ as anadjectivein a non-discursive, expressive,
histrionic sense, as in‘performative energy’ or ‘performative dynamics’, in
describing the actual process and somatic impact of a particular performance.

Is it ‘too late to reclaimperformativity for the nondiscursive realm of perfor-
mance’, as Diana Taylor (2007) suggests, in her scarcely concealed impatience with
the ‘false cognates’ of ‘performative’ and ‘performativity’ for ‘performance’?59

My own view is that we may have no other choice at this point in time but to
embrace the tensions of‘performance’, ‘performative’, and ‘performativity’ not
least because these categories are so deeply imbricated, both within and
beyond performance practice. To seek clear distinctions across the larger terrains
of ‘performativity’ and ‘performance’, on Butler’s terms, is theoretically useful,
but only to the extent that the ambivalences, enigmas, and secrets of corporeal
performance are not undermined or eliminated.

Against all these theoretically challenging considerations relating to‘perfor-
mance’ and ‘performativity’, what happens to theatre? Is it of no relevance in
explicating the discourses and massive events surrounding terror? If one assumes
that theatre appears somewhat archaic in an age of‘virtual war’, where weapons
designed to kill long-distance with minimal deaths (and unaccounted collateral
damage) have become the most deadly‘performers’ of our times, it is worth
keeping in mind Giorgio Agamben’s (2009) deeply insightful reminder on what
constitutes the‘contemporary’. For Agamben, the twist in the argument is that
only those who perceive‘the indices and signature of the archaic in the
most modern and recent can be contemporary’.60 If there is a‘secret a� nity’
between‘the archaic and the modern’, it is not because‘archaic forms’ like
theatre continue to exercise a‘particular charm’ on the present; rather,‘the
key to the modern is hidden in the immemorial and the prehistoric’.61

Contemporariness cannot be reduced to a singular relationship‘with one’s
own time’; on the contrary, the contemporary is more meaningfully grasped
through a‘relationship with time that adheres to itthrough a disjunction and
an anachronism’.62

Theatre, I would argue, should be regarded as precisely this kind of
‘disjunction’ and‘anachronism’ that challenges the hegemonic common sense which
assumes that only the language of‘performance’ (as de� ned by performance
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studies) can legitimately address the terror of our times. This bias is only too
evident in John Bell’s pitch for ‘Performance Studies in an Age of Terror’
(2007) which asserts that‘the idea of performance o� ers concepts, means of
analysis and methods of action which can help us� gure out where we are and
what we ought to do– certainly better than concepts of“ art” or “ drama” or
“ theatre” .’63 While fully accepting that‘performance’ is the broadest and most
� exible category available to encompass the multiple acts, actions, reactions,
movements, and after-e� ects of terror recorded in this book, I would not rule
out the lurking presence and interruptive power of the languages and concepts
of theatre in making sense of the diverse‘performances’ of terror.

Circumventing the assumptions of which discipline or� eld is‘better’ than the
other, W.B. Worthen has argued against the unproductive dichotomy between
‘performance’ and ‘theatre’: ‘to de� ne this “new paradigm” [of performance
studies] in opposition to theatre studies… is, � nally, to reinscribe performance
studies with at least some of the analytical hierarchies its practitioners would
contest’.64 Focusing more minutely on Richard Schechner’s opposition between
‘reading’ and ‘doing’, the former associated with dramatic literature and a
rather narrow understanding of‘the text’ as opposed to‘textuality’, the latter
connected with the contingencies and hands-on practices of engaging with
other cultures in all their corporeality and density, Worthen points out that to
sustain‘a simple opposition between text and performance is to remain captive
to the spectral disciplines of the past’.65

What emerges from Worthen’s rigorous, yet subtle, position is that reading
is an act, a performance in its own right, involving a critical engagement with
multiple textualities in all their worldliness. The text is not just a passive or
virtual appendage to the‘real’ of performance; textuality is even more� uid a
category in so far as it can exist only in the state of a text being textured– or,
more precisely, performed– in speci� c ways. Far from upholding the purism
of immutable categories stuck in the past, Worthen seizes‘this moment of
undisciplined, interdisciplinary� ux’ to o� er the eminently sensible view that
‘No simple opposition between text and performance’, or the ‘paradigms’
constituting them, will be su� cient to capture‘the rich, contradictory incom-
mensurable ways that they engage one another’.66 If anything would qualify as
‘archaic’ in my view, it would be the rather tired and redundant disciplinary war
between‘theatre’ and ‘performance’, as a� rmed by their respective academic
constituencies in theatre studies and performance studies. Fortunately, through
the formative research of many scholars crossing the divide, it is now some-
what more axiomatic to assume that the‘genealogies’ of these‘disciplines’, as
Shannon Jackson has indicated, may be more interwoven and hybridized than
their die-hard supporters would care to admit.67

Countering academic wars, let us also acknowledge that there are more
serious‘wars’ deserving our critical attention, like‘the war on terror’, and that
it is time to forge closer alliances across– and within – each other’s disciplines
and practices in order to strategizewhich language is most appropriate for a
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particular enquiry in a particular context. If the language of‘performativity’,
for example, tends to be prioritized at particular junctures in this book, it is
because of its pertinence in deconstructing the discursivity of o� cial policies
and rhetoric relating to, say,‘forgiveness’ in post-genocide Rwanda or‘truth
and reconciliation’ in post-apartheid South Africa. However, for other sections
in my narrative, which are more linked to body behaviours and thehabitus
underlying particular gestures and improvisations, I have found the language
of ‘performance’, as articulated by Richard Schechner, in his much-cited for-
mulation of ‘restored’ or ‘twice-behaved’ behaviour, to be useful in dealing
with the repetition of particular performances both within the con� nes of
theatre institutions and in the public domain at large.68

On the one hand, a concept like‘restoration of behavior’ is particularly
e� ective in dealing with a spectrum of ritual, artistic, and cultural performances
across time, which get altered through new technologies and inventions of
tradition. But, on the other hand, the epistemology of categories like‘restoration’
and ‘behaviour’ can run up against huge ethical and political problems when
the ‘performance’ in question is linked to speci� c contexts of genocide and the
annihilation of basic human resources and lives. The point is not to undermine
the vitality of the concept, but to indicatewhere and how it resonates with
greater intensity in speci� c contexts as opposed to others. In a broader register,
and as a leitmotif that runs through the entire book, I indicatethe limits of
performancein dealing with the aftermaths of terror, notably the actual deaths
resulting from suicide or the killing of religious minorities in a communal
atrocity or genocide. Likewise, there are limits to the performativity of
social transformative processes built around Truth and Reconciliation in post-
apartheid South Africa and post-genocide Rwanda. Inevitably, this articulation
of the limits of any discourse compels one to acknowledge one’s own unease in
� nding adequate words or conceptual tools to analyseall aspects of the terror
of our times within the same epistemology and methodology of understanding
performance.

Along with the capacities of‘performance’ as a language and a set of tools
and practices to illuminate the terror of our times, the practice of‘theatre’, I
would reiterate, continues to be a valuable resource despite its seeming
marginality. Theatre’s vocabulary of‘entrances’, ‘exits’, ‘presence’, ‘energy’,
‘con� ict’, ‘transformation’, and ‘repetition’ continues to haunt and catalyze
new manifestations of these words. The paradox is that when one least
expects it, theatre is always already there. Let me provide a small example here
drawn from the formidable� eldwork of international studies scholar James Der
Derian, who, without engaging directly with the language of theatre or perfor-
mance, assumes the role of a virtuoso theorist-performer in his tour de force of a
book on Virtuous War: Mapping the Military-Industrial-Media-Entertainment
Network (2009a).

Presenting himself as something of a Lone Ranger, Derian in� ltrates high-level
conferences on security and war, in addition to simulated military war zones
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within the United States, where the‘war on terror’, among other earlier wars,
is staged and rehearsed in preparation of‘real’ wars by the US army personnel
and military specialists. The chilling ethnography on the‘theatre of war’
resulting from Derian’s in� ltration is nothing short of a bravura performance.
Adopting the mode of thick description, he grabs the attention of his readers
by exposing the musculature and kinetics of American soldiers re-enacting
Rambo, dressed in high-tech, laser-sensitive out� ts, accoutred with digital
weapons. Their‘performance’ is symptomatic of a capitulation to a larger
‘military-industrial-media-entertainment network’, as Derian describes it,
where the idea of a‘virtuous war’ is actively rehearsed to test out virtual
weaponry and ground� ghting tactics in the here and now of make-believe
‘Iraqs’ and ‘Afghanistans’.

In one such experiment, where two groups of marines enact a‘force-on-force
operation’, in which one group’s mission involves the recapturing of an aban-
doned naval hospital, Derian describes a somewhat‘eccentric’ scenario, which
is worth quoting at length:

The sound of gun� re from the stairway ahead dropped the Bravo
company into� ring positions, M-16s ready. Just then, a young African-
American woman descended the staircase, stepped over the prone
marines, and walked out the door. She was dressed in the refugee-
slacker look of enemy‘Country Orange’, but her red jacket and the
freeze-frame quality of the movement evoked the girl walking through
the grayness of the Jewish ghetto inSchindler’s List. After a long
pause and an exchange of befuddled looks, an order was shouted out,
and three marines scrambled to their feet to grab her as she left the
building. Was she a terrorist, a hostage, or just lost? Adding to the
tension – and absurdity– two observers/controllers in colonial pith
helmets kept a careful watch from a short distance away. The marines
couldn’t tell who or what the young woman was: using some kind of
sign language, she appeared to be either deaf, or foreign. Literally
dumb-founded, the marines� nally let her go. Later, when the battle
was over, I spotted her chatting among a group of fellow refugees in
the hospital parking lot. I asked her what had happened in the
hospital. She laughed, and said that she had been bored and decided
on the spot to do some improv.69

For me this moment of‘improv’ is pure theatre– it is impulsive, irreverent, funny,
working against the rules of a choreographed‘battle’, and totally oblivious to the
threat of simulated weaponry. Unlike other high-tech experiments described by
Derian, where there are‘technical fuck-ups’, this impulse to‘do some improv’
is driven by human agency and creative instinct. The savvy African-American
actor counters the possibility of being marked as a‘terrorist’ or ‘hostage’ by
resorting to sign language, leaving her aggressors‘dumb-founded’.
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I will resist the temptation to share more such stories from Derian’s thor-
oughly gripping and entertaining journey into‘the war machine’, but the point
to be made is that even in the most futurist of performative experiments,
where one cannot quite� gure out the ‘real’ from the ‘simulated’, or the
‘human’ from the ‘machinic’, there is the subterranean‘archaic’ presence of
theatre, in Agamben’s formulation. It is precisely this‘archaism’ which makes
the contemporaneity of war games all the more deadly. With this quali� cation
in mind, I would argue that instead of regarding‘theatre’, ‘performance’, and
‘performativity’ as heuristic and exclusive categories, it is more useful to place
them in an interactive context, where there is a certain elasticity in their
dynamics, moving in and out, between the personal and the political, the
corporeal and the discursive, almost converging at times only to stretch apart
at breaking point.

If this book is about terror, it is also about theatre, performance, and
performativity, which are the categories, conceptual modalities, and practices
that enable me to see, think, and write about terror in the� rst place. There is
no Archimedean perspective on terror which can be examined from any one
modality of performance. At a methodological level, therefore, it is necessary
to prepare the reader for a certain volatility in my methodology of analysing
terror: Chapter 1, which bounces o� a production of Jean Genet’s The Maids
in Manila, within and against the political moment of‘September 11’, is
almost inevitably coloured by the volatile practice oftheatreand its spill-over
into the critical and philosophical discourses of‘September 11’. In Chapter 2,
I widen my understanding ofperformances in everyday lifewithin the larger
global immediacies of Islamophobia, which impact at local levels in the acts of
‘passing’ and ‘covering’ as a Muslim, and of‘queering’ the Muslim as‘terrorist’.
As I have mentioned earlier, Chapter 3, on the Truth and Reconciliation process
in Rwanda and South Africa, focuses more sharply on the concept ofperfor-
mativity animating political discourse, which draws its analytical logic from
Judith Butler’s enunciation of‘the power of discourse to produce what it
names’. And Chapter 4, on the possibilities of rethinking non-violence in the age
of terror, melds together di� erent readings of Gandhi’sactivist performancesand
the actualvideo performancesof suicide-bombers presenting their testimonials
in front of the camera, among other extremist acts performed by refugees and
asylum seekers.

Even within this far too cryptic encapsulation of the entire book, it becomes
obvious that the categories of theatre, performance, and performativity cannot
be placed in watertight compartments. If, for instance, in Chapter 3, the
discourse of Truth and Reconciliation lends itself to being read almost exclusively
within the theory of performativity, I have found it unavoidable to juxtapose
performativity with the theatricality of the victims’ hearings, drawn from my
close readings of the rigorous research on Rwanda and South Africa, provided by
Ananda Breed (2007, 2008, 2009, 2014) and Catherine Cole (2010), respectively.
Indeed, a lot of my‘evidence’ on terror in this book is not � rst-hand, but
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drawn from important secondary critical sources, like Arjun Appadurai’s
provocative essay on‘Dead Certainty: Ethnic Violence in the Era of Globalization’
(1998), which I found necessary to insert in Chapter 2, vis-à-vis my larger reading
of the 2002 genocide in Gujarat, where Muslims were marked– and killed –
with ‘dead certainty’. Likewise, in Chapter 4, the discourse on‘just war’ could
not have been possible without critical readings of key texts provided by
Michael Walzer (2000, 2004) and Talal Asad (2007), which I juxtapose
tangentially against Sri Aurobindo’s (1970, 2006) views on anti-fascist resistance
in the state of war.

While many of these critical readings of both primary and secondary textual
resources can be said to counter the practice-inspired research of Chapter 1,
I would emphasize that this is how‘terror’ has registered for me as a writer: not
as one phenomenon demanding a singular approach and methodology, but as a
cluster of discourses, a� ects, sensations, and critical moments of emergency
and crisis. While I have responded to these stimulations within my cognitive
and hermeneutic capacities– and limitations – as a writer, I do not rule out
many other ways in which terror can be performed in the life of the mind.

Dangerous liaisons of terror and performance

Having outlined some of the key theoretical aspects of terror and performance
as they impact on the formulation of this book, the actual dynamics and
interpenetration of these categories are what constitute the content of the
book. Without attempting to spell out how terror and performance interrelate,
which I would prefer you to read and interrogate in the course of the book,
su� ce it to say for the purpose of this introduction that it is the inter-
relationships between terror and performance that matter to me, and not any
illumination of the ontology of terror through a singularized understanding of
performance.

My book is speci� cally entitledTerror and Performance, and not Terror as
Performance, for the simple reason that terror itself, to spell out a critical
point as bluntly as possible, is not a performance. In my understanding,
the performative understanding of terror begins only when onerespondsto an
act of extreme violence, however vulnerably and in a state of acute fear, either
through spectatorship or an act of witnessing. Terror can also be performed as
one re-lives the act either through an immersion in its representation in the
media or, even more precisely, through a critical response to the media and the
discourses that have accumulated around the event. The performance of terror,
I would emphasize, is built through the accretion of these responses, and not
through the act of terror itself, such as the actual demolition of the Twin
Towers in Manhattan or the genocide of ethnic communities or minorities in
Rwanda and Gujarat. To regard the involuntary deaths of victimsas perfor-
mances in their own rightraises troubling issues around the agency, if not the
privilege, to name‘performance’ in the � rst place. As I will demonstrate at
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di� erent points in the book, there are complexethical issues relating to the
equation of death with performance, which compel one to be wary about
reducing acts of terror to spectacles and images, decontextualized from those
who are killed or liquidated in the activation of terror.

Even as I question the ethics of naming acts of extreme violenceas perfor-
mance, I could be justi� ably asked: Why do I engage with performance at all? As
one of my most astute readers, the philosopher Sundar Sarukkai, has asked
me, ‘What work does“ performance” do? What does it reveal about terror that
other analyses– such as the psychological, social, political, and economic–
cannot do?’ To these robust and pertinent questions, I would say,� rst of all,
that ‘performance’ does not have to work independently of the psychological,
the social, the political, and the economic dimensions of any analysis of terror.
Performance has a capacity to synthesize these di� erent domains of enquiry
within its speci� c synaesthetic capacities of incorporating ideas and realities.
Second, if I had to specify some key concepts and modalities of analysis that
are distinctive to performance, I would say that its capacities of‘embodiment’,
‘a� ect’, ‘corporeality’, ‘kinesthetics’, and ‘re� exivity’ are more palpable than
what is found in the social sciences, enabling a di� erent kind of analysis of
terror from what is available in political or economic theory.

Having made this quali� cation, I would be reluctant to claim that this di� erence
amounts to being somehow more‘enlightened’ or ‘perceptive’ or ‘creative’ about
terror. Rather, as my own dependence on the social sciences in engaging with
the realities of communalism, genocide, truth and reconciliation, and the law
will become only too evident in the course of reading this book, it is perhaps
more productive to ask not what one discipline can do at the expense of the
others, but, rather, what kind of discourse can be arrived at through a dialogic
process of interweaving disciplines at their very limits. Therefore, in response
to Sarukkai’s question,‘What work does“performance” do?’, I would reiterate
one of Brecht’s favourite maxims by a� rming that ‘The proof of the pudding is in
the eating’. I can only hope that the readers of this book will� nd at least some
insights into the phenomenon of terror through the language of performance that
they might not have realized from other disciplines.

Narrative plays a key role here. It is not just the elaboration of concepts that
facilitates a performative reading of terror, but the ways in which these
concepts are juxtaposed and embodied within a counterpoint of autobiography,
testimony, and anecdote, which constitutes a‘performance’ in its own right. In
the narrative of this book, terror and performance share an intimate spectrum
of relationships, which are not fully determined until their speci� c circuits of
energy are brought into contact. These points of‘contact’ have the potential to
ignite suddenly and abruptly, without any adequate cognizance or preparation
on our part as readers. In this volatile state, terror and performance share
what could be described as dangerous liaisons– not one tryst with the
unknown and the diabolical, but a series of compulsive relationships, which
disintegrate only to re-ignite in even more devious ways.
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Within the dark and secret intimacies of dangerous liaisons, it would be
disingenuous to regard terror and performance as oppositional categories. In
other words, I do not assume that performance provides some kind ofintrinsic
wholesomeness or liberatory potentiality that can serve as a counter to the
demons of terror and terrorism in our times. I cannot claim to have written a
‘feel-good’ narrative which provides the false hope that by doing theatre and
engaging with performance the world at large will be a somewhat safer and
saner place. Rather, in response to the increasingly deviant ways by which
terror gets performed, not only by human agencies, but through cyber warfare or
bioterrorism, it becomes hard to keep up with the ways in which the
performance of terror outwits the existing surveillance systems, which are
manifestations of terror in their own right.

Even as I may acknowledge that almost all the practitioners of theatre and
performance represented in this book, both voluntary and involuntary, are
well-intentioned, in so far as they would like to� nd ways of resisting violence,
or healing wounds, or getting on with life beyond the trauma of terror or
genocide, the reality is that these intentions cannot be assumed to result in
positive actions or consequences. More often than not, they can back� re, or,
worse, they can be attacked, or implode from within. While it would be hard
to a� rm at an axiomatic level that there is a terrorist potentiality within
all performances– one would need to specifywhich performances are
under consideration, and bywhom, and how they are performedin speci� c
circumstances– I would not close the possibility of some performances by
governments or prison authorities or the judiciary from feeding the narratives
of terror, or cashing in on its destructive power in opportunistic and
parasitic ways.

At times these performances can back� re as, for instance, when anti-terror
rescue missions by state agencies become terrorist operations in their own
right. One of the most chilling examples of this volte-face can be detected in the
raid of the Dubrovska Theatre in Moscow in October 2002 by the Russian
state police, following the disruption of a high-tech Broadway-like musical
when the entire audience was taken hostage by Chechen rebels. Tellingly, it
was not the Chechens who killed the spectators, thereby a� rming their status
as ‘terrorists’; rather, it was a poisonous gas pumped into the theatre by the
Russian militia which resulted in the deaths of a majority of the hostages,
many of whom choked to death on their own vomit. Worse, the police and its
benefactors in the upper echelons of the state refused to divulge the identity of
the gas, thereby preventing doctors from using the appropriate antidote to
counter its pernicious e� ects on the survivors. At all costs, state secrets needed
to remain secret even as people died in agony, compelling the philosopher
Roberto Esposito to acknowledge that faced with‘the question of the survival
of human beings suspended between life and death’, the state inevitably resorts
to a brutal � nal solution: ‘To keep [citizens] alive at all costs, one can even
decide to hasten their death’.70
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By not elaborating at length on such events like the terrorist attack on the
Dubrovska Theatre, and reducing it in the process to a mere‘example’, however
illuminating of terror, I am only too aware that my book has some glaring
elisions and omissions. All that I can say in defence is that I am not attempting
to provide an exhaustive or synoptic perspective on global terror through the
lens of performance; rather, all I have tried to do is to open up some of the
enigmatic and troubling relationships between terror and performance through
speci� c case-studies, experiments, and improvisations in everyday life. Tellingly,
when I started the book� red by the radical politics of Jean Genet, I had no
idea that Gandhi would� gure so forcefully in the last chapter, but such are the
unexpected surprises in re� ecting on terror, which is the task that I have set
myself to do. Far from surrendering to the dictates of a manifesto or a polemic
against terrorism, I have attempted tore� ect on terror, which is not just a
di� cult task, but also one that risks coming across as an indulgent intellectual
exercise. Besides, does terror lend itself to re� ection?

A necessary clari� cation: If my narrative engages with terror in diverse
geographical locations, it is not because I had any particular desire to be
‘comprehensive’, but because the speci� c instances of terror in relation to
theatre, performance, and performativity addressed in this book through
‘minor’ and ‘major’ events in the United States, Philippines, India, Rwanda,
South Africa, Palestine, and Australia have compelled me to think through
terror in speci� c ways. The focus on these critical instances is not meant to
imply that terror does not exist in other parts of the world; nor should my
concentration on these speci� c manifestations of terror indicate that they are
somehow more lethal or tragic in their implications than their counterparts else-
where. Such comparative assessments of terror are in poor taste, not unlike the
politics that are played around grief and loss, whereby hierarchies are set up in
which the grief and loss of some people is somehow worth more (or less) than the
grief and loss of others. Avoiding the pitfalls of comparativism, which is best
negotiated by‘terror experts’ committed to a regular stock-taking of terror in
di� erent parts of the world, I prefer to think from the ground up, through local
densities which provoke a concatenation of thoughts– disjunctive, processual,
and, at times, deliberately left unprocessed and un� nished. To provide an
‘ending’ to the terror of our times would be a hopelessly optimistic gesture.

Finally, I would acknowledge that writing on terror is a hazardous exercise
not only because it is always on the verge of breaking down under the sheer
pressure of con� icting discourses; rather, it also has the potentiality of blowing up
in your face. Therefore, the statutory warning accompanying any such narrative
should be‘Handle with Care’. Like the task of assembling the components of a
bomb, all the wires deftly and neatly interwoven without touching, the writing
of terror requires as much vigilance and subtlety as the reading of its narrative.
With these preliminary comments, let me hand over the book to you for your
critical attention, hoping that your collaboration in the act of reading will
enable us to think through terror together.
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1

GENET IN MANILA

‘September 11’ in retrospect

I P R E - T E R R O R

Oh what a beautiful mornin’,
Oh what a beautiful day,
I’ve got a beautiful feelin’,
Everything’s goin’ my way.

Oklahoma!, Rodgers and
Hammerstein

Deadly innocence

Returning to the initial provocation of this book, let us revisit Manila in the
� rst week of October 2001 when I was ready to start a rehearsal process
culminating in a long-desired production of Genet’s The Maids in Tagalog
translation.1 The production was six weeks away, and everything seemed to be
‘goin’ my way’, as the opening song ofOklahoma!declares, and which, indeed,
was very much the sentiment of most people on that bright and crisp morning
on 11 September 2001 in Manhattan, before two planes crashed into the Twin
Towers of the World Trade Center precipitating an event which has come to
be memorialized as‘September 11’. Since there is no way in which we can
‘reverse the video of 9/11, [and] watch the two towers climb back out of the
rubble, two planes emerge intact from the buildings, nineteen terrorists return
to Hamburg, Saudi Arabia, Yemen’, as James Der Derian reminds us causti-
cally,2 we have no other option but to exhume the terrifying e� ects of
‘September 11’ from its overstated, yet unresolved discourse. Before we focus
on a critique of this discourse in the second part of this chapter, let me
reconstruct the deadly innocence underlying my dramaturgical preparation for
The Maids, which had begun on a previous trip to the Philippines between
January and March 2001. Perhaps, it was during this period in that buoyant
pre-rehearsal stage of dreamingThe Maids, when I imagined in a state of
no-terror whatsoever that everything was not just‘goin’ my way’, but surpassing
my expectations.
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In critical hindsight, I should have been a lot more alert to the fact that
directing Genet– and, more speci� cally, the task of performing Genet– is a
form of terror in its own right. Mocking the protocols of security which
determine public culture, of which theatre is the most established of‘civic’
institutions, The Maidscan be regarded as a masterpiece of multiple deceptions,
which compels its practitioners to submit to the most unsettling of insecurities.
On the surface, it comes across like a seemingly staid, one-act play, which
deals with two maids, Solange and Claire (Soledad and Clara in their Filipina
adaptations), who are constantly interrupted in their role-switching performative
rituals as they attempt to kill their beloved, yet insidious Madame. However, this
is the mere plot around which Genet improvises a devious meta-performative
exercise in which the most basic tropes of theatre– time, illusion, and identity– are
deconstructed with a combination of intense decorum and manic energy.

While the action of the play takes place ostensibly in linear time in the
illusory present, the actual performance of the play embraces and slips through
a multitude, a labyrinth, a kaleidoscope of several con� icting times. Indeed,
such is the treachery involved in performingThe Maids, that even within the
span of a sentence, time shifts at vertiginous levels. In this groundbreaking
dramaturgy– groundbreaking in quite a literal sense because there is no� rm
epistemological ground on which Genet’s ‘characters’ stand – the actors are
compelled to work outside the realistic demands of psychological acting to
explore a gamut of performance styles: playacting, mimicry, dissemblance,
lying, melodrama, burlesque, farce, bad acting, no-acting. In such a virtuosity
of styles, blatantly fake and emphatically framed within the deadly arti� ce of
repetition, one is reminded– yet again in critical hindsight– that the maids
could be exemplars of all those border-crossers, including terrorists, criminals,
refugees, undocumented non-citizens, and ordinary people on the run, whose
only ‘identity’ remains constantly re-invented in ceaseless� ux.

Recalling his early production ofThe Maidsin 1963, long before performance
studies was on the horizon, Richard Schechner focuses accurately on the‘identity
slippage’ that animates Genet’s dramaturgy, which makes it‘impossible to pin
down the characters’.3 In this sense, the Pirandellian distinctions between‘actors’
and ‘characters’ in search of an‘author’ are made far more complicated by the
fact that Genet’s characters are not just more� uid; they are molten energies,
processual animations, always becoming something else, more often than not
through the compulsions of desire, only to break down, almost instantaneously. To
perform Genet, therefore, is to subject one’s self to‘a great sense of insecurity’,4

as the director Jean-Baptiste Sastre has correctly emphasized. Not only is
‘character’ always on the verge of dissolution and de-formation, the problem
has to do with ‘meaning’ itself, which shifts even after it has been determined
and analysed in rehearsal, consolidating for a moment in performance, only to
‘evaporate’.5

To elaborate on Genet’s dramaturgy is tempting, but that is not the purpose
of this chapter, which focuses on more elliptical yet resonant connections
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between performance and terror in the larger discursive context of‘September 11’.
Genet is at once the stimulus and thepretextfor the commentary on‘September 11’
that follows. In this regard, I will not be o� ering an analysis of themise-en-scèneof
the Manila production, which can be accessed in Marian Pastor Roces’s ‘thick
description’ of the maids’ performative bodies,‘meta-women’ played by‘men’
cross-dressed in all-black push-up bras, girdles, torn� shnet stockings, and un-laced
army boots.6 These hybrid creatures (who could be regarded as queer terrorists in
at least some of their manifestations)‘repulsed, embraced and un-manned
reality’, as Roces enunciates in her laser-sharp reading of how the actors
deconstructed themselves as‘men’, ‘women’, ‘gays’, ‘actors’, and ‘maids’. An
even more quirky deconstruction of the mythology of‘the maid’ was provided
by Judy Freya Sibayan in an installation on‘The Rights of Passage’, which
was staged in the lobby of the Republic of Malate, the impressively named but
gritty dance club and bar whereThe Maids was staged in Manila.7

If I resist the temptation to elaborate on the sexual corporealities and
masquerades of both themise-en-scèneand the installation, it is because this
chapter is notabout the representation ofThe Maids in Manila; rather, it is
more enigmatically linked to the‘political unconscious’ of the production, to
those dimensions of terror which never got expressed in themise-en-scène. It
is these dimensions of terror-in-waiting, terror suspended, and terror deferred
that are of concern to me. What follows, therefore, is a post-mortem not of my
production, but of the larger historical moment and the time of‘September 11’
that unconsciously pervaded the rehearsal process ofThe Maids and which
continues to haunt the writing of this chapter today.

Intentionality

Looking back on the euphoric moment of beginning to rehearseThe Maids in
Manila, I would acknowledge that the intentionality underlying my concept of
the production had much to do with the illusion that‘everything was goin’ my
way’. Even as one may be aware that intentionality is invariably subverted in
the actual practice ofdoing theatre, the point is that it always exists in some
inchoate form as much as one may deny it. Therefore, in addition to my
directorial choice to highlight an explicitly gay sexuality inThe Maids against
Genet’s aversion to identity politics– Leo Bersani has famously identi� ed
Genet as‘the least gay a� rmative of gay writers’8 – another reason to do the
play was irrevocably linked to the political and economic fact that‘the maid’
is one of the biggest export items of the Philippines. She earns more foreign
exchange than almost any other commodity produced in the Philippines, and
contributes to 12 per cent of the Philippines’ GDP through remittances made
by around 8.5 million Filipino workers, mostly women, who constitute slightly
less than 10 per cent of the population.9

Even as these facts can lend themselves to a dramaturgy of social realism or
documentary theatre, which Genet speci� cally shunned, how can one ignore
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the brutal fact that thousands of Filipina maids live and work in varied
conditions of neo-slavery, separated from their homes and families, in countries
as far-� ung as Hong Kong, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, and Japan? Social outcasts,
neither residents in their own homes nor citizens in their places of work, they
are humiliated, beaten, abused, raped, terrorized, and even, in one chilling
event masterminded by the state of Singapore, executed.

I refer to the tragic fate of working-class Filipina maid Flor Contemplacion
(literally, ‘Flower Contemplation’, a very Genet-like name reminiscent ofOur
Lady of the Flowers), who was hanged in Singapore on 17 March 1995 for
allegedly strangling another Filipina domestic worker, and drowning a four-year-
old child on 4 May 1991.10No amount of high-level governmental intervention on
the part of the former President of the Philippines, Fidel Ramos, was adequate
to waive her death sentence in Singapore. When Flor’s body was brought
home to the Philippines following massive public outrage against the Singapore
government, she had already become a‘people’s saint’. The conclusive
evidence provided by the Singapore government substantiating her crime was
not su� cient to convince the people of the Philippines that she had not been
grievously wronged and exploited. Instead, she was transformed into an icon
representing thousands of her sisters who continue to be dehumanized and
occasionally raped and killed as‘overseas foreign workers’ or ‘domestic helpers’,
the politically correct euphemisms for‘maids’ today.

Can I deny that Flor Contemplacion provided the fundamental political
stimulus for the concept of my production? Inspired by her numerous� ctional
avatars in soap-opera, pop music, and, above all, her eerie alter ego in Nora
Aunor, the brown-skinned, diminutive‘superstar’ of the Philippines cinema,
I had already strategized a key sequence in the production before the rehearsals
started. Almost compulsively– such is the hubris of any concept prior to the
performance process– it was clear to me that I had to use the� lm footage of
Flor Contemplacion’s body brought back to the Philippines after her execution
in Singapore, which I had wanted to intersect with Soledad’s orgasmic funereal
dirge at the end ofThe Maids. In this dirge, Soledad envisions a procession of
maids and other menials accompanying Clara to her� nal resting place. What
had seemed to me in prior readings of Genet’s play as a virtuoso delirium of a
maid caught up in her own hallucinations now began to resonate like a
requiem for Flor Contemplacion, with all the contradictory signs of performing
this moment in Manila within Genet’s complex mythology.

In this mythology, the criminal is a saint. Hard as it may be to accept, Flor
Contemplacion was branded– and proved– a criminal in the eyes of the law.
Even so her execution exempli� es precisely the brutality that Genet associates
with the self-righteous, moralistic state, as opposed to the violence of so-called
‘criminals’. In his seminal essay on‘Violence and Brutality’ (1977), Genet
expresses his allegiance to terrorists through his support for the Red Army
Faction (later stigmatized by the media as the Baader-Meinhof gang), who
‘have made us understand’, as he puts it,‘not only by words but by actions,
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both in and out of prison, that violence alone can bring an end to the brutality
of men’.11 The timing of this essay, which was� rst published inLe Mondeon
2 September 1977, was particularly provocative, because, three days later, the
president of the German Employers’ Federation, Hans-Martin Schleyer, was
kidnapped in Cologne by the RAF. This high-pro� le media event only
contributed towards the outrage against Genet’s alleged defence of‘terrorism’.
Nonetheless, his position, as outlined in‘Violence and Brutality’, remained
unequivocal: If violence is associated with the necessary and just actions of
revolutionaries, rebels, and terrorists, brutality is the anaesthetizing
prerogative of the state and its agencies, notably the armed forces and the
police, in upholding the law against violence.

Signi� cantly, even as Genet prioritizes his critique of brutality in relation to
massacres in war, torture in prison, and the intimidation of immigrants, he
has a more intimate envisioning of brutality embedded in the cultures, topo-
graphies, and gestures of everyday life. Focusing on the unacknowledged
dimensions of brutality, Genet calls our attention to the fact that

Brutality takes the most unexpected forms, often not immediately
discernible as brutality: the architecture of public housing projects;
bureaucracy; the substitution of a word– proper or familiar – by a
number; the priority, in tra� c, given to speed over the slow rhythm of
the pedestrian; the authority of the machine over the man who serves
it; the codi� cation of laws that override custom; the numerical
progression of prison sentences; the use of secrets that prevent the
public from knowing what concerns it; the useless slaps and blows in
police stations; the condescending speech of police addressing anyone
with brown skin … 12

This gamut of manifestations relating brutality to the most ordinary and banal
levels of social interaction reveals how people live with terror in everyday life,
which gets routinized and accepted. However, from the perspective of the
outcast and the criminal, and his a� nities to the underworld, Genet is able to
question the hegemonization of brutality through his deep awareness of its
actual performances at sensory and somatic levels. Thus, a common gesture, like
a policeman’s hand clutching on to the scru� of a criminal’s neck, epitomized,
for him, the ‘brutal gesture’ that ‘halts and suppresses a free act’.13

It is precisely this corporeality that complicates Genet’s envisioning of the
police from more philosophical readings of their power. In Walter Benjamin’s
prescient analysis, we learn how the‘law’ assumed by the police is‘independent
of the rest of the law’, residing in a‘no-man’s land’ that exists outside of the
control of the state and is yet‘indispensable to the maintenance of the law’.14

Calling attention to this lethal indeterminacy, by which the police are‘paid to
be free of the law so as to be able to get on with their job’, Michael Taussig
(2006) directly links this condition to the New York City Police Department,
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whose licence to interpret the law has increased terrifyingly in accordance with
the larger laws of Homeland Security in the United States and the extra-legal
jurisdiction of prisons like Guantánamo. The violation of the law in the name
of protecting it is no longer the exception but the rule.

For Genet, this practice of the police extending the larger brutalizing
mechanisms of the state would come as no surprise, habituated as he was to
the blackmailing, extortionist, and double tactics of the police in collusion
with the immigration authorities and the legal system. However, what he
brought to the complex relationship between the criminal and the police, far
surpassing anything Benjamin could have envisioned, was a profoundly troubling
dimension of desire. More speci� cally, it was homosexual desire which
enabled him, for instance, to rail against the brutal practices of the US police
in an anti-establishment political rally organized by the Black Panthers even
while admiring their muscles and thighs. There are many such instances in
Genet’s oeuvre where the very signs of power, like the policeman’s badge,
elicits a charge in which the police and criminal are‘erotically intertwined’, as
Taussig puts it pithily.15 At the same time, for all the paradoxical ambivalence
that can be read into the� gure of sexually desirable‘cops’ – a more intimate
identi� cation of the‘police’ – the point is that they are repositories of brutality,
and no amount of liberal persuasion to discriminate between the‘tough’ cop
doing his job under harrowing conditions, and the‘brutal’ cop killing prisoners
indiscriminately, is sustainable.16

Returning to the task of producing Genet in Manila, at a time when
‘September 11’ had not yet disrupted my directorial fantasies, I cannot deny that
Genet’s critical discrimination between violence and brutality was con� rmed for
me by the Singapore state’s summary execution of Flor Contemplacion. At the
risk of sounding perverse, I wasexcited by the possibilities of inserting this
‘real’ event – extravagantly mediatized and mythologized in Filipino public
culture – into my mise-en-scèneof Genet’s text. I was convinced that the
mediatization of the maid’s mythology through the death of Flor Contemplacion
o� ered a chilling counterpoint to what remains one of the most poignant lines
in Genet’s play, when one of the maids asserts through her colliding fantasies
and persistent disillusionment:‘I want to be areal maid’. What is a‘real’ maid
within the extreme arti� ce of Genet’s dramaturgy? Indeed, how does one posit
‘the real’ in relation to the dominant illusion of theatre and the performativity
of politics?

Politics of the‘real’

This brings us to a more direct confrontation of the‘real’ in my dramaturgical
preparation forThe Maids: even as the concept of the production was in the
process of crystallizing, political demonstrations had erupted on the streets of
Manila between 30 April and 1 May 2001, mocking the civic and democratic
people’s protests of EDSAs 1 and 2 that had raged against the administrations
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of former Presidents Marcos and Estrada, respectively. EDSA is the popular
acronym of the Epifanio de los Santos Avenue in Metropolitan Manila, where
around two million Filipino civilians had congregated between 22 and 25
February 1986, along with religious and activist groups, to protest against the
authoritarian regime of Ferdinand Marcos. Building on this archetypal
memory and the actual success of EDSA 1 in getting rid of dictatorship– a
triumphant vindication of people’s power– EDSA 2 was directed against the
corrupt leadership of President Joseph Estrada, who, between 17 and 20
January 2001, was impeached and eventually charged with plundering the
nation. Most histories of Filipino‘people’s power’ in the last two decades are
likely to stop here, celebrating the e� cacy of peaceful, non-violent, civilian
protest as exempli� ed in EDSA 1 and EDSA 2.

But, there is an EDSA 3, which is almost never mentioned by most historians
and civil society activists in the Philippines, not least because it is something of
an embarrassment rather like a badly timed sequel to Hollywood blockbusters
like Rocky and Jaws. This EDSA was anything but civil: unruly, violent,
crude, frenetic, abusive, and blatantly partisan, without any pretensions of
social networking and the inclusive rhetoric of civil society; EDSA 3 was
spearheaded by the outcasts of society, not digni� ed enough to be called citizens,
but closer to Frantz Fanon’s ‘wretched of the earth’ – the down-and-out scum,
scavenging in garbage and living o� refuse in the jungle-city of Manila. In
retrospect, I would invoke EDSA 3 as the time ofThe Maids, an uprising of
the most marginalized sections of society brutalized by poverty and neglect.

Ironically, yet signi� cantly, the outcasts of EDSA 3 had taken to the streets
not against the state, but in support of their hero Joseph‘Erap’ Estrada, who
spoke their language and appeared to protect their rights: ex-action hero in
B-grade Filipino movies, womanizer, gambler, and master crook. Much to the
horror of the civil society activists of EDSA 2, this personi� cation of corruption
metamorphosed into the people’s saint, thereby compelling the activists to
confront the bitter truth that their progressive politics‘in the name of the
people’ was being rejected and abused by the people themselves.

In a self-re� exive analysis, the well-known social activist Walden Bello has
provided a chastening perspective on EDSA 3.17 On the one hand, he
acknowledges some truth in many of the accusations that have been brought
against this movement– for instance, the allegation that the street-� ghters of
EDSA 3 were‘paid’ to � ght, instigated by the pro-Erap forces of the Iglesia ni
Kristo (Church of Christ) and the charismatic El Shaddai movement, in
opposition to the establishment of the Catholic Church represented by venerable
civil society heroes like Cardinal Sin (surely a name that Genet would relish).
Another accusation brought against the street-� ghters of EDSA 3 is that they
were high onshabuand other drugs. However, on the other hand, none of
these possible stimulants can undermine the rage and class dimensions of the
movement, which compelled the most disorganized and impoverished sections
of society to take to the streets in defence of their superstar rags-to-riches
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hero, and in opposition to the rich and privileged who would include those
very activists upholding democracy and constitutionalism in EDSA 2.

In language clearly inspired by Genet, Rody Vera, translator ofThe Maids
in Manila, describes the moment of EDSA 3 seductively, focusing on the May
Day riot in Mendiola on 1 May 2001, just four months before rehearsals started:

I saw the darkened, sweating faces of the very same despised outcasts
[as Genet’s thieves] in the streets of Mendiola, armed only with rocks
and sticks, their brute faces pocked by smut and dried spit, their
urine-scented legs standing� rm ground, fuelled by an uncontrollable
rage, padded by money bills they got from their instigators… Could
anyone like Genet depict them as angels blaring their trumpets and
� oating above these phalanxes of police truncheons and shields?18

These subaltern outcast-activists of EDSA 3 broke all norms of civic protest:
they threw rocks, burned cars, destroyed police stations, attacked reporters,
and even tried to break the barricades of Malacañang Palace. One of their
many crude violations of‘decency’, reported by an outraged bourgeois media,
and an even more outraged Cardinal Sin, was their deposits of urine and shit
in front of the hallowed EDSA Shrine of the Virgin Mary, prototype of
Genet’s Our Lady of Flowers. While this biological waste can be attributed to
a ‘call of nature’ and the absence of adequate public sanitation, it ironically
counterpoints Genet’s mythologizing inThe Thief’s Journal of a discarded
public urinal, marked and cordoned o� by the police force, which becomes a
shrine for gay outcasts.19 Within this mythopoeic world a� rming the rituals
of the oppressed, the biological has the potential to be transformed into an
etherealized fantasy through a libidinal investment in bodily� uids and waste:
blood, semen, urine, shit, and tears. If in Genet, a public urinal can become a
shrine, in EDSA 3, one of the most hallowed shrines in metropolitan public
space, endowed with the blessings of Roman Catholicism and democratic civic
protest, degenerated into an improvised public toilet. The stench of urine
could not be a more visceral reminder of how EDSA 3 asserted its politics in
‘real’ space and time.

Needless to say, when I learned about EDSA 3 from Rody Vera, who has
the uncanny knack of combining robust translation with street-smart local
knowledge and the Tagalog-English gay lingo ofswardspeak, I was thrilled,
because this evidence of struggle on the streets was not so much aninterruption
of my concept ofThe Maids, but an infusion of energies reinforcing my
interpretation of the play. The imminent‘now’ of the play and the‘real’ of
Filipino politics seemed to be melding into each other’s situations.Then, as
with all such tumultuous immediacies, there was a rupture– ‘September 11’ – and,
with its insertion, the theme of terror can at long last be introduced in this
chapter, even as it has lurked with deadly innocence in the preparations leading
to the production.
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Event and betrayal: rethinking the political

For the interruptive power of the historical present, one turns inevitably to
Bertolt Brecht, whoseVerfremdungse� ekt introduced, in the words of Walter
Benjamin, a ‘consciousness of the present’ which has the potentiality to
‘explode’ the ‘continuum of history’ itself.20 But, one is tempted to say,‘this is
only theoretically so’ because the actual execution of theVerfremdungse� ekt
in its numerous derivations and manifestations in di� erent theatre cultures has
become predominantly emotive, histrionic, and, indeed, a testament to the
habitual repetition of theatre. What was intended to be a thought-event in
disjunctive terms has become a stylistic convention through its very reiteration.
If we seek the interruptive power of the historical present in theatre, not as a
metaphor or a normative idea or political ideal, then we will have to agree
with Alain Badiou that ‘Theatre’s interruption cannot be intentionally manu-
factured by stylistic devices or manipulated by politically motivated dramatic
agendas’.21 Badiou introduces the provocative notion of‘event’, which is
‘something that happens’ through a ‘breach in time’, producing a temporary
‘rupture’ within the narrative that normally sustains itself through repetition.22

The event is unconditioned, unpredictable, unprecedented, and unexpected,
and, in this crucial sense, it cannot be programmed. In a sense, it cannot even
be imagined. At best one could say that one has no other option but to
anticipate the suddenness of its blow, the eruption of its volcanic force, but
this can be acknowledged only in retrospect of‘something’ that has already
‘happened’. This recognition demands a radically di� erent relationship to the
world through the articulation of a new subjectivity.23

In the burning necessity to re-imagine the political against its co-optation within
agendas of neo-liberalism and corporate humanitarianism, and also in opposition
to the cult of di� erence which has been promoted through instrumentalist readings
of multicultural diversity, Alain Badiou has become something of a guru for
those performance theorists determined to work against the commodi� cation and
in� nite compromises of the political. Maurya Wickstrom (2012), for instance, has
read Badiou’s ‘event’ painstakingly in her attempt to conceptualize a new
framework of the political for performance practices in battlegrounds like
Palestine. Following her close reading of key passages from Badiou which
illuminate his envisioning of the‘event’, we learn that the very‘essence’ of the
event is‘not to be preceded by any sign’ as it ‘catch[es] us unawares, regardless
of our vigilance’.24 Signi� cantly, once it manifests itself, the event‘disappears’
quickly leaving behind its‘consequences’ (16). What remains of the event is a
Truth or the Idea which is‘always a universal, applicable to everyone’ and
‘eternal’, in so far as it can be‘resurrected’ in another part of the world, at any
point in time (16–17).

In this regard, the Idea unleashed to the world through the rebellion of
Spartacus or the French Revolution or the Paris Commune can be‘re-lived’
over and over again, in and through diverse concrete manifestations. A� rming
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the implacable power of political universals, Badiou nonetheless suggests
something like a‘truth procedure’ that is ‘inaugurated’ by the event, but
carried through by the‘subject’, who ‘declares it to be true, without debate or
consensus as to its veracity or any democratic procedure’ (17). Tellingly, it is not
the event itself that produces Truth, because it is a‘void’. Nor is there a‘hero’
underlying or spearheading the event because Badiou negates the possibility of
any protagonistic agency emerging from the event itself. Rather, the only
agency comes from the political subject’s reaction to the event, which is cast
within the ethics of ‘� delity’. Signi� cantly, in asserting that it is the subject
that declares the Truth of the event, one has no other option but to see
Badiou’s ‘truth-procedure’ as a performativein so far as it manifests itself
through declaration, and not through negotiation or interpretation.

Peter Hallward, one of Badiou’s most persuasive readers, strikes the right
note of clarity as he compels one to see Badiou’s absolutist discourse grounded
in the immediacies of political action:

When the enslaved call for freedom, for instance, or the colonized
for liberation, or women for equality, the declaration of freedom or
liberation or equality is itself primary or unconditioned, and not a
matter of investigation or con� rmation. Equality is not something to
be researched or veri� ed but a principle to be upheld.25

While it could be argued that a similar idea of equality fuels Genet’s belief in
the emancipation of the oppressed and dispossessed, this realization of equality,
or ‘the equal worth of human beings’, is far more sensory and groundedin the
� eshthan Badiou’s more prescriptive a� rmation of equality.26 Unlike Badiou’s
schematic division of events into the domains of love, science, art, and politics,
there is more of a slippage, if not imbrication of these categories in Genet’s uni-
verse, particularly in the tense intimacies of love and politics. More critically,
love and politics are upheld only to the extent that they can bebetrayed.

Arguably, betrayal is the dominant leitmotif in Genet’s writings that runs
through his re� ections on language,27 theft,28 and friendship.29 This apparent
perversity permeating Genet’s a� nities to betrayal, which constitutes an ethics in
its own right, is completely at odds with Badiou’s more objecti� ed allegiance
to ‘� delity’, a radical devotion to Truth. Arguably, both thinkers follow an
anti-communitarian and anti-identitarian politics, but Genet’s profound distrust
of the discourses of community and identity is more visceral and irreverent.
Family, marriage, nationality, and citizenship lie outside his framework of
reference except in the context of derision, suspicion, and hostility bordering on
hatred. As Edward Said has pointed out, it is not just French national identity
that Genet insists on dismantling, it is the‘very notion of identity itself’ that is
subject to his corrosive critique. In the process, his anti-communitarianism
cannot be separated, as Said puts it, from the‘extreme radicality of [his]
anti-identitarian logic’.30
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This anti-identitarian logic extended even to his ambivalent assertion of
homosexual identity. As much as he was a‘lover of Arabs’, as Said puts it in a
forthright register, drawn to the‘actuality andpresence’ of men of colour, in
whose company he felt entirely at ease, without feeling any need to‘go native’
or to Orientalize the relationship, the point is that‘he was, and remained,
di� erent’.31 Despite his tacit acknowledgement that,‘perhaps if I had not made
love with Algerians, I might not have been in favor of the NLF [National
Liberation Front]’,32 this did not stop him from almost� aunting the necessity of
betraying his a� liation to a political movement. Therein lies the very crux of his
di� erence from Badiou who, for all his reservations about the identitarian
claims underlying Palestine’s quest for an independent nation-state, is ulti-
mately loyal to the universal imperative of the endeavour. Genet’s position is a
lot more deviant and troubling, even as his allegiance to the Palestinian cause
is never in question.

No one has understood this more deeply than Edward Said, who is drawn
to Genet’s disarming acknowledgement that‘much more important than
commitment to a cause’ is the act of betraying it, which makes it‘more beautiful
and true’.33Said reads in this betrayal not just Genet’s assertion of‘exceptionalism’
but, more rigorously,‘his power to elude any attempts to rehabilitate orreclaim
him’.34 Embracing what Said has succinctly formulated as a‘� erce anti-
nomianism’, Genet was prepared to love the other, a� liating himself to the
Palestinian revolution with an almost metaphysical sense of a� nity – ‘my
heart was in it, my body was in it, my spirit was in it’ – but, in the � nal
analysis, he was not prepared to fully give himself to the movement. Neither
his ‘total belief’, nor his entire being, could be surrendered.35 As he put it
bluntly: ‘The day the Palestinians become an institution, I will no longer be on
their side. The day the Palestinians become a nation like other nations, I won’t
be there anymore’.36

In Genet’s audacious desire to betray the Palestinians, if and when they
succeed in creating a State, Michael Hardt sees a readiness to sustain‘the
utopian openness of“ revolutionary time”’ .37 As he explicates this‘time’:

Genet may betray a constituted State but he will never deny the
revolutionary force of things. He may betray an identity (in fact, he
would happily betray all identities), but he will continuously, without
fail, abandon himself to the constituent time, the ceremonial time, the
revolutionary time that always remains open and exposed. This
revolutionary time is the time of love.38

Countering the formation of the Palestine state advocated by Badiou, among
other supporters of the Palestinian struggle, Genet’s a� nities are more closely
linked to the mutations of revolutionary struggle, to themovementitself. For
Genet, there can be no eternal loyalties, still less any acceptance of the state
providing ultimate legitimacy for a struggle. In this sense, his politics is
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embedded in the contingency and temporality of struggle, neither yoked to the
Past that needs to be reclaimed, nor suspended in the endless deferral of the
Future, in which much contemporary politics� nds refuge these days. Genet,
I would argue, lives in the turbulent Present driven by‘revolutionary time’,
which manifests itself through‘the force of things’ in the NOW. This time is
relentless, ongoing, palpable, metabolized by contradictory impulses. Once it
‘stops’ and gets congealed in the form of a state or a liberated nation, the revolution
regresses into a political formation, which is what Genet speci� cally rejects.

If the underlying ethic of Badiou is to insist on a‘� delity’ to the Truth of
any event, Genet’s ethic lies in sustaining his passionate struggle for the
oppressed without allowing it to congeal into Truth. To some extent this
political principle has already been pre� gured dramaturgically in plays like
The Maids, where‘truths’ are always mutating and metamorphosing into lies
within the playful and performative registers of meta-theatricality. Within the
deconstructive ironies of such a compulsive theatricality, there is a categorical
rejection of the existence or primacy of any one Truth, most notably the
overthrow of the oppressors by the oppressed in an a� rmation of a fully realized
revolution. Genet’s ‘revolutions’ need to be seen for what they are: parodied,
botched, and compromised acts of betrayal and failure, which are even subjected
to blasphemous irreverence.39 In my reading, it is precisely Genet’s rejection of
any moral or political absolute or solution that should alert us to the risk of
converting his ethic of betrayal into another moral absolute. Indeed, if we have
to be ‘true’ to him, then, tentatively yet inexorably, we have to be prepared to
‘betray’ him in our turn.

‘September 11’: � rst exposure

If I have dwelt at length on the critical motif of betrayal, it is because it
contributes at a subterranean level towards providing an epistemological
ground for the articulation of my own politics in this book vis-à-vis the larger
narrative of terror. Returning to the megalopolis of Manila, where I witnessed
‘September 11’ on CNN on hot, muggy nights in an over-chilled, anonymous
hotel room, let me attempt a more subjective response to the event as a torrent
of contradictory emotions. Even as one may agree with Jacques Derrida in his
exacting re� ections onPhilosophy in a Time of Terror(2003) that‘September 11’
is not so much a‘major event’, but the ‘impressionof a major event’,40 the
reality is that it impacted on public consciousness with an unprecedented
ferocity. Perhaps, no one could have quite predicted the actual execution of
this event, with the exception of its audacious, deadly, suicidal perpetrators,
who carefully timed the bombings of the Twin Towers for maximum media
coverage, and possibly George Bush and his cronies in the FBI and CIA, who
chose not to pay heed to its calamitous potentiality.

In Manila, watching ‘September 11’ unfold on CNN and get increasingly
more complicated in its global implications, I remember experiencing a cluster
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of sensations. This was a visceral experience triggered by a split-second of
jubilation, synchronized with disbelief, followed instantly by horror, grief,
and, then, at a later stage, solidarity with the victims and� re-� ghters, and
anger against the demonization of all possible suspects, including look-alike
Osamas and turbaned Sikhs passing as Muslims. Recalling the act of seeing
‘September 11’ unfold on the television screen, with no ethnography to fall
back on beyond the current thoughts in my mind, I cannot deny that I was
hit. More speci� cally, my somewhat over-con� dent conceptualization ofThe
Maids was attacked.

Let us pause for a moment here and try to complicate that‘split-second of
jubilation’, which I have inserted into the torrent of emotions that followed
my � rst contact with ‘September 11’. In a politically correct mode, one could
argue that it is reasonable to feel‘solidarity’ (for the victims) and‘anger’
(against those xenophobes targeting minorities and Muslims in particular).
‘Horror ’ and ‘grief’ are even more acceptable as valid emotions in the repertoire
of a� ects sanctioned by the critical event of‘September 11’. However, in our
self-censoring times when accusations of sympathizing with terrorists are
fraught with serious risks and misunderstandings, it is clearly not quite so
acceptable to acknowledge‘jubilation’, even for a split-second. I am trying to
problematize here the di� cult aporia in acknowledging that there is ajouissance
linked to the moment of terror, which then gets overwhelmed by and subsumed
in other emotions. In the moment of terror it is not as if one gloats about what
one is seeing; the jubilation is almost inseparable from‘disbelief’, and even as
it is being registered, it is gettingtransformedinto something else. And yet,
if one has to be brutally honest, thereis a split-second of jubilation which
one is compelled to cover up or deny at a later stage in a desperate act of
self-censorship.

Sharing a similar kind of ambiguity, an activist American friend acknowledged
feeling a peculiar sense of envy on hearing about the attack on the Pentagon on
‘September 11’. Only partially successful as it was, this attempt reminded my
friend of the vain rhetoric that he and other activists had indulged in during
the 1960s, when‘Bomb the Pentagon’ was one popular slogan, perhaps more
of a symbolic wish-ful� llment than a rhetoric with any possibility of destroying
the ultimate icon of the US military establishment. Somewhat sheepishly, in
the aftermath of ‘September 11’, my friend was compelled to admit that
Al-Qaeda had actually got around to doing what he and his friends were
merely fantasizing. This acknowledgement compels one to ask a more di� cult
question: is the radical unrealized utopianism of the 1960s against militarism
and capital now being appropriated by terrorists in their own militant imaginary
of social transformation?

Returning to the actual moment of‘September 11’ in Manila and its impact
on my emergent concept ofThe Maids, I would reiterate that I was hit. More
precisely, I was made aware of how terrorstrikes. Terror gives one no time to
think. Critical thinking comes later only as one works through and against the
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hydra of counter-terror discourses unleashed by the media attempting to
control how one should think about terror. And yet, watching‘September 11’
unfold on CNN in Manila, I began to question my dramaturgical impulse to
take refuge in the reassurances of‘the real’ drawn voyeuristically from the
execution of Flor Contemplacion and the disruptions of civic life in EDSA 3.
Now I realized, however unconsciously, that I had to test my political a� nities
to Genet within the global terror of our times. Given his passionate commitment
to the Palestinian struggle, his love for thefedayeen, supplemented by his
notorious defence of the Baader-Meinhof terrorists and deeply provocative
charge that‘America is Afraid’ (1971) following the murder of Black Panther
leader George Jackson in San Quentin Prison, can there be any doubt of
Genet’s allegiance in the post-‘September 11’ scenario? Would his loyalties be
with the ‘civilized’ world headed by the likes of Bush and Blair? Or would they
not lie unstintingly, passionately, with the so-called‘terrorists’?

These post-production questions only begin to be fully articulatednow, in
this moment of writing, separated more than ten years from my tryst with
Genet in Manila. While glimmers of these very questions probably existed
while I was rehearsing the production, I must reiterate that it was not possible
in Manila to fully assimilate‘September 11’, which, ironically, has become more
real for me now, as the proliferation of its images and multiple discourses
compels me to think about what I did not actually witness. Let us now turn
to one such discourse around terror within the constituency of theatre and
performance studies, which I would like to read against the background of
Genet and‘September 11’ presented so far in this chapter.

I I D I S C O U R S E

Genres of terror

a. Tragedy

Instead of attempting a critical retrospective on how‘September 11’ has registered
in the world at large– a hopelessly ambitious undertaking– let me narrow my
focus to a few symptomatic responses which were published inTheatre Journal
(hereafter TJ), whose editor had invited leading scholars in the� eld to
‘respond to the concept of tragedy in the context of these world-changing
events’.41 Two assumptions are evident in this editorial statement: First of all,
it becomes clear that‘September 11’ can be meaningfully addressed through
‘the concept of tragedy’, which is speci� cally singularized and privileged over
other genres. Second,‘September 11’ is part of ‘world-changing events’, which
remain unnamed.‘World-changing’ could be a synonym for the more normative
category of a‘major event’, which Jacques Derrida subjects to rigorous ques-
tioning. Like many other activists and thinkers, he is sceptical that‘September 11’
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is ‘without precedent’, or that it was entirely‘unforeseeable’.42This ‘unforseeability’
is exaggerated if we remind ourselves that the World Trade Center was, indeed,
attacked on 26 February 1993, provoking a number of warnings from the o� cial
media on the imagined immunity of the United States.43 In retrospect, one
could regard the less deadly attack on the World Trade Center in 1993 as a
dress rehearsal, or, more precisely, a botched technical rehearsal, for the more
devastating demolition of the Twin Towers in 2001; or, else, invoking Richard
Schechner’s concept of‘restoration of behavior’, in which all actions are
repetitions of what has already been performed, we could see both attacks of
1993 and 2001 as part of a larger script, which might be‘restored’ through yet
another attack in the future.

Without playing into the mean-spirited tendency to compare the tragedies of
the world, or to subject them to a mere quanti� cation of detail, the reality, as
Derrida puts it tacitly, is that the overwhelming casualties of genocides and
bloodbaths in Cambodia, Rwanda, Palestine, and Iraq never quite assume
‘major’ proportions in the eyes of the world. Derrida makes this point carefully,
having already di� erentiated between the‘heart of the event’, which demands
unconditional ‘compassion for the victims [of‘September 11’] and indignation
over the killings’, and ‘the interpreted, interpretative, informed impression, the
conditional evaluation that makes usbelieve that this is a major event’.44

There is a loaded discrimination at work here that is elided in TJ’s sincere
editorial decision to equate‘September 11’ with tragedy in all its density and
depth of su� ering.

Inevitably, ‘tragedy’ in the TJ Forum is equated with Aristotle and with no
other modality or formation of the tragic in other performance cultures. Even
so, at least some of the contributors express their discomfort with the sanitized
Aristotelian framing in which they are compelled to think. While Diana Taylor
sees tragedy as an exercise in‘containment’, which cuts‘catastrophe down to
size’, ordering‘events into comprehensible scenarios’ with the assurance that the
‘crisis will be resolved and balance restored’ (95), Elin Diamond frames tragedy
in terms of a management of chaos,‘to make sure that we see the right things’
(136). In both readings, tragedy has a propensity to censor other, more
dangerous ways of engaging with crisis. Countering the critical tenor of these
readings, there are more normative endorsements of the humanist ethos
underlying Greek tragedy which is captured in Marvin Carlson’s dirge-like
lament on thehubris of fellow Americans:‘Like the proud, prosperous, and
apparently blessed Oedipus, we [Americans] were men [sic] most mighty, on
whose fortunes what citizen of the world did not gaze with envy’ (134).
Countering this bombast, Carlson ends on a more humble note:‘Let us now
pray that, as the Greek tragedians hoped, we can� nd the wisdom that comes
through su� ering’ (134).

Whose su� ering? I am compelled to ask. The humanist bias in Greek tragedy
rests on the protagonist’s capacity to have his or her crimes redeemed through
an ‘opening of the eyes’ (anagnorisis), which facilitates his or her reintegration
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into society. Not only can this singular focus on the tragic protagonist blind
one to the su� ering and social exclusion of others, it can also pre-empt the
actual possibilities of radical transformation in society at large. Following this
argument, one may not necessarily agree with the strident anti-Aristotelianism
of political theatre activists like Augusto Boal, who in his seminal book on
The Theatre of the Oppressed(1979) speci� cally sees in the Aristotelian model
a means of numbing the possibilities of liberation and preserving the status
quo. However, the con� ation of ‘September 11’ with Aristotelian tragedy does
carry a risk in so far as it can work against the possibility of rethinking the
political in the larger context of Empire, where the hubris of capitalist greed
and global corporate power far surpasses the misguided pride and anger of
� awed individuals like Oedipus.

In her thought-provoking intervention in the TJ forum, Sue-Ellen Case
highlights this dimension of Empire in her contextualization of Aristotelian
tragedy within the hegemonic‘cultural apparatus’ of the state (107–9). Arguing
that the supranational position of‘moral empires’ is consolidated by the
mediatization of o� cial culture, Case draws on Aeschylus’s The Persians
(472BCE), the � rst tragedy in the Western canon which legitimized the victory
of the Greeks over the Persians at the battle of Salamis. As is well known in
theatre studies, there is a deeply complex emotional layering in Aeschylus’s
representation of the defeat of the Persians, who are at once Orientalized
as the malevolent, untrustworthy, and e� eminate other, but also projected as
tragic protagonists whose loss of Empire is rendered with searing pain and
choric lamentation. As Case argues, Aeschylus’s opening of‘state violence to
moral scrutiny’ for the speci� c gaze and aesthetic pleasure of the Athenian
audience can be read as a strategic way of upholding Greek sovereignty– a
sovereignty, as she emphasizes pithily, that is‘based not so much on military
right as moral right’ (107).

Likewise, in our world today, as Case builds her argument, the United
States also upholds the intrinsic morality of its‘supra-national sovereignty’
through its control over the global media, which targets‘a uni� ed virtual
audience’ (108). This audience is assumed tojudgeevents like‘September 11’
from ‘a collectively unitary perspective of pity, horror and moral approbation’
(108). In a slight twist to Case’s construction of the‘uni� ed audience’, Una
Chaudhuri, in her contribution to the TJ Forum, reads a‘reverse panopticon’
in the mass media, where instead of‘the one surveying the many, the many are
mesmerized by the one’ (98). Countering these interpretations, I would argue
that the ‘unitary perspective’ articulated by Case and Chaudhuri, in the inter-
related contexts of global audience and media, is far too framed within an
American mediascape. From my location in India and with the bene� t of
critical hindsight, the attempt to consolidate a global consensus on the‘war on
terror’ via the American media not only failed; arguably, the blatant propa-
ganda and bullying of the US state to accept its line on the‘war on terror’ only
produced more resentment. Moreover, while the media may be ubiquitous,
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parasitic, repetitive, and seemingly‘uni� ed’ through its global mechanisms, the
news and images manufactured in the United States do not necessarily travel at
the same pace to all destinations. There are mediations, interventions, alterations,
modi� cations, and glitches along the way. Besides, if there is CNN, there is
also Al-Jazeera, among any number of alternative networks and social media,
which challenge the views of the US State Department. The panopticon of the
mass media, both in its singular and reverse manifestations, as expressed by
Case and Chaudhuri, may be more refracted than we imagine.

Against her perspective on the media, Case inserts the trope of the‘terrorist’
through the � gure of Medea, a‘foreign woman’ who is both a ‘victim of
imperialism (Jason)’ and a‘perpetrator of terrorist acts’ (108). Case associates
these‘terrorist acts’ with Medea’s ‘secret recipes for poison’, which are in turn
linked to the anthrax scare following‘September 11’. While this analogy with
the threat of bioterrorism is dramaturgically provocative, Case shifts her
argument too swiftly from the individual persona of Medea as‘terrorist’ to
the American media’s representation of Afghanistan’s persecuted women as
contemporary Medeas, who are seen as‘Jason’s victims… oppressed by both
a colonialist past and a Taliban present’ (108). This opportunistic representation
of Muslim women’s victimhood is ruptured by Case’s timely reminder that the
Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA) had blamed
the United States for supporting terrorism in the region– an accusation which
followed their earlier plea for international solidarity in their� ght against
the Taliban.

Signi� cantly, RAWA is also a point of reference in Elin Diamond’s inter-
vention in the TJ Forum, except that she reads the� gure of Cassandra rather
than Medea in the politics of revolutionary Afghan women. For Diamond,
there is a‘performative’ which can be read in the‘hopeful prediction’ made
by the Afghan women activists, namely that‘the peace and justice-loving
people of the world will be on the side of the Afghan people’ (138). A� liating
herself far too unproblematically to this‘peace and justice-loving’ caucus,
Diamond adds:‘We can become Cassandras and join withother Cassandras to
see the world as it needs to become’ (138, my emphasis). Clearly, Diamond’s
con� dence in empathizing with radical Afghan women dominates over the
di� erences that need to be negotiated in any such search for global feminist
solidarity, which is more easily invoked than put into practice. RAWA’s
disillusionment, after all, was not just with the American state, but with the
larger patronization of mainstream American feminism, which Case and
Diamond fail to address.45

If Diamond a� liates herself to RAWA in a gesture of global feminist solidarity,
Case o� ers a far more troubling and ambiguous position in relation to revo-
lutionary Afghan women:‘We pity them for wearing theburqa, and we are
terri� ed at what it might conceal’ (108). In a reiteration of the most obligatory
components of catharsis, the emotions of pity and fear are yoked together
through a very clearly de� ned positionality of‘us’ and ‘them’ (We pity them).
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Even as Case is only too aware of the predicament of minorities in her own
culture (‘people of color, women, immigrants, and homosexuals’) for whom
the terror of facing racism and abuse in everyday life is not new, there has to
be an inevitablepity about the RAWA women’s prison-like incarceration in
the burqa. Arguably, this position might justi� ably enrage many women in the
Arab world and elsewhere, for whom theburqacould have a di� erent epistemology
and religio-cultural signi� cance. At the same time, there is fear– indeed,
terror – in the possibility that these‘sisters’ could be suicide-bombers.

What is striking about Case’s dense and cryptic position, in addition to
many others contained in the TJ Forum, is their highly subjective embeddedness
within speci� c histories of American cultural identity, which are taken for
granted and normalized. This normalization, I would argue, is consolidated
rather than questioned through the nomenclature of Aristotelian tragedy and its
constructs of hubris, catharsis, pity, and fear, which provide the fundamental
tropes by which‘September 11’ is commemorated without being deconstructed
in a critical register. Perhaps, there is something about the very discourse of
tragedy which numbs the kind of self-criticism that is so urgently needed in
confronting any catastrophe.

Re� ecting on tragedy in the larger context of‘September 11’ vis-à-vis other
atrocities in Rwanda and South Africa, the political theorist Mahmood Mamdani
provides the right note of critical disillusionment when he acknowledges:

Before 9/11, I thought that tragedy had the potential to connect us
with humanity in ways that prosperity does not. I thought that if
prosperity tends to isolate, tragedy must connect. Now I realize this is
not always the case. One unfortunate response to tragedy is a self-
righteousness about one’s own condition, a seeking proof of one’s
own special place in the world, even in victimhood.46

Even as it could be argued that the contributors of the TJ Forum do not succumb
to the language of victimhood, there is something about their engagement with
tragedy that elicits a form of unconscious self-righteousness. To examine the
deconstructive possibilities of‘September 11’, rather than its commemoration
through tragedy, let us turn to the Theatre of Cruelty by which the liberal
tenor of the TJ Forum is more likely to be ruptured and problematized.

b. Theatre of Cruelty

At least three of the contributors in the TJ Forum seize the very same lines
from Artaud’s essay‘No More Masterpieces’ (1933) to encapsulate the idea of
terror: ‘We are not free. The sky can still fall on our heads. And the theatre
has been created to teach us that� rst of all’. While Una Chaudhuri reads in
Artaud’s words the possibilities of encountering‘the unknown and the unim-
aginable’ in theatre, ‘a place that teaches the necessary humility of not
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knowing’ (98), Marvin Carlson intensi� es the humanist register of this reading by
lamenting that the Artaudian knowledge derived from‘terrible and necessary
cruelty’ is smothered by America’s propensity for melodrama (134).47 Perhaps,
it is Richard Schechner who captures most bluntly the terror of Artaud’s
visionary statement, but even he seems to dilute this terror through the man-
datory inscription of tragedy. After emphasizing that the‘metaphysical and the
tragic in the classical sense will elude us’, he ends his piece with a rhetorical
question which he answers somewhat too categorically:‘But is this situation of
not knowing from whence the next terror will come and what it will be a
situation be� tting of tragedy? Artaud thought so’ (132).

To my mind, it is not tragedy that concerns Artaud in his metaphysical
surrender to the terrifying unknown of the future, which can be more accurately
read as an imperative in his vision, a force of energy that has the potentiality
to demolish anomie and complacency. When Artaud invokes the sky falling on our
heads in his essay‘No More Masterpieces’, he is not addressing a monumental
natural disaster like an earthquake or the tsunami, or political atrocities
relating to war and genocide; he is attacking something a lot more lethal, a
state of emergency which has become habitual– nothing less calamitous than
the logocentricity which determines the cult of‘masterpieces’ in the theatre,
marked, in his words, by‘boredom’, ‘inertia’, and ‘stupidity’. Even while
acknowledging that Artaud’s in� ammatory rhetoric can leap o� the page,
contradicting linearity and straightforward logic, it still needs to be read in
context, or else we risk confusing his metaphors for reality.

Therefore, to place Artaud’s rhetoric in context at both discursive and
political levels, one could argue that the‘sky falling on our heads’ has, at best,
an elliptical relationship to terror, despite its apocalyptic tone. The scholar-
archivist Stephen Barber points out that its echo of the‘volatile � rmament’,
which was included in a collaborative libretto project entitledThe Astronomer
(1932) with the composer Edgar Varèse, needs to be linked to a much wider
range of textual correspondences in Artaud’s oeuvrein order to be accurately
understood.48 At a more empirical level, it should also be emphasized that
Artaud, for all his extremity and iconoclastic non-conformity, had no engagement
with ‘terrorist’ groups as such, quite unlike Genet’s close a� liations to the
Red Army Faction, the Black Panthers, and the Palestinian liberation� ghters.
Following his expulsion from the Surrealist movement in the 1920s after the
temporary rapprochement of the Surrealists with the Communist Party,
Artaud had a speci� c loathing for the institutionalization of politics. Genet, in
contrast, retained close ties with Left political constituencies even as he teased
and provoked their pieties.

Ironically, for contemporaries like Genet and Artaud, both extremists in
their own right, united through their hatred of French national sovereignty and
passion for the French language, it is telling that they never seem to have met,
as Stephen Barber has pointed out to me, even as they frequented the same
cafés in Boulevard Saint Germain and shared a common con� dante in the
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editor Paule Thévenin. The reality is that Artaud had died by 1948 following
nine years of internment in the asylums of Ville-Évrard and Rodez where he
had been subjected to as many as� fty-one electric-shock treatments. Given this
assault on his body through the torture of rehabilitation and detoxi� cation, it
would not be inaccurate to acknowledge Artaud as a victim of medical terror,
whose life was destroyed by the regulatory mechanisms of clinical psychiatry.
Genet, in contrast, continued to live until 1986, surviving the wars in Algeria,
Vietnam, the Arab world, the massacre in Shatila, and the last years of the
Cold War, just on the cusp of the Soviet Union’s disintegration. This witnessing
of critical political events in the last decades of the twentieth century makes
him very much a contemporary of‘our times’.

Shifting the critical enquiry from this biographical perspective on terror, let us
return to Artaud’s statement on‘the sky falling on our heads’ and try to read it
in a di� erent register. At one level, it could be argued that the apocalyptic
imaginary of the statement does lend itself to being envisioned as‘terror’, so
long as one acknowledges that this terror is linked to the lucidity of a disin-
tegrating consciousness. Even as it burns with intensity and inspirational force,
Artaud’s incandescent and self-destructing vision cannot be translated into
critical theory or political practice. At no point can one‘use’ Artaud to
‘explain’ the terror of our times. With this quali� cation in mind, Stephen
Barber acknowledges that even as Artaud had‘no speci� c engagement with
terror’ at a political level,‘[his] apocalyptic manifesto,The New Revelations
of Being(1937), in which entire populations are to be decimated, reads in some
ways like a terror manifesto’.49

Circumspect in his acknowledgement that Artaud’s apocalyptic statements
read ‘in some ways’ like a terror manifesto, Barber provides more volatile
material from Artaud’s letter written to André Breton in 1947 following his
visceral performance at the Vieux-Colombier theatre, where the‘ideal performer’
would be one‘who would bring bombs out of his pockets and throw them in
the audience’s face with a blatant gesture of aggression’.50 Here, the ideal actor
(Artaud himself) would seem to be no di� erent from a terrorist hurling bombs
at pedestrians in a public space: a very di� erent performativity from that of
Genet, the ironic observer and critic of actors, who could watch student activists
from the ramparts of the Théâtre de l’Odéon during his production ofThe
Screens, whom he later dismissed as‘pseudo-revolutionaries’ who needed to
read some Lenin.

Enough of a context has been provided to suggest that Artaud’s statement,
‘We are not free and the sky can still fall on our heads’, can be read as
revelatory of the terror in our times only at the cost of a closer reading of
his oeuvre. This is not to fault TJ’s contributors for bouncing o� these lines
which have a talismanic quality, to which I cannot deny responding myself.
However, to push the pertinence of these lines in the context of‘September 11’,
one needs to shift the argument into a di� erent modality by raising the crucial
issue of temporality. When Artaud posits the possibility that‘the sky can still
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fall on our heads’, and there is the quick assumption among TJ’s commentators
that with ‘September 11’, the sky has, indeed, fallen on our heads, one would
have to addnot yet. The sky can still fall on our heads. What has fallen are
the Twin Towers. The sky has yet to fall. And it is in this interim of the‘not
yet’ that terror resides and mutates. There is no reason to see in this interim a
‘tragedy’. Artaud would look upon it asnecessity.

The terror of repetition

Theatre is proverbially regarded as the domain of the Now, not the‘not yet’.
To complicate the temporalities of performance, more speci� cally in the context
of the actual destruction of the World Trade Center, how does one rethink
‘once’ in performance in terms of an irretrievable moment, as opposed to‘now’,
which connotes a mixing of times in an unspeci� able duration? Following the
axiomatic assumption of performance studies, theatre can never occur once; it
can only occur twice, or many times, in its ceaseless repetition. As Schechner
puts it, performance is‘twice-behaved behavior’; it gets to be called‘behavior’
in the � rst place because‘it is performed much more than twice’.51 In the
enunciation of performance as‘restored behaviour’, how repetition actually
alters performance, and whathappensto repetition itself in the process of its
seemingly in� nite deferral, are issues which tend to be marginalized, prompting
Peggy Phelan to ask a valid question,‘If we accept that performance is“ twice-
behaved behavior,” we must then ask, what is the force of that repetition?’52

To ‘force’, we could also add‘nuance’, ‘in� ection’, ‘alteration’, ‘distortion’,
‘dilution’, ‘di� usion’, ‘depoliticization’. The fact that performance repeats
itself, it seems to me, is far less signi� cant than what happensto it in the
process of its repetition.

Against the axiomatic formula of‘twice-behaved behavior’, let us insert into
the discussion the problematic of a‘one-time’ performance. I draw the concept of
‘one time’ from Artaud who, in one of his most memorable and lucid passages
from The Theatre and Its Double, enunciates his own set of radical axioms
relating to the temporality of‘cruelty’ in performance. We need to recognize,
as he puts it, that

an expression does not have the same value twice; does not live two
lives; that all words, once spoken, are dead and function only at the
moment when they are uttered, that a form, once it has served, cannot
be used again and asks only to be replaced by another, and that the
theatre is the only place in the world where a gesture, once made, can
never be made the same way twice.53

These uncompromising axioms relating to‘one time’ work totally against the
idea of representation. In addition, they complicate the notion that any gesture,
expression, or word can be‘restored’ in the � rst place.
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Explicating this complex philosophical conundrum, Derrida says,‘Artaud
wanted to erase repetition in general. For him repetition was evil… Repetition
separates force, presence, and life from themselves… This power of repetition
governed everything that Artaud wished to destroy, and it has several names:
God, Being, Dialectics.’54 In theatre, where‘the menace of repetition is nowhere
else as well organized’ – the French word for‘rehearsal’ is répétition– the entire
thrust of Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty was to push representation to the limits
of impossibility. For him, ‘there can be theatre only from the moment when
the impossible really begins’,55 which, in essence, means that theatre can never
really begin. As he was compelled to acknowledge towards the end of his life,
‘theatre hasnot yetbegun to exist’56 – a total rejection of the celebratory fervour
embodied in the valorization of‘now’ in much political theatre.

At one level, this non-existence of Artaud’s theatre can be regarded as a
‘failure’ of his practice, which Susan Sontag (1976) highlights in her memorable
reading of Artaud’s ‘phenomenology of su� ering’. But, perhaps, at another
level, the fact that theatre does not exist (which could make Artaud appear in
his own self-estimate as an‘enemy of theatre’57) is also the premise that
enables him to a� rm the non-representation of theatre. Following Derrida, we are
alerted to at least three such levels of non-representation, as 1)‘the inaccessible
limit of a representation which is not repetition’, 2) ‘a re-presentation which is
full presence’, and 3)‘a present which does not repeat itself’, in other words, a
‘present outside time, a nonpresent’.58

If there is a‘tragic’ dimension in Artaud’s ‘impossible’ vision, it has little to
do with the imminence of terror which is suspended into the future, as
Schechner had indicated in his brief response to Artaud’s apocalyptic vision
that the ‘sky can still fall on our heads’. Rather, the ‘tragedy’ in Artaud’s
universe is linked to the fact that as much as he would like to reject the idea of
representation, he is also aware of the necessity of repetition from which there
is no escape. As Derrida highlights this metaphysical impasse:‘Artaud knew
that the theatre of cruelty neither begins nor is completed within the purity of
simple presence, but rather is already within representation, in the“second
time of Creation,” in the con� ict of forces which could not be that of a simple
origin’.59 Therefore, as much as Artaud‘cannot resign himself to theatre as
repetition’, at the same time he‘cannot renounce theatre as non-repetition’.60

It seems to me that we lose out imaginatively and creatively when we
streamline the aporias underlying Artaud’s vision by settling for an axiomatic
reading of repetition in the theatre. Instead, we need to ask: what are the
di� erent modalities in which repetition can be understood, and what are the
exceptions to the rule? Particularly in the context of terror, there is
some validity in inscribing the explosive power ofonce both in theatre
and life, which, for Artaud, were almost indistinguishable realities. At the
risk of pushing this proposition into a somewhat extreme register, I would
suggest that the phenomenological complement of‘once’ in performance can
be detected in the act of terrorism, whichstrikes with deadly precision in a
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split-second of irretrievable destruction. Even while acknowledging that the
devastation of the Twin Towers had been‘preceded’ by an earlier attempt to
destroy the World Trade Center, it could be argued that for those witnesses
(including many of the contributors to the TJ Forum) who actually saw the
Towers crumble to dust, it was a once-in-a-lifetime experience, with no precedent
in sight. The ‘once’ of the experience is inextricably linked to the irreversible
process of destruction.

Translating this‘once’ within the dynamics of a theatrical experience, what
needs to be highlighted here is the incalculablespeedwith which a theatrical
moment is capable of striking its spectators with immediacy. This speed
directly a� ects/a� icts the senses with a phenomenological intensity that is
di� erent from the more philosophical‘logic’ of speed articulated by Paul Virilio,
which he links to the imminence of catastrophe. For him‘the major accident is
indeed, the consequence of the speed of the acceleration of the phenomena
engendered by progress’61– and, one could add, globalization in all its cumulative
fetishizing and compulsive need to break temporal barriers. However, returning
to the speed with which a theatrical moment is capable of striking consciousness,
one needs to trouble its terrorist assumptions because, even at the level of
metaphor, theatre’s capacity to hit or strike consciousness is surely not‘death-
like’ or ‘catastrophic’. Rather, it isprocessual, operating on the unconscious in
unprecedented ways, and extending way beyond the duration of a performance
in totally undetermined spaces and discourses.

Even as the‘once’ of any performance is not absolute, Artaud’s provocation
that ‘the same gesture can never be repeated the same way twice’ continues to
lend itself to a volatile reading of‘terror’ which strikes in an instant. While it
is tempting to regard Artaud as a visionary terrorist in his own right who
craved nothing less than the extinction of the Occidental theatre and the values
consecrated in it, one should keep in mind that this was an extinction more
imagined than real. Expressed in an apocalyptic language, it can be linked to
states of emergency like the plague, which, despite Artaud’s obsessive immersion
in researching actual plagues documented in European archives, remains a
metaphorfor re-imagining and revitalizing the theatre.62 To literalize Artaud’s
metaphors is to risk succumbing to the worst kind of avant-garde fundament-
alism. Indeed, if we have to be‘true’ to Artaud, we have to consciously make
the e� ort not to reduce the impossibility of his vision to the techniques of a
revolutionary or terroristic agenda.

Deconstructing terror

a. Trauma

Against the theatrical discourse of‘September 11’, to which we will return
later in the chapter, let us insert at this stage two interrelated concepts from
Jacques Derrida’s memorable intervention inPhilosophy in a Time of Terror
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(2003)– ‘trauma’ and ‘autoimmunity’ – which could help us to engage with
the unknown of terror in a di� erent theoretical register. Derrida’s point of
departure in relating trauma to terror is located within a‘new temporalization’,
as he describes it:

We are talking about a trauma, and thus an event, whose temporality
proceeds neither from the now that is present nor from the present
that is past but from an impresentable to come (à venir). A weapon
wounds and leaves forever open an unconscious scar; but this weapon
is terrifying because it comes from the to-come, from the future, a
future so radically to come that it resists even the grammar of the
future anterior.63

The reading of‘this weapon’, as opposed to the weapon that‘wounds’ (from
which the word ‘trauma’ is derived), is thrust into the future-to-come. This
temporality is di� erent from the unresolved dynamics of past and present in
which most conventional readings of trauma are framed. In these readings, an
‘overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events’ resists being
incorporated into a clearly worked out past; instead, in a ghost-like manner, it
continues to haunt the present through the‘often delayed, uncontrolled repetitive
appearance of hallucinations and other intrusive phenomena’.64 Unable to live
in either a clearly de� ned past or present, but caught within an interstitial
space-time, the traumatized victim, or‘survivor-su� erer’, is unable to bring
closure to his or her life-narrative, whose continuum is severely disrupted.

Without reiterating these familiar assumptions of trauma relating to the
‘unconscious scar’ from an open wound– a scar which refuses to heal– Derrida
is more concerned with outlining a di� erent temporality for the understanding
of the ‘wound’ itself. The trauma of our times, post-’September 11’, as he puts
it, is ‘terrifying’ precisely because‘it comes from the to-come, from the
future’.65 In this reading, the su� ering and pain of the present are linked not to
an event that has already passed but which remains unassimilated without
the closure of a fully resolved narrative; rather, they are connected to the
premonition of a ‘weapon’ that has yet to strike in the future. Not only is the
worst not over, it may never be over.

Shifting his rhetorical register in a more direct address to‘Americans’,
Derrida adds:

Imagine that the Americans and, through them, the entire world had
been told… it ’s all over, it won’t happen again… I assume that
mourning would have been possible in a relatively short period of
time … One would have spoken of the work of mourning and turned
the page, as is so often done, and done so much more easily when it
comes to things that happen elsewhere, far from Europe and the
Americas. But this is not at all what happened. There is traumatism
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with no possible work of mourning when the evil comes from the
possibility to come of the worst, from the repetition to come– though
worse. Traumatism is produced by thefuture, by the to come, by the
threat of the worstto come, rather than by an aggression that is‘over
and done with’.66

I have quoted this passage at length not least to trouble the illusory reassurance
that has been constructed around the multitude of performative acts that
spilled on to the streets, parks, and public spaces of New York City in the
immediate aftermath of‘September 11’. While these performances of grief and
solidarity by ordinary people were enormously moving and bene� cial in their
attempt to heal wounds, Derrida complicates any possibility of long-term
healing derived from such acts by questioning the reconciliatory process of
mourning ‘September 11’.

Clearly, this is not the perspective that one receives from more local readings
provided by ‘native’ New Yorkers, whose ethnography of grief acquired
somatic and interactive dimensions as they engaged with the multitudinous
narratives of loss that marked their beloved city. As a professional anthro-
pologist and performance theorist, Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett missed no
opportunity in providing an inventory of this moment at a panoramic level.
‘Every surface of the city’, as she informs us, ranging from‘sidewalks, lampposts,
fences, telephone booths, barricades, garbage dumpsters, and walls– was
blanketed with candles,� owers, � ags, and missing persons posters’.67 The
photographs of the missing (not yet claimed to be dead) became the‘votive
objects’ around which roadside shrines were improvised with all the obligatory
accessories of‘� owers and candles, teddy bears, and items of clothing’68 –
highly personalized and grief-embedded installations suspended between‘a call
for information and a death notice’.69 And yet, for all the fervour of these
citizen-initiatives, which would seem to have contributed towards the dual
process of memorializing the dead and suspending the act of mourning in the
absence of any de� nitive con� rmation of ‘the living dead’, there was another
set of initiatives instituted by the civic authorities of New York City. These
initiatives exempli� ed a matter-of-fact‘brutality’, to use Genet’s sense of
the word.

Just as the state had prevented New Yorkers from‘witnessing’ the remains
of ‘Ground Zero’ in the immediate aftermath of‘September 11’, accusing them
of ‘gawking’, the civic authorities ruthlessly a� rmed that there are‘temporal
limits to public grief’.70 In this regard, the Department of Parks and Recrea-
tion prohibited the creation of memorials in parks just three weeks after
‘September 11’, and by June 2002, the Department of Transportation declared
that all memorabilia at Ground Zero would be trashed on a daily basis. Along
with this no-nonsense, let’s-get-on-with-life rea� rmation of civic hygiene and
law and order, it was business as usual for the larger creative economy, notably
the video games industry. As Kirshenblatt-Gimblett points out, this industry
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lost no time in inventing new war games featuring the Twin Towers and
the killing of Osama bin Laden in bizarre, interactive, and sadistic visual
narratives.71

Today, as tragedy has given way to museumization, it remains to be seen
how the National September 11 Memorial and Museum, which is scheduled to
open in the spring of 2014, will either contribute to the healing process or
aggravate old wounds. Will it bring diverse ethnic communities together
or create new divisions between those who are worthy of being museumized
and those who have been summarily left out of America’s most intensely
patriotic national commemoration of grief? Already publicized, and sold in
advance as the biggest tourist attraction of the Big Apple, the Museum stands
as a testament to the positive, never-say-die triumphalism of the American
spirit. But, in the empty skyline of Manhattan– ‘nothing in the sky indicates
that the towers ever existed’, as Kirshenblatt-Gimblett puts it in an unsenti-
mental register72 – the substitution of the National September 11 Memorial
and Museum to� ll the void in the sky could further circumvent the act of
mourning as Derrida envisions it.

Perhaps, instead of a Memorial Museum intent on forgetting the trauma of
the past and incorporating its wounds into an illusory pyrrhic victory in the
‘war on terror’, it would have been more courageous for the New York
City authorities to have allowed the Freedom Museum to be built, instead
of censoring and eliminating it almost overnight with no adequate public
discussion.73 Paul Virilio’s Museum of the Accident would probably be far too
sinister to consider as a museological proposition, still less his Museum of the
Accident of the Future, even as these hypothetical schemes re� ect deeply on
catastrophes produced by the logic of globalization and the valorization of the
techno-scienti� c spirit.74 Not only would all these‘mad’ schemes be rejected
on patriotic grounds; they would also be maligned on the basis of protecting
the ‘right to grief’ of those su� ering families who have lost their loved ones in
the demolition of the Twin Towers. A more disingenuous argument would be
hard to � nd: If, indeed, the grief of the families has to be honoured, as
I believe it should, it might have been more appropriate to accept‘Ground
Zero’ as an empty space, a graveyard, defying its astronomical real-estate
value in favour of a non-commercial, public, ecumenical site of re� ection and
prayer. Not a viable option, I realize, for America’s undying commitment to
the spirit of capitalism, which outlasts the demolition of the World Trade
Center, testifying to the hubris of corporate power, targeted but not eliminated
by terrorist violence.

b. Autoimmunity

By re� ecting on the museumization of grief, this discussion has somewhat
de� ected attention from Derrida’s tacit refusal to dwell on‘mourning’ in
favour of relating trauma to anautoimmunitary process. This process, as he
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describes it with his characteristic complexity, is one in which‘a living being,
in a quasi-suicidal fashion, “ itself” works to destroy its own protection, to
immunize itselfagainstits “ own” immunity’.75 This bizarre logic clearly works
against the familiar (and ostensibly comforting) protection provided by more
ready-made examples of immunity– at once biological (a mother’s capacity to
immunize her child through breast-feeding), and political (the state’s ‘protection’
of its citizens through the mechanisms of security and surveillance). Signi� cantly,
Derrida does not deal with the truism that we need immunity in order to
survive, or, as Roberto Esposito spells it out,‘life, be it single or common,
would die without an immunitary apparatus’.76

In order to grasp the‘dialectic character of immunity’, we need to grasp, in
Esposito’s framework, both the‘protection and the negation of life’, although,
as he puts it, one could more easily say that‘protection is the negation of
life’.77 At one level, this dialectic raises issues of measure and risk in assessing
the dynamics of both protection and negation. For example, Esposito uses the
example of vaccination where the injection of a tolerable amount of disease into
the patient’s body is precisely what is needed in order to safeguard the patient
from that very disease. Yet, an overdose of the poison can land up destroying
the life one wants to protect. This reading, as Esposito acknowledges, merely
echoes Derrida’s famous study of the Greekpharmakon, which operates
through ‘the double meaning of“ cure” and “poison,” poison as cure, the cure
that takes place through a poisoning’.78

Eposito’s more distinctive contribution lies in his understanding of the
oppositional relationship ofimmunitas to communitas, in which he brings
together biomedical and juridical languages:

In biomedical language immunity is understood as a form of exemption
or protection in relation to a disease. In juridical language immunity
represents a sort of safeguard that places the one who holds it in a con-
dition of untouchabilityvis-à-viscommon law. In both cases, therefore,
immunity or immunization alludes to a particular situation that protects
someone from a risk, a risk to which an entire community is exposed.
You can already see the opposition between community and immunity.
Immunity – or, using its Latin formulation,immunitas – emerges as
the contrary or the reverse ofcommunitas.79

This immunitas/communitasopposition does not enter Derrida’s concept of
autoimmunity, not least because he elides the concept of‘community’ alto-
gether in favour of‘friendship’. Neither does he engage with the biomedical
considerations of immunity which would compel him to engage with the
potentially bene� cial possibilities of, say, organ transplants, which may or not
work in their transference from one body to another, depending on a particular
body’s ‘immunological tolerance’. While Esposito would claim that it is precisely
such a life-enhancing possibility that needs to be seen as a‘gamble’,80 Derrida
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does not engage with such paradoxes and focuses almost exclusively on the
more perceptibly destructive, and speci� cally self-destructive, propensities of
immunity, which he renames‘autoimmunity’.

While the concept� rst appeared somewhat sketchily in his re� ections
on religion at the limits of reason,81 it is fully developed in the context of
‘September 11’, where he rejects the idea of the terrorist threat as an external
force destroying the protective devices of the world’s allegedly most‘secure’
and powerful state. Instead, Derrida highlights the inner mechanisms of terror
that disrupt the apparatus of immunity itself. With violent irony, therefore, we
are compelled to engage with the phenomenon of a‘living organism’ protecting
itself ‘against its self-protection by destroying its own immune system’.82

Protection, in other words, becomes a lethal form of destruction that can no
longer be ascribed to the machinations of the state alone. Rather, there are
invisible elements at workwithin the existing apparatus of a cultural system
that operate with their own suicidal logic. The agencies of autoimmunity are
not just camou� aged enemies, but perfectly at home in their site of destruction,
‘domesticated’, to use Derrida’s precise word, by the very system they plan to
destroy. Therein lies the di� culty of marking the ‘enemy’ or of locating
its origins or habitat in a clearly marked geographical locationoutside the
cataclysm of terror.

Inevitably, within such a topography of terror, there are new aporias at
work in the conventional vocabulary surrounding‘terrorists’, who were more
easily marked at one point in time as‘national’ or ‘foreign’, as ‘militants’ or
‘insurgents’. Today there are more profound blurrings of terrorist-identity.
And yet, the tired, yet tenacious, relativism by which one country’s ‘terrorist’
can be another’s ‘freedom� ghter’ is an axiom that has yet to be accepted by
most governments in the world, who would prefer to reduce‘terrorists’ to ‘evil
people’. In contrast, a tougher appraisal of the realities on the ground would
demand the need for more� uid discriminations in the nomenclature describing
the agencies of militant struggle. A‘militant’ is not an‘insurgent’, an ‘insurgent’
is not a ‘terrorist’, but a ‘terrorist’ could have been a‘militant’ at one point in
time, as indeed, an‘insurgent’ could metamorphose into a‘terrorist’, if not a
rehabilitated minister of state. The realities of struggle are never static and
demand recognition of thetemporality involved in identifying the volatile
phenomena of armed resistance. Along with temporality, it is also necessary to
recognize theauthorization of power that sanctions the making of de� nitions
around terror: who de� nes what, and under whose jurisdiction.

Returning to the logic of autoimmunity, the epistemology of terror for
Derrida has been considerably complicated by the virtual networks wherein
assailants are invisibilized within the high-tech apparatus of techno-science.
The irony is that terrorists have been trained to operate these systems by their own
enemies. Without mincing words, Derrida elaborates on this irony succinctly:
‘Immigrated, trained, prepared for their act in the United States by the United
States, thesehijackers incorporate, so to speak, two suicides in one: their
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own … but also the suicide of those who welcomed, armed and trained them’.83

In this construction, it would seem that the United States has contributed to the
execution of its own‘suicide’ through its complicity in the autoimmunitary
process. Or, to appropriate the title of one of Artaud’s essays on Vincent van
Gogh, America can be said to have‘suicided itself’.

While elaborating on these elusive dimensions of self-destruction, Derrida’s
comments are not to be read, I would emphasize, in the strident register of a New
European anti-Americanism. Rather, he makes his case through a scrupulous
distinction between the execution of actual events and brutal killings. Thereby,
he di� erentiates between victims and assailants even while compelling us to
confront the predicament of living in a world of terror in which we are
unconsciously complicit as good citizens and patriotic subjects. Working
against the easy assumption that all terrorism is‘voluntary, conscious, organized,
deliberate, intentionally calculated’ from which ‘we’ can conveniently distance
ourselves and uphold our moral standards and economies, Derrida throws out
some troubling questions:

[D]oes terrorism have to work only through death? Can’t one terrorize
without killing? And does killing necessarily mean putting to death?
Isn’t it also ‘letting die’? Can’t ‘letting die’, ‘not wanting to know that
one is letting others die’ – hundreds of millions of human beings,
from hunger, AIDS, lack of medical treatment, and so on– also be
part of a ‘more or less’ conscious and deliberate terrorist strategy?84

These questions provoke– indeed, detonate– any convenient amnesia that we
as socially concerned citizens are not responsible for‘letting others die’. And
perhaps, this indi� erence or apathy in allowing others to die is not just a
humanist lapse on our part, but an actual submission to the legitimization of
terrorism from which scholars, critics, and practitioners in the world of theatre
and performance are not free.

Controversies

a. Stockhausen’s blunder

Let us consider some of the controversies surrounding‘September 11’ to which
artists and scholars cannot claim any immunity, even as their liberal, if not
radical credentials, almost exempt their representations of terror from being
questioned on grounds of insensitivity or cultural imperialism. I will focus my
attention on one massive public controversy that raged around the German
avant-garde composer Karlheinz Stockhausen’s notorious comment that
the attack on the Twin Towers on 11 September 2001 could be described as
‘das grosse Kunstwerk, das es je gegeben hat’ (the greatest work of art there
has ever been). Since this remark is frequently misread, it would be useful to
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contextualize it within John Bell’s summary of the background leading to
the controversy, where we learn that Stockhausen’s remark was made in a
conference following a 28-hour-long performance cycle entitledLicht (Light)
that featured contemporary archetypal forces like Saint Michael, Eve (the
mother of life), and Lucifer (the prince of light).85 While Lucifer would appear
to be one of the presiding deities of terror in our times, for Stockhausen, he
appears to have represented‘the cosmic spirit of rebellion, of anarchy’, who
‘uses his high degree of intelligence to destroy creativity’.86 Clearly, this
apparent critique of anarchy was lost on Stockhausen’s critics, who lambasted
him for his arrogance and insensitivity in daring to compare‘September 11’ to
a monumental work of art.

Undermining the capacity of composers (including himself) to meet the
impossible standards of this‘art’, Stockhausen elaborated on his audacious
point of view:

That minds (Geister) should carry out something like that in an act
that we in music could never dream of doing: that people could
rehearse like crazy for ten years, totally fanatically, for a concert and
then die. Just try and imagine what happened there. Those are people
who are so concentrated on the one performance and then 5000
people are blown to resurrection in one moment. I couldn’t do that.
In comparison to that we composers are nothing.87

As Christopher Balme, a contributor to the TJ Forum, has pointed out, there
are explicit comparisons being made by Stockhausen between the terrorist
attack and a performance, not least through the metaphor of rehearsal.
More chillingly, Stockhausen highlights the singularity of the event that is
concentrated around‘one performance’, with the � nal ‘resurrection’ of the
spectators being accomplished in‘one moment’. There are disturbing echoes
here of Artaud’s valorization of‘one time’, which we had discussed earlier in
this chapter, although the notion of a ten-year rehearsal period leading to‘one
performance’ indicates that the terrorist attack was always already in the
process of being repeated even as it was building towards a performance which
was simultaneously climactic and apocalyptic.

As Stockhausen was compelled to qualify his statement later, after his concerts
were cancelled and his comments were condemned in the media, these 3,000
ostensibly liberated souls did notagreeto being blown up by their perpe-
trators. Therefore, their alleged‘resurrection’ can more meaningfully be
described as mass murder– a ‘crime’, as Stockhausen acknowledged at a later
stage. And yet, as Balme emphasizes, Stockhausen’s original statement
comparing‘September 11’ to a work of art cannot be let o� the hook: quite
clearly, he‘said and no doubt meant what he said at that time’ (116). Later he
emphasized that all great art has to make the necessary and perilous‘leap into
uncertainty’, or else, it is‘nothing’ (116). The obvious extremity of this belief
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led Stockhausen into a� rming that ‘only terrorist acts of this dimension can
attain to what art in modernist terms sets itself as a task’ (116).

At this point, one needs to voice a cautionary note on the apparent a� nities of
this artistic extremity to the Theatre of Cruelty, which, as Artaud took pains to
point out, has nothing to do with‘blood’ or actual violence. Stockhausen’s
position, in contrast, would appear to be far less nuanced and even unethical in
so far as he totally fails to problematize– or even regret– the actual mortality
underlying‘the greatest work of art’, the deaths of 3,000 people reduced to a
rhetorical � ourish, almost as if they needed to die in order to make the artwork
possible. There is also no perspective in his viewpoint on the role of the artist
as suicidal perpetrator-victim, in so far as the terrorists of‘September 11’
perished along with the victims, thereby raising critical issues concerning the
legitimacy of their own‘resurrection’ in an Islamic context.

As I see it, Stockhausen’s hyperbolic focus on‘Art ’, or, more speci� cally, the
‘greatest work of art’, plays into the worst kind of‘masterpiece’ syndrome,
albeit not of the Artaudian variety steeped in antagonistic dismissals
of authorial control and verbalism. Rather, today’s masterpieces in the global
avant-garde of late modernity are assertively media-driven and centred around
charismatic personalities, whose promotion on the festival circuit is not free of
the outmoded yet tenacious cult of genius, which merely� irts with the premise
of ‘impossibility’. Here again one needs to probe carefully the Artaudian
echoes of the‘impossible’: whereas for Artaud,‘there can be theatre only from
the moment when the impossible really begins’,88 for Stockhausen, it would
seem that the impossible has already been realized as a staggering, once-in-a-
millennium experience. Therein lies the horror of Stockhausen’s statement: it
is not just the absence of ethics in his reading of aesthetics; rather, it is the self-
illusory bombast that ordinary spectators can be‘blown to resurrection’
for the realization of an Impossible Idea of Art. One way of de� ating this
valorization of a realized ‘impossibility’ is by reminding ourselves, in the
valuable perspective o� ered by the Indian cultural theorist Ashis Nandy, that a
‘realized utopia’ could be‘another name for terror’.89

Returning to Stockhausen’s comment, it is signi� cant how one of the
contributors (Ann Pellegrini) in the TJ Forum, while expressing her obligatory
unease with Stockhausen’s position, nonetheless acknowledges that it‘works’
for her, in a way that‘comparisons to historical events,� lm, and reality TV
do not’ (114). She adds that this a� nity may have‘something to do with [her]
academic location in performance studies’ and ‘physical location in New York
City’ – a city in which she could actuallysmellthe after-e� ects of‘September 11’
(114). Indeed, as she puts it in a strong olfactory register,‘I still smell that
smell – a pungent commingling of all that remains uncounted, unaccountable
for’ (114). Working against the grain of the valorization in performance studies
of ‘rich world-making capacities’, Pellegrini puts forward the radical possibilities
of ‘performance’s power to rupture the social and inspire a range of a� ective
responses– not just joy and delight and insight, but also (sometimes alongside
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them, sometimes not) terror and rage and horror’ (114). This position stretches
the widest spectrum of performance’s a� ective capacities beyond what is nor-
malized in performance studies, or valorized in utopian readings of theatre.
Here, one needs to mention Jill Dolan’s (2005) widely circulated missives of
hope through‘utopian performatives’ in which she calls attention to‘small but
profound moments in performance’ which ‘lift everyone slightly above the
present, into a hopeful feeling of what the world might be like if every
moment of our lives were as emotionally voluminous, generous, aesthetically
striking, and intersubjectively intense’.90 In contrast, Pellegrini’s vision is far
more circumspect in its openness to the possible commingling of‘terror and
rage and horror’ with (or without) ‘joy and delight and insight’ (114).

I respond strongly to Pellegrini’s a� ective politics not least because she does not
deny the dystopic in her engagement with performance and terror. However,
the problem with her position could lie not in positing daring new a� ects of
performance, nor in questioning that ultimate trope of performance as always
on ‘the verge of loss’, which she justi� ably questions (114). Rather, the di� culty
lies in her somewhat too hasty a� rmation that ‘September 11th was…
performance unto death’, to which she adds more emphatically that‘there was
nothing metaphorical about the disappearances and deaths that day’ (115). Very
true, but do these disappearances and deaths have to be seen as‘performances’ in
the � rst place? In whose authorial framework and from which disciplinary set
of protocols and expertise can death be proclaimed as performative? Who
determines performance for others, including the dead in whose name we
speak? One could argue that there is an automatic re� ex in interpreting death
as performance through the spectacular e� ect of its visuality for a particular
audience. One could deepen the argument by suggesting that this e� ect is
integrally linked to how performancea� ects us in a moment of extremity.
What are the political limits of a� ect? Indeed, what are the limits of empathy
which make a� ect possible in the� rst place?

b. The politics of empathy

These questions compel us to explore the complex dynamics of‘empathy’,
which are inadvertently triggered by Jill Dolan’s passionate contribution to the
TJ Forum where she performs her own grief in the aftermath of‘September 11’.
Placing her subjectivity at the centre of her response, using the� rst personal
singular with a totally uninhibited and repetitive force, Dolan‘shares’ her
experience with us:

As I watched television, listened to radio, or read news reports, I felt
myself a passenger on those planes… I felt myself in the World
Trade Center, walking down 80� ights of stairs… I felt myself an
o� ce worker, turning on my computer, hearing a thunderous noise
behind me and looking up one last time to see the nose of a plane

G E N E T I N M A N I L A

62



inexplicably crash through the wall. I felt myself standing in a burning
o� ce… I felt myself the woman leaping from one of the towers with,
unfathomably, her purse clutched to her chest.

(106)

When one reads this‘sharing’ of deeply empathetic responses, in which Dolan
enters the minds and bodies and psyches of the‘passenger’, ‘the o� ce worker’,
the ‘woman clutching her purse to her chest’, one can begin to understand the
risks of empathy in confronting human tragedy.

Empathy, as explicated by Susan Foster, is a term that suggests‘a strong
and vital component of kinesthetic sensation’ as ‘one’s entire subjectivity’ gets
immersed in‘another object, or person, or image’.91 This is not so much the
‘casting’ of ‘one’s self into the position of the other’, but a more psychophysical
projection of ‘one’s three-dimensional structure into the energy and action of the
other’.92 At one level, it could be argued that empathy trains one’s aesthetic
sensibility, and, indeed, Dolan a� rms nothing less in her TJ response:‘If our
imaginations can lead us to profound, performative empathy, I believe ever
more strongly that the space of performance must be harnessed to imagine
love instead of hatred, to create hopeful� ctions of meaningful lives instead of
senseless deaths’ (106). Leaving aside the illusory quality and optimism of this
faith in ‘love’ and ‘hope’ and ‘meaningful lives’, the obvious point to be made
is that the persons catalyzing Dolan’s emotions are dead. She is not unduly
perturbed in this regard:‘I know that performance couldn’t stop the woman
with the purse from jumping, but I hope it can memorialize and make sense of
her actions’ (107).‘Making sense’ of people’s extreme actions leading to their
deaths is surely a worthwhile response so long as this process is subjected to a
lot more political re� ection and contradiction than‘painful empathy’ (106).

Even as Dolan’s text needs to be contextualized as a‘� rst response’ to the
horror of ‘September 11’, it is necessary to keep in mind that in focusing on
the ostensibly all-American victims of this tragedy, 372 casualties were foreign
nationals, excluding the nineteen perpetrators; Wikipedia clearly separates the
‘perpetrators’ from the rest of the‘victims’ and ‘casualties’. It is almost as if
they belong to a di� erent category of‘the dead’, thereby challenging the
utopian assumption that all human beings are equal in death. It was Noam
Chomsky who, in his‘quick reaction’ to the tragedy on 12 September 2001,
pointed out the salient fact that most of the casualties were‘working people’,
including janitors and technical sta� doing the morning shift in the
Twin Towers.

Moving beyond the social statistics of the tragedy, one is compelled to ask
in a more speculative register: what space is there in the concept of empathy
for ‘feeling’ the emotions of those terrorists who perpetrated their own deaths
in the process of destroying the World Trade Center? In a more performative
register, if we had to shift Dolan’s gaze, from the o� ce worker looking out of
the window to see the airplane crashing into the wall, and focus instead on
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Mohammed Atta or any of his colleagues� ying the airplane into the wall,
would it be possible to feel any empathy for them? Can these‘terrorists’ be
denied courage (as Susan Sontag was among the� rst Americans to acknowledge),
or are they always going to be demonized as worthless‘cowards’? Can onefeel
for them, or is the very posing of the question an involuntary revelation of
one’s own diabolical a� nities to terrorism?

It is at this point that we need to acknowledge that an unproblematized
empathy, on the lines of Jill Dolan’s position, as articulated in the TJ Forum,
can be unconsciously exclusionary. We can feel empathy for a few individuals
only at the expense of others; for every immersion in another body, we implicitly
(or explicitly) avoid the touch of others. And yet, in acknowledging that the
somatic, kinesthetic, tactile, and emotionallimits of empathy are hard to fully
accept, we may need to di� erentiate‘empathy’ from ‘sympathy’, which can be
more directly linked to‘a capacity for fellow-feeling’ and compassion for those
who are‘su� ering and less fortunate’.93 At one level, sympathy, like empathy,
does involve a transference of feelings for the other, but, unlike empathy, it
does not have to manifest itself through a physical and visceral state of
embodiment and movement. This tricky di� erentiation between‘empathy’ and
‘sympathy’ inevitably in� ects the well-meaning liberal assumption that all
human beings areequallydeserving of our most intense feelings. Buthow does
one feel for them? The complexities of this question intensify when we position
ourselves in relation to‘the dead’. Can we empathize forall the dead in a
particular disaster across race, class, and nation?

Here the politics of location matters. In Dolan’s case, it would seem that, at
a totally unselfconscious level, she empathizes entirely with the victims
entrapped within the Twin Towers, who are unequivocally‘American’. But,
perhaps, from the perspective of a theatre scholar living in an Arab country, or
from some other part of the so-called‘Third World ’, it is possible that this
person could feel enormous sympathy for those killed in the attack, but his or
her empathy could be reserved speci� cally for the suicide-bombers, who are
also martyrs. Yet another possibility is for some individuals, across national
divides, to categorically reject feeling either sympathy or empathy for the
terrorists. Their deaths, it could be argued, are inevitable and not worth thinking
about; the self-destruction of terrorists is an expendable factor inextricably linked
to the larger extinction of‘innocent lives’. In such a response, it is su� cient to
mourn for the victims, but not for the perpetrators whose suicidal attack could
be condemned asharam (forbidden) within the tenets of Islam. However, a
harder question to ask would be that even if one chooses not to mourn for the
perpetrators, how can one not acknowledge them ashuman?

It is a chilling fact that the dead bodies of terrorists, such as the corpses
of those terrorists who were shot dead following the attacks in Mumbai on
26 November 2011, remainedunclaimed. Not one citizen or social organization
in India o� ered to bury the dead. At one level, this is understandable given the
fact that even the most perfunctory gesture of respecting the dead terrorists
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with the barest civic rituals would be inextricably associated with anti-patriotism,
if not traitorous behaviour. Poignantly, we are made to confront a situation
which is radically di� erent from that of Antigone whose‘claim’ to burying
her brother Polyneices, branded a traitor by the state, is deeply embedded in
subversive re-interpretations of kinship, authority, and the law, as Judith
Butler (2000) has argued so powerfully. For most terrorists, however, unnamed
for the most part in the moment of death, there can be no such claim on their
bodies; even as some of them may be remembered as martyrs in absentia, for
the most part, at the moment of death, they remain the unclaimed non-citizens
of the world.

To engage with these positions necessitates thinking through a cluster of
national, political, and religious beliefs that we internalize in our responses to
terror, even as we may consciously resist all jingoist forms of nationalism and
fundamentalist manifestations of religion. To what extent are we prepared to
accept that terrorists are human? In recognizing the limits of empathy, I would
emphasize that we do not have to stop feeling for the other or for ourselves, or
for ourselves in the other. Rather, we need to be more vigilant about how our
emotions, seemingly self-contained, present, and real, have already been
embedded in narratives and discourses of patriotism and citizenship that
operate with their own hegemonic devices and value-systems. Against our will
we are complicit in these statist narratives and discourses of social well-being
that we attempt to deconstruct and condemn, only to be inscribed in them at
subterranean levels.

Later in the book in Chapter 3, it will become clear that there can be no
universal framework of values in which to‘feel’ for the victims and to‘judge’
the perpetrators of terror. This does not mean that terrorism and other
extreme acts of violence should be condoned, but in their condemnation we
would do well to question our own assumptions of what is right and good.

I I I E X I T T H E T H E A T R E

Returning to Manila and my production ofThe Maids, which has triggered a
torrent of thoughts relating to terror and performance in this chapter, I should
reiterate that they have taken a long time to crystallize, a period of ten years.
At one level, these thoughts expose the submerged dimensions of the‘political
unconscious’ of my production of The Maids, which, as I have emphasized
earlier, did not directly re� ect the terror of‘September 11’. When I look back
on the production, there is little that was explicitly related to‘terror’ even
though I had inserted a sequence on surveillance where the maids are watched
by cameras as they plot their subterfuge against Madame. For all the maids’
threat, there were no attempts to inscribe their‘Muslim’ persona as terrorists.
Nonetheless, even as I acknowledge this fact, there is one chilling moment
which continues to haunt me today, reminding me that the spectres of
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‘September 11’ were very much present even through their erasure in the
mise-en-scène.

During the � nal rehearsals of the production, I remember my stage manager
having a problem with one of Madame’s lines when she fantasizes about
following her lover to Siberia.‘Oh, that’s just a � amboyant line’, I tried to
explain, ‘Siberia is so far away’. ‘But it’s jarring’, my stage manager countered,
‘it sounds so foreign in Tagalog’. ‘Well, what would you replace Siberia with?’
I asked. He thought for a moment, and then said,‘Mindanao’. So near and yet
so far, not unlike Kashmir in India, the site of dissident, unpatriotic, terrorist-
sympathizing Muslims, resembling the supporters of the bandit out� t of the
Abu Sayyaf in Mindanao, allegedly linked to Al-Qaeda. From this moment
I was alerted to the fact that what we are witnessing today in postcolonial
states like India and the Philippines is a deterritorialization of the national
imaginary, which does not involve any surrender of territory as such, but
which rests on the wish-ful� llment that the aliens (‘Muslims’) living in this
territory should relocate elsewhere, or simply disappear.

In the next chapter, I will address at length the Islamophobic backlash to
‘September 11’, but what I have to say now is hard to fully register, even as
I put it down in writing. Three days following the last show of our production,
I received an e-mail from my translator Rody Vera, informing me that the
Republic of Malate had burned down on 27 November 2001. Literally, to
ashes. Nothing remained of it. Rody reminded me of an eerie correspondence:
the maids’ fantasy as‘arsonists’, and the actual razing of the theatre to the
ground by unknown forces.‘Arsonist’ was the Tagalog equivalent for the
more eloquent‘incendiary’ of the original text: a word that is almost caressed
by one of the maids as a‘splendid title’. For me, while directingThe Maids
during the aftermath of‘September 11’, this word functioned unconsciously as
a synonym for‘terrorist’, but I never made any attempt to spell this out in the
mise-en-scène. Such one-to-one equations need to be rejected in directing
Genet’s deeply metaphoric and deconstructive text, where words become
objects, which in turn become fantasies and then return as echoes of previously
uttered words in whirligigs of shifting meanings. To‘� x’ Genet’s imaginary
with politically relevant equivalences is to reduce its anarchic possibilities.

The reasons for the� re at the Republic are, as yet, unclear. If it was‘accidental’,
the result of an electrical short-circuit, then the threat of� re was imminent during
our occupation of the space. This threat has some a� nities to Paul Virilio’s
seminal suggestion that‘technologies and their accidents are immanent to one
another. The invention or production of any technology is simultaneously also
the production of its accident.’94 This position subverts the more normative
de� nition of ‘accident’ provided by theOxford English Dictionary as ‘an
unusual event, which proceeds from some unknown cause, or an unusual e� ect
of a known cause’.95 Disturbing the Aristotelian premise that accidents can
only be conceived in terms of their peripheral, contingent, and unexpected
relationships with essential substances, Virilio reverses the stability of this
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position to indicate that the‘unknown quality’ of accidents has always already
been factored into substances.

And yet, one needs to question the pertinence of this position in relation to
the durability of theatre institutions– and of theatre buildings in particular–
which have been speci� cally created to resist accidents of all kinds. There is a
long history here which takes us back to the apparatus of protection embedded
in the � rst articulations of performance as described in the ancient Indian
encyclopedia of theNatyasastra(c. second centuryBCE–second centuryCE).
Indeed, it could be argued thatnatya – an assemblage of acting, song, dance,
music, costume, make-up– is made possible through theimmunity provided to
performers and spectators within the protocols of a protected space. This
immunity, however, is not a metaphysical given; it has been strategized and
constructed in response to the imminence of disturbance and destruction.

In the religio-mythic opening chapter of theNatyasastra, which I choose to
interpret as a political allegory, we are told that the� rst performance in the
celestial realm featuring the defeat ofasurasby gods, performed in the presence of
asurasand gods, was decisively disrupted.Asurasare often mistaken as demons,
even though they can be more accurately described as arrogant, quasi-celestial
beings who question and disrupt the divine order: Lucifers of another kind, one
could say. Enraged by their humiliating portraiture on stage, theasurasin the
Natyasastrainvade the stage and promptly‘paralyze the speech, movement, and
memory’ of the actors. Nothing, as any actor would be prepared to con� rm, is
more terrifying than to lose one’s lines on stage. To‘dry’ is to ‘die’ a performative
death. After being subjected to this humiliation, the actors who are Bharata’s one
hundred sons turn to the god Brahma for advice. In total a� rmation of the power
of immunity, the Celestial Censor advises the actors to build a playhouse that
needs to be blessed and sancti� ed in every corner, thereby preventingasurasand
other demonic forces from interrupting or disrupting the world of performance
ever again. Accidents are clearly ruled out in the divine ordinance ofnatya.

Countering this fable-like solution, we know only too well that the history
of theatre has never been free of accidents or acts of violence, despite the civic
regimen of laws, rules, regulations, licences, and all kinds of o� cial clearances
by local governments,� re departments, insurance companies, tax authorities,
and other state agencies like the censorship board, which legitimize and sanction
the practice of theatre. These mechanisms of protection could be regarded as
the new‘gods’ of our times which tend to dominate more strongly in techno-
logically driven‘First World’ theatre economies than in the more chaotic and
disorganized conditions of theatre cultures in the South. The more‘developed’
the theatre economy, the stronger the laws, which are ostensibly meant to
ward o� any disturbance, including terror attacks; theatres in battlegrounds
like Ramallah, however, continue to be attacked– and destroyed– by the
asurasof our times.

Working against the premise that theatres in metropolitan cities operate
within their own security zones, the destruction of the Republic of Malate by
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� re o� ers a disturbing corrective. There is an epic inventory of theatres burned
through� res, one of the most legendary examples being The Globe in Elizabethan
England, which burned down in 1613 during a performance ofHenry VIII
when a spark from a cannon shot set the thatched roof a� ame. This historical
‘fact’ is inevitably accompanied by the anecdotal detail of a spectator whose
burning breeches were doused with a bottle of ale. Such is the humour and
odd sense of reassurance that one derives from this historiography that even
more sinister details of nineteenth-century ballerinas being burned alive as
their tutus brushed against oil and gas� res contribute towards the Grand
Guignol of Theatre.96 The overall e� ect is not essentially di� erent from the
sensation provided by‘the cabinet of curiosities’ dominating the earliest
museological imaginaries.

Tellingly, in our engagement with this historiography, it is not the threat or
danger or the deaths of artists and spectators that ultimately register, but the
enigmatic‘causes’ that are surreptitiously linked to the larger event– ‘a lantern
left alight during a rehearsal’ of a ballet performed at the Royal Theatre of
San Carlo, Naples, on 12 February 1816; the‘spontaneous combustion’ of
wood shavings in a carpenter’s store at Covent Garden on 5 March 1856; and,
in a more sinister register, the clandestine planting of bombs in the seating
area of the Teatro del Picadero in Buenos Aires on 6 August 1981.97 Such are
the ruptures between event and fact, discourse and the body, rumour and� ction
that � re in the theatre succeeds in separating‘the past from the present so
e� ciently’, as Alan Read puts it,‘[so] as to have been the invention of histor-
iography itself’.98 Refusing to play into the‘reality’ of the historiography
surrounding� re as unquestioned factuality, Read compels us to be more sceptical
as to what we are capable of learning about historiography through� re.

Returning to the Republic of Malate and other such performance venues in
the cultures of the South, one cannot emphasize enough that a historiography
of � re in such contexts does not exist not least because the technologies of
‘safety’ and ‘prevention’ through � re laws have yet to be integrated within the
jurisdiction of most theatres in countries like India and the Philippines. There
is no canonical date like 1881 in the histories of these theatre, the‘watershed
year for � re prevention measure in [European] theatre’, when electricity
replaced gas lighting in a signi� cant way.99 To this day the idea of a‘safety-
curtain’, the iron curtain which descends like a guillotine during intermissions
in Euro-American metropolitan theatres, would be considered an oddity, if not
an aberration in ‘Third World ’ theatrical contexts. In the absence, if not
summary denial, of‘safety measures’, therefore, one could say that theatre
workers in countries like India and the Philippines‘play with � re’ at levels
which would be consideredillegal in Western contexts.

Let us face it: the Republic of Malate in Manila� outed almost all� re laws.
I remember my lighting designer (Shoko Matsumoto) complaining constantly
during the technical rehearsals that the wiring of the performance space was
not reliable for her special light e� ects. The fact that the only exit of the
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Republic was also the only entrance could have resulted in serious casualties
if the � re had broken out during one of the performances or rehearsals.
If, however, the� re was an act of‘arson’ – this has been suggested in one of
the few newspaper reports on the subject, which mentions that the� re broke
out in several places at the same time– then its motives become even more
sinister. Everything from a homophobic attack to deliberate sabotage for
the lucrative bene� ts of real estate would need to be taken into account. The
fact that the owner of the Republic was a fervent Born-Again Christian adds
to the hermeneutic dilemma, not least because she appears to have railed
against the Devil in one of her interviews. The Devil, as Genet would remind
us, is one of the accomplices of the maids in their sexual fantasies and desire
to kill Madame.

Resisting the populist tendency in the Philippines to convert every possible
disaster into soap-opera, I would question the enduring metaphor of the death-
in-life in theatre, which reminds us with due sobriety that the ashes of last
night’s performance nurture the ground for future performances. This rhetoric
of theatre, I would argue, is far too su� used with myths relating to the trans-
formative power of performance: the phoenix rising from the ashes and Artaud’s
invocation of the� re-like energy of actors, who are‘burnt at the stake, signaling
through the � ames’.100 In the case of the Republic of Malate, however, the
burning of the theatre is not metaphoric, but real. Even as I have no option but
to grieve for its loss in its kitschy combination of baroque nostalgia, the Wild
West, gay erotica, and decadence– all these elements paying architectural tribute
to the principle of chaos– I also choose to read in the Republic’s ashes not just
the lessons of renewal, but of radical hope.

Instead of the Phoenix, I see a Void, not unlike Alain Badiou’s envisioning
of the Event which‘disappears’ leaving behind a vast emptiness. As nostalgia
gives way to critical re� exivity, I am provoked into confronting an elemental
truth: when the theatre burns down there is something to be learned from this
unprecedented event. To return to the practice of theatre with the metaphoric
reassurance drawn from its habitual, phoenix-like, death-in-life process is to
risk lapsing into a kind of regression, if not time-warp. From the Void of the
Republic of Malate, therefore, I get two kinds of provocation: 1)‘You’re
lucky, you got away with it’, and 2) ‘Your theatre is so safe’. I regard
the second remark as a taunt, a self-accusation, which compels me to draw
more critical ballast from Badiou when he says that the Event produces
subjects out of individuals, whose‘� delity to the event’ compels them‘to
invent a new way of being and acting in the situation’.101 Perhaps not just in
the situation, but through the processes that sustain it and which extend into
the act of living in the world. ‘Keep going! Never forget what you have
encountered’: these are useful reminders, not least because‘not-forgetting is
not a memory’, as Badiou emphasizes, but rather‘following through on the
consequences and implications of the event’ in which one is reconstituted as
a subject.102
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I would like to believe that what follows in the rest of the book provides
evidence of my reconstituted subjectivity, as I continue to pursue the
consequences and implications of‘September 11’ in di� erent scenarios and
contexts. From the world of theatre, I turn now to the performativity of
everyday life in which my subjectivity is annexed, against my will, to the
spectre of the‘Muslim as terrorist’, which registers in the aftermath of
‘September 11’ with a peculiar resonance and threat.
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2

‘ MUSLIMS’ IN A TIME OF TERROR

Deceptions, demonization, and uncertainties of
evidence

I P H A N T O M S O F T H E M U S L I M A S T E R R O R I S T

Passing as a Muslim

In this chapter, I will shift the exploration of terror in relation to theatre and
performance practice by re� ecting more broadly on how the spectre of‘Muslims’
has haunted and in� ltrated the language of terrorism in our times. Focusing on
Islamophobia in the cultures of everyday life, I will begin somewhat elliptically
with my own predicament of passing as a Muslim in a growing scenario of
global terror in which Muslims are stigmatized and demonized. The tropes of
‘passing’ and ‘covering’ will be explored as performative subterfuges whereby
the gestures, expressions, and appearances of‘minorities’ can lend themselves
to being incorporated into the a� ective registers of demonization. In a di� erent
theoretical register, the second part of the chapter highlights the discourse of
communalism in contemporary India, which documents how Muslims have
been targeted, othered, and killed. The focus here is on the discursivity of
genocide and the extent to which the killing of the other can be interpreted
as a performative action: an interpretation fraught with ethical questions,
dilemmas, and risks.

Let me begin with my own predicament of being marked as a Muslim, which
I will not attempt to inventory but simply to indicate through the seemingly
trivial evidence of an anecdote. I have in mind Walter Benjamin’s prescient
statement that

Anecdote brings things closer to us in space, allows them to enter into
our lives. Anecdote represents the extreme opposite of history– which
demands an‘empathy’ that renders everything abstract. Empathy
amounts to the same thing as reading newspapers. The true method
of making things present is: to imagine them in our space (and not to
imagine ourselves in their space). Only anecdote can move us in this
direction.1

71



With Benjamin in mind, let me share the following anecdote:

In the aftermath of the demolition of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya on
6 December 1992, which precipitated the worst riots since the Partition,
I remember having a conversation with an Indian publisher that was
sparked, unexpectedly, by my beard.

The publisher looked at my beard, sniggered, and then remarked,
somewhat derisively:‘You must be an intellectual.’ I didn’t quite
know how to respond to his sarcasm, so I said the� rst thing that
came to my mind:‘Actually I’ve been mistaken for a terrorist.’

To which the publisher responded without batting an eyelid:‘It ’s a
good thing you haven’t been mistaken for a Muslim.’

What this anecdote reveals is a deadly slippage of categories by which an
‘intellectual’ metamorphoses into a‘Muslim’ via the mediation of a‘terrorist’.
Would it be any less deadly if we had to juggle the categories around– intellectual
Muslim terrorist, terrorist intellectual Muslim, Muslim terrorist intellectual?
These combinations are deadly in their own right, and need to be studied in
relation to the communal unconscious of the Indian subcontinent, which
mutates in states of secretion, even as riots subside, and things appear to
return to normal. In actuality, nothing is normal these days. Indeed, would
I be in a position today to acknowledge my resemblance to a terrorist, which is
what I am made to feel every time I stand in front of an immigration counter?
Perhaps not. Today, in the aftermath of‘September 11’, where surveillance in
public spaces and the censorship of electronic and critical discourse has inten-
si� ed, I would be a lot more wary about making this equation, even in jest, not
least because the possibilities of my actually being mistaken for a terrorist have
increased. It is dangerous passing as a Muslim these days; it is even more
dangerous to� aunt one’s a� nities to a terrorist.

At a performative level, then, how does one read the situation of an intellectual
‘passing’ as a terrorist/Muslim? First of all, one needs to di� erentiate the act of
‘passing’ from the more conscious subterfuge involved in‘enacting’ the roles of
an impostor or an in� ltrator. These roles are consciously plotted, even as their
functions are rigorously concealed. After all, what kind of an impostor/in� ltrator
would one be if one allowed one’s ‘true’ identity to be revealed through the
camou� age of pretence?2 Terrorists are e� ective precisely because they in� ltrate
security zones with all the performative accoutrements of‘normal’ behaviour,
circumventing the protocols of surveillance. They are, for the most part, highly
skilled performers, who accomplish their roles through rigorous training,
supplemented by improvisatory audacity and a readiness to kill and die.

Unlike the dynamics of‘in� ltrating’, the phenomenon of‘passing’ is perhaps
most closely related to‘covering’, but with signi� cant di� erences. There is a
growing literature around the interstices of‘passing’ and ‘covering’, which are
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pre� gured in Erving Go� man’s pragmatic discriminations in relation tostigma.
The genealogy of this concept can be traced to the Greek interpretation of the
word as referring to‘bodily signs designed to expose something unusual and
bad about the moral status of the signi� er’.3 These signs were not in� nitesimal
but actually ‘cut or burnt into the body’ and ‘advertised’, so that individuals
could be marked as‘slaves or criminals or traitors, blemished persons, ritually
polluted, to be avoided, especially in public places’.4 Almost eerily, this reading
of stigma remains palpably alive in the Indian public sphere, particularly in
relation to the stigmatization of low-caste communities and so-called
‘untouchables’ who su� er the potentiality of caste violence on a daily basis.
This is another kind of terror that gets normalized and hegemonized in the
cultures of everyday life in the Indian subcontinent.

In an earlier essay‘Phantoms of the Other: Fragments of the Communal
Unconscious’ (2000), I have elaborated on the caste violence underlying my
conceptualization of a Kannada adaptation of Büchner’s Woyzeck, which was
at one level sparked by an image in a local newspaper: adalit (low-caste)
labourer tied to a stake with a shit-smearedchappal(slipper) rammed into his
mouth. So intense is the stigmatization of caste that it is not just the equation
of low-caste untouchables with dirt that leads to taboos relating to the pollution
of touch or of sharing food or water with a low-caste person; the veryshadowof
an untouchable or his or her passingpresenceon the street can be viewed as
sources of contamination. Stigma in these contexts has subterranean, almost
invisible, ways of manifesting itself, which would lack the overt physicality by
which Go� man de� nes the term in relation to the disabled, the elderly, the
in� rm, and the obese.

Extending the parameters of Go� man’s argument, the legal scholar Kenji
Yoshino (2006) has elaborated on the discriminations between the modalities
of ‘passing’ and ‘covering’. For Go� man, those persons who are‘ready to
admit possession of a stigma… [but who] may nonetheless make a great e� ort
to keep the stigma from looming large’ may be considered to‘cover’ their
behaviour.5 Passing, in contrast, occurs when a person from an ethnic or
racial minority, for instance, performs his or her‘real self’ in private, while
attempting to blend into the majoritarian signs of the dominant culture: persons
of colour of African-American ancestry passing as‘white’ to improve their
social status, or‘Jews’ in Nazi Germany passing as‘Aryans’ to survive
and escape deportation to concentration camps are among some of the
historical examples representing the risks and compulsions underlying the act
of passing. If passing works through a process of‘invisibilizing’ one’s ‘real’
identity in the public domain, covering is a more dodgy and covert form of
playing hide-and-seek with the dominant norms of a particular situation or
context in so far as one engages with public culture by strategically concealing
those signs that would be considered o� ensive. In other words, as Yoshino
elaborates, blacks in professional work spaces could avoid styling their hair
in cornrows, gays could avoid� aunting their sexuality, and so on. Such
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minorities are acceptedas minoritiesin ‘mainstream’ culture only by‘covering’
their di� erences.

At this point, Yoshino emphasizes the crucial legal distinction made
between those‘immutable’ traits which cannot be changed in any human being
and which ‘mainstream’ society has no other option but to tolerate– for
instance, skin colour or ethnicity. In contrast,‘mutable’ traits are those which
are capable of being modi� ed or suppressed altogether by minorities with due
deference to institutional norms. Drawing on a number of legal cases, Yoshino
points out the paradoxes of‘immutable’ and ‘mutable’ discrimination: ‘African-
Americans cannot be� red for their skin colour, but they could be� red for
wearing cornrows. Potential jurors cannot be struck for their ethnicity but can be
struck for speaking (or even for admitting pro� ciency) in a foreign language’.6 In
this coercive demand for assimilation, whereby minorities are expected to
behave‘normally’, without exhibiting their racial, sexual, linguistic, or beha-
vioural preferences, the‘pressure to cover’, according to Yoshino, is nothing
less than a violation of personal liberties, which he strongly defends in favour
of an ‘inclusive’ register of‘new civil rights’.7

Arguing against the divisiveness of identity politics and multiculturalism,
which has been aggravated by debates around the exclusive rights of minority
groups, Yoshino opts in my view for a somewhat too liberal, if not unrealistic,
reading of‘universal rights’. These rights are based on the axiom that‘everyone
covers’ in human society, including those in the so-called‘mainstream’, which,
as Yoshino emphasizes uncritically, is something of a‘myth’ in so far as it is in
a constantly mutant state.8 It would be more accurate to acknowledge that the
mainstream always already exists even in the process of mutating. A� rming
that it is ‘not normal to be completely normal’, Yoshino speaks out surprisingly
in favour of those anti-minority baiters like‘straight white men’, whose‘right
to self-expression’ is not given the same importance as the rights of racial
minorities, women, or gays.9 In this pitch for inclusiveness, Yoshino does not
deny the rights of minorities; rather, with an excess of urbane reasonableness
and inclusivity, he demands that these rights need to be a� rmed in the context
of ‘liberty’ to which ‘we are all entitled’, rather than as a‘remedial concession’
granted to a particular group.10 In this reading, the rights to gay marriage
would need to be framed on the basis that‘we’ all have the right‘to marry the
person we love’, rather than defending gay marriage as a‘separate institution’.11

Likewise, the right to speak one’s mother-tongue needs to be a� rmed not on
nativist grounds but as part of a general freedom of speech.

From my location in India, I would argue that the liberal inclusiveness of this
position does not engage with the virulence of economic disparities, cultural and
educational di� erences, and the sheer scale of social injustices that cannot be
wished away through‘conversations’ across sectors of the population. Instead
of advocating any form of a� rmative action or reservations, which is the o� cial
Indian way of engaging with social injustice for marginalized and underprivileged
low-caste communities, or recommending any solution-facilitating authority of
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the law, Yoshino advocates freewheeling‘conversations’ in the public domain
for the production of a renewed civility. But, where and how are these
conversations likely to take place in a society normalized through discrimination
and increasingly built around gated communities and ghettos, refugee camps,
and no-go zones?

Moving outside the privileged sectors of the United States, the struggle for
equality in caste-bound and communally charged societies like India, for
instance, cannot be written o� quite so easily in favour of liberty, which
ultimately gets equated with Yoshino’s self-a� rmation of ‘the freedom to be
who I am’.12 Such liberal individualism is totally at odds with a political
culture formed on the basis of community identities and‘personal laws’, which
are structured essentially around the norms and codes of speci� c religions. The
‘personal’, it could be argued, is‘religious’ within some readings of the‘secular’
law in India, where communities have the option, in speci� c contexts, to turn
to the civil courts to seek justice and to switch back to‘personal law’ for yet
another negotiation of grievances. There is a� exibility, therefore, written into
‘secular’ law in the Indian context, at least at a normative level, in so far as
religion is not treated as an absolute in the tradition of a theocratic state, but
neither are the manifestations of religious practice or behaviour summarily
excluded from public life.13

It is in this context that any attempt to read‘Muslims’ on a purely individual
basis, divested of religious or communitarian associations, poses challenges in
the Indian subcontinental context. Even if the category of‘Muslim’ is totally
rejected on religious grounds by atheists or cosmopolitan elites, and even as it
may be theoretically expedient at a postmodern level to explicate‘when is a
Muslim not a Muslim?’ and to question‘to what extent is a Muslimmorethan
a Muslim?’,14 if only to counter the homogenization of statist categories and the
intensi� cation of religious bigotry, the ethos of radical or liberal individualism
cannot be valorized and made into an absolute in its own right. At a more
empirical level, one has no other option but to place on the agenda the far
more pervasive non-liberal or orthodox option:‘when is a Muslim only a
Muslim?’. In what circumstances and contexts does such a mentality and self-
identi� cation prevail? And to what extent is its assertion a matter of choice
rather than coercion?

Constructing‘Muslims’

Far from being a primordial identitarian category going back centuries,‘the
Muslim’ is a relatively recent invention. In this regard, it is no di� erent from
other such‘labels’, as Arjun Appadurai puts it, like‘Sikh’ and ‘Kurd’, which
are ‘transformations of existing names and terms to serve substantially new
frameworks of identity, entitlement, and spatial sovereignty’.15For many historians,
the religio-political associations of Muslims in the Indian subcontinent, if not
the very marking of‘the Muslim’ as a category, can be traced back to the
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census reports of the late nineteenth century in colonial India. Within the
mechanisms, statistics, and nomenclature of such reports, the monolithic� gure
of ‘the Muslim’ (with regional variations) was constructed and disseminated
according to� xed criteria of origins, customs, and laws. Admittedly, the earliest
tropes revolving around Muslims were not unequivocal; they were‘split’, as
early ethnographers and census o� cials vacillated between tracing the Arabic
origins of hereditary Muslims who were subsequently indigenized in India, and
the conversion of native Hindus to Islam.16

With technologies like cephalic indexing, early colonial ethnographers like
Herbert Risley measured the heads and noses of Muslims to prove that these
individuals were not of Semitic origin, but of native stock from the poorer
tribal communities.17 Through such manufactured and‘scienti� c’ evidence it
was accepted that the vast majority of Muslims were the descendants of low-caste
Hindu communities who had converted to Islam in order to free themselves
from the tyrannies of the caste system. Were these converts‘lesser’ Muslims,
or could they be regarded as more‘authentically’ Hindu? While politicizing
such questions, the thrust of the census reports between 1872 and 1901 was to
prove, as Gauri Viswanathan has pointed out, that the Indian Muslim was not an
‘autonomous other’, but a ‘version of the Hindu’.18 In other words, Muslims
werecoveringtheir Hindu origins, even whilepassingas Indian.

Apart from being regarded as‘versions’ of Hindus, Muslims can also be
regarded as‘copies’, not unlike the Ahmadiya community in Pakistan who
have since 1974 faced severe legal penalties for ostensibly passing as‘Muslims’,
an identity that is denied to them in the public sphere through legislation and
social prejudice, if not overt hostility. It is useful to dwell here brie� y on the
predicament faced by the Ahmadiya in order to puncture the global homo-
genization of‘Muslim’ identity. In a succinct essay by Naveeda Khan (2005),
which attempts to locate the‘trespassing’ identity of the Ahmadiya in relation
to the Pakistan state, we learn that Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, the founder of this
Muslim sect of nineteenth-century origin, identi� ed himself� rst as amujaddid
(renewer) of the faith, and then as amuhadith, which implied that he was‘in
conversation with the angels, if not with the Prophet and with God’.19 Later,
from representing himself as a shadow (zil) of the Prophet, he went on to
claim his own prophetic powers.

Signi� cantly, even after the 1974 constitutional amendment in Pakistan,
which relegated the Ahmadiya from the mainstream of Islam to the‘non-
Muslim’ minority category, the Ahmadiya were marked aska� r (in� dels),
murtadd (apostates),taghut (devils, sorcerers), and asmuna� qun (hypo-
crites).20 Today, as minorities, they have also been labelled, in a more
contemporary idiom, ascopies– and not just ‘bad’ copies, but‘dangerous’
ones as well.21 Inevitably, this word ‘copy’ lends itself to being read in the
larger contemporary context of copyright violations, even as it is being set
against some kind of authentic religiosity which is essentially‘unrepresen-
table’. It is through such epistemological and theological complications that
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Euro-American tropes of‘copying’ at secular and symbolic levels get deeply
problematized.

Of particular interest here is not just the scepticism and suspicion with
which copies are regarded in the context of designating Ahmadiya identity, but
also the ways in which, on very rare occasions, they can be defended. One piece of
evidence provided by Naveeda Khan is particularly striking: As an exception to
the Supreme Court judgement against the Ahmadiyas, one dissenting judge made
‘an argument for dissimulation (pretence under� re) as opposed to deliberate
deception’.22 In the context of minorities being hounded by the majority
community, this learned judge argued that it made sense for minorities to
‘dissimulate’ their identities as they‘trespass’ the norms of the state because
this could be their only way to survive.‘Covering’, therefore, has a pragmatic
ethical dimension linked to the basic right to protecting one’s life, and should
not be summarily reduced to hypocritical and duplicitous behaviour.

Returning to the colonial construction of‘Muslims’ in the Indian context
and elsewhere in formerly colonized nations, one needs to push the borderlines
by which identities are o� cially manufactured against the dissimulations of
‘passing’ and‘covering’. O� cial identities are state-determined, legally sanctioned
political identities, as Mahmood Mamdani has argued, in contradistinction to
cultural identities, which are‘consensual’, ‘voluntary’, and ‘multiple’.23 Admit-
tedly, without contextual clari� cation, there would seem to be a reductionism
both in Mamdani’s separation of the‘cultural’ and the‘political’, as well as in
the constituents of their independent domains. While‘cultural’ in his reading
would appear to be arbitrarily annexed to the voluntarist assumptions of cultures
of choice, seemingly divested of ideological and hegemonic framing, the‘political’
is far too embedded within a juridical conception of community inscribed
within the larger regulatory codes of governance. Mamdani is well aware of
these reductions and quali� es that, in his reading of‘cultural identity’, he does
not wish to ‘romanticize the domain of consent or to detract from the existence
of power relations’.24 It could also be argued that not every‘political’ identity
needs legal veri� cation or sanction, but may indeed materialize through an
opposition to or denial of legality in the� rst place.

Keeping these caveats in mind, I would argue that the fundamental thrust of
most research in theatre and performance studies has been in the area of‘cultural’
as opposed to‘political’ identities, to adopt Mamdani’s strategically over-
emphatic distinction. Our basic exploration (I would include myself among
these theatre and performance researchers) has been in the area of blurring and
hybridizing identities, and at all costs in‘transgressing’ o� cial norms, as if this
were the only decent, responsible, and, above all, creative thing to do. In the
process, we have played into the fetishization of the‘liminal-norm’,25 as
articulated by Jon McKenzie, by which performance studies has projected and
valorized its liberal, if not radical, credentials. Even while liminality does not–
and, indeed, should not– disappear in our deconstruction of political identity,
it is chastening to be reminded by Mamdani that non-liminal (i.e. normative,

‘ M U S L I M S’ I N A T I M E O F T E R R O R

77



‘� xed’) identities are not easily disregarded:‘A legal identity is neither voluntary
nor multiple. The law recognizes you as one and none other.’26

Instead of dismissing the singularity of legally sanctioned political identity as
mere dogma and an irritant to cultural research, perhaps we need to� nd ways of
engaging critically with its norms because they could be more ambivalent than
we assume. Besides, on a more pragmatic note, why should we assume that all
political, legally sanctioned identities are intrinsically undesirable and anti-liberal?
Perhaps, for a refugee or stateless person, nothing could be more coveted than
a legally sanctioned identity or passport. It is only when such an identity can
be safely assumed, possessed, and mobilized that it becomes possible to reject
or subvert it, thereby revealing the privilege that is inherent in critical dissent
and the cavalier dismissal of all o� cially determined identities.

Phenomenology of passing

Having elaborated at some length on what goes into the political construction
of ‘Muslims’ in the Indian context, let us now approach the predicament of
‘passing as a Muslim’ at a more phenomenological level.‘Passing’, one could
argue, is best understood as a process, a movement which opposes the tendency
in identity politics to ‘� x’ identities within a grid of signs and stereotypes. As
Paul Rae puts it perceptively,

Passing suggests that you need to stay on the move in order to avoid
being found out. Put your head down and just keep walking: otherwise,
the seams will show– the places where the disguise doesn’t quite
cover the actuality; where the improvised props, the too-studied speech
and the over-mannered gesture are brought to light. Just passing
through, one blurs the borders.27

At one level, this business about‘putting your head down and continuing to
walk’ could also lend itself to the subterfuge of‘covering’. Immigrants, after
all, can be legally allowed and even encouraged to‘keep walking’, a� rming
their ‘multicultural’ identities, but without creating trouble or� aunting their
minority status. In this sense, they are encouraged to cover as they pass, playing
into the norms of di� erence that have been legislated by the state through
strategies of assimilation. The important thing is not to disturb the script that
has been worked out in advance, even as any act of passing, as Rae astutely points
out, is ‘a process of co-creation’.28Never fully located in any one participant, and
relational to the extent that it feeds on the other’s gaze and perception, the act of
passing breaks down only when the assumptions of appearance and dissimulation
are challenged, when one party refuses to play the game and calls the blu� of
the person passing as the other.

Perhaps, there is another problem as well, which is not always recognized in
the discourse surrounding‘passing’. When one‘passes’ for somebody else from
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another community, I would emphasize that the pretence may not be entirely
voluntary. Indeed, to return to my own predicament, I may not necessarily
want to pass as a‘Muslim’ (or, by implication, as a‘terrorist’), but that is how
I will be read within the larger codes and technologies of identi� cation manu-
factured by governmental regimes and surveillance systems. While the more
conventional reading of‘passing’ would assume a certain degree of transitivity–
in other words, an agency and intentionality embodied in the act of passing as
the other– the situation is di� erent whenone is passed, irreversibly, against
one’s will. ‘I pass as a Muslim’ opens a di� erent set of performative registers
from ‘I look like a Muslim’, and therefore,‘I am passed as a Muslim’. In this
scenario, it is harder to read a process of co-creation, although at some
point in time, one may have no other option but to enter the narrative of
‘being passed’.

The options here are tricky. If, for example, an immigration o� cer ‘passes’
me as a Muslim, a great deal of tact is needed before my‘real’ identity (as a
non-Muslim) can be a� rmed – or, more precisely, proved through o� cial
forms of evidence. In outing oneself, one may have no other option but to
work against the logic of predetermined passing, where one runs the risk of
o� ending the immigration o� cer, who would like his surveillance expertise to
be con� rmed rather than disproved. If one is lucky to have one’s passport
returned in such a scenario, one still has no other option but to accept one’s
‘passed identity’ as some kind of alter ego, a palimpsest that will forever
shadow one’s future encounters with immigration o� cers: a shadow that
sticks to one’s skin as it were.

‘Passing’, therefore, operates like an unconscious re� ex in the unscripted
narratives of everyday life. It can be disrupted when the sheer repetition of
being mistaken for the other has the potentiality to compel a self-confrontation
of speci� c signs in one’s physiognomy and behaviour that are inadvertently
responsible for connoting another identity. At this moment of self-confrontation,
one may, of course, either choose to continue‘passing’ for what one is not, or
one could work against the signs of being mistaken for another. While the
temptation to perpetuate a counterfeit identity has subversive potentiality, the
imperative to survive on one’s own terms demands certain risk-free alterations
in behaviour and appearance– for instance, one way ofnot passing as a
Muslim could be to shave one’s beard, or else, to trim it in a di� erent, less
‘Muslim’ fashion. Needless to say, this altered physiognomy could amount to a
form of self-censorship, which can be interpreted as yet another suppression of
one’s personal freedom and state of being.

But can one be so sure that in shaving one’s beard that‘Muslimness’ can be
elided? Can it not, inadvertently, reinforce‘Muslim’ identity? The lighter skin
over the shaved bearded area in relation to the dark epidermis of the top part
of the face could arouse suspicions.29 In this avatar, one could be marked as a
terrorist in disguise, and thereby, subjected to even more suspicion and abuse.
Damned with a beard or damned without, the Muslim/terrorist is always
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already marked. In his incisive catalogue of‘biotypologies of terrorism’,
Joseph Pugliese addresses the lethal suspicions surrounding‘the freshly shaved
“ Muslim zealot”’ , in addition to giveaway signs of smell:‘Is the individual
wearing too much cologne or perfume, or does he or she smell of talcum
powder or scented water (for ritual puri� cation)?’30

In addition, there are new biometric technologies like VEW (Video Early
Warning) and HID (Human Identi� cation at a Distance), whereby anti-terrorist
surveillance is linked to the subtleties of‘gait research’ – in other words,
‘detecting how strangers walk’.31 ‘You could be charged as a terrorist if you
walk in a funny way’, as Pugliese warns us– and the‘funny walk’ need not be
Michael Jackson’s ‘moonwalking’ which the radar has, in all probability,
assimilated as a legitimate form of kinky performative behaviour. Alongside
these technologies relating to walks which can detect the most minute of
kinetic discrepancies or shifts in energy, in addition to iris scans, facial scans,
and � nger scans– technologies of terror in their own right– surveillance
agencies can go overboard in‘imagining’ terrorists like Osama bin Laden in all
kinds of ingenious costumes. In a number of widely circulated mugshots on the
Internet, Osama looks positively bohemian and natty, if not the kind of guy
one could encounter in a country club or golf course. So, bearded or beardless,
there can be diverse terrorist subterfuges of the‘Muslim’, which are not
merely the invention of terrorists but of counter-terrorist agencies as well, who
outdo each other in attempting to‘perform’ their own fantasies of terrorists.

Queering the Muslim terrorist: beards and penises

The dynamics of‘passing’ can be most easily read within the narrative of
mistaken identity, which is perhaps one of the most ancient tropes of world
theatre, as represented in Roman comedy, Shakespeare, Parsi theatre,The
Importance of Being Earnest, and so on. Once provocative, these tropes have
assumed the reassurance of archaisms: an object (a perambulator) or a sign
(a mole on a cheek) can facilitate the clari� cation of a lost heritage or genealogy
or relationship, leading to a denouement. In contrast, returning to the dominant
sign of the beard to designate‘Muslim’ identity, this sign is not about marking
an individual identity per se, but of annexing this identity to that of an entire
community, if not a species. Once marked,‘the Muslim’ assumes a hyper-real
signi� cance, regardless of whether or not it is linked to a mistaken or real
identity. A political signi� er with global implications, it assumes omnipre-
sence, ruthlessly indi� erent to the multitudinous and di� erentiated realities of
the signi� ed.

As Osama bin Laden has been ruthlessly invisibilized, even as his spectre is
barely kept alive in the aftermath of his killing (which is o� cially designated
as a ‘military operation’ or ‘assassination’), how many of us remember the
process of his demonization which has now been almost entirely erased? For
me, this demonization was linked, at physical and visceral levels, to the
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marking of his beard. Most chillingly, I was made to confront this beard in an
early David Levine cartoon in theNew York Review of Books, where it was
rendered with liberal insouciance and wit, as bin Laden was blithely defaced. All
that remained of him was a long, bushy, greying, unkempt beard, cut around
the lips. A brutal framing, which brought to mind other such framings of
minorities – notably, the black man as represented in Robert Mapplethorpe’s
widely circulated image of the‘Man in a Polyester Suit’. Here, too, the man is
defaced, cut above the shoulders, but with his penis exposed,� rmly intact.

While there have been many responses to this image, ranging from critiques of
racism to fantasies of homosexual desire, it exempli� es, to my mind, Frantz
Fanon’s unin� ected injunction:‘One is no longer aware of the Negro but only of a
penis; the Negro is eclipsed. He is turned into a penis. Heis a penis.’32 Likewise,
‘the Muslim’, in the hate literature of the Indian subcontinent circulating around
his unclean body, polygamy, and lasciviousness, is often equated with a
circumcised penis; indeed, in actual acts of terrorism in� icted on minorities, it
provides the ultimate physical evidence of‘Muslim’ identity. Laandya, the Marathi
word for an animal with its tail cut o� , is one of the abusive epithets that have been
hurled at Muslims in the post-Ayodhya communal crisis in India.

Drawing on the evidence of such communal abuse, a report by The Inter-
national Initiative for Justice states that‘Muslim men, in the Hindu Right
discourse [in India] are not seen as“ men” at all: they are either“oversexed” to
the extent of being bestial (they can satisfy four wives!) or they are e� eminate
and not masculine enough to satisfy their women’.33 In other words, their
sexuality vacillates between hyper-masculinity and the abject femininity associated
with homosexuals andhijras(eunuchs). As these deviant psychophysical attributes
of ‘Muslims’ get solidi� ed at global levels, they get‘queered’ in the larger
context of terrorism, as Jasbir Puar (2007) has elaborated in her politically
incisive re� ections on‘terrorist assemblages’. For Puar it is not simply a matter
of recognizing‘what is terrorist about the queer’, or conversely,‘what is queer
about the terrorist’, the point is that, at a performative level, queerness has
always already been‘installed’ in the ‘naming’ of the terrorist.34

And yet, one needs to question to what extent‘queer politics’ can be annexed
to the naming of terrorists outside the grassroots realities of community and
sexual politics in the United States, which provides the primary evidence for
Puar’s dense research. In a synoptic perspective, Puar draws on a generalized
sweep of popular and cultural associations by which the terrorist is‘concurrently
an unfathomable, unknowable, and hysterical monstrosity’, which only ‘the
exceptional capacities of U.S. intelligence and security systems can quell’.35

‘Unfathomable’ and ‘unknowable’ resonate as valid descriptors of the terrorist’s
elusive personality and action, but‘hysterical monstrosity’ strikes me as being
something of a rhetorical overkill, which undermines the deadly violence of the
‘real’ terrorists of our times, who can be only too real, ordinary, and straight.

If we follow the evidence provided by Faisal Devji of the London terror attacks
of 7 July 1995, for instance, the majority of the terrorists come across like regular
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‘lads’, with jobs, hobbies, regular visits to the gym, and girlfriends.36 They
were not rabid Islamists or particularly devout Muslims; nor had they been
indoctrinated over a long period of time, one of the quirks of their terrorism
being the astonishing speed of their training and their relatively low-tech
expertise in engaging with information technology and weaponry. Without
engaging with the heteronormative‘ordinariness’ of such terrorist personae, even
at the level of masquerade, Puar builds her argument incrementally on the
trope of ‘monstrosity’. The prime exemplar of this trope is Osama bin Laden,
who, in the immediate aftermath of‘September 11’, was both racialized and
sexualized with‘negative connotations of homosexuality’: ‘feminized, stateless,
dark, perverse, pedophilic, disowned by family (i.e. fag)’.37

Contradicting these overly cryptic markers of bin Laden’s image and aura,
one would have to emphasize that this isnot how he registered to vast sections
of the population in the Indian subcontinent and the Arab world. Even as he
may have been condemned as‘evil’ or, indeed, disparaged as a‘bad Muslim’,
or, worse still, a‘bad terrorist’, he was not demonized in Indian public culture
on grounds of his sexual perversity, femininity, or paedophilic a� liations.
Even his most intense critics would dismiss these charges as absurd. Instead,
Osama bin Laden came across on television to millions of viewers in the
Indian subcontinent as a Muslim patriarchal� gure– menacing, dangerous, but
not undigni� ed. It was Bush and his cronies who appeared to be‘monstrous’.

The obvious theoretical point that needs to be emphasized here is that the
queering of the terrorist is perhaps most convincingly read within the tropes of
American popular culture. Here, Puar’s evidence is positively virtuoso as she
zeroes in on all kinds of cultural artefacts, ranging from toilet paper with
Osama bin Laden’s image imprinted on it, to posters which appeared in midtown
Manhattan showing a caricature of a turbaned bin Laden being anally pene-
trated by the Empire State Building:‘The Empire Strikes Back… So you like
skyscrapers, huh, bitch?’ is the blatantly homophobic inscription.38 Puar also
calls attention to a website where‘weapons are provided to sodomize Osama
bin Laden to death’.39 While anal penetration is not foreign to the anti-Muslim
hate literature that circulates in the pamphlet culture of the Hindu Right,40 it
is invariably linked to making Muslims intohijras (eunuchs), one of the most
traditional associations of abject femininity in the Indian subcontinent with a
long and complex history of both empowerment and debasement. This history
provides a di� erent identitarian context from the populist irreverence and
abuse by which Osama bin Laden’s body was forcibly queered in the United
States in the immediate aftermath of‘September 11’.

The beautiful terrorist

To call attention to yet another conceptual framework in which the body of
the ‘Muslim terrorist’ has been rhapsodized rather than queered, it is necessary
to address di� erent iconographies surrounding the‘beauty’ of the terrorist.
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This is a discursive realm that lies beyond Puar’s reading of the terrorist in terms
of ‘hysterical monstrosity’ and ‘perversity’. To complicate the demonization of
terror, I o� er an example drawn from a panegyric report in the popular Urdu
press, which extols the beauty of Omar Saeed Sheikh, the killer of the American
journalist Daniel Pearl. Countering the humanist idiom in which Pearl’s brutal
murder has been widely condemned, not only in the international press but
among the national dailies of the Indian subcontinent as well, the Urdu report
in question provides a totally di� erent perspective– and language– from
which to relish the proponent of the crime. The focus is not so much on the
validity of terrorist action as on the beauty of the terrorist himself.

I quote this report at some length, as much for its seductive rhetoric as for
the obvious provocation it poses in working against the aura of a marked
‘terrorist’ in his globally demonized persona:

Sheikh is not only Pakistan’s but the entire Islamic world’s mostvajeeh,
most haseen, most jameel, most sohna, most mohna (all meaning
beautiful) young man. The real beauty is of character. He has become
the ideal andadarsh. His beauty is not dependent on beauty of face
and years. His beauty has been born of his steadfastness, courage and
bravery. This is his internal beauty. His external beauty is like that of
Prophet Yusuf. His stature is that of the cypress tree, his forehead
is shining. His face carries the impression of a lion on which a
dark beard is like a precious decoration. Shining from behind his
gold-frame glasses, his eyes are intelligent and re� ective, while his
proportionate aquiline nose and white rosy complexion can be likened
to a crystalline bowl (biloreen sabu) � lled with crimson pomegranate
juice (anar ka ahmareen sharbat). He is the beautiful son (sohna
sapoot) of a beautiful land (sohni dharti) who said welcome to death
in a beautiful way!41

Whose death, it could be asked: Omar Sheikh is still alive, allegedly imprisoned
in Pakistan, while Daniel Pearl is dead following one of the most brutal and
sadistic murders which has been disseminated on the electronic media.

From the homosocial/homoerotic rhetoric of the Urdu panegyric quoted
above, it becomes clear that the rapture of its tone contrasts sharply with the
‘perversity’ emphasized by Puar in the demonization of terrorists in American
media and popular culture. In the Urdu panegyric, the rhetoric is built at
several levels through the opposition between‘inner’ and ‘outer’ beauty; the
ultra-patriotism, if not pan-nationalism, surrounding the‘son of the land’;
the time-tested conventionality of the rhetorical epithets (‘cypress tree’,
‘pomegranate juice’, de� ected ever so slightly by the‘gold-rimmed glasses’).
Through such an assemblage of details, the rhetoric compels one to stretch the
existing imaginaries of ‘Muslim terrorists’ available in Euro-American
studies of terror. Against the malevolence of their portraiture, we need to
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acknowledge that these very terrorists can be objects of beauty in the eyes of
their compatriots.

Ironically, yet signi� cantly, one can also trace registers of‘beauty’ in
Islamophobic accounts of terrorists, which testify to the ambivalences of how
terror can be perceived on diametrically opposite sides of the political divide.
Arguably, both the supporters and denigrators of individual terrorists can
share some elements of a common language evoking a terrifying beauty. This
is not the language of poetry, of Yeats evoking‘a terrible beauty’ which is
born in the massacre of Irish nationalists� ghting against British colonizers in
the Easter Rising of 1916; nor is it the beauty invoked by Rilke in theDuino
Elegies, which he envisions as‘the beginning of terror/which we are barely
able to endure’ because‘it serenely disdains to destroy us’. Complicating the
extreme romanticism read into Rilke’s illuminations of beauty and terror–
‘every angel is terrifying’, as he puts it– the ‘beautiful terrorist’ who concerns
me here is more likely to be found in pulp� ction and sensational reportage.

Alongside the Urdu panegyric of Omar Saeed Sheikh analysed earlier,
therefore, let us examine what happens to the� gure– and, more precisely, the
body – of this terrorist in Bernard-Henri Lévy’s racy narrative entitledWho
Killed Daniel Pearl?(2004). Written with the� air of a seasoned investigative
journalist, Lévy’s narrative reveals layers of barely concealed fascination for
Omar Sheikh in his reconstruction of Daniel Pearl’s death. At one level, for
Lévy, Omar comes across in a forthright idiom as a‘handsome’ terrorist, his
masculinity emphatically marked:

his face well-constructed, high forehead, a look without vice or malice
though somewhat veiled. His physiognomy appears intelligent and
rather frank, tortoise-shell glasses, a strong chin under a well-trimmed
beard, a good man it would seem, slightly tart smile, an intellectual
demeanor, very Westernized– nothing, in any case, that signals the
obtuse Islamist, the fanatic.42

In contrast to this demeanour of a‘good’ terrorist, Lévy reads other photographs
and videos of Omar Sheikh in which the re� ned, educated persona of Omar
begins to acquire more sinister overtones, approximating the‘monstrosity’ that
Jasbir Puar invokes in her queering of the� gure of Osama bin Laden.

Most vividly, Lévy captures Omar’s menace in a rough video documentation
of an arm-wrestling match in a noisy London pub. Apart from chess, Omar
was an arm-wrestler of some repute, a somewhat incongruous association for
a reticent, well-behaved, middle-class South Asian student at the London
School of Economics. Capturing the‘rough and good-humored’ atmosphere of
the arm-wrestling match (‘very 1960s Teddy Boys’), Lévy depicts Omar as the
very picture of concentration and indi� erence to the cacophony surrounding
him – ‘the crowd yelling and applauding’, with ‘young people with close-
cropped hair and tattoos, muscle-bound torsos, sitting on the� oor with pints
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of beer’.43 Pitted against a formidable competitor,‘a colossus with a shaved
head… a mountain of muscle and fat’, who is twice his weight and almost
twice his size, Omar is undeterred. Lévy describes the warm-up with graphic
detail:

[Omar] stamps, taps his foot and nods his head as though he were
searching for the beat. He takes his opponent’s hand, does it again
several times to get the right grip, and when he has, he paws it,
shakes it, still chewing his gum, and always rhythmically, as though
he were jacking himself o� , shakes it gently. Finally he presses
up against the table, rubs against it. With his chest projected, his
stomach glued to the wood of the table, nostrils� aring, � xed stare,
he’s the one who looks like he’s having a wank now.44

In contrast to this overt sexualization, Lévy juxtaposes Omar’s strategic
determination as a� ghter, who, on the point of losing the match, suddenly
‘marshals his muscles’ and takes advantage of his over-con� dent opponent’s
slight ease of pressure, to‘reverse the movement and, with one thrust, just
one, plasters the wrestler’s arm on the table to the cheer of the crowd’.45 In
Omar’s subsequent‘air of indescribable pride’, Lévy reads‘his secret face of
a brute’.46

Playing on the mixed signs of Omar’s appearance, Lévy sees a‘brute’ in the
trim, physically � t, handsome terrorist. At another point in his narrative, he
invokes a‘monster’ but not a hysterical one on the lines of Puar’s description.
Rather, this monster is‘also a man like any other’; he is a‘killer’ in whose face
Lévy fails to ‘� nd any stigmata that, in the common imagination, signals the
presence of absolute Evil’.47 Drawing on a more minute reading of Omar
provided by one of his hostages– Omar, it should be remembered, had built
his terrorist credentials by kidnapping tourists and seasoned journalists like
Daniel Pearl, luring them with his charm– Lévy reveals a man, seemingly
‘English’ but who is driven by‘a thorough and radical hatred of England’.48

Invoking Omar’s arm-wrestling matches in London pubs, Lévy’s hostage
informant has a‘theory’ that

deep down inside, [Omar] hated [the English]. He had only contempt for
those fat Englishmen bursting with beer, tattooed, obscene, propping up
the bar. Just that– he learned to know them and to hate them. He
was like a double agent in contact with the enemy. That’s what arm
wrestling did for him.49

Given his links with both the ISI and Al-Qaeda, Omar was perhaps more than
a double agent. Along with his compulsive, chimerical, and deceptive persona,
concealing both‘the perfect Englishman and the ultimate enemy’,50 as Lévy
puts it somewhat too dichotomously, what also needs to be put on the agenda
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are the sensual ways by which‘terrorists’ are perceived in the� rst place. Along
with his neo-conservative politics,� amboyant personality, diplomatic connections,
and anti-Pakistani biases, it would seem that Lévy also has an unacknowledged
voyeuristic interest in‘other’ (non-European) masculinities. Indeed, in the
absence of any systematic study of how the� gure of ‘the terrorist’ has regis-
tered across the world in diverse political imaginaries, one has to be cautious
in homogenizing the language of demonization by which� gures like Osama
bin Laden (and, more ambivalently,‘beautiful terrorists’ like Omar Sheikh)
have been vili� ed in ‘the West’. My point is that this language may be more
diverse than we imagine and a lot more revealing about the fascination for
terror by individual writers rather than an objecti� cation of the ‘terrorists’
themselves.

This fascination is not just evident in the polemical writings of right-wing
Islamophobes like Lévy but in the more urbane commentary of non-specialists
on terror like the celebrated spy novelist John le Carré. Barely concealing his
abhorrence of the Islamist onslaught on liberal values, he somewhat over-
stretches his interpretive capacities as a� ction writer by reading a demonstration
of ‘narcissistic homoeroticism’51 in Osama bin Laden’s video performances. It
would be useful to question in whose gaze homoeroticism gets read so easily in
the � rst place. Totally failing to read himself in the picture of bin Laden that
he so con� dently paints, le Carré goes on to provide some‘hope’ to Americans by
reassuring them that‘[bin Laden’s] barely containable male vanity, his appetite
for self-drama and his closet passion for the limelight… will be his downfall,
seducing him into a� nal dramatic act of self-destruction, produced, directed,
scripted and acted to death by Osama bin Laden himself’.52

Aspersions of vanity to the contrary, I would say that it is le Carré’s
predictions which have back� red: Osama bin Laden didn’t self-destruct in the
manner of some malignant evil spirit; he was clinically killed by the American
security forces in a script that had the full approval of the President of the United
States and his colleagues, who even ensured that they had the opportunity to see
the ‘killing’ being performed in‘real time’. Even while o� cial images relating
to the killing itself have been resolutely erased from the eyes of the world,
what is fully on display in the much-replicated photograph of Obama and his sta�
watching the killing is the White House’s vanity in demonstrating to the rest of
the world that Operation Geronimo was a success. Arguably, the reference to
the Native American Apache leader Geronimo, hounded by the American
forces in the last years of his life, was more of a racist political blunder on the part
of the American security forces than an obligatory pseudonym for Osama bin
Laden. Or, perhaps, it was not a blunder but a carefully calculated rea� rmation
of American national sovereignty reasserting its imperial power through the
‘discursive resigni� cation and double death’ of Geronimo.53 Once killed as a
renegade Native American troublemaker, the United States had no other
option but to kill him one more time as Geronimo EKIA (Enemy Killed In
Action), in and through the body of the most wanted man on earth: Osama
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bin Laden. Wanted Dead or Alive, bin Laden ultimately landed up, like
Geronimo, dead.

The Sikh as Muslim

Returning to the trope of‘mistaken identity’, it is necessary to trouble the
identity of ‘terrorists’, instead of marking them over-emphatically with lurid
signs. The terror of terrorism lies in the fact that its signs are often opaque
and lend themselves to be misread. At times this‘misreading’ is made by terror
experts themselves who may switch the identities of terrorists either strategically
or by falling prey to information glitches.54 Other misreadings take place
in the public domain as, for instance, during the xenophobic backlash to
‘September 11’ when turbaned Sikhs were misidenti� ed as Muslims and
targeted as Osama clones. Here Jasbir Puar’s evidence is particularly valuable
in the grassroots historiography that she provides of ordinary people killed in
American suburbia for no particular reason apart from the fact that they
happened to resemble‘the enemy’.

Foremost among the victims, one needs to remember Balbir Singh Sodhi, a
52-year-old turbaned Sikh, who was the� rst victim of a hate crime following
‘September 11’: he was shot� ve times in the back at a gas station in Mesa,
Arizona, on 15 September 2001.55 Despite the valiant e� orts made by American
Sikh community groups to highlight the obvious fact thattheir turbans were
di� erent from the headgear of Muslims, and that they were good American
immigrants, not terrorists, their self-proselytizing had to counter the colossal
cultural insularity and visual illiteracy of the American public at large. Puar
provides a meticulous documentation of the random, and yet calculated, violence
in� icted on Sikhs, which encompassed a spectrum of crimes:

Verbal harassment… hate mail; defecating and urinating on Sikh
gurdwaras, Islamic mosques and Hindu temples, leading in some
cases to arson; blocking the entrance of a Sikh temple in Sacramento
with a tractor and truck and jumping into the sacred holy water
at the temple; throwing bricks, gasoline bombs, garbage and other
projectiles into homes of Sikhs and Arabs and slashing car tires; death
threats and bomb threats; fatal shootings of taxi drivers, the majority
of whom have been turbaned Sikhs… and attacks with baseball bats,
paintball guns, lit cigarettes and pigs’ blood.56

This is a chilling testimony of how terror can be‘communalized’ in the
American context, not signi� cantly di� erent from other such ethnically driven
violence in the Indian subcontinent.

Focusing on the actual somatic dimensions of violence, Puar describes the
diverse ways in which the Sikh turban, which is sacrosanct for the community
at large and a sign of self-respect and masculinity, was subjected to abuse. At
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one level, it was the butt of abusive verbal commands (‘Hey, you fucking terrorist,
take that turban o� !’), but it was also the target of actual violence as turbans
were ‘clawed at viciously’, with the ‘unshorn hair’ pulled, and occasionally,
‘cut o� ’.57 Any reader with a perfunctory knowledge of the 1984 anti-Sikh riots
in Delhi, following the assassination of Indira Gandhi by her Sikh security
guards, will recognize at least some of these acts of violence by which
the turban was attacked. This subcontinental violence, however, needs to be
di� erentiated from the post-‘September 11’ scenario in so far it was fuelled not
by acts of misrecognition, but rather by the formidable and non-negotiable
equationof Indian Sikh men with the turban itself. In the immediate aftermath
of the anti-Sikh riots in Delhi, it was not uncommon for at least some Sikh
men to cut their hair and stop wearing turbans, which can be regarded both as
an act of humiliation as well as of strategic dissimulation, by which these men
had no other choice but to‘pass’ as non-Sikhs, like regular‘Hindu’ men.

Puar’s analysis of the turban takes on a dynamic performative force when
she moves away from thesigni� cation of the turban to its actuala� ectivity in
the public sphere. Emphasizing that it is‘fear’ that ‘materializes the turban’,58

she maps a volatile trajectory of associations as she shifts our critical attention
away from visibility to a� ect. In this shift, misrecognition gives way to a form
of resemblance, which operates through di� erent stages of perception:

The move from visibility to a� ect takes us from a frame of
misrecognition, contingent upon the visual to discern the mistake
(I thought you were one of them), to the notion of resemblance, a
broader a� ective frame where the reason for the alikeness may be
vague or repressed (You remind me of one of them). As distinct from
the ‘looks like’, relegated to the optical restrictions of visibility, the
‘seems like’ is mired in loaded tactile economies, an a� ective space
that pushes the‘seems like’ towards ‘feels like’ and even, to explain
the conviction of radical di� erence,‘feels like nothing I could ever feel
like’ or ‘nothing I have ever felt before’.59

In this lethal movement towards a� ect, Puar attempts to push the limits of
how signs get deployed in a realm of signi� cation, emphasizing the need to
work beyond semiotics towards a more visceral, corporeal, and kinetic sensi-
bility of the body – a ‘body’, as Brian Massumi puts it, that‘knows before it
cognates’.60

In a more phenomenological register, Puar deploys the notion of how bodies
are not ‘� xed’, but are perpetually in the state of‘becoming’ and melding into
other transformations of bodies. In this reading, the turban cannot be relegated
to a sign, unlike‘the beard’, which is what I had called attention to in my
earlier reading of‘the Muslim’. For Puar,‘the turban is always in the state of
becoming, the becoming of a turbaned body, the turban becoming part of the
body’.61 In this state of ceaseless mutation, the turban ceases to be a referent
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for ‘the Sikh’ and lends itself to both misrecognition and false resemblance.
Inevitably, this interpretation calls into question the politics of identity
surrounding not just‘the Sikh’ but of the ‘terrorist’ as well. Without quite
betraying her queer activist identity by a� rming an anti-identitarian position,
Puar claims that‘There is no entity, no identity, no queer subject or subject to
queer, rather than queerness coming forth at us from all directions, screaming
its de� ance, suggesting a movement from intersectionality to assemblage’.62

Once again, there is amovementat work in Puar’s thinking which compels
her to work against the distinct components of‘race, class, gender, sexuality,
nation, age, religion’ which form ‘an intersectional model of identity’63 –
indeed, the model that has been implicitly upheld earlier in this chapter in
my designation of the ways by which‘Muslims’ have been marked in speci� c
ethnographic, racial, colonial, and postcolonial contexts. Puar would regard
such an intersectional model, relying on‘the knowing, naming, and thus
stabilizing of identity’, to be overly dependent on the‘logic of equivalence and
analogy’, which generates‘narratives of progress that deny the� ctive and
performative aspects of identi� cation’.64 In contrast, ‘assemblages’ are more
tuned to ‘interwoven forces that merge and dissipate time, space, and body
against linearity, coherency, and permanency’.65 If intersectionality ‘privileges
naming, visuality, representation, and meaning’, assemblage‘underscores feeling,
tactility, ontology, a� ect, and information’.66

In this far too emphatically determined dichotomy of assemblage and inter-
sectionality, which would seem to deny any possibility of a dialectical relationship
between the categories, Puar over-privileges the dynamics of assemblage,
which would seem to lend itself to the ceaseless subversions of queerness. In
contrast, the strictures of intersectionality would seem to have no other option
but to ‘collude with the disciplinary apparatus of the state’ through the modalities
of ‘census, demography, racial pro� ling, surveillance’.67 Strategically, Puar
punctures, however perfunctorily, the limits of� ow and multiplicity in her
advocacy of‘assemblage’ by acknowledging‘the enduring capacities of inter-
sectionality’, which can never be entirely‘left behind’.68 Far from seeing a
permanent state of freedom in the temporal and spatial possibilities of the
assemblage, Puar is compelled to highlight its fragility:‘The assemblage is
momentary,� eeting even, and gives way tonormative identity markers even in
the midst of its newly becoming state’.69

This volatile, contradictory temporality captures very� nely, to my mind, the
complexity of any politics orchestrated around the principle of‘assemblage’:
even as it opens itself to the‘as yet unknown, perhaps even forever unknowable’,
it is also in the process of producing‘new normativities’.70 If our cultural
theory today could capture this double bind, instead of highlighting the
‘unknowable’ over the production of‘new normativities’, it would be more
accurate in analysing the multivalent dynamics and tensions of terror in our
times. In the process, even as our politics would be somewhat less utopian, it
could also become more sceptical and questioning. Let us acknowledge that
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even as terror can be evoked as the Great Unknown, it is also fast becoming
the Norm, a terrifying point of reference by which to measure and designate
diverse forms of violence and brutality in the banalities of everyday life.

I I T H E T E R R O R O F T H E R E A L

Recapitulation

To recapitulate: in the last section, I attempted to raise some performative
questions relating to the politics of passing and covering, dissimulation and
mistaken identity, within the larger context of‘the Muslim’ as constructed in
the political discourse of the Indian subcontinent, and as‘queered’ in the post-
‘September 11’ discourse of American popular culture. In this section, I shift
gears into a more empirical and historical register to address the terrifying
realities faced by Muslims in the Indian subcontinent within the larger context
of communalism, more speci� cally in the context of the genocide in Gujarat in
2002. Needless to say, this shift in context from the� rst section of this chapter
demands a di� erent critical language, which is sceptical of the very discourse
of performance in engaging with the actual eruptions and lingering legacies of
terror in everyday life.

Indeed, at a broader level, one needs to ask: To what extent does the language
of performance studies and queer cultural theory make sense in understanding
terror outside the Euro-American context? Does it divert attention away from
a more historically grounded political analysis of terror? By upholding a Euro-
American epistemic framework of minorities as terrorists, what are the risks
of translating such theory into other cultural and political contexts where the
histories of minorities are structured around signi� cantly di� erent epistemologies
and mythologies of danger and threat? More substantially, moving beyond the
speci� cities of queer theory, what are the limits of performance analysis in
understanding terror?

I spell out this last question at the very start of this section in order to be
critically vigilant about interpreting the performativity of killing in contexts of
genocide. Deploying the language of performativity in the context of death is
challenging and fraught with all kinds of possible traps– hermeneutic, political,
ethical. Building towards my critique of representingdeath as performance,
I work against the predilection to theorize acts of terror independently of their
history and factuality. In this regard, one should acknowledge that while
historical evidence may not‘explain’ terror in all its virulence and madness, it
can help to contextualize its moment of ignition, actuality, and consequence.
With these provisions in mind, let us focus now on a brief history of what
‘communalism’ signi� es in the Indian context, which may be all too familiar to
some of my readers, but without which it becomes impossible to address the
genocide with any clarity or critical responsibility.
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Othering Indian Muslims

While ‘communalism’ is often used synonymously with‘communitarianism’ in
Euro-American contexts, the‘communal’ being assumed to embody a common
core of beliefs, values, customs, and practices, the words need to be more
sharply discriminated. Contrary to the innate wholesomeness associated with
the ‘communal’, communalism in the Indian context is a form of sectarianism
by which other communities are marked by acts of hostility, violence, hate
speech, lynching, and genocide. In short, communalism can manifest itself as a
form of terror; there is blood in the word.

Since communities in the Indian secular constitutional context are identi� ed
primarily on religious grounds, with‘majority’ and ‘minority’ communities
being determined in the process, it is not surprising that religion should be the
dominant marker of communalism in the Indian context, with‘Muslims’ (or
‘the minority community’, as it is often euphemized) being pitted against
‘Hindus’ or the national mainstream of undi� erentiated‘Indians’. While there
are other markers of sectarian di� erence like region, language, and profession,
the political misuse of religion has been the most virulent provocation of
communal violence, with Muslims in particular being targeted as the very
source of the problem. Therefore, in a statement that has now acquired an
almost axiomatic tenor, the Chief Minister of Gujarat, Narendra Modi, who
has been charged by many activist and social action groups for masterminding
the genocide in Gujarat, has been associated with the widely circulated belief
that ‘All Muslims are not terrorists, but all terrorists are Muslim’. Sadly, this
formidable generalization has begun to acquire the force of a performative
which has been hegemonized in many di� erent parts of the world, contributing
towards the homogenization of Muslims and the legitimization of Islamophobia
at global, national, and local levels.

Keeping the normativity of political identities in mind, let us return to the
slippery logic of the British colonial imperative which attempted to prove that
Muslims were di� erent but notessentiallydi� erent from Hindus. The hermeneutic
twist in this argument was further complicated by the assumption that even as
the vast majority of Muslims were identi� ed as local converts, the entire
community (‘Muslims’) was implicitly blamed for othering itself. Within the
logic of the colonial administration, it was assumed, as Gauri Viswanathan
points out, that ‘the idea of Muslims as“outsiders” … was propagated by
Indian Muslims themselves’.71 In other words, they were responsible for
othering themselves.

Beyond the boundaries of the Indian colonial state, this accusation levelled
against the self-othering of minorities can be regarded as a familiar trope in
the contemporary rhetoric of racism. Minorities worldwide are frequently
blamed for othering themselves, as if‘racial consciousness’ were ‘the causeof
social division, rather than theproductof preexisting patterns of discrimination’.72

A familiar accusation could run along these lines:‘They have themselves to
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blame; if they didn’t mark themselves as di� erent, there wouldn’t be a problem
in the � rst place’. But who marks‘them’ in the � rst place? Who others whom?
In any process of othering, there has to be a posited self, against which
the other is measured and judged. Who determines the‘other’? What are the
conditions of power by which this determination is made possible and
hegemonized?

Once again, instead of succumbing to the platitudinous‘common sense’
generated by global cultural theory on the over-reiterated discourse on the self
and the other, it is necessary to in� ect how notions of the self and the other
are actually enforced– and performed– in speci� c political cultures. In India,
for instance, by the late 1920s, it was made emphatically clear by extremist
Hindu communal organizations like the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS)
that the ‘self’ – or, more precisely, the‘authentic Indian self’ – had to be seen
as intrinsically, and uncompromisingly,‘Hindu’.73 The RSS de� ned ‘the
Hindu’ as ‘Indian’ in explicitly exclusionary terms. Against this absolutism, all
religious minorities– and not just Muslims, but Christians, Jains, Buddhists, Sikhs,
Parsis, and Jews as well– had no other option but to be othered. Signi� cantly,
they were othered in di� erent ways, but‘the authentic Indian self’, against
which others were discriminated, remained unequivocally‘Hindu’.

V.D. Savarkar, an early ideologue of the Hindu Right, for instance, de� ned
‘the Hindu’ in 1923 as‘a person who regards the land of Bharatvarsha from
Indus to the Seas as his Fatherland (pitribhumi), as well as his Holy Land
(punyabhumi) – that is the cradle land of his religion’.74 Along with notions of
belonging to a common territory, there was the more materialist association of
owning – and not just sharing– a ‘common blood’: ‘We are all Hindus and
own a common blood’.75 Once again, the reference to‘owning’ takes us back
to the idea of property, and indirectly, to notions of veri� cation, regulation,
and copyright. Blood, it would seem, is not just a primordial essence, but a
vital component of proving one’s proprietary rights in a larger territory.
Inevitably, against the implacable belief in such a right that disingenuously
brought brahmans and low castes together under the rubric of‘Hindu’, those
non-Hindu communities which could notown this ‘common blood’ through
birth, or religion, or, by implication, culture, were summarily regarded as
‘foreigners’.

Some communities were more‘foreign’ than others: While the Buddhists,
Jains, and Sikhs could claim India as thejanmabhumi(land of birth) of their
religious identities and traditions, this was not true for the Christians, Parsis, and
Jews, who were categorically linked to a di� erent ancestry, culture, and tradition
lying outside of India. Yet these communities could be more tolerated than
their Muslim counterparts because they had, in their own ways, accepted India
as their country or contributed to its development, unlike Muslims, whose
loyalties allegedly lay elsewhere in Arabia, Persia, Turkey, and, most ignomi-
niously, in Pakistan. The very proximity to, if not equation of, Muslims with
Hindus before their conversion further contributed to their image as‘traitors’.
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It is not surprising, therefore, that through the struggle for Independence, and
increasingly after Independence, as many researchers have pointed out, Muslims
have had toprove their patriotic credentials before they can be regarded as
‘Indian’, and not as‘open or closet Pakistanis’.76

Returning to the tropes of‘passing’ and ‘covering’, one could say that,
within the ideological strictures of Hindutva, Muslims continue to be accused
of ‘passing’ as Indians, while secretly holding on to their primordial identities
as closet Pakistanis.‘Covering’ their more overt signs of di� erence could be
one way for them to be accepted, which would extend to their capacities of
social accommodation and of being assimilated into the mainstream of Indian
society. However, this covering is more often than not seen as opportunistic, if
not incomplete, playing into the ferocious stereotype of Muslims as‘bad
minorities’ (those who refuse to subdue their assertions of di� erence or misplaced
loyalties), as opposed to‘good minorities’ (those who behave themselves and
contribute to the growth of the nation).

If there is one trope that connects the Indian‘good minorities/bad minorities’
discourse to the more global‘good Muslim/bad Muslim’ discourse,� rst enunciated
by conservative academics like Bernard Lewis, and then brazenly polemicized
by George Bush in the immediate aftermath of‘September 11’, it is necessary
for both ‘good minorities’ and ‘good Muslims’ to prove their credentials.77

Bush reiterated the point, chorused by Tony Blair, that it is‘bad Muslims’
who are responsible for terrorism, while‘good Muslims’, on the other hand,
want to support ‘us’ in the ‘war on terror’ because they are innately decent,
God-fearing folk. However, as Mahmood Mamdani points out, drawing on a
well-known trope in legal discourse,‘unless proved to be“ good,” every
Muslim was presumed to be“bad”’ . Only by joining in the war against‘bad
Muslims’, could Muslims in general prove themselves to be‘good’.78 While in
the language of the law, it is assumed that a criminal suspect is innocent unless
proven guilty, in the discourse of terrorism, all Muslim suspects areipso facto
guilty until they align themselves actively to the war on terror.

By pitting ‘good Muslims’ against ‘bad Muslims’, there was clearly an
attempt to create an inner split among Muslims worldwide in yet another
variation of the old imperialist strategy of‘divide and rule’. However, the scale
of today’s Islamophobia is much larger than any colonial policy used by the
state to coerce and divide Muslims within the boundaries of the nation-state.
Extending beyond the troubled spots in Iraq, Iran, Palestine, or Pakistan, the
‘war on terror’ has built its legitimacy through the positing of an‘axis of evil’,
yet another war-mongering construction of the Bush administration that has
attempted to propagate the good Muslim/bad Muslim divide. Against this
absolutist dichotomy, there is the more paradoxical proposition put forward
by Faisal Devji that‘the only good Muslim is a dead Muslim’.79 While we will
deal with the reality of‘dead Muslims’ (victims of the Gujarat genocide) in the next
section, Devji’s construction is contextualized speci� cally within the liberatory
assumptions of suicide-bombing, where the‘goodness’ of the suicide-bomber is
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ensured through his or her state of martyrdom. Even as one may reject
this extremist logic, it counters the norms a� rmed by Bush and Blair in their
self-righteous need to defend Islam against its internalized‘evil’ others.
Suicide-bombers do not need their de� nitions of ‘good Muslims’ and ‘bad
Muslims’ to a� rm their supranational sacri� ce, which is made possible
through acts of terroron their own termsand through their own means,
notably their bodies which double as explosive devices.

Genocide in Gujarat

Against this background I return to the widely circulated comment attributed
to the Chief Minister of Gujarat, Narendra Modi, on Star TV, shortly before he
allegedly masterminded and legitimized what has been described as a‘genocide’
in Gujarat: ‘All Muslims are not terrorists, but all terrorists are Muslim’.80

Signi� cantly, this insidious language of communal equivocation is presented as
an axiomatic truth, which lies beyond questioning or critical dispute. Not only
is Modi’s communal logic devious, based on manufactured lies and a refusal to
engage with the intransigence of de� ning a‘terrorist’ in the � rst place, it erases
the role of the state in perpetrating terror.

Widely condemned by citizens’ committees and human rights groups in
India, the genocide in Gujarat, which speci� cally targeted Muslims between
28 February 2002 and 3 March 2002, has been extensively analysed as an instance
of state-sponsored ethnic cleansing. Shamefully marginalized by the‘international
community’, more preoccupied with the global magnitude of‘September 11’
and the‘war on terror’, the atrocities in Gujarat provide disturbing evidence of
a growing Islamophobia among the leaders and supporters of the Hindu
Right.81 The current reports indicate that more than 3,000 Muslims were
killed and over 100,000 were displaced, of whom 21,000 continue to live more
than ten years later in transit relief camps. For a state that prides itself on
‘development’, Gujarat shows no compassion for its most destitute and
vulnerable citizens– or, more precisely, non-citizens divested of their basic
human and constitutional rights.

Using the argument of‘retaliation’, the representatives of the Hindu Right
have justi� ed the killings in Gujarat on grounds of the Hindu masses reacting
violently, yet unavoidably, to the burning of� fty-nine kar sevaksor Hindu
pilgrims returning from Ayodhya. In a terrifying incident, whose extremity
needs to be acknowledged and condemned in its own right, these pilgrims were
burned alive in a railway compartment of the Sabarmati Express in Godhra,
on 27 February 2002. To this day, there are no clear indications as to how an
entire train compartment was gutted, which clearly necessitated the use of a
massive amount of fuel from within the compartment. In the immediate
aftermath of the burning of thekar sevaks, without any state or judicial
inquiry or attempt to calm communal tensions, Narendra Modi, the Chief
Minister belonging to the BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party), capitalized on the

‘ M U S L I M S’ I N A T I M E O F T E R R O R

94



volatile situation. Arguably, if the genocide against Muslims was allowed to
ignite and spread, it is because the commander-in-chief of the state resolutely
failed to call on the Army to prevent the situation from getting out of hand.

Still in power as the Chief Minister of Gujarat in 2014 with an aggressively
nationalist pro� le as a promoter of‘development’ and as the Hindu Right’s
top candidate for Prime Minister in the forthcoming elections, Modi remains a
deeply controversial� gure in the larger context of the Gujarat genocide of
2002. A wide range of social organizations have questioned his role in engi-
neering the genocide, notably the National Human Rights Commission,
Human Rights Watch, Concerned Citizens Tribunal, and activist journals like
Communal Combat. In addition, the larger communal context of Gujarat has
been documented in critical editions of essays and primary texts by Asghar Ali
Engineer (2003), Siddharth Varadarajan (2002), scholarly studies by Martha
Nussbaum (2007) and Christophe Ja� relot (2010), supplemented by incisive
analytical reports provided by historian Tanika Sarkar (2002) and legal activist
Arvind Narrain (2004), in addition to Rakesh Sharma’s documentary� lm Final
Solution(2004). At a discursive level, the evidence is massive even as it fails to
fully capture the brutality of the genocide. As communal violence erupted in
Godhra, hospitals turned away Muslim victims, while the police refused to
intervene and check systematic attacks on Muslim neighbourhoods and slums.
These attacks were led by frenzied mobs wieldingtrishuls (tridents) and
hurling gas cylinders as explosives.Dargahs(Muslim shrines) were burned and
replaced by Hanuman temples, while shops owned by Muslims in entire
localities were systematically listed, marked, and destroyed with the calculation
of a masterminded pogrom.

All these facts indicate clearly that the events in Gujarat can be justi� ably
described as a‘genocide’, in so far as a particular religious community was
targeted with predetermined calculation and the intention to kill. A brief look
at the genealogy of‘genocide’ is appropriate in this context. Coined by
Raphael Lemkin, a Polish lawyer, the word‘genocide’ is derived‘from the
Greek wordgenos, which means“ race, nation or tribe” in ancient Greek and
caedere, which means“ to kill ” in Latin’.82 The word was� rst used in inter-
national law in 1948 when it was incorporated into the newly installed
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide,
which applied the law to the extermination of the Jews in the Second World
War. Tellingly – and problematically– genocide has not been invoked to
condemn the mass killings of homosexuals, Communists, or indigenous peoples
(even though the annihilation of the Native American population in the United
States can justi� ably be regarded as a genocide on the basis of which the
world’s most powerful democracy has built its credentials).

As Arvind Narrain emphasizes in his valuable re� ections on‘Truth Telling,
Gujarat and the Law’ (2004), the‘only groups deemed worthy of protection
under the Genocide Convention, 1948, were national, religious, racial and
ethnic groups’.83 Using this o� cial de� nition of ‘genocide’, one could argue

‘ M U S L I M S’ I N A T I M E O F T E R R O R

95



that the Muslims of Gujarat as members of a speci� c religious community
were victims of genocide; more critically, they were killed and their property
destroyed not because of‘random violence that the state was unable to
control’ but because of the complicity of the state in the perpetration of the
violence. As the reports of the Concerned Citizens Tribunal in addition to the
National Human Rights Commission have con� rmed, ‘a willful and mediated
State’ abdicated‘responsibility of protecting the life of its citizens. The State
stood by and watched murder, rape, destruction of property, and desecration
of religious places, and in some cases even aided the process’.84

In this brazen display of violence, which was made possible through the
larger communalization of civil society in Gujarat, it becomes di� cult to seek
solace in the academic discriminations of communalism by which the‘othering’
of Muslims has been rationalized on cultural rather than on racial or eugenic
grounds. No longer, I would emphasize, can the exclusion of the Muslim other
be so euphemistically explicated through a‘racism of domination’ that leaves
open the humiliating possibility for Muslims of‘integrating’ themselves into
Indian society at the level of subordinate, second-class citizenship.85 Today we
are compelled to acknowledge the emergence of a‘racism of extermination’ as
it manifests itself through eruptions of rigorously monitored barbaric violence.
This drive towards extermination has been substantially marked in the
documentation of violence surrounding the Gujarat riots.

All genocides are marked by their ruthless and, occasionally, sadistic
demonstrations of senseless and excessive violence. Gujarat was no exception.
If one accepts the truism that violence is not arbitrary and follows speci� c
cultural patterns and rituals of torture, killing, and the mutilation of targeted
victims,86 how one kills is intrinsically related tohow one views the other,
and arguably, how one sees– or fails to see– one’s self in the process. In
this regard, one can acknowledge a performativity in the act of killing itself in
so far as it is linked to the production of a particular subject. And yet, this
thesis built on intentionality and the assumptions of di� erences across ethnic
and religious groups cannot be made axiomatic; rather, one needs to engage
with the actual reality surrounding the act of violence whose intensity and
virulence have the capacity to disrupt any neat academic thesis on subject
formation.

To provide some examples: In Gujarat, the bodies of Muslim women in
particular were subjected to terrible acts of violence, with foeticide featuring as
part of the genocidal killings. From the evidence of the historian Tanika
Sarkar, we learn that

a majority of rape victims were burnt alive… Some were beaten up
with rods and pipes for almost an hour. Before or after the killing,
their vaginas would be sliced or would have iron rods pushed inside.
Kausar Bano, a young girl from Naroda Patiya, was several months
pregnant. Several eyewitnesses testi� ed that she was raped, tortured,
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her womb was slit open with a sword to disgorge the foetus which
was then hacked to pieces and roasted alive with the mother.87

Faced with such evidence, the predilection to explain genocide or ethnic cleansing
within a global postmodern hermeneutics of an‘intimacy gone berserk’,88 as
Arjun Appadurai has elaborated in a provocative essay, seems somewhat glib.
We shall elaborate on the di� culties of Appadurai’s position shortly, but if
Kausar Bano is‘personalized’ in the mutilated remains of her body, it should
be remembered that her destroyed foetus remains unnamed, anonymous,
ungendered, and yet, irrevocably, marked as‘Muslim’.

With an activist’s investment in documenting the actual psychopathological
evidence of genocide, Tanika Sarkar has attempted to explain genocidal foeticide
as‘a symbolic destruction of future generations, of the very future of Muslims
themselves’.89 Linking such foeticide and the burning of men, women, and
children to the destruction of evidence itself, Sarkar stretches her otherwise
grounded interpretation to suggest that the enforced Hindu‘cremation’ upon the
Muslims of Gujarat results in a‘macabre post-mortem forced conversion’.90

I would argue that there is a hermeneutic excess, if not a misconstrued perfor-
mative, in this construction, which does not illuminate the violence in question.
While conversion, as I have argued earlier in this chapter, has been one of the
primary causes of the resentment directed against Indian Muslims in the Indian
subcontinent, it can no longer provide theraison d’être for the rage directed
against them today.

If we have to address the performativity of conversion, it would be more
accurate to address the coercive re-conversions of tribal communities anddalit
(low-caste) Christians, who have been forcibly brought back‘into the fold’ by
the zealots of Hindutva, even while their‘authentic’ Hindu � liations remain
forever tainted. These re-conversions can be described as the new performative
rituals by which ‘upper-caste racism’ is reasserted. What happened in Gujarat
was formidably di� erent, in so far as the killing of Muslims was not linked to
any attempt to‘restore’ Muslims to their real, pre-converted,‘Hindu’ selves. It
was directed more ruthlessly to the fact that Muslims cannot be trusted; they
are intrinsically violent and, therefore, should be exterminated. It would be
desperately hopeful to assume that in their liquidation, the story of communal
terror ends, but, perhaps, another cycle of terror is already in the making.

‘Dead certainty’: the limits of performativity

Against the critique of the Gujarat genocide substantiated within the commu-
nalizing tendencies of the Indian nation-state, it would be useful to juxtapose a
more global perspective on ethnic violence, as provided by Arjun Appadurai in
his essay‘Dead Certainty: Ethnic Violence in the Era of Globalization’
(1998).91 A brief look at this essay would indicate not just the uncanny corre-
spondences at work in the‘surplus of rage’ (243) characterizing such violence
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across cultural contexts; it could also reveal the di� erent theoretical modalities
attempting to‘make sense of violence’, to use Mahmood Mamdani’s pertinent
phrase.92 While Appadurai does not speci� cally use the discourse of perfor-
mativity to ‘make sense’ of violence, his essay is a virtuoso performance in its
own right, encompassing an extraordinarily vast sweep of diverse brutalities
and modes of torture in� icted on the body– or, more precisely,‘the ethnic
body’ – which is not just the‘site’ of violence, but‘a theaterfor the engage-
ment of uncertainty under the special circumstances of globalization’ (226, my
emphasis).

In ‘Dead Certainty’, globalization is made culpable for the‘radical social
uncertainty’ of our times, reinforced through‘weakened states, refugees,
economic deregulation, and systematic new forms of pauperization and
criminalization’ (226). Porous borders, the speed and intensity of trade, the
circulation of ideas through Internet and other global media, along with the
sheer numbers of people migrating from one place to another: all these factors
contribute towards a scenario of globaluncertaintywhich is irreversible and,
to a large extent, non-negotiable. Alongside this scenario, which complicates
his somewhat more euphoric a� rmation of global ‘� ows’ in his earlier book
Modernity at Large(1997), Appadurai posits the equally formidable intensi� -
cation of ethnic violence which he proceeds to map through intersecting
anthropological, cultural, and philosophical discourses.

In the process, he levels the killing� elds of the world with rhetorical bravura
and an encapsulation of several taxonomies of violence. What matters is the
citational and discursive sweep of this violence at a global level, rather than a
close reading of any one particular genocide, atrocity, or ethnic killing. While
local contexts and manifestations of violence are masterfully extrapolated
from the dense� eldwork and ethnography of major studies of violence set in
Rwanda, Tanzania, India, Sri Lanka, Northern Ireland, Cameroon, and China,
Appadurai fails to problematize the fact that these countries are positioned in
radically di� erent ways in relation to the forces of globalization. Instead, he
positions the uncertainties of our times in relation to the inexorable reality of
ethnic violence within the same grid of globalization. In the process, I would
argue that he essentializes the state of global uncertainty in order to posit his
thesis of‘dead certainty’, implying that the totalizing impact of‘uncertainty’ is
directly responsible for the‘dead certainty’ of ethnic violence in our times.

Along with the ‘uncertainties’ of globalization, Appadurai emphasizes the
aporias produced by mega-identities like the Scheduled Caste (SC), Scheduled
Tribe (ST), and Other Backward Caste (OBC), which are the dominant reser-
vation categories deployed by the postcolonial Indian state for literally millions
of low-caste people, in order to provide them with economic and social
opportunities. In highlighting the identitarian‘uncertainties’ emerging from
such governmental mechanisms, Appadurai fails to consider that they are of a
di� erent nature from those produced by global agencies, and have considerably
di� erent impacts on local communities. For all the confusions and backlash of
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resentment generated through reservations, there are bene� ts by way of social
and economic opportunities, which are perceived and desired by large sections
of the population, even if these opportunities do not necessarily materialize.
Even if one had to argue that the politics of reservations ignites the identitarian
uncertainties of Indian society, one should also keep in mind that not every
form of identitarian uncertainty is necessarily prone to ethnic or communal
violence.

Accumulating his evidence in a more performative register, Appadurai adds
to his list of ‘uncertainties’ the ‘instability of the signs of bodily di� erence’,
which makes it di� cult to identify ‘ethnic bodies’, both of victims and killers.
For example, with reference to the ethnic con� ict in Rwanda, Appadurai
claims:‘Not all Tutsis are tall; not all Hutu have red gums; not all noses help
identify Tutsi, nor do all modes of walking help identify Hutu’ (232). Playing on
such physiological variables, along with other somatic and kinetic slippages,
Appadurai a� rms that ‘the ethnic body… is itself potentiallydeceptive’ (232).
A sentence later, he reiterates that‘the ethnic bodyturns out to be itselfunstable
and deceptive’ (232, my emphasis), the earlier reference to‘potentiality’ replaced
by hermeneutic certainty.

Ultimately, it is neither factuality nor historiography that motivates Appadurai’s
postmodern thinking on ethnic violence, which is presented through a reversal of
rhetorical tropes revolving around vivisection and other forms of brutalization
of the human body. Getting to the crux of his thesis, Appadurai posits‘ethnic
labels’ as‘abstract containers for the identities of thousands, often millions, of
persons’ whose ‘large numerical abstractions’ provoke ‘grotesque forms of
bodily violence’ (240). Ostensibly, these forms of violence, which Appadurai
speci� cally designates as vivisectionist,‘o� er temporary ways to render these
abstractionsgraspable, to make these larger numberssensuous, to make labels
that are potentially overwhelming, for a moment,personal’ (240, my emphasis).
Building on this rhetoric, Appadurai a� rms his primary thesis that‘the most
horrible forms of ethnocidal violence are mechanisms for producing persons
out of what are otherwise di� use, large-scale labels that have e� ects but no
locations’ (241). It is in this act ofproducing persons through the act of killing
that Appadurai comes closest to a� rming a performative, though not without
opening a range of troubling questions relating to the agency, interpretation,
and the ethics of killing.

Attempting to circumvent these questions that his thesis so audaciously
provokes, Appadurai acknowledges that his position‘modi� es’ the more
established interpretation put forward by leading scholars of genocide and
political violence in Rwanda and Northern Ireland, who suggest that‘ethnic
violence produces abstract tokens of ethnicity out of the bodies of real persons’
(242).93 In contrast, Appadurai does not so much‘modify’ this position; he
actually reversesit by saying that it is abstractions that produce violence,
which in turn makes persons out of bodies. But to what extent does this
reversal hold up to the brutal fact of violence itself? Forwhom is the ‘person’
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attributed by Appadurai in his theoreticalcoup d’état a person, and not
another dead body, or victim? How is a‘person’ to be regarded in the� rst
place, dead or alive?94 Uninterested in attempting any critical re� exivity or
empathy towards the world of victims, who are reduced to‘bodies’, or worse
still, mutilated bodies, Appadurai would seem to deny the possibility of
‘personhood’ to victims prior to the act of the violence in� icted on them. In
this perverse logic, vivisection almost becomes a necessity to transform
abstraction into personhood.

Reiterating the same point with incremental eloquence in di� erent aphoristic
modes, Appadurai adds that violence is not just about identifying the
indeterminacy of the other; rather, the act of killing becomes‘one means of
satisfying one’s sense of one’s categorical self’ (244, my emphasis). How this
‘self’ relates to its imbrications within the larger institutions and identi� cations
of ‘community’, ‘caste’, ‘tribe’, ‘race’, and ‘nation’, under whose aegis the
worst forms of sectarian violence are unleashed, is left unclear in Appadurai’s
oddly primordialist thesis.95 Ironically, the problem with the thesis could be its
own ‘dead certainty’, which, for all the provocation of its central conceit, does
not take into account the volatility of ethnic violence in relation to the very
precise institutionalization of ethnic identity.

As Mahmood Mamdani has attempted to make sense of the lethal
phenomenon of‘victims becoming killers’,96 in an analysis that is more measured
and yet in� ected than Appadurai’s theoretical bravura, it is not the‘uncertainty’
of Hutu or Tutsi ethnic identities in the genocide of Rwanda that is strategized
to account for the sheerscaleof the mass killing. Rather, Mamdani elaborates
on the long-standing accumulation of ethnic tensions by which the Hutu and
the Tutsi have been marked and divided (since 1959) by the agencies of the colonial
and postcolonial African state through civilized/uncivilized, indigenous/immigrant,
majority/minority categories. The reversal of‘victims becoming killers’ cannot
be separated from this larger political process, embedded within intricately
encoded statist, economic, and social laws and sanctions, which may be
‘abstract’ at a discursive level, but which have very tangible and identi� able
manifestations in everyday life.

While no direct causality can be made between these laws and sanctions and
the actual brutality of violence, they provide a necessary framework in which
to ask the hard questions concerning the agency of the perpetrators of
violence. As Mamdani articulates the problem with critical empathy,‘Who did
the Hutu who killed think they were? And whom did they think they were
killing in the persons of the Tutsi?’97 The enigma of these killings is
substantially di� erent from Appadurai’s assertion of‘dead certainty’ in the act
of violence itself. More critically, in acknowledging the‘persons’ of the Tutsi,
Mamdani also re-instates the dignity of the victims, which, in Appadurai’s
construction, is suspended till they are actually killed.

In seeking a rationale for violence within the parameters of his own‘ethnocidal
imaginary’,98 Appadurai would seem to be more theoretically challenged by
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the excessof violence than by the realities of violence itself. Indeed, there is
almost a performative relish in his sifting of global evidence relating to
depravity and perversity. This relish becomes increasingly pronounced as
perverse details of violence are decontextualized from larger ethnographies and,
in the process, sensationalized– for instance, the removal of foetuses from
pregnant women intact followed by forcing the mother to eat the foetus.99

These details are steeped in the sexualization of the enemy through acts of
penetration and cannibalism (‘eating the liver or heart of the exposed“class
enemy”’ ), compelling Appadurai to acknowledge with a far too easy eloquence
that ‘eating the enemy is one way of securing a macabre intimacy with the
enemy who was so recently a friend’ (239).

While the brutal intimacy of such acts of violence cannot be denied, the
danger is that it can divert critical attention away from the more sober task of
addressing the‘banality of evil’ as addressed by Hannah Arendt in her unfailingly
resonant reminder that evil gets normalized through the routine protocols of the
state. Banality, far more than uncertainty, could be one of the most enduring
tropes of violence in our times. Reinforced through di� erent agencies of
bureaucratization, it does not so much precipitate violence as it legitimizes
it, compelling it to be normalized and even accepted as a fact of life. This is
certainly the case in post-genocide Gujarat, whose chief perpetrators still remain
at large, if not� rmly empowered within the armature of the state, despite recent
judgements in 2012 that have been passed against the perpetrators of the
Naroda Patiya slaughter in 2002.

It should also be acknowledged that the communal violence unleashed in
Gujarat state and subsequently marginalized by the discourse of‘development’
would not have been possible without the larger communalization of civil
society at large. Gujarat, one could argue, did not create communal violence;
rather, it is a particularly virulent outcome of what already existed and
continues to be justi� ed. Certainly, the violence did not erupt because Muslims
and Hindus were‘uncertain’ about where they stand in relation to each other.
On the contrary, within the implementation of Hindutva’s anti-minority
agenda and ideology, large sections of Hindu and Muslim communities were
only too ‘certain’ of their standing in relation to each other.

In short, I would submit that the‘dead certainty’ of the Gujarat genocide
cannot be separated from the terrifyingly banal truth that the perpetrators of
this genocide were fully aware that they would get away with their crimes.
Even if the law was not on their side, it could be suspended inde� nitely to
allow their barbarity to be systematically erased and forgotten. Against the
‘dead certainty’ of violence, therefore, one may also need to inscribe the
uncertainty of justice which could be, in the� nal analysis, one of the most
deadly sanctions of the continuation of violence in our times.

Sadly, the narrative of violence does not end with the death of its victims,
whose bodies are often so mutilated that they are almost‘unrecognizable’.
Appadurai puts it e� ectively when he acknowledges that there are no lingering
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truths in the aftermath of‘dead certainty’: ‘the “ theatre of the body” on which
this violence is performed, is never truly cathartic, satisfying or terminal. It
only leads to a deepening of social wounds, an epidemic of shame, a collusion
of silence, and a violent need for forgetting’ (244). Against this bleak scenario,
the resources of hope for victims of genocide obtaining justice or being healed
from their wounds would seem to be very limited. I will elaborate on this
condition by examining alternative models of truth and reconciliation in
Chapter 3, followed by harder questions on the possibility of seeking justice
outside the law towards the end of Chapter 4.

For the moment, let us shift the scenario of this chapter from the magnitude
of genocide to some surprising counters to the violence of our times in the
cultures of everyday life. Ironically, yet signi� cantly, these revelatory moments
get illuminated through minor accidents, contradicting Paul Virilio’s more
formidable understanding of environmental, global, nuclear, and technological
accidents manifesting themselves as disasters. In contrast, the accidents of
everyday life through human encounters can illuminate alternative possibilities
of self-de� nition and creative renewal.

Outing the self

Against the ambivalences of what is‘certain’ and ‘uncertain’ about violence,
I end this chapter with an anecdote that marks what Walter Benjamin has so
aptly described as‘the true method of making things present: to imagine them
in our space (and not to imagine ourselves in their space)’.100There is always a
problem in sanitizing the terror of genocide‘out there’ within the safe con� nes
of any piece of writing: the onus to report and call attention to violence can
give way to the comfort of self-righteous vindication. The trials of long-distance
witnessing can even succumb to the discomfort of voyeurism. This discomfort,
of course, should not be used to justify a moratorium on fact-� nding, which
could merely enhance the complicities of silence. Nor is it necessary to berate
oneself for the obvious‘inadequacy’ of one’s representation: this can be a self-
perpetuating gesture of a strategically nuanced‘failed’ authorship. Perhaps,
one possibility of dealing with violence that has not been personally witnessed
is to inscribe one’s distance from its location. In this distance, there is both a
profound sense of unease and the possibility of rethinking the ordinariness of
life in one’s own location in which violence ignites.

I began this chapter by sharing a conversation in which I passed as a
Muslim, who was always already a terrorist. I went to the extent of saying
that it is ‘dangerous passing as a Muslim these days’. Perhaps, what I did not
su� ciently emphasize is the ethical dilemma of how to resist being‘passed’ as
a Muslim in coercive circumstances, while resisting in equal measure a total
disidenti� cation from the category of‘Muslim’. Disidenti� cation, after all, can
easily capitulate to the negative stereotypes of‘Muslims’ which, as this chapter
has attempted to demonstrate, are steeped in the worst forms of demonization.
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As I end this chapter, let me share another story not of disidenti� cation, but of
mistaken identity where being passed as a Muslim can also be a source of hope
and self-renewal:

The details are blurred in my mind. I am on a street in Calcutta, not
far from my home. Suddenly, a rumour cuts through the street like a
knife. There is an eruption of fear and panic suggesting the imminence of
a riot. Within seconds, the street is deserted, the corrugated iron
shutters of shops descend in quick succession with a clanging sound,
collapsible gates are bolted, and there is ominous silence. I am left on
the street confronting an uncertainty I cannot fathom, but wish to
escape. A taxi is speeding and is about to take a sharp curve in the
bend on the street. A split-second eye-contact with the driver is all
I remember. He yells at me to get in. I sit in front, no questions asked.

Gradually, as the car speeds on this surreal journey to no particular
destination, I � nd things returning to normal. The familiar is no
longer unfamiliar. I turn to the driver and thank him for his help.
Only after he mumbles that we’re bound to help members of‘our
own community’ do I realize that he has mistaken me for a Muslim.

I can keep quiet about this, and allow the moment to pass. However,
something compels me to speak out:‘But I’m not a Muslim.’ ‘What
are you?’ he asks, taken aback.‘Parsi.’ ‘What’s that?’ Before I can
answer, he says,‘Oh, I’ve got it, you’re Bohra.’ ‘No.’ ‘Khoja?’ ‘No.’
These are versions of Muslims. I am compelled to clarify the obvious:
‘Parsi is something else. It’s another community (Alag jaat hai).’

The driver looks at me quizzically, not entirely convinced, and shakes
his head. We begin to laugh. It doesn’t matter that he is Muslim and I am
Parsi, even though his mistaking me for a Muslim was the accident
that brought us closer together. My passing for a Muslim didn’t deny
me my identity; it became the occasion for me to declare my‘self’.

As I recall my conversation with the driver, my memory playing tricks with an
event– or perhaps, non-event– from the past, I realize the inadvertent possibi-
lities of drawing an ethics of the self from the chimeras of colliding identities.
Through these moments of recognition, mere glimmers of coexisting with the
Other in others and in ourselves, we can learn to imagine a future not with
‘dead certainty’, but rather, with the living uncertainties of the present
moment.
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3

COUNTERING TERROR?

The search for justice in Truth and Reconciliation

I M A P P I N G T H E T E R R A I N

Multiple locations, di� erent stakes

Following the focus on‘September 11’ and Islamophobia in the� rst two
chapters, this book now widens its exploration of terror by shifting its attention
to Truth and Reconciliation in post-genocide Rwanda and post-apartheid
South Africa. Arguably, the pre� x of ‘post-’ in the context of massive tragedies
like genocide and apartheid is deceptive in so far as it implies a clean break with
the past, which, in actuality, continues to haunt the present through lingering
legacies of violence, humiliation, and injustice. One should acknowledge,
therefore, that the‘post-’ has, at best, an expedient signi� cance that demarcates
‘o� cial’ endings of national crises and states of emergency, as determined by
the agencies of the state. What continues to exist at ground levels in the hearts
and minds of people is a di� erent reality.

With this quali� cation in mind, let me specify the key question underlying
the argument of this chapter in the larger context of transitional justice in
Rwanda and South Africa: what are the performative dimensions underlying
these states of transition, and how do they engage with truth and reconciliation
in coming to terms with the terror and atrocities of the past? At one level,
these‘performative dimensions’ are documented and assessed in this chapter
through the testimonials provided by the victims and survivors of genocide and
apartheid, whose evidence of the torture, pain, and su� ering in� icted on them
provides a searing documentation of human cruelty. At another level, following
Judith Butler’s precise formulation of performativity as‘the power of dis-
course to produce what it names’,1 the conceptual thrust of this chapter is on
the legal mechanisms and apparatus invented by the state to legislate and
enforce new modes of‘forgiveness’ and ‘reconciliation’.

Performativity, I should emphasize, cannot be understood outside of these
mechanisms, which provide the framework in which speci� c performances are
rendered intelligible in the� rst place. This is not just a matter of providing a
context of the performative circumstances that make truth and reconciliation
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possible; more speci� cally, one is dealing with an entirearmature of laws,
rules, protocols, time schedules, and training processes that constitute the
modalities of putting truth and reconciliation into practice. Without these
modalities, the performances would not exist in the� rst place. This point
needs to be emphasized at the start of this chapter to prepare the reader for the
heavy dose of factuality that dominates the opening sections, which will be
followed by a few descriptions of actual performances and more philosophical
speculations on truth and reconciliation.

To spell out some basic facts: While the discourse of Truth and Reconci-
liation (TRC) was o� cially inaugurated in South Africa in 1996 in the form of
a Commission, its model was substantially questioned, critiqued, adapted, and
indigenized in Rwanda following the genocide in 1994. Even as the goal of
both these experiments was to enable survivors and perpetrators of violence to
live together in reconstituted societies with new imaginaries of coexistence,
they di� er signi� cantly in terms of their philosophical and methodological
premises. First, while the post-genocide juridical process in Rwanda was
structured around trials, the post-apartheid truth and reconciliation process in
South Africa was built around a Truth Commission.2 Second, while the
Rwandan government rejected the principle ofimpunity, demanding prosecution
for all perpetrators through di� erent legal procedures, the transitional South
African government allowed conditionalamnestyfor political crimes. Third,
at a purely quantitative level, the scale of the Rwandan experiment far
surpassed the TRC experiment in South Africa: while as many as 1,210,368
trials were conducted in Rwanda at local level grassroots courts (gacaca)
between 2005 to 2010,3 the Human Rights Violations Committee of the TRC
in South Africa accepted only 21,400 statements by the victims of apartheid, of
which only one-tenth were actually heard by the Commission in testimonials
made by the victims.4

In relation to the overwhelming diversity and scale of material addressed in
this chapter, I have chosen to in� ect the mega discourse of Truth and Recon-
ciliation through the missing link ofjustice, which would appear to be either
short-circuited or absented (as in the case of South Africa), or else reduced to
the technicalities of juridical procedures with questionable accountability and
expertise (as in the case of Rwanda). While my focus on Rwanda will engage
with some fragments of evidence relating to how the law was re-invented at a
performative level on a mass scale through grassroots trials (gacaca), my
engagement with South Africa will draw on– and question– the actual
construction and projection of the TRCas a performancein its own right.

Broadly, at a political level, I would endorse the widely held view that the
TRC failed to engage with the wider‘structural and everyday violence of
apartheid’,5 in addition to the economic violence controlled by an oligarchy of
elite families and corporations. In e� ect, the selective mandate of the TRC left
‘thousands of apartheid functionaries unscathed’, while ‘the majority of those
who bene� ted from apartheid– mainly, the broad white population– [were let]
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entirely o� the hook’.6 In contrast, I would acknowledge that the Rwandan
experiment in truth and reconciliation attempted to provide justice to the
widest possible representation of the genocide’s victims at a scale that totally
de� es any such experiment in justice. To what extent this experiment‘worked’
is another matter– there have been widespread allegations of corruption,
intimidation, and a travesty of justice by international standards– but the
attempt on the part of the Rwandan government to confront the genocide at a
multitudinous grassroots level needs to be acknowledged for its conceptual
audacity and unprecedented execution.

The right to intervene

Given the complexity of the� eld, one could justi� ably question my right to
intervene in the truth and reconciliation processes in Rwanda and South Africa
even at a purely discursive level. Neither a legal expert on transitional justice
nor a political authority on either South Africa or Rwanda, I could also be
accused of not having any direct‘experience’ of the processes in question.
I have not confronted any of the atrocities addressed in this chapter except
through their reportage, critical analysis, and representations in the media,
which makes me, at best, a‘secondary witness’,7 as Catherine Cole designates
the readers of her substantial study onPerforming South Africa’s Truth
Commission: Stages of Transition(2010). Indeed, it would be accurate to
identify my own position in this chapter as a critical reader, whose engagement
with Cole’s research on post-apartheid South Africa along with Ananda
Breed’s (2007, 2008, 2009, 2014) interventions on post-genocide Rwanda
enables me to foreground some key issues in which the interstices of performance
and the law are played out in the Truth and Reconciliation discourse.

Confronting her own right to intervene in Rwanda, even as she has spent
many years researching post-genocide performances, Breed raises some
searching questions:

What right does any Western theatre practitioner have to engage with
Rwandans in a discourse about human rights? In a country that has
been destabilized, and that could erupt in violence again, is it a
mistake to empower people to question the government’s campaign to
rewrite history? Could one possibly incite con� ict by encouraging
multiple narratives that challenge the government’s simplistic version
of the utopian precolonial past and a peaceful present and future?
What is possible?8

To the urgent and ethical tenor of these questions, one could add that it is not
just the ‘Western’ theatre practitioner who needs to be on the alert in preaching
the discourse of human rights. As Gayatri Spivak has alerted us,‘the work of
righting wrongs is shared above a class line that to some extent and unevenly
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cuts across race and the North–South divide’.9 The relationship of postcolonial
intellectuals and activists in the global South to the lure and inherent traps of the
human rights discourse is fraught with its own contradictions and deceptions.

Against Breed’s cautious and re� exive ‘right to intervene’ at a micro level,
there is little comparison with the more arrogant, if not imperialist, position
adopted by the‘Western powers’, notably the United States, in its unques-
tioned and self-righteous‘right’ to protect the people of the world against
foreign aggressors and from sectarian factions operating within their own
states. As Tzvetan Todorov (2003) has pointed out, such a unilateral‘right to
intervene’ comes with its own political agendas and electoral strategies at
home. In e� ect, the United States did not intervene in Rwanda despite
numerous warnings by the Canadian General Romeo Dallaire monitoring the
UN observation mission in Rwanda that inter-ethnic hatred was brewing:
‘American delaying tactics ensured that not a single extra soldier, not a single
arm arrived in Rwanda before the genocide had run its course’.10 In contrast,
the haste in‘intervening’ in Iraq on totally fabricated suspicions of‘weapons
of mass destruction’ reveals that the US’s ‘right to intervene’ is inextricably
linked to its own geopolitical strategies, masquerading as humanitarian concerns.

In contrast to the‘promotion of universal justice’ underlying the right to
intervene– a ‘universal’ that has a dubious ancestry in earlier vindications of
colonialism and imperialism– Todorov (2003) o� ers the‘duty to assist’ as a
more modest and dialogic mode of action. This‘duty’ prioritizes the ethical
and practical dimensions of providing‘aid’ within a framework of attentive
witnessing, vigilance, and care. Shifting the agency from those who are in
power and in a position to intervene, to those who need help in situations of
distress, the primary value of such‘duty’ is that ‘it is o� ered and not
imposed’.11 In e� ect, this means that potential bene� ciaries can always refuse
humanitarian assistance given to them. Theright to rejectassistance, therefore,
is one of the possible consequences of the duty to assist.

Admittedly, the exact fault-lines between‘right’ and ‘duty’, ‘intervention’
and ‘assistance’ are not as categorical as Todorov makes them out to be in his
own somewhat too self-absorbed moralizing. Can they not shift according to
context and situation– the duty to intervene, the right to assist? Can rights be
so peremptorily erased from the obligations of duty? How, indeed, are they
imbricated in each other’s priorities? While Todorov’s theoretical discriminations
may provide useful criteria to judge the ethics of military intervention in states
of war and genocide, they become more complicated in assessing performative
interventions where justice is at stake in the larger state-determined performances
around truth and reconciliation.

Returning to the risks of my own intervention in this chapter, which
amount to nothing less than theright to write, I should acknowledge that one
of the primary impulses for addressing truth and reconciliation in the� rst
place is inextricably linked to the political uncertainties of my own location
in India. Along with Rwanda and South Africa, India could be regarded as
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the ‘third space’ that facilitates my critical enquiry at subterranean and
re� exive levels. One could justi� ably ask: what are the critical links between
these locations, and what are their stakes in the larger context of truth and
reconciliation?

Unlike transitional governments in Rwanda and South Africa, the Indian
state, it should be emphasized, has never embarked on a truth and reconciliation
process following any of the numerous atrocities, genocides, and communal
riots in the post-Independence period. At best there have been citizens’ hearings
organized by activist and social action groups, but these harrowing expositions
of pain and su� ering through testimonials have not been given much legal
weight; nor have they been mediatized to the nation at large on the lines of the
daily radio broadcasts and television reportage of the Truth and Reconciliation
process in South Africa. Whether one is dealing with the anti-Sikh riots in
1984, or the communal disturbances following the demolition of the Babri
Masjid in Ayodhya in 1992, or the more recent Gujarat genocide in 2002, the
vast majority of the victims and survivors of these outbreaks of violence continue
to seek justice often without the most basic legal aid by which their grievances
can be voiced to the public at large. Meanwhile, the perpetrators and instigators
of these atrocities are not merely at large, but entrenched in positions of
power. Clearly, there is no‘transition’ at work here for these legitimized
criminals; it is ‘business as usual’.

Despite the spate of disillusionments that obstruct and caricature the possibilities
of justice, the dogged belief among the widest spectrum of Indian activists remains
that ‘the law needs to take its course’. By law is meant the process of criminal
justice represented by the legal institutions of the state, through all the protocols,
modalities, and procedures demanded by the courts, with all the inevitable delays,
suspensions, blackmail, and threats constituting a systematic denial or deferral
of justice. Against this oppressive reality, the hopeless, yet tenacious, faith
in a justice-to-come, which fuels the struggle against communalism in India,
is something I share, fully aware of its frustrations, though not entirely
convinced of its futility.

Far from seeing ready-made alternatives in the performative reinventions of
the legal system in Rwanda and South Africa, I am compelled to question the
long-term e� cacy of such processes even while recognizing their transformative
potentiality. This inevitably calls into question thelimits of performing truth
and reconciliation at purely symbolic, expressive, dramatic, and rhetorical
levels. Even while I am aware of the crude and unproductive instrumentalism
involved in reducing any truth and reconciliation process to the bald question
of ‘was it “ good” or “ bad,” e� ective or not?’,12 I do not believe that the issue
of e� cacy can be separated from almost any reading of performativity. Far
from seeing an‘intellectualcul de sac’13 in raising questions around‘good’ and
‘bad’, or ‘e� ective’ and ‘ine� ective’, I believe that it is necessary to engage with
these binaries within the ambivalences of justice. This questioning of justice
has to take place not just at the level of its technicalities, but in terms of how
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it actually gets performed through the energy and tangibility of its diverse
gestures, declarations, and speech-acts. E� cacy, as will become clear in the
argument of this chapter, is as much a performative concern as it is a legal issue.

With these preliminary remarks that frame the larger stakes of the chapter,
let us focus now on the interplay of justice with truth and reconciliation in the
contexts of Rwanda and South Africa, which will be interrogated in two
separate sections. This will be followed by re� ections in a more philosophical
register on three speci� c motifs – silence, forgiveness, and time– that run
through the Truth and Reconciliation discourse both within the contexts of
Rwanda and South Africa, and beyond.

I I R W A N D A

The terror of statistics

The tragedy of Rwanda’s genocide has barely survived the numbing e� ect of
its overwhelming statistics. In her compilation of facts on the 100-day genocide
in 1994, Ananda Breed indicates its Reign of Terror:‘Over 1 million Tutsis
and moderate Hutus killed, 400,000 women widowed, and 500,000 children
orphaned’.14 Stretching the time-frame, Penal Reform International quotes an
o� cial government study con� rming that ‘1,074,017 people were killed’
between 1 October 1990 and 31 December 2004‘of whom 93.7% were
Tutsis’.15 Against the ruthless depersonalization of these statistics in the
archive of genocide– and the implicit demonization of the killer Hutu
community – we could juxtapose more personalized fragments of terror in
narrating Rwanda’s genocidal history and memory. A few examples:

A 45-year-old Rwandan woman was raped by her 12-year-old son– with
Interahamwe [genocidal militias] holding a hatchet to his throat– in
front of her husband, while their� ve other young children were
forced to hold open her thighs.16

Some [victims] were penetrated with spears, gun barrels, bottles or
the stamens of banana trees. Sexual organs were mutilated with
machetes, boiling water and acid; women’s breasts were cut o� .17

A Hutu mother described how she had beaten to death the children next
door who looked at her with wide-eyed amazement because they had
been friends and neighbors all their lives… She justi� ed the slaughter
as doing‘a favor’ to those children, who would have become helpless
orphans given that their parents had been murdered.18

If the statistics of casualties tend to sanitize the actual brutality of extreme acts
of violence, providing an escape-route from the confrontation of pain and
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su� ering, the snippets of terror quoted above, focusing on lurid and sadistic
acts, risk becoming‘pornographic’.19 Avoiding the re� ex of playing into a
‘desire to shock’, I will not focus on actual enactments of terror in Rwanda
but on the ways in which the Rwandan government has attempted to deal
with it through a grassroots judicial system involving the entire population of
the country. Inevitably, this necessitates an engagement with o� cial discourse,
which plays an integral role in activating the performativity that goes into
rebuilding lives in a post-genocide era. This o� cial discourse in turn cannot be
separated from its strategization of particular facts.

Against the widespread casualties of the genocide, one learns that the judicial
system was‘shattered’ in 1994 with � ve judges and� fty lawyers remaining
alive in the entire country.20 This diminution of numbers has a particularly
unsettling e� ect when one reckons with the pragmatic reality that it would
take ‘over 150 years to try the over 120,000 prisoners accused of participating in
the genocide’21 – criminals occupying prison space designed to accommodate
only 18,000 inmates.22 The dauntingimpossibility of arriving at any sense of
justice in this scenario where the logistics of the law and basic human norms
have fallen apart is what compelled the Rwandan government to arrive at
another method of prosecuting and punishing the perpetrators.

By default, then, it could be argued that the government prioritized alternative
modes of justice, even as it would have been easier to abdicate the rule of law in
a state of emergency and total collapse of civic services. A� rming – indeed,
claiming – the genocide, instead of discrediting it as a monstrous aberration,
the Secretary General of the Ministry of Justice, Busingye Johnson, tells
Ananda Breed:‘We wanted to allow this genocide… [to] appear like it is a
Rwandese problem created by us, and therefore should be solved by us’.23 It is
instructive how this owning up to moral responsibility also conceals a disguised
form of national pride in so far as Johnson appears to claim categorically that‘we
have solutions for our own problems’. It was out of this mindset that an indigenous
and traditional form of con� ict resolution – gacaca– was re-invented by
government authorities to engage with the terror of the past.

Realizing the unthinkable: the provocation ofgacaca

What isgacaca? Literally‘grass’ in the language of Kinyarawanda, also translated
as ‘a grassy place’ or ‘judgment on grass’. At various points in Ananda Breed’s
writings, gacacarefers to a traditional, precolonial form of arbitrating disputes
with opposing families sitting on the grass, opening themselves to the mediation
of community elders. These elders are identi� ed as theinyangamugayo, generally
described as‘persons of integrity’, but more literally translated as‘those who
detest disgrace’.24Working within the values and logic of what could be described
as ‘traditional wisdom’, gacacaexempli� es the eminently sound principle that
‘to settle brotherly disputes, you must put aside your family ties’.25 The disputes
represented in earlier forms ofgacacainvolved problems relating to land,
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inheritance, property, and marital relations, but not‘cattle theft, murder, or
other serious crimes’, as Lars Waldorf emphasizes.26 Almost without exception,
these disputes were local, domestic, and strictly bound within the life-practices
and economies of local communities. If the verdict of theinyangamugayowas
accepted by the opposing parties of a dispute, the case would be closed, but, if
the con� ict could not be resolved, the case would then be brought before a
regular court.

At � rst glance, the model ofgacaca, both at precolonial and postcolonial
levels, does not seem to be signi� cantly di� erent from other such traditional
structures of con� ict resolution presiding over‘customary law’ in the rural-based
economies of the cultures of the South. Thepanchayatsof India, for instance,
originally constituted as councils of elders, continue to thrive in almost every
village of the country even as their autonomy is increasingly circumscribed by
the larger political culture of the state.27 While the panchayattradition has
often been invoked as a grassroots model of‘Indian’ democracy, despite recent
aberrations of patriarchal and sexist abuse, the possibility that it could be
re-invented to sit in judgement on communal atrocities or genocide in a national
context would be regarded as not just absurd, but somewhat unthinkable. It is
in the context of the‘unthinkable’, therefore, that I am compelled to re� ect on
how the traditional structure ofgacacahas been radically transformed and
mobilized for the dispensation of justice in post-genocide Rwanda.

For some critics, the‘re-invention’ of gacacais nothing short of a hoax,
with transitional justice scholar Lars Waldorf categorically declaring that the
post-genocidegacacahas ‘no resemblance to customary dispute resolution
other than the name’.28 If the older tradition of gacacaworked within the
framework of customary law for the arbitration of local disputes, the new
gacacahad the onus and prerogative tojudge‘serious crimes’ within an intricate
and highly bureaucratic assemblage and demarcation of di� erent kinds of
crimes legally de� ned by the state.29 Second, as Waldorf has emphasized, while
the former inyangamugayo(persons of integrity) were village elders, exclusively
male and known to the community at large, the mass of 250,000 newinyan-
gamugayo(both male and female) were elected by public vote and given a
crash-course ranging from 36 hours to a week in arbitrating genocide, often
with disastrous results and massive allegations of corruption.30 Third, a key
di� erence between the old and the new forms ofgacaca, according to Waldorf,
had to do with the audience of the court proceedings. While the traditional
gacacawas open for participation only to the opposing families in the presence
of the inyangamugayo– in this sense, it was an oddly private a� air even while
being grounded in the life of a community– the newgacacawas played out in
public spaces for the interrogation and live participation of citizens at large.

One could regard this mass participation of citizens in the collective act of
judging perpetrators of violence as a highly performative democratic exercise.
As Ananda Breed has emphasized, the sheer repetition of thegacacasessions
on a weekly basis for� ve years endowed it with an almost ritualistic quality of

C O U N T E R I N G T E R R O R ?

111



a kugangahura, or cleansing ritual.31 Highlighting the intimacy of commu-
nitarian gestures in theatrical enactments ofgacaca, like passing around
and drinking banana beer shared by the entire community, Breed suggests that
such gestures of solidarity have the potential to‘supersede the localness of
terror’, thereby creating new possibilities of‘remapping or restaging [social]
cohesion’ in localities that had been torn apart with ethnic violence during the
genocide.

Against the hopeful tenor of this interpretation, one is also compelled to
emphasize, as almost every critic ofgacacahas pointed out, that the attendance at
the gacacasessions was madecompulsoryby the state for all its adult citizens.
It was not a‘free choice’, or an a� rmation of the collective unconscious of the
community. Performinggacacathrough regular attendance and participation
in its sessions was the mandatory responsibility of all citizens living in the new
Rwanda. Once again, invoking the‘unthinkable’, my mind boggles as to how
this responsibility could have been instituted and regulated in the most remote
villages and towns with all the accompanying logistical problems. People had
to travel long distances to attend agacacasession, compromising or sacri� cing
on their available time or daily income. At times, the sessions were interrupted
or cancelled on account of the rain or by the lack of su� cient numbers to
constitute a legal quorum. To counter the absence of attendance through such
circumstantial factors, there was a surveillance system built into the operation
of gacacaat local levels, with penalties, threats, and blackmail in� icted on
those who played truant from performing their national duty.

Beyond such oppressive constraints, which inevitably frame the ideological
di� erences between the consensual model of the oldgacacaand its more
coercive post-genocide‘re-invention’, the most substantial di� erence concerns
the cultural expression of ethnic identities. Earlier, the participants ingacaca
identi� ed themselves as Hutu, Tutsi, or Twa. Today, however, these ethnic
categories have been o� cially outlawed and criminalized in post-genocide
Rwanda, making it illegal as such for Rwandan citizens to a� rm di� erences
on the basis of their inherited racial identities. In e� ect, the a� rmation of
compliant citizenship is being sanctioned through a false resemblance to the
earlier tradition ofgacaca, which is assumed to have embodied an intrinsic social
harmony divested of any ethnic tensions. The irony is that this constructed utopia
of racial togetherness is premised on the assumption that di� erent ethnic groups
ostensiblylived togetherin the precolonial past, while the‘new Rwanda’ is
imagined to be‘uni� ed’ only through anerasureof ethnic � liations.

Once again, drawing on the communal context in India, where violent clashes
have taken place between, within, and across communities and castes, I am
compelled to ask: How would one begin to outlaw the identitarian categories
of caste and community responsible for such clashes? How would one judge
them as being intrinsically evil? More critically, how would one proscribe their
use in the social interactions of everyday life? Once again, it is the‘unthinkable’
that provokes one to question the assumed relationship between‘de-ethnicization’
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and the framing of a‘common’ identity based on the norms of an ostensibly
homogenized Rwandan citizenship.32 The assumption that a‘common identity’
can exist only through an elimination of di� erences plays into the most
deeply entrenched statist a� rmations of ‘national integration’ and ‘communal
harmony’.

Gacacaas performance: a theoretical trap?

Enough of a context has been provided in delineating the di� erences between
the actual practice and philosophy of precolonialgacacaand its contemporary
avatar for us to raise more direct questions in relation to itsperformance
today. Keeping in mind that the newgacacahas been described by diverse
commentators as‘hybrid’, ‘neo-traditional’, and, as an‘invention of tradition’,
it would be a mistake to con� ate thegacacaof the past and the present, in its
precolonial/pre-genocide‘reality’ and its postcolonial/post-genocide‘adaptation’.
To look upon gacacaas a performance is not exactly the issue: what has
happenedto its performance over the years? And what is itsayingand doing
in opposition to its a� rmed intentionality?

Circumventing the dense factuality of her own research, Ananda Breed
draws somewhat too readily on Richard Schechner’s concept of performance
as‘twice-behaved behaviors’, ‘restored behaviors’, and ‘performed actions that
people train to do, that they practice and rehearse’, in order to explain how
gacacaworks.33 Given the disjunction that exists between the traditional
model of gacacaand the one‘restored’ by the present Rwandan government
for its nation-building exercise, we need to question more sharply what is
meant bybehaviourin the � rst place. In Schechner’s formulation, there is an
odd singularity in the use of the word, which gets replicated across the spectrum
of theatre, ritual, and public culture, with the adjectival pre� xes of ‘twice-
behaved’ and ‘restored’ almost normalizing the axiomatic repetition of any
behaviour. To what extent is‘behaviour’ an appropriate category to represent
genocide, both in its actuality and performative replication?

At a more general level, one could question whether the sociological resonance
of the word ‘behaviour’ applies to all performances, particularly to those that are
highly aestheticized and formalized. More speci� cally, in the realm ofgacaca, it
could be argued that the word is more resonant in so far as victims and perpetrators
perform themselvesby re-enacting or reconstructing genocidal violence through
testimonies, accusations, and confessions. But can these enactments of brutality
and massacre be so unproblematically subsumed within the category of
‘behaviour’? One is compelled to question whether the word is not appallingly
euphemistic in calling attention to genocidal violence in all its sadistic viru-
lence. The actual frenzy of violence, I would submit, challenges the normative
underpinnings of what is understood by‘behaviour’ in the � rst place.

A more critical question would relate to the modalities of‘restoration’ itself.
Restored to what? one could ask. There is no pristine state ofgacacato fall
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back on, even as its imagined precolonial social harmony is essentialized by the
Rwandan government in its deliberate attempt to arrive at a solution to deal
with the genocide. However, in terms of the newgacaca’s political ideology
and criminalization of racial identities, the post-genocidegacacais emphatically
not a performance based on some assumedly prior behaviour. On the contrary,
its performative circumstances have been radically altered. In e� ect, this is
what Busingye Johnson, the Secretary General of the Ministry of Justice,
emphasizes when he a� rms that gacacais ‘something new. Not only new in
Rwanda, but new in the world.’34 It is the ‘newness’ of gacaca, authored,
stage-managed, and orchestrated by the state, that legislates a‘new behaviour’
from its citizens. In essence, the wordgacacais being used for something that
is fundamentally di� erent.

In invoking the construct of‘restoration of behavior’ to explain how a pre-
genocide tradition ofgacacais being‘restored’ in its post-genocide simulation,
one has to be careful in eliding the actualpolitics of transformationembedded
in this process. In not acknowledging the con� ictual dimensions underlying
any act of ‘restoration’, and by leaving the options of‘restoration’ far too
open, Schechner’s concept can lend itself to‘evasiveness’, as W.B. Worthen has
emphasized.35 Not only does‘restoring’, for Worthen, have‘a kind of ritual/
religious tang to it that makes the ideological work of that evasiveness scarier’,
it ‘doesn’t quite get at the policing of the activity either: not everyone’s
restorative behavior counts as restorative; some count as idolatrous, some
count as defamatory’.36 And some‘restorations’, I would add, as in the case of
the newgacaca, are inextricably part of state propaganda– clearly, a far cry from
the numerous studies that have emerged in the� eld of theatre and performance
studies around‘twice-behaved’ behaviours represented in theme parks, heritage
villages, Disneyland, and diverse forms of theatrical re-enactment.

Drawing on Worthen’s useful intervention, I would argue that the basic
problem with ‘restoration of behavior’ in the context ofgacacais that it would
seem to soften the more virulent political dimensions of what would need to
be regarded as state authoritarianism. The meaning of Schechner’s concept,
I would argue, lies in its speci� c usesand misuses, and not in its general
theorization of how performance is always already in the state of being repeated–
and transformed– through its ceaseless repetition and iterability. Probing the
speci� c modalities of repetition, one would need to move beyond the somewhat
formalist premise that‘Restored behavior is living behavior treated as a� lm
director treats a strip of� lm. These strips of behavior can be rearranged or
reconstructed; they are independent of the causal systems (social, psychological,
technological) that brought them into existence.’37 While a� rming that ‘They
have a life of their own’, wherein‘the original“ truth” or “source” of the behavior
may be lost, ignored, or contradicted– even while this truth or source is apparently
being honored and observed’, Schechner pushes his conceptual paradigm to
acknowledge that‘how the strip of behavior was made, found, or developed
may be unknown or concealed: elaborated; distorted by myth or tradition’.38
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The distortion in the case ofgacaca, I would argue, has serious political
implications, in so far as the‘myth’ and ‘tradition’ underlying post-genocide
gacacaare being invented to produce a new apparatus of citizenship, divested
of ethnic di� erences in favour of a common Rwandan identity. Within the
mechanisms of such an apparatus, a concept like‘restoration of behavior’
needs to be more rigorously problematized so that the very epistemology of
‘restoration’ can be called into question, if not rejected. Arguably, contexts of
terror and genocidedecimatethe very idea of‘restoration’ in the � rst place,
compelling one to consider how‘new’ concepts and practices are born out of the
debris of massacres and the annihilation of normative structures of behaviour.

What is being‘restored’ in Rwanda today is terrifyingly‘new’, but it is not
‘new’, as Schechner’s concept implies, in the sense of a‘living behaviour’ that
has endured a process of training or rehearsal, which the state is then in a
position to ‘edit’, rather like a � lm director treating a strip of� lm. On the
contrary, it could be argued that the Rwandan state is simultaneously producing,
editing, and distributing the� lm in question, and, in the process, demanding of
all its citizens a new performance within the disciplinary procedures of the
state, dislocated from earlier ethnic histories and memories. Therein lies the
underlying terror of the state’s performativity in enforcing truth and reconciliation
through justice, which is propagated regardless of the di� erences which
continue to a� ict victims and perpetrators in an essentially coercive process of
social transformation.

Dramaturgy ofgacaca

At this point, let me narrate some of the key dramaturgical components of a
particular performance ofgacacawitnessed by Ananda Breed, which she
describes as‘the trial of Emmanuel in Gahini’.39 All statements are drawn
from Breed’s original description and commentary.

The setting: a giant Umunyinya tree in the middle of an open dirt expanse.
As a prelude to thegacaca, there is a dance performance by the associa-
tion Abiyunze (United), comprising of 30 perpetrators, 40 survivors
and 60 community members. To the beating of a drum, two lead
dancers step into the centre, their arms outstretched. No ordinary
dancers bound together by professional ties and training, we learn
that ‘the male dancer was a perpetrator, and the female dancer a
survivor; he had killed the woman’s uncle during the genocide’.40

Already, before the performance ofgacacabegins, there is a jolt in this narrative:
Who or what exactly is being seen? Dancers? A man and a woman? A perpetrator
and survivor? Or all these multiple personae at the same time? In such a‘new’
enactment ofgacaca, what exactly is being‘restored’? And ‘who’ is being
‘restored’ to ‘what’? And at‘which’ point in time?
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A single bench and table are placed in front of the seated audience.41

This could be regarded as a scene change in‘full lights’. After the preliminaries
of the dance, the real‘performance’ begins.

Ceremoniously, nine judges wearing sashes of the Rwandan� ag with
the word Inyangamugayoimprinted on it walk in single-� le across the
dirt expanse to the desk.42

This suggests the power of a Chorus, as in Greek tragedy, making its entrance
and observing the entire proceedings, leading to the� nal judgement.

The crowd stands for a moment of silence.43

A civic ritual, a mourning for the dead. The space suddenly assumes the aura
of what Breed describes as a‘commemoration space’, in which silence is linked
to an o� cially sancti� ed code. Linking the memory of national tragedy to the
speci� c task of judging a perpetrator’s actions, the act ofmourningis embedded
in the collective responsibility tojudgethe perpetrator.

Emmanuel, an accused perpetrator, testi� es to the crimes committed.
According to the scripted narrative of testimony requested, he gives a
full account of how he murdered seven individuals with the tools of
grenades, arrows and machetes.44

Clearly, Emmanuel is the protagonist of this drama as he holds forth on his
crimes. It is signi� cant that his ostensibly prepared, but improvised account, is
in direct response to what Breed describes as a‘scripted narrative of testimony’
that has been speci� cally ‘requested’ from him.

The audience makes soft clicks in their mouth as they listen to the
testimony.45

These are pre-verbal, visceral responses to known, but not fully acknowledged,
narratives.

After a more graphic description of actual violence, in which Emmanuel
describes how the victim was hit on the head with a hammer, then
struck on the legs with a machete, followed by his throat slit, the
perpetrator breaks down and openly weeps.46

This moment of grief is painful even as its resolution is left open. Emmanuel
appears to break down under the pressure of his testimony. Or is the weeping
a mandatory requirement of the script? Is Emmanuel likely to be pardoned if
he doesn’t weep?
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The resident trauma counselor makes her way through the audience
to o� er him tissues.47

This somewhat surreal insertion of a totally unexpected‘character’ opens up
the role of trauma management by the state: is this counselling service made
available out of compassion for the victims or in response to the trauma
industry endorsed by European humanitarian services?

Culminating her account without quite telling us how exactly Emmanuel
was punished– did he land up in prison, or was he given the option to do
community service?– Breed mentions how the‘grief counselor’ elaborates on
the larger aura of comfort provided bygacacato local communities. Is this a
temporary reassurance, or the beginnings of a long-term reconciliation? How
does Emmanuel face the family of his victims in everyday life, and to what
extent do they continue to‘forgive’ him after the performance ofgacacais
over? There can be no conclusive answers to these questions.

The evidence of experience

Against the complexities of victims and perpetrators living together, a process
seething with contradictions, how does one read the reconciliatory power of
performing gacaca? I stress‘read’, because words and images are all I have in
my absence from any direct witnessing ofgacacaas a performative event.
Instead of regarding this loss in terms of an absence of experience, playing into
a mystique of performance that rests entirely on the essentially ephemeral
nature of its psychophysical presence, it is more useful to examine how
performances likegacacacan have afterlives in the narratives that extend
around them. Even if we had the opportunity to experiencegacacadirectly, we
need to remind ourselves that the‘evidence of experience’, in Joan Scott’s
(1993) powerful formulation, is discursive and political in its construction. It is
not something that‘happens’ and which we then need to recover and analyze
in words; rather ‘experience is at once always already an interpretationand
something that needs to be interpreted’.48

Keeping this in mind, how do I position myself in relation to the‘evidence’
provided by Ananda Breed– evidence that pierces the mind with a collision of
impossible realities? For example, the words of a woman breast-feeding a
child: ‘When I do theatre, I forget that this brother here killed my� ve
children’.49 My � rst response to this statement is one of total disbelief, which
does not disappear even when Breed reminds us with due academic sobriety:
‘During several observations… I witnessed the survivor holding her baby and
laughing as she and the perpetrator conversed’.50 The only other evidence
provided for this woman’s reconciliation is a long statement in which we learn
about her relationship to art and theatre, and which is worth analysing
in detail:
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At � rst I would be discouraged, I would be lonely; as I associate and
interact with people, I begin feeling all right, I become happy. I can
laugh. I can talk to people. I feel liberated.51

This feels like a highly subjective existential release of enormous pain, which is
reinforced by the woman’s admission that her‘fears’ subside through the
process of acting, performing, and singing. By allowing herself to be absorbed
in laughing, talking, and being‘happy’ with others, as the woman reminds us
candidly, there is‘no time’ to think about the fears of the past.

From this point onwards, the statement assumes a more formal register.
The informality of singing and dancing becomes a‘mission’; it ‘leads others to
understand things which they didn’t understand before’.52 The sudden insertion
of ‘others’ somewhat displaces the personal voice into a more generalized‘you’:

There are things that were hidden from you which you get to know.53

And then, abruptly, there is a shift to‘we’:

The good news is that when we are invited to say something or perform
somewhere, you� nd yourself participating in nation building.54

This ‘good news’, I have to acknowledge, sends a shiver up my spine, compelling
me to ask: Who is speaking through this woman? How does the discourse of
nation-building interpellate her voice? And to what extent is it a complicit
voice, a voluntarily propagandized voice?

In answering these di� cult questions, we would do well to remember Joan
Scott’s advice that the task at hand is not‘the reproduction and transmission
of knowledge said to be arrived at through experience, but the analysis of the
production of that knowledge itself’.55 While Scott is primarily concerned with
the writing of history, particularly the history of the socially marginalized and
excluded, drawn out of‘� rst-hand’ exposures to their‘real’ pain and su� ering
or to moments of empowerment, she o� ers performance theorists some valuable
clues in terms of how‘experience’ can be constructed at a theoretical level.

Cautioning against any attempt to‘naturalize’ experience, or to render it
‘neutral’ through objective witnessing or recording, Scott reminds us that
experience is not‘the origin of our explanation, but that which we want to
explain’.56 While this approach would seem to‘undercut politics by denying
the existence of subjects’ in all their � esh-and-blood corporeality, which is
what tends to be prioritized in the limited ethnographies of the subaltern subject
in performance studies, what is of critical importance is to realizehow subjects
are brought into being, along with the other social and political processes
which are part of their‘creation’.57 How, indeed, are presencessummonedinto
existence through discourses that already exist and which shape the transitory
tangibility of the here and now? The evidence of experience demands close
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attention to the inscriptions of the past in the present, along with projections
of the future over which one may have no control, even as one may be
compelled to articulate it. In short, the illusion of‘being there’ on the part of the
writer needs to be complicated by multiple temporalities and subject positions
outside the imagined coherence of shared experience.

Performing Rwandanicity

Keeping this theoretical perspective in mind, let us return to the woman who
seems to have unequivocally forgiven the perpetrator who has killed her� ve
children. It could be argued that her seemingly upfront and candid exchange
with Breed cannot be separated from the larger discourse of‘Rwandanicity’,
which, in Breed’s succinct formulation, is described as‘the performativity of
the new Rwandan identity’.58 Inevitably, in confronting this performativity, it
is not just what the woman says that is of primary concern, but the
o� cial discourse surrounding and consolidating her voice, which facilitates its
performativity within the framework of a seemingly spontaneous, yet
predetermined, script. Only a closer examination of such a script, as I have
attempted in the earlier section, would indicate the� ssures at work in repre-
senting di� erent ‘persons’ (‘you’, ‘she’, ‘I’, ‘it ’, ‘we’), as opposed to a single
subjectivity (‘I’) in which the con� icting temporalities and tenses of a particular
voice are emphatically stabilized in an illusory present.

And yet, alongside the discursivity that produces new identities and rela-
tionships, it is vital not to close the possibilities of reconciliation, however
fragile, that are negotiated through interpersonal relations. In this regard, it is
necessary to acknowledge, as Ananda Breed has shared with me in a personal
correspondence, that when she last returned to Rwanda in 2010, she found
both the survivor and perpetrator at a commemorative event. The survivor
told Breed that since they had last met, her child had fractured her leg, and
that the perpetrator had visited her in hospital and taken care of her� eld. For
Breed, these gestures of concern indicate that the perpetrator’s ‘remorse’ for
killing the � ve children of the woman was not some� eeting emotion, but,
rather, a con� rmation of his decision to‘live a life focused on repentance’.

This complex, yet heartening, example indicates that repentance can lead to
reconciliation through a personally negotiated ethical bond between a particular
survivor and perpetrator. However, the dominant reality in Rwanda is that the
language of the state has legislated a new behaviour for its citizens, which may
not, in actuality, exist. In this schism between what is legislated and what is
‘real’, the discourse of Rwandanicity asserts its o� cial prerogative toproduce
new Rwandan identities in the most peremptory of registers. To illustrate the
almost parodic quality of this discourse, Breed quotes the statement of a
brigadier general in the Rwandan bi-weekly newspaper,The New Times, who
provides an unintentionally ludic dimension to the discussion by declaring that
gacacacan be considered a‘lubricant to the ideology of Rwandanicity’.59
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While gacaca, according to the General, has‘ensuredunity and cohesion in the
society since the pre-colonial times’, Rwandanicity is an ideology of ‘our
times’.60 This temporal disjunction is summarily confused by the General who
goes on to say that

By de� nition, Rwandanicity was an idea and philosophy thatguided
the people’s conduct and perceptions. As an ideology, therefore, itis
what the people of Rwanda understood themselvesto be, what they
knew about themselves, and how theyde� ned and related to each
other and their country as a united people.61

In such a formulation, the stimulus for an essentialized national-cultural identity
would seem to have evolved from the people themselves as if it were part of
their self-knowledge and ontology of being. Far from being imposed, the
‘ideology’ of Rwandanicity, as interpreted in this performative statement, is
that essence which grows– and has always been growing– from within, not
only in each individual, but collectively to form a‘united’ Rwanda. It could be
argued that this language is disturbingly close to an organic homogenization
and consolidation of‘the people’ in fascist narratives, which con� ates almost
e� ortlessly with ultra-nationalist agendas. Extending beyond an‘ideology’,
which encapsulates the genealogy of a new‘identity’, the General goes on to
claim that Rwandanicity is also‘the mediumin which Rwandans get their world
view’.62 In other words, the ideology of Rwandanicity is all-encompassing,
extending from the innermost depths of‘Rwandan being’ to its mediation in
the larger� eld of globalization.

Building on the premise that all performances relating to guilt, confession,
accusation, and repentance in thegacacacourts need to be contextualized
within the discourse of Rwandanicity, Breed highlights the normativity that
gets performed by repentantgénocidairesseeking forgiveness for their crimes:
‘How well prisoners perform their act of contrition may win them freedom or
subject them to further time in prison. Rwandans I spoke with acknowledged
the risk that less-than-sincereperformances of contrition ingacacacourts may
hampertrue reconciliation.’63 The questions to be probed would be: How do
we measure a‘good’ performance when a prisoner performs the act of contrition
‘well’? And how does one assess‘sincerity’? What are its performative signs so
that it becomes possible to judge‘a less-than-sincere performance’ (with all its
legal implications)?

In this regard, the Penal Reform International Report ongacacawould
appear to be totally out of its depth in measuring the norm that‘for a con-
fession to be valid… it had to be “ complete and sincere”’ .64 Acknowledging
that ‘sincerity’ is di� cult to ‘judge’, the report nonetheless attempts to describe
it through ‘a fulsome apology’65 without specifying what makes an apology
‘fulsome’ in the � rst place at vocal, gestural, and expressive levels. Likewise,
the PRI Report declares that‘The judges’ ability to motivate and hold their
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audience over a protracted period also played a vital part in the search for the
truth’.66 Adopting what could be one of the oldest clichés in the arsenal of an
actor’s skills– the ability to ‘hold’ an audience– the PRI is unable to elaborate
on what goes into this‘holding’ at a performative level.

In dealing with such dead-ends of interpretation, it becomes necessary to
engage with a more somatic vocabulary of performance, whose dimensions are
brie� y suggested by Breed at a conceptual level rather than through thick
description:

In terms of the performance of confession, I have observed an etiquette
of repentance at thegacaca. Although not considered as legally binding,
there is an assumed mode of delivery and behaviour for the defen-
dant’s confession for an apology to be‘truthful ’. The defendant’s
demeanour, body language, tone of voice, and even a word choice
become elements of the‘performance’ of the confession… 67

Even as there are some subtle clues here as to how performances ingacacaare
individually rendered, through a speci� c tone of voice and body language, the
challenge lies in actually� eshing out these details. Is the voice, for instance,
nasal, high-pitched, growing in intensity, speed, and volume, or does it remain
centred around a particular tone? How do the hands and eyes work, as a
perpetrator of violence seeks forgiveness? What are the silences and pauses in
the conducting of a particulargacacasession? In the� nal analysis, such a
micro-analytical perspective on performance is challenging not merely because
it could be almost in� nitesimal in e� ect, but because the performance has to
conform to a particular grammar of behaviour that Breed describes very
precisely as‘etiquette’.

Any embodiment of etiquette, in whatever context or set of circumstances,
is a manifestation of speci� c manners which are always already implied and
suggested asappropriate for speci� c situations. The codes of etiquette, one
could argue, precede any possible improvisation through performance. In this
regard, one could justi� ably ask: How do Rwandan prisoners seeking their
freedom in gacacasessions‘learn’ this etiquette of repentance, and to what
extent is this learning already imbibed from other structures of interaction in
everyday life? How do the institutions of family, school, community, and
church prepare the ground for this‘etiquette’? This is where an enormous
amount of research remains to be done in� guring out the actualtransference
of behavioural codes and norms in everyday life into new performative structures
where the telling of one’s story or confession of violence can, quite literally,
result in freedom or imprisonment. In the tense interstices that exist between
the habitual performances of everyday life and the modulation of these
performances within the performativity of state discourse, we face one of the
deepest analytical challenges in understanding how new nations like Rwanda
get performed on command.
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In the section that follows on the TRC process in South Africa, we will
revisit many of the problems raised in this section on Rwanda, notably the
interrelations between theatre, performance, and performativity. The‘evidence
of experience’ in the TRC process comes with its own emotional dynamics and
intensities, which are nonetheless circumscribed by the politics of a nation in
transition from the state of apartheid to a new democratic state ostensibly
inclusive of all its citizens. Like the use ofgacacain the post-genocide context
of Rwanda, the TRC process in post-apartheid South Africa is best regarded as
an ‘experiment’. And, as in all such experiments, the possibilities of struggle,
failure, compromise, and betrayal cannot be ruled out. What matters is that
the experiment takes place and that its consequences are made accountable to
the people involved in it and the world at large, providing critical insights on
what can be learned in dealing with the terror of the past and on what needs
to be avoided in perpetuating its legacies today.

I I I S O U T H A F R I C A

The ‘impossible machine’

Arguably, no re� ection on truth and reconciliation today, in whatever context,
can a� ord to ignore the spectral omnipresence of the TRC process in South
Africa. Now hegemonized as a model for Truth Commissions at a global level,
the post-apartheid TRC discourse serves both as an inspiration and as a provo-
cation for my own problematization of truth and reconciliation in this section.
Unlike gacaca, which prioritized the implementation of justice at mass levels
within a larger performative structure, the TRC generally tends to be read
as a performancewhose overall emotionala� ect tends to supersede, if not
overwhelm, the actuale� ectsof social transformation. In the course of this
chapter, we will question this dominant assumption by examining how
the backstage control of the juridical proceedings of the TRC monitored its
high-voltage expositions of pain and su� ering, along with chilling confessions
of former perpetrators of heinous crimes. If in the context ofgacaca, justice
was foregrounded albeit in rough and corrupt circumstances, justice in
the TRC context tends to be invisibilized, even as it was monitored through
the modalities of what Adam Sitze (2013) has so rigorously theorized as an
‘impossible machine’.68

Highlighting the etymological root of the word‘machine’ in the Greek word
me-khane-, Sitze calls attention to the theatrical apparatus of thedeus ex
machina(the god from the machine), which was often used in the staging of
Greek tragedies in the� fth century either to resolve the endings of plays, or to
complicate them at ironic levels. Through an intricate system of a crane, pulleys,
and weights– one of the earliest instances in Western theatre history of
‘technology’ being put into practice– an actor was suspended in the air to
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create the illusion of a god levitating in celestial space. However, contrary to
what Sitze assumes, this‘illusion’, in the thoroughly non-illusionist drama-
turgy of Greek theatre, was made visible: in other words, there could have
been no means by which the relatively open stage of the Greek amphitheatre
could have disguised the arti� ce of the god suspended in the air.

Despite this slight in� ection to Sitze’s understanding of thedeus ex machinaas
a miracle-making machine that‘works only to the extent it itself remains invisible
and o� -stage’,69 I am more in agreement with his political use of the metaphor
of the deus ex machinain his reading of the TRC as an‘impossible machine’.
Impossible, not least because the TRC facilitated the unimaginable confessions
of perpetrators and heart-rending testimonials of victims, who were made to
confront each other and negotiate the possibilities of forgiveness and reconci-
liation. Machine, because, as Sitze reminds us, this miraculous facilitation of
‘impossible’ meetings and a� ects could not have been made possible without a
politically determined legal apparatus with meticulous rules and regulations,
which monitored the‘drama’ of the TRC in the � rst place. For Sitze, this
apparatus was not just‘inscrutable’ but also ‘impractical’; it was a ‘machine
whose mandate was either too good to be true, too broad to be practical, or
too constrained to be transformative– but that, in any case, did not deliver,
and arguably could not have delivered on its great potential’.70

Before we begin to dismantle the components of this‘machine’, it would be
appropriate within the larger context of this chapter to assess the theatrical
impact of the TRC – and I mean‘theatrical’ as opposed to‘performative’,
drawing on the most fundamental associations of theatre as a‘place for
seeing’, where embodied performances by real-life actors in a particular space and
time elicit strong emotional responses from an audience. Keeping theatricality in
mind then, let us begin with the most publicized and mediatized of TRC’s
enactments by considering the hearings and testimonials of victims, which
have been vividly foregrounded in Catherine Cole’s research onPerforming
South Africa’s Truth Commission(2010).

The theatricality of hearings

Returning to some of the early responses to the TRC, which were considerably
less cynical than the somewhat burned-out reactions that one is likely to
encounter in South Africa today, let us recall how the director and visual artist
William Kentridge (1998) captured the TRC’s theatricality:

The Commission itself is theatre, or at any rate a kind of ur-theatre.
Its hearings are open to the public, as well as televised and broadcast
on the radio. Many of the hearings are presided over by Archbishop
Tutu in full purple magni� cence. The hearings move from town to
town setting up in a church hall, a school auditorium. In each setting
the same set is erected. A table for the witnesses (at least as high as
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that of the commissioners so the witnesses never have to look up to
the commissioners). Two or three glass booths for the translators. A
large banner hangs on the walls behind the commissioners, TRUTH
THROUGH RECONCILIATION. 71

As the performance theorist Ray Langenbach has pointed out, the missive
‘Truth Through Reconciliation’ can be read as an emphatic performative that
is almost � aunted in the faces of the audience and presented to the nation at
large. However, I would argue that the‘counter-intuitive’ and ‘inverted’ logic
that Langenbach reads in the missive, as opposed to the more rational
description of‘Reconciliation through Truth’, is a performative that fails to be
enforced. Subsumed within the larger theatricality of the event, it resonates
like an empty slogan without being enacted in the public domain.72

At every conceivable level– the set, the props, the locations, the costume of
the Archbishop, theLehrstücke-like banner – Kentridge evokes the TRC’s
performance in the broader context of a travelling show produced by a stock
theatre company. The show may be improvised through the topographical and
architectural demands of di� erent ‘settings’, but nonetheless it is held together
by a basic dramaturgical and visual structure. Within this rudimentary but
robust structure, Kentridge highlights the emotional dynamics that were
played out in themise-en-scèneof the hearings:

One by one witnesses come and have their half hour to tell their
story, pause, weep, be comforted by professional comforters who sit
at the table with them. The stories are harrowing, spellbinding. The
audience sit at the edge of their seats listening to every word. This is
exemplary civic theatre, a public hearing of private grief which is
absorbed into the body politic… This theatre rekindles each day the
questions of the moment.73

Here again, as in the context ofgacaca, there is a choreography that is built
into the rendering of cathartic emotion, supplemented by civic provisions for
dealing with emotional excess. Like the trauma counsellor who hands out tissues
to the perpetrator Emmanuel in thegacacasession discussed in the earlier
section on Rwanda, here in the TRC we have professional‘comforters’, earth-
mother � gures who take care of the grief-stricken as they break down or
become agitated.

Circumventing, if not transcending, the performative features of any regular
court trial, the TRC catalyzed the‘emotional truth’ of victims at levels which
made veterans in the� eld of the law, like the South African Constitutional
Court judge Albie Sachs, marvel at the unprecedented intensity of the experience:

[The TRC] was about the acting out of a story of revelation, discovery
and human interaction… [T]here was that sense of something real,
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special, and dramatic happening all the time… It’s seeing the people,
the faces, hearing the voices, it’s the tears, the actual tone of voice, the
body language that’s so recognizable– what people can identify
with – that makes such an impact.74

While acknowledging that some interactions were also‘sti� ’ and‘disappointing’,75

Sachs, in the� nal analysis, is ultimately overwhelmed by the‘sense of real
personalization’ that was tangibly felt through the hearings.76 Signi� cantly, he
makes a distinction in so far as this‘personalization’ is not made possible
through ‘actors playing the parts of the di� erent personae’, but rather through
the real-life experience of witnessing an actual victimized or tortured person
tell his or her story.77 Drawing uninhibitedly on the language of empathy,
Sachs proclaims:

the voices were our voices. The tears were our tears. The emotion– it
was the emotion of everybody. And it had a register and resonance
that you certainly don’t get in court trials, which are very formalized
and stylized– so this had a much more open quality.78

While one could question the ease with which Judge Sachs is able to con� ate the
voices, tears, and emotion of the victims as‘our’ voices, tears, and emotion– the
personal and the national are almost entirely collapsed– there is a directness
in his response which reinforces the theatrical thrust of Catherine Cole’s
reading of the TRC’s hearings.

For Cole, some of the key motifs of this theatricality would include‘emotional
expressiveness and volatility’, ‘communication through the dense registers of
embodiment’, ‘moments of direct con� ict and confrontation between perpe-
trator and victims’, with the live audience serving as‘a kind of Greek
chorus’.79 Witnesses broke down periodically in the TRC hearings, and unlike
judges in court, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the Chairperson of the Truth
Commission, would be seen to weep openly at critical moments, apart from
praying, lighting candles, and bursting into song. Tellingly, these seemingly
spontaneous histrionics went against the veracity of the TRC for a large
number of critics and editors, who feared that the process of authenticating
‘truth’ could be discredited through emotional excess. Instead of accepting the
tears, cries, and sobs of the victims as‘non-verbal’ signs of the destruction of
language through pain, they became the very grounds on which the exposition of
truth was distrusted. Archbishop Tutu was occasionally taken to task for reducing
the hearings to‘tearful occasions’, thereby undermining his own impartiality. As
Claudia Braude (1996) has assessed the situation, the Commission’s impartiality
was undermined by‘truth that is felt’; tears‘raise[d] questions about the TRC’s
legitimacy’. Indeed,‘truth and tears counter[ed] each other’.80

Only a few independent interlocutors of the TRC process have been able to
engage with the psychological complexity of emotional breakdowns during the
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hearings. Here is one such analysis of the archetypal moment of the TRC,
which has been de� ned by Archbishop Tutu as‘the de� ning sound of the
TRC’,81 and by Deputy Chairman Alex Boraine as a‘cry from the soul’, a
‘howl’ which captured in its agonizing acoustics‘all the darkness and horror
of the apartheid years’:82 the sound, the cry, the howl of Nomonde Calata in
the TRC hearing in East London.

Seizing this moment with the intensity of a gifted poet and journalist, Antjie
Krog in her masterful personal account of the TRC process,Country of My
Skull (1999), gives Nomonde Calata’s testimony a somewhat� ctional frame by
articulating it through the words of a‘Professor Kondlo, the Xhosa intellectual
from Grahamstown’,83 who is Krog’s invention. Even while one needs to pay
attention to Cole’s critical observation that Krog’s use of testimony, passing as
‘real’ but severely edited, runs the risk of appropriation and distortion, it
remains, for me, an enormously rich testimony in its own right– the testimony
of a writer seeing and listening to the immediacies of the TRC’s hearings.
With this quali� cation in mind, let us listen now to an evocation of Calata’s
heart-wrenching wail in the words of Krog, as put into the mouth of the
� ctional Professor Kondlo:

For me, the crying is the beginning of the Truth Commission– the
signature tune, the de� nitive moment, the ultimate sound of what
the process is about. She was wearing this vivid orange-red dress, and
she threw herself backwards and that sound… that sound… it will
haunt me for ever and ever… [T]o witness that cry was to witness
the destruction of language… was to realize that to remember the
past of this country is to be thrown back into a time before language.
And to get that memory, to� x it in words, to capture it with
the precise image, is to be present at the birth of language itself. But
more practically, this particular memory, at last captured in words,
can no longer haunt you, push you around, bewilder you, because you
have taken control of it– you can move it wherever you want to. So
maybe that is what the Commission is all about– � nding words for
that cry of Nomonde Calata.84

Countering this encapsulation of a heart-rending moment of pain, it could be
argued:‘What the Truth Commission is all about– not � nding words for that
cry of Nomonde Calata’.

In making this statement, I am already anticipating my critique of the
TRC’s limitations that follows later in the section. For the moment, let us
accept that the evidence of the theatricality and emotional intensity animating
the TRC’s hearings is so palpable (even in its derivative discourses) that the
case for reading the TRC as performance can be regarded as axiomatic–
indeed, so axiomatic that it risks becoming illustrative rather than critical.
Having made this point, one is compelled to ask: Does this focus on the
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emotionally charged, theatrical dynamics of the hearings of victims get to the
heart of the TRC? Is this the entire story?

Amnesty in performance

Let us proceed cautiously by shifting the focus from the theatrical dynamics of
the hearings to the performative registers of the TRC, which were most
apparent in the cross-examination of perpetrators seeking amnesty. Here Cole
makes the important theoretical point that the Amnesty Committee hearings
had a performative capacity that‘far exceeded the Human Rights Violation
Committee hearings’, in so far as the decision-making power of the Amnesty
Committee to grant or to reject amnesty had an immediate e� ect on the future
life of the perpetrator.85 In contrast, the Human Rights Violation Committee
(HRVC) was restricted to selecting the testimonies to be heard, and to designating
the witnesses as‘victims’, who then had the right to receive reparations. Even
as the Amnesty Committee had the capacity to‘act’, and toimplementits verdicts
instead of merelydescribingthem, Cole acknowledges that its hearings were not
as ‘theatrical as the HRVC hearings in terms of emotional expressiveness’:

Amnesty hearings were much more constrained by courtroom protocol,
with lawyers and advocates making presentations to judges. There
were ‘objections’, cross-examinations, and requests to approach the
bench. Often the perpetrators who came forward were a� ectless and
subdued in their testimony, reporting heinous, grotesque acts of
inhumanity in unwavering,� at tones.86

This ‘innate drama’, as Cole puts it– ‘drama’ not because of its expression (or lack
of it) but because of‘who was speaking and what they were saying’ – receives a
nuanced re� ection by the writer Jane Taylor, Kentridge’s collaborator onUbu
and the Truth Commission. Seeing through the� at, almost deceptively eerie,
non-performance of the perpetrators, Taylor says:

Over the past eighteen months of listening to the disjuncture between the
testimony of those looking for amnesty and those seeking reparation, it
has been chilling to note the frequency with which an astonishing act of
cruelty has been undertaken, as it were, negligently, with no sense of
the impact of such actions on other human lives; when confronted with
the families of victims or survivors, those perpetrators who seem to have
some capacity for remorse, appear to be shocked at observing, as if from
the outside, the e� ect of their behavior. Others simply show no remorse
at all, so profound is the denial, or the failure of moral imagination.87

Drawing on the horror of the situation, Taylor suggests a gamut of barely
visible emotions expressed by the perpetrators, which would appear to be far
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less harrowing– and, by default, more chilling– than the cries of the victims
giving testimony. Here one is compelled to read the perpetrator’s muted
performances– or non-performances– with irony. One can almost read their
devious and thoroughly disingenuous subtexts: Did I really perform this terrible
crime? Could it have been so bad that it destroyed and actually killed people,
apart from causing so much su� ering? In such responses, there is at least the
faint possibility of ‘remorse’, as opposed to the indi� erent, stone-wall denial
that a crime was done in the� rst place. It is this‘wall’ of no remorse, no
repentance, just a dogged a� rmation of injured pride and privilege– the right
to receive amnesty for a crime that hasnot been done in the perpetrator’s
mind – which strikes terror in my heart.

Signi� cantly, perpetrators in the TRC’s amnesty hearings were not required
to ‘express contrition or remorse’.88 As Cole speci� es,‘There was no incentive
or encouragement for those who appeared before the Amnesty Committee to
“ perform” in the sense of projecting any particular demeanor, emotion, or
attitude’.89 In this regard, we confront here a totally di� erent set of protocols
from what one has examined in the earlier section of thegacacacourt hearings,
where there were expectations of‘sincere’ performances, driven by a particular
‘etiquette’. This would not seem to have been the case for the TRC amnesty
hearings, which were disciplined within a more formal, juridical process.

Building on the premise that it was the law and not reconciliation that
dominated the day-to-day work of the TRC, Fullard and Rousseau (2008)
emphasize that the entire Amnesty Committee consisted of judges and lawyers,
whose ‘performativity’, however limited in terms of the actual execution of
verdicts, was built on an anti-theatrical prejudice. Arguably, the Committee
circumvented any possible disruption of legal protocols through theatrical
distractions. The � rst Amnesty hearing, therefore, was delayed by hours
because, as Catherine Cole puts it candidly,‘the judges worried about the
symbolism of having perpetrators sit on the same raised platform as
the judges’; they even‘fretted about where the victims should sit: Should they be
on the stage or down among the audience? Should they face the commissioners
or face outward toward spectators?’90 Clearly, our ‘learned friends’ were not
comfortable adapting their legal protocols to the topography of schools and
town halls, which did not easily accommodate the hierarchical structure of
power built into the architecture of a courtroom. Even as the organizational
demands of the TRC in its freewheeling, multi-locational, mobile structure
clearly depended on an improvisatory impulse towards the kinetic and somatic
adaptations of the legal machinery, it would seem that the Amnesty Committee
was not open to such improvisations.

Instead of highlighting this disjunction between the‘formal’ and ‘informal’
performativity of amnesty, Fullard and Rousseau adopt a brusque, almost
technocratic, tone as they undermine the muted‘drama’ of the amnesty hearings
by saying,‘whether amnesty applicants expressed regret or not, or whether
victims granted forgiveness or not, their statements in this regard generally
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passed unremarked upon by the Amnesty Committee as neither wererelevantin
determining whether amnesty should be granted’.91This unin� ected endorsement
of o� cial norms indicates that there were clear cut-o� points in determining
what the Amnesty Committee included– or excluded– in relation to what
they considered‘relevant’ to their assessments. Post-performance encounters
between perpetrators and victims, for instance,‘in the back corners of the hall
as the TRC sta� packed up the chairs’, were ‘not recorded in any way by the
TRC, or accorded any o� cial recognition’.92 This was messy, personal stu�
involving the actual negotiations of pain and forgiveness, accusation and bitterness,
between victims and perpetrators.

Instead of endorsing the summary denial of such‘o� -stage’ performances,
I would claim that these peripheral interactions are very much part of the
TRC’s history. Only this history of what getsexcludedin scenarios of transitional
justice is more likely to be written by journalists and subaltern historians rather
than by the writers of the TRC Report, because, as Fullard and Rousseau put
it somewhat too defensively, the task of the Report was not to write history in
the � rst place. Still less was the TRC Report obliged to represent a uni� ed and
consensual national history; instead, it set itself the task of presenting an
overview of the event within the grammar and protocols of earlier Truth
Commission Reports from Argentina, Chile, and El Salvador, which served as
models for the TRC in South Africa.

In reality, as stated bluntly by Catherine Cole, the TRC Report is one of the
most under-read and over-priced documents of its kind,93 indicating that the
larger phenomenon of the TRC cannot be adequately addressed through its
o� cially sanctioned reportage. Instead, it could be justi� ably argued that the
multitudinous performances of the TRC, supplemented by the massively popular,
eighty-seven television episodes of theTRC Special Reportand daily radio
bulletins, constitutes an epic narrative in its own right, which is larger and
more vivid than the Report. Tellingly, this narrative has yet to be seriously
confronted by academic historians, who have not fully accepted that TRC’s
performativity, both at histrionic and discursive levels, is a vital component of
its multivalent ‘truth’. Far from being the source of‘misrepresentation’ or
‘distraction’, performance is what makes the TRC intelligible. But, to return
to my earlier question: is this the entire story?

Between performance and justice: an ethical impasse

While amnesty for the perpetrators of political violence was thecondition on
the basis of which the TRC Commission was set up in the� rst place, the legal
and moral right of the victims to obtain reparations waspostponeduntil after
the hearings could be adequately assessed and discriminated. When these
reparations were eventually sanctioned by the Rehabilitation and Reparations
Committee – a meagre one-time payment of 30,000 rand (US$3,900 in
2003)94 – it revealed the bitter truth that‘justice delayed is justice denied’.
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Clearly, there are ruptures in the time-continuum of this truth and reconciliation
process, which compels one to question the ethical impasse between performance
and justice.

The irony is staggering: even as the victims waited for years to receive their
minimal compensation from the state, most of the perpetrators of violence
have merely consolidated their old roles as the bene� ciaries of the South African
global economy or security system. Instead of using this irony to puncture the
e� cacy of‘telling the truth’, TRC’s supporters continue to uphold the reconci-
liatory power of sharing‘the pain of South Africa’s past’ through story-telling.
Even the TRC Report, for all its attempt to foreground a measured objectivity
of facts grounded in legalities rather than emotion, implies that what is
important is ‘not so muchwhat is told (which has to be veri� ed, and is thus
suspect), but ratherthat telling occurs’.95 Likewise, sceptical as he is that
‘truth’ can be regarded as‘a road to reconciliation’, the philosopher Avishai
Margalit is hopeful because even if retributive justice for the victims is not
available – it can be ‘too costly, or a political impossibility’ – the positive
outcome of the TRC was that the su� ering of apartheid’s victims was duly
‘recognized’ through the telling and sharing of their stories.96 This recognition,
I would argue, has been too readily inscribed in the history of the TRC, leaving
out the di� cult questions of what happensafter recognition.

Here is a diary extract from one of the commissioners of the TRC, Piet
Meiring, who approaches an old Xhosa woman, shortly after she has narrated
the brutal torture and subsequent killing of her fourteen-year-old son:

‘Please, tell me: was it worth it?’

The tear marks were still on her cheeks. But when she raised her head
and smiled, it was like the dawn breaking:‘Oh yes, sir, absolutely! It
was di� cult to talk about these things. But tonight for the� rst time in
sixteen years, I think that I will be able to sleep through the night.’97

One wonders if this was the case or whether the old woman was able to get on
with her life. Was she summarily forgotten after sharing her heartbreaking
evidence? Did she receive any medical or material help while waiting to hear
from the Reparation and Rehabilitation Committee, if indeed she quali� ed for
any compensation in the� rst place? Reconciliation without reparation, it
would seem, is, at best, a wish-ful� llment; at worst, a perpetuation of injustice
for apartheid’s victims. First the victim tells her story, she is ostensibly‘healed’
through the process, she‘touches the hearts’ of her listeners, the Truth
Commission is duly‘enriched’ by the process, but, ultimately, she is subject to
the legalities of the TRC discourse over which she has no control. In addition,
it is assumed that she endorses the o� cial point of view being articulated in
her name, when, in actuality, the possibility of her dissent or sense of betrayal
or anger with the TRC process is not even acknowledged.
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This travesty of truth and reconciliation in the absence of justice and basic
human concern is movingly substantiated by Catherine Cole in the account of
her visit to Nomonde Calata’s home in July 2007 in the farming centre of
Cradock in East London. When asked how she feels about her legendary cry
being used over and over again on the media and in the larger discourse of the
TRC, Calata confesses:‘I feel sad. I feel sad. Because I still feel that I’m still
crying.’98 While acknowledging that the act of expressing her pain during her
hearing made her feel‘a little better’, Calata promptly goes on to say,‘What
came out of me, it’s still there, and I have no one to talk to at home’.99 These
harrowing words compel one to question what was achieved by Calata’s
testimony at a performative level. What has itdonefor her if she continues to
feel the same pain and if she has no one to talk to? Indeed, this is not just
Calata’s predicament; it would seem to be representative of a large body of
apartheid’s victims. This is con� rmed by one of TRC’s former Commissioners,
Yasmin Sooka, who has the honesty to acknowledge that most victims are not
living in peace, but rather‘in the twilight zone, never being allowed to forget
their pain and not being able to heal or put closure to their memories’.100

Keeping this terrible impasse in mind, the utopian hope of reconciliation
built into the voicing of victims’ stories becomes increasingly more di� cult to
sustain, both at human and ideological levels. It would be better to acknowledge
the limits of story-telling in the South African‘experiment’, whose premises
were not intrinsically� awed; the problem is that the experiment did not go far
enough in terms of its faith in the cathartic role of story-telling for the nation
at large. Instead, it allowed this process to be far too circumscribed within
other bureaucratic, juridical, and political protocols and strictures that not
merely compromised the moral authority of the Commission, but may even
have perpetuated the trauma of the victims themselves.

The ‘truth’ of story-telling

In a statement by one of the TRC’s Commissioners, Mary Burton, which
opposes the possibility or desirability of‘publicly sanctioned history’, she says:
‘there can never be one truth, and certainly not a single truth, as de� ned and
decreed by the majority’.101 Arguably, she could be speaking at an axiomatic
level not only for Truth Commissions, but for other practices of‘truth’ as
well. For instance, there can be few illusions about truth in the practice of
theatre: it is neither an‘absolute’ nor a ‘given’. Indeed, there is no one Truth
in the theatre. Rather, there are many possible truths– mutable, � uid, and,
above all, deviant– that have to be constantlyproducedfrom the guts, the
bodies, the voices, and imaginations of actors.

Earlier in the book, I had engaged brie� y with Jean Genet’s dramaturgy,
which exempli� es the absolute denial of Truth in a metaphysical sense. Given
the phenomenology of performance in theatre, truths are constantly breaking
down; given its repetition, truths have to be reconstructed, re-lived,‘restored’.
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The paradox of truth-making in theatre, therefore, increases when one
acknowledges that theatre could be one of the most illusory places in the
world, where it is legitimate to lie knowingly.102And yet, paradoxically, truth
matters; it is that chimerical, constantly disappearing, constantly reappearing,
element which keeps the process of‘lying’ meaningful and alive.

Like theatre, stories matter in any exposition of‘truth’ not only because
they enable us to illuminate particularly elusive realities, but also because they
help us to deal with the aporias of pain. The writer Isak Dinesen once said,
‘All sorrows can be borne if you put them into a story or tell a story about
them’.103 The word ‘borne’ is equivocal: within the context of Dinesen’s
statement, it means‘endured’, but it also suggests that pain is actually‘born’
(created, stimulated, embodied) through the telling of the story itself. Endorsing
Dinesen’s statement, Hannah Arendt extends it in her re� ections onBetween
Past and Future: ‘To the extent that the teller of factual truth is also a story-teller,
he brings about that“ reconciliation with reality” which Hegel… understood
as the ultimate goal of all philosophical thought, and which, indeed, has been
the secret motor of all historiography that transcends mere learnedness’.104

Perhaps this is a magisterial assumption on Arendt’s part, even though it is
generous in its quali� cation (‘To the extent that the teller of factual truth is
also a story-teller… ’). There is no such quali� cation in the TRC Report,
which suggests that the teller of factual truth is not a story-teller, or, more
emphatically, that the story-teller is no teller of facts.

In fact, the Report di� erentiates very sharply between‘factual or forensic
truth’ and ‘personal or narrative truth’, among other truths. Predictably,‘factual
truth’ is de� ned as a form of scienti� cally ‘corroborated evidence’, drawn on
‘accurate information through reliable (impartial, objective) procedures’,
framed within a social science methodology of research.105This truth has been
unequivocally prioritized in the Report. In contrast,‘personal or narrative truth’
conveyed through the medium of story-telling is granted, at best, some kind of
‘healing potential’ for the victims in particular.106 And yet, it would be disin-
genuous to deny that these stories provided the primary evidence of the Truth
Commission; indeed, the most terrifying truths of the violence of apartheid
were voiced through personal stories. But to what end? Ultimately, it would
seem that the‘truth’ of story-telling was too‘subjective’ to hold up as accurate
evidence for punishing the perpetrators. Within the rigours of the written
word, as opposed to the volatility of the spoken word, the‘veracity’ of stories
was called into question, even as‘they provided unique insights into the pain
of South Africa’s past’.107With such a patronizing attitude, it is hard to imagine
that apartheid’s story-tellers could be‘reconciled with reality’, still less with
their fractured selves, even though this lapse would be emphatically denied
by the TRC’s advocates.

Having acknowledged this lapse, I would also emphasize that there is a
privilege in telling a story, even a sense of empowerment. Some stories have an
epic ring to them, as is evident in Antjie Krog’s quasi-� ctional documentation
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of evidence inCountry of My Skull. Sadly, many thousands of truths that were
never submitted to the TRC Commission are not likely to be part of this
master narrative. Apart from the politics of exclusion, there is the problem of
authorship. In this regard, one could argue: It is one thing for a woman to tell
her own story, if there is anyone to listen to it in the� rst place; it is quite
another matter when the story is told for her. While one cannot assume that
the � rst narration is necessarily more‘true’ or more ‘authentic’ than the other,
the exploitative potential of another writer’s story of her life cannot be ruled
out. It all depends onhow the story is told, and withwhom it is being shared
in the � rst place, andwhy.

At one point in the multi-layered narrative ofCountry of My Skull, which is
as much an experiment in story-telling as it is an agonized re� ection on telling
the truth of the TRC in South Africa, Antjie Krog recalls a conversation with
playwright Ariel Dorfman. Known for his stories dealing with the Truth
Commission in Chile, which unlike the TRC in South Africa was held‘behind
closed doors’, and therefore not open– or veri� able – to public scrutiny,
Dorfman acknowledges that his writing is a hybrid of‘what he’s heard’ and of
‘what he makes up’.108 Krog questions him:‘isn’t that a sacrilege– to use
someone else’s story, a story that has cost him his life?’ To which Dorfman
responds candidly:‘Do you want the awful truth? How else would it get out?
How else would the story be told?’109

This stark revelation is given a re� exive turn as Krog incorporates this
conversation into another, more intimate conversation that she is having with
an unnamed male companion.110While she agonizes about the fact that writers
in South Africa should‘shut up for a while’ since they have no right to
‘appropriate a story paid for with a lifetime of pain and destruction’, her
companion criticizes her‘over-respectfulness’ for the victims’ su� ering, with
allusions to German cultural history.111 More speci� cally, he calls attention to
the taboos relating to Auschwitz’s representation, which, in the immediate
aftermath of the Holocaust, almost assumed a‘holy character’ that could not
be‘trivialized’ through � ctional narration. Encapsulating the anti-representational
argument, and then arguing against it, Krog’s companion says:

It ’s all well and good to listen to victims in court cases… but artists
should keep their grubby hands o� the stories. German artists could
not � nd a form in which to deal with Auschwitz. They refused to take
possession of their own history. So the inevitable happened. Hollywood
took it away from them. A soap opera laid claim to the statistic, the
metaphor, the abstraction that was Auschwitz.112

To complicate this argument, one is reminded of the philosopher Theodor
Adorno’s paradigmatic statement in 1951 that‘to write poetry after Auschwitz
is barbaric’, which is often juxtaposed with his later acknowledgment in 1966
that, ‘Perennial su� ering has as much right to expression as one who is
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tortured has to scream; thus it may have been wrong [to have claimed] that
after Auschwitz no more poems may be written’.113 However, it is rash to
juxtapose these two statements and read in the latter a‘retraction’ by Adorno,
which is how his position is generally read: a coming to terms with the
necessity of poetry in a state of barbarism. Rejecting the idea of‘retraction’,
the cultural critic Gene Ray in his re� ections on terror and the sublime calls
our attention to the‘perennial su� ering’ invoked by Adorno, which continues
to a� ict those ‘survivors’ and ‘latecomers’ who ‘must live under continuing
conditions of social barbarism with the knowledge of culture’s failure’.114This
barbarism con� rms the axiomatic truth that‘the objective social conditions
that engendered fascism still continue to exist’.115

In this post-Auschwitz predicament of a continuing barbarism, there is no
other option as Ray argues but to engage with the di� cult aporia that even as
‘the excess of real su� ering permits no forgetting’, this very su� ering ‘also
demandsthe continued existence of the very art it forbids’.116 Thinking
through this aporia, Adorno turns to Samuel Beckett, the ultimate visionary of
negative dialectics in the theatre, for artistic solutions to the problem of living
and producing art after Auschwitz. But, as Ray emphasizes, there are no easy
solutions: in Adorno’s posthumous writings, art’s ‘right to exist’ continues to
be called into question, its aporetic condition echoing Beckett’s famous maxim
‘I can’t go on, I’ll go on’. While, for Adorno, going on is‘a form of complicity
with barbarism’, the failure to go on is‘even more barbarous’.117 While
agreeing with this reading of Adorno via Beckett, I would nonetheless add a
caveat that Adorno never quite grasped the mordant humour underlying
Beckett’s robust embrace of failure as he urged his readers to‘fail, and fail
again, but fail better’.118 In Adorno’s oeuvre, one� nds no such humour,
however dark and bleak. As a performative strategy, humour, I would argue, is less
likely to be found in philosophy than in the practice of theatre, which is destined to
‘fail’ over and over again, its ceaseless repetition surviving multiple‘deaths’.

Moving beyond the angst-ridden problem of how Auschwitz should be
represented artistically, the more demanding questions concern existence itself:
can one assume theright to exist, post-Auschwitz? One is reminded here of
Hannah Arendt’s profound acknowledgement in the aftermath of the Second
World War that the ‘shame of being German’ is far exceeded by the‘shame of
being human’.119 This ‘elemental shame’ cutting across nationalities, which is
ultimately what remains of‘our international solidarity’, has not yet found a
political expression, as Arendt puts it candidly. For her, the shame of being
human is the‘purely individual’ and ‘non-political’ expression of the critical
insight that ‘men must assume responsibility for all crimes committed by men
and that all nations share the onus of evil committed by all others’.120 In both
Adorno and Arendt, survivors of the barbarism of the Second World War,
there is an expansion of the concept of su� ering beyond the pain of exile
towards the larger task of de� ning human responsibility. At one level, this
su� ering is inexpressible, but, at the same time, it is embedded in a deep
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