


Liberating Histories makes an original, scholarly contribution to contemporary debates 
surrounding the cultural and political relevance of historical practices. Arguing against the 
idea that specifically historical readings of the past are necessary or are compelled by the 
force of past events themselves, this book instead focuses on other forms of past-talk and how 
they function in politically empowering ways against social injustices.

Challenging the authority and constraints of academic history over the past, this book 
explores various forms of past-talk, including art, films, activism, memory, nostalgia and 
archives. Across seven clear chapters, Claire Norton and Mark Donnelly show how activists 
and campaigners have used forms of past-talk to unsettle ‘common sense’ thinking about 
political and social problems, how journalists, artists, curators, filmmakers and performers 
have referenced the past in their practices of advocacy, and how grassroots archivists help to 
circulate materials that challenge the power of authorised institutional archives to determine 
what gets to count as a demonstrable feature of the past and whose voices are part of the 
‘historical record’.

Written in a lucid, accessible manner, and combining insightful critical analysis and 
philosophical argument with clear consideration of how different forms of past-talk 
influence the narration of pasts in a variety of socio-political contexts, Liberating Histories is 
essential reading for students and scholars with an interest in historiography and the ethical 
and political dimensions of the historical discipline.
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INTRODUCTION

Beyond discipline

Liberating Histories began as an attempt to explore how historical practices could 
assist contemporary efforts to confront social and political problems. As such we 
thought of our project as being broadly aligned with the recent ‘ethical turn’ in his-
tory theory.1 This development has seen a shift of focus away from well-rehearsed 
debates about how meanings and narratives are constructed linguistically and 
about the status of the discipline’s truth-claims. In their place has come thinking 
about how historians – as producers of a certain type of institutionally accredited 
knowledge – necessarily acquire and exercise their ethico-political responsibilities as 
intellectual workers in the present. In contrast to what we see as the dominant col-
lective attitude of academic historians, which views the production of a certain type 
of knowledge about the past as the discipline’s primary existential justification, we 
regard history theory’s ethical turn as opening more promising routes for exploring 
history’s relations with the many different ways of conceiving and communicat-
ing about the past. For us it represents a serious attempt to engage with the often 
problematic ways that people experience or consume various mediated versions of 
“pastness” in the present; and it is a reminder that the ways in which historians “do 
history” have ideological and political consequences, which too often go unrecog-
nised. Because of our shared ideological outlook, we had long been sympathetic to 
Hayden White’s argument in ‘The Burden of History’ that historians should seek to 
direct their work on the past so that it became ‘a way of providing perspectives on 
the present that contribute to the solution of problems peculiar to our own time’.2 
Therefore, one of our original aims in this book was to identify some practical 
ways in which historians could help to bring about what White called ‘an ethi-
cally responsible transition from present to future’.3 As in our previous work, we 
intended to stretch the definitions of “history” and “historians” as far as possible.4 
By including a wide array of past-directed practices, practitioners, representational 
forms, temporalities and imaginaries within what for us constituted the “historical”, 
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our aim was to demonstrate a commitment to principles of openness and inclusiv-
ity within this discursive space, and thus signal our rejection of all attempts to estab-
lish a hierarchy that positioned professional histories above other representations of 
the past or appropriations of it for instrumental purposes.5 But this book has not 
turned out to be the one that we initially conceived. The reason for this can be 
explained simply. The more we looked for examples of how historians – operating 
as historians, invoking specifically historical readings of the past – have been able to 
perform the kind of politically constructive roles that White had encouraged them 
to do, the more convinced we became that academic histories (those produced by 
professional or institutionally accredited historians) are largely disconnected from 
discussions of “what is to be done” in response to contemporary social, political 
and ethical challenges.

It does not necessarily follow from this that we think historians should simply 
attend to their professional duties and cultivate their scholarly reputations. On the 
contrary, we recognise that there are circumstances in which academic historians 
can and do occasionally act as publicly engaged intellectuals, sometimes in pursuit 
of what we would recognise as campaigns for social justice or other types of pro-
gressive causes. Unlike those who believe that historical work on the past should 
be “uncontaminated”   by present-day concerns or political commitment, we are 
encouraged by the rare examples that we can find of the historian-activist. Moreover, 
we are convinced about the value of historians critiquing their own models of truth 
and knowledge, recognising the often damaging political effects of these models, 
and clearing space in which other forms of past-talk can operate in politically  
constructive ways – beyond academic history’s controlling disciplinary gaze. For 
any historians who are intent on using their practices as a way of intervening in 
current political debates, Chantal Mouffe provides a useful model for thinking 
about how this might be effective. She argues that because any given social con-
figuration lacks a final ground and is ‘never the manifestation of a deeper objectivity 
that is exterior to the practices that brought it into being’, it is always susceptible 
to being challenged by counter-hegemonic practices that attempt to ‘disarticulate 
it in an effort to install another form of hegemony’.6 In theory, academic history 
could function as one of these politically charged counter-practices, because there 
is nothing inherent in any articulatory practice that determines how it might be 
used politically. However, in researching this book we have come to the view that 
academic history’s potential to be used as a form for disturbing existing political 
arrangements does not appear particularly strong. History’s capacity to be mobi-
lised as a rhetorical resource to help campaigns for socio-political justice, counter-
ing oppressive claims to knowledge, expanding the scope of personal and social 
autonomy, and achieving individual or group dignity is realised only rarely. Look at 
a representative sample of the kind of texts that professional historians commonly 
write. Very few historians see their academic work as something that could or 
should be directed towards the service of explicitly articulated political projects. 
Professional history’s adherence to long-dominant epistemologies, methodologies 
and representational forms mean that a collective resolve to preserve its institutional 
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credibility as a discipline normally takes precedence over whatever radical politi-
cal ambitions its practitioners might have as individual citizens. Any oppositional 
energies that academic history has are all too ‘easily incorporated into a disciplined, 
polite and non-contrarian discourse’.7 This is why we believe that “every-day” or 
“vernacular” or other-disciplinary appropriations of the past are more likely to be 
mobilised effectively as tactical resources to assist the kind of political activism that 
we support: after all, ‘the present day is rarely damaged by mainstream academic 
historians’.8

Before we discuss our political preference for the kind of past-talk that is pro-
duced outside academic history’s normative discursive boundaries, we should first 
explain a little more about how and why we criticise some of what occurs inside 
them. Although it is fairly common for historians to critique their disciplinary 
practices in relation to specific historiographical controversies or disputes over 
methodology, it is very rare for them to criticise their own discursive protocols in 
general ideological terms. Indeed, in the current academic climate, historians are 
more likely to rally to defend the general value of their discipline from political 
campaigns against the humanities, which regard subjects like history as expendable 
curriculum luxuries. We should make it clear at this point that our critique of 
academic history is not overly concerned with the discipline’s relevance or oth-
erwise to the modern “knowledge economy”, or with what measurable “impact” 
historical research might make in terms of the criteria set out by higher education 
management. Instead, our position is grounded on what has become an unfashion-
able preference for the post-foundational, postmodern, or anti-representationalist 
critiques of the discipline that generated such controversies in the 1990s.

There was always an asymmetrical character to history’s internal arguments 
about the status of the knowledge that the discipline claimed to produce. A few 
writers took seriously the discursive turn’s wider undermining of epistemic cer-
tainties across all fields of knowledge production and sought to use it as a set of 
tools for critiquing the genre of academic history. But ranged against them was 
pretty much the whole of the resources of the professional history-making machine. 
Not surprisingly, therefore, the arguments appear to have been settled for now in 
favour of orthodox understandings of historical representation and realist models of 
“truth”. As such, we know that our position on meta-history issues is out of sync 
with the majority view of our profession, which regards epistemological scepti-
cism towards academic history as redundant and even irrational: Felipe Fernàndez-
Armesto probably expressed the prevailing view when he dismissed such scepticism 
for having turned out to be a ‘paper tiger’.9 Despite the best efforts of writers such 
as Hayden White, Elizabeth Ermarth, Sande Cohen, Keith Jenkins, Alun Munslow, 
Martin Davies, Kalle Pihlainen and others, the intellectual climate in which we 
currently work assumes that academic history’s research and writing procedures are 
capable of producing factually accurate (and thus “reliable”) accounts of past events. 
As the editor of a collection of essays about the state of the discipline wrote fairly 
recently: ‘By and large, practicing historians have rejected the nihilistic tendencies 
of postmodernism in favor of a commonsensical approach to their craft . . . they do 
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not lose sleep over epistemological matters’.10 Problematising how history works as 
a discourse is something that now happens only on the far edges of the profession. 
We regret historians’ collective indifference or hostility towards theoretical reflec-
tion because “business as usual” approaches to history reinforce the illusory idea 
that there is one proper way of attending to the past, and this illusion is too often 
used to justify actions that damage people and groups around the world. This is 
why we argue against all-too-familiar assumptions about how specifically historical 
readings of the past are necessary, somehow compelled by the force of past events 
in themselves, and more “correct” in terms of their form (narrative representation) 
and method (archive-based research) than other readings or tellings of the same. We 
can always choose to read and narrate the past historically. But equally we should 
recognise that many other ways of engaging with and appropriating what has gone 
before are always available to us. In making such choices, we should not mistake the 
force of habitual ideas about historians’ collective authority over the past for strong 
arguments about the discipline’s ability to produce a superior form of knowledge of 
“how things were”. Martin McQuillan was right when he wrote that: ‘We continue 
to live in the unchallenged culture of the historian’.11 But any attempt to explain 
this elevated cultural status by using epistemological claims would (in our view) be 
untenable. Indeed, one of our principal arguments in this book is the importance 
of taking a position against the belief that history offers a privileged descriptive 
or explanatory perspective on the past. We reject any claim that gives historians 
priority as observing subjects of the past. In making this point, we want to avoid 
caricaturing all (or even most) historians as being straightforward positivists. Histo-
rians today rarely (if ever) claim to have produced a singularly truthful account of 
any past event or process of change across time. Historians commonly accept that 
their texts are linguistically and culturally mediated representations of the before-
now rather than mimetic reproductions of the real as it once was. We concede that 
many historians see themselves as producers of a certain kind of discourse about the 
past, and one that is less than ideal. But as a collective (expressing views that can be 
seen, for example, in the language of professional history associations, or in the ways 
that history curricula are organised and taught in universities, or in the ways that 
historians critique texts of many kinds), it seems clear to us that historians regard 
their practices as being epistemologically superior to all other forms of past-talk. 
They act as if their practices give them some kind of partial or constrained access 
to a past reality. They talk as if the “rigour” of their research and writing methods 
operate as checks on the degree to which subjective, ideological influences neces-
sarily intrude into their work. They talk as if the “historical perspective” was a form 
of supra-perspective, one that transcended all specificities of ideological preference 
and political value: in effect, not really a perspective at all. History as a profes-
sional practice assumes that it knows what truth is and how to find it. Common-
place complaints that history is being abused, manipulated or distorted for dubious 
political reasons imply that there must be a properly historical account available 
(conceived not so much as a single account, but as the combined authority of a 



Introduction  5

set of scholarly histories) that can serve as a benchmark against which the charge 
of transgression can be measured. As White observes, historians tend to regard the 
past as only historical and will therefore measure any other way of constituting a 
past against what they see as the “pure past” of this history.12 Confident (still) that 
their discipline protocols can best be trusted to establish the “facts of the matter” 
in relation to the past, historians see themselves as guardians of what Martin Davies 
describes as a ‘social practice that not only organizes the world in the shape of past 
events, but imposes its practice as the sole, exclusive way of organizing it’.13

We see this collective sense of superiority as a habit of mind that historians 
should abandon if they want their discipline to contribute meaningfully to broader 
social conversations about what to do in the world. In particular, if historians wish 
to contribute to political and social projects that challenge dominant interests and 
prevailing orthodoxies, we believe that they will need to commit to critiquing 
their own institutionalised disciplinary habits and to reconfiguring their collec-
tive self-identity. The problem with academic history, as we see it, is that it is (still) 
characterised by intellectual caution, cultural conservatism, political quietude and 
practitioners’ fear that they might be criticised for partisanship in their work. How-
ard Zinn recalled how his proposal for the American Historical Association to take 
a collective stance against the Vietnam War in 1969 shocked his contemporar-
ies.14 More recently, Caroline Elkins was criticised by colleagues who judged that 
her history of the last years of British rule in Kenya lacked appropriate scholarly 
“detachment” – Elkins subsequently provided expert testimony that helped Kenyan 
survivors of torture make a legal claim against the British government. From her 
critics’ perspective, the fact that the Kenyan Human Rights Commission regarded 
Elkins’s historical work as helpful simply reinforced their belief that her scholar-
ship infringed on history’s long-established disciplinary code of fair-minded, even-
handedness. Notwithstanding the profession’s various moves to make itself more 
inclusive, open and culturally tolerant  – for example, by diversifying university 
history departments’ gender and ethnic profiles, incorporating social and cultural 
histories within curricula and research agendas, embracing trans-disciplinarity, and 
so on – history remains committed to codes of source evaluation, epistemic realism 
and notions of “truth at the end of enquiry” that were formed in the prevailing 
intellectual paradigms of the nineteenth century. Thus the American Historical 
Association continues to refer to the need for its practitioners to ‘honor the his-
torical record’, to show a ‘readiness to follow sound method and analysis wherever 
they may lead’, and to demonstrate how historians are able to link ‘evidence with 
arguments to build fair-minded, nuanced and responsible interpretations of the 
past’.15 Historians might interject at this point that criticising the conservatism of 
their practices is self-refuting: they could say that it is precisely because of their 
commitment to scholarly integrity and common-sense notions of historical truth 
that audiences beyond the profession have trusted historians’ work over such a long 
time-span. But even if we accept that there are good reasons for the profession to 
cultivate, maintain and preserve certain forms of trustworthiness with its audiences, 
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the consequences of how it does so can be both culturally alienating and politically 
damaging. This is the point that historians rarely acknowledge as being a serious 
issue, much less one that they are willing to concede.

Historians are collectively reluctant to acknowledge that their ideological power 
to regulate what counts as legitimate talk about the past might have social or politi-
cal consequences, some of which could be harmful to already marginalised and 
disempowered groups. They rarely, if ever, discuss in their texts how their ‘practices 
of knowledge may intersect with and serve purposes other than that of compre-
hending a field of enquiry’.16 They prefer instead to regard the regulatory function 
of their work as being technically oriented and ideologically neutral; as being a 
kind of epistemologically sensible and morally responsible knowledge audit: more 
like a referee overseeing agreed-upon rules among players than a coercive opera-
tion that favours some interests at the expense of others. But even if historians 
practice their discipline in good faith as purportedly neutral observers of the past, 
that does not free them from responsibility for recognising that ‘the effect of a 
single practice is not reducible to the goal of the actors engaging in the practice’.17 
The procedural norms that have to be observed so that inventions such as propo-
sitions, narratives, interpretative readings, textual forms and material artefacts can 
be regarded as historical are always tangled up in networks of other political and 
social practices and relations of power. And yet discussions of history’s epistemic 
status often undervalue what is politically at stake in the debate.18 This neglect of 
politics we argue needs to be corrected, not least because as Todd May recognised 
many years ago, the political effects of any attempt to regard a form of knowledge 
as a neutral substance can be ‘all the more telling because of the mantle of politi-
cal impartiality in which it cloaks itself ’.19 History-as-discourse claims for itself 
the right to be the benchmark against which other forms of knowledge about the 
past are tested, but this “right” rests on fragile grounds. History is not a discursive 
instrument that explains how the past has caused the present, and the idea that it 
constitutes a collective enquiry into the actuality of what happened in the past 
raises significant (and now well-traversed) problems about epistemology, ontol-
ogy, metaphysics, narrative constructivism and the status of the archive. Of course, 
historians invoke empirical procedures for making statements about the past that 
cohere with surviving traces of information, traces which the profession chooses to 
regard as specifically “historical evidence”. And we recognise that these empirical 
procedures are often vital, particularly in circumstances in which matters of human 
rights violations, criminal conduct, justice, restitution and so forth are involved. But 
there is no reason why we should believe that (we) historians are more adept at 
practicing these empirical procedures than, say, journalists, lawyers, screenwriters, 
historical novelists, social activists or academics in other disciplines. While history 
often succeeds in subjecting the past to its controlling disciplinary gaze, this simply 
confirms its elevated institutional status as a certain kind of articulatory practice. 
Moreover, this status means that it has the discursive power to contribute to mark-
ing out the boundaries of  “legitimate knowledge” that are required for temporar-
ily fixing hegemonic social formations.



Introduction  7

In taking this position, we do not seek to deny or downplay the discipline’s cur-
rent public reputation. We are well aware that history as a discourse produced by 
accredited historians (the “historical past”) enjoys considerable intellectual author-
ity; in effect, professional historians hold something akin to licensing rights for 
producing “reliable” knowledge claims about the past and for evaluating everybody 
else’s ways of dealing with that past. In the UK for example, where we work, this 
epistemological authority is at once reliant upon and productive of the weight of 
tradition that is expressed within the discipline’s three main long-standing collec-
tive organisational bodies: The Royal Historical Society, which began its work in 
1868; the Historical Association (1906); and the Institute of Historical Research 
(1921). History, as these institutional lineages exemplify, has a long disciplinary ped-
igree that is certain to be invoked against criticisms of its practices and foundational 
assumptions. We also recognise that engaging with the past is a major source of pub-
lic interest and pleasure across different societies today. Mostly this involves people 
consuming the past in one or more of its popular, mass-media, pseudo-experiential 
and visual forms, and sometimes academic historians are able to cross over into this 
popular sphere of past-talk as presenters, expert contributors and advisors. But we 
will argue here that history has acquired this authority and public endorsement 
precisely because as a discourse it relies on maintaining a distance from contempo-
rary “issues for living”. It is marginal at best to contemporary conversations about 
issues such as people’s collective rights and responsibilities, standards of governance 
and democracy, climate change, human exploitation and suffering, the use of power 
to inflict humiliation on others, and other similar concerns in the terms in which they 
make an ethical demand on us now. But in stating this point, we also need to be clear 
that we are not making a wider claim about the irrelevance of all the phenomena, 
events, processes, experiences and actions that are taken to constitute the past for 
campaigns in favour of justice, solidarity and more equitable divisions of resources. 
On the contrary, we will discuss numerous examples of how traces from the past – 
ideas, texts, vocabularies, signs, aesthetic figurings, representational forms, rhetorical 
tools, objects, discursive materials of many kinds – have been appropriated to pro-
duce constructive (from our standpoint) social and political effects. The point about 
such appropriations, however, is that they invariably occur outside the boundaries 
of institutionally accredited ‘historying’;20 they belong to the realm of what Hayden 
White refers to as the ‘practical past’.21

Hayden White’s critique of the ‘historical past’ suggests that it does not mat-
ter much if historians appoint themselves as overseers of knowledge production 
about this past, because according to this view what professional historians do rarely 
concerns anyone outside of small, scholarly peer groups. More important than the 
versions of the past produced by historians, according to White, is the ‘practical 
past’: the past that is constituted by practices, discursive forms and representational 
models beyond the borders of academic history’s professional codes; a past that 
often does resonate in the social conversation and that can be used as a store of 
tactical resources for one’s conduct in the world.22 White draws attention to the 
ways in which non-academics and specialists in other disciplines utilise the past as a 
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‘ “space of experience” that can be drawn upon as a basis for all kinds of judgments 
and decisions in daily life’.23 The most significant of these are the Kantian “practi-
cal” (or ethical) decisions: what should we do? This conceptualisation of the past as 
a space of experience that we can use in our ethical deliberations – one that White 
takes from Reinhart Koselleck – is important for our project.24 We will argue in 
this book that where appropriations or invocations of the past have contributed to 
projects of social and political change – in favour of justice, dignity, fairer distribu-
tion of resources and so on – they have usually done so with little or no recourse 
to the historical past. We will show that activists and campaigners of many different 
types have used forms of vernacular past-talk to unsettle those temporary fixings 
of “common sense” that limit thinking about current political and social problems. 
We will show how journalists, artists, curators, filmmakers and performers have 
been adept at referencing the past in their practices of advocacy, harnessing it to 
projects that openly articulate political and ideological positions. We will show 
how grassroots archivists help to circulate materials and ideas that challenge the 
power of authorised institutional archives to determine what gets to count as a 
demonstrable feature of the past, and to decide de facto whose voices are included 
in, and excluded from, the “historical record”. We will show how various forms of 
memory work constitute counter-practices against orthodox, state-approved nar-
ratives that purport to explain present conditions in terms of their relationship to a 
posited past. And we will argue that only the most inclusive, accessible and demo-
cratic practices for producing past-talk can overcome the political and semantic 
problems of representationalism. Why do we believe that ways of constituting past-
ness outside of the boundaries of academic history possess a political agency that 
orthodox historical practices are rarely able to demonstrate? The most important 
reason is because they are not inhibited by a long-held commitment to disciplinary 
codes of impartiality, fair-mindedness and political restraint that are central to aca-
demic history’s collective self-identity. Forms of past-talk beyond academic history 
are free to be openly positioned and politically committed. They can be used for 
short-term instrumental purposes, such as a rhetorical intervention in a given polit-
ical dispute or problem. Equally, they can contribute to longer-term struggles for 
political position, such as those that involve undermining long-established cultural 
or political narratives which are damaging to particular group interests or claims 
for ontological recognition. In making this point we do realise that every academic 
history is (and must always be) positioned. But our argument is that professionally 
authorised histories are constructed on the illusion that their ideological position-
ing is somehow determined by the contents of their primary archival data; that the 
evidence itself “shows” that a certain judgment about some aspect of the past arises 
out of a reading of that data. By maintaining what some of them, anyway, recognise 
is an epistemic illusion – ‘they know, but still. . . ’25 – historians falsely imply that the 
meaning of a given past situation inheres in its own “factuality”, rather than being a 
matter of the historian’s own interpretative preferences that are brought in from the 
outside when they inscribe that past situation within their professional discourse. In 
fact, maintaining the illusion is a professional necessity because history’s epistemic 
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codes demand that its practitioners should not be seen to be speaking through 
openly acknowledged political positions. In contrast, other forms of past-talk are 
free from these restrictions. This is why we will argue that they are more compat-
ible with the demands of political and social advocacy.

There are other advantages as well. Many forms and sites of past-talk – including 
films, songs, slogans, performance art, wall art, journalism, blogs, wikis, heritage sites, 
museums, anniversary dates, memory places of all kinds – are familiar parts of peo-
ple’s everyday consumption of media and other signs, as well as their experiences 
of social interaction. To the extent that people periodically summon and connect 
with a sense of pastness in the present – for ideological reasons as well as for pleas-
ure – they do so overwhelmingly within public spaces (physical and imagined) and 
via popular media. Activist organisers can mobilise hundreds of thousands of people 
to occupy public spaces on symbolically important anniversaries. A piece of wall art 
referencing the past can function as an identity marker for marginalised communi-
ties, particularly in occupied or post-conflict spaces, providing people with a sense 
of solidarity and collective political potential. Memory sites can work as venues that 
evoke feelings of communal loss, guilt, pride or other types of identification in ways 
that spur the creation of new political subjectivities; equally, they might prompt col-
lective reflection about political futures that were promised but that never arrived. 
The situation is different for scholarly works of history, which primarily function 
to feed the machine of academic-institutional history. As David Harlan recognised, 
of all the available forms for summoning a sense of times past, academic history is 
‘neither the most interesting nor the most important’. Even history graduates, he 
argued, are unlikely to read historical monographs and journal articles once they 
finish their studies. Instead, they will feed their interest in the past with other forms 
of popular representation, thereby illustrating ‘the nature of the historical imagina-
tion in a media-saturated culture that, mercury-like, has been spilled into drops that 
cannot be gathered’.26 Allowing for occasional exceptions where academic histories 
reach out beyond the academy to find a larger audience – usually, it should be said, 
by sticking to one of a few tried and trusted, market-friendly subjects like monar-
chy and military – professional history is a largely sealed-off discourse.

This is not simply to make a routine observation about how popular forms of 
past-talk are more accessible and palatable than academic histories. Rather, our 
argument follows the logic of Foucault’s analytics of power, which proceeds from 
the axiom that the sources and effects of power are heterogeneous and multiple. As 
he stated: ‘Power is widely dispersed through society, it is exercised in multiple and 
localized relationships, it is a matter of “ceaseless struggles and confrontations”. . . . 
Power is everywhere; not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from 
everywhere’.27 If, as we believe, Foucault’s diagnosis of how power is ‘employed and 
exercised through a net-like organization’28 is convincing, it follows that the forms 
of past-talk that are best equipped for the task of resisting the negative effects of 
this (always dispersed) power are ones that are similarly multiple, heterogeneous, 
un-disciplined, non-institutional and widely networked. As May observed: ‘it is 
because what is resisted comes in the form of networks that resistance must do so 
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too’.29 Viewed from the opposite end of the problem, we believe that any attempt 
to challenge oppressive power using a discourse that is itself rigidly orthodox and 
committed to producing closures of meaning risks being self-negating:

if power creates its own resistance, then the liberation from specific forms of 
power must take account of the kind of resistance that is being engaged in, 
on pain of repeating that which one is trying to escape.30

Thus, in our view, if past-talk is at all capable of functioning within projects of social 
resistance, then localised, vernacular and popular appropriations of the past really 
have the best prospects of countering the oppressive exercise of power where it hap-
pens, in its (always) specific, localised situations and its vernacular rhetorical forms.

Having said this, we recognise that Foucault never saw power exclusively as an 
oppressive force to be resisted. He stressed that it could also have creative conse-
quences, producing forms of invention and adaptation in response to its effects. 
Power, for example, provokes people to experiment socially, personally and politi-
cally so that they can define their own subject positions rather than have these 
imposed on them from outside. It spurs people to find ways to widen the scope 
of personal and social freedom and dignity within given circumstances that are 
not of their choosing. Power can persuade those who are oppressed to invent new 
discursive practices and vocabularies, or perhaps to revive older ones that have 
been forgotten or suppressed, so that they can use these as tools for their struggles. 
Deleuze and Guattari built on Foucault’s insights into this dynamic of power in its 
relation to the political imagination, emphasising the importance of experimenta-
tion and innovation in thought, pointing up the value of finding ‘your own places, 
territorialities, deterritorializations, regime, lines of flight’.31 Again, we will argue 
that if the past as a space of experience has anything to contribute to innovation, 
experimentation or ‘lines of flight’ in political thinking, this is far more likely to 
come from outside academic-institutional history than from within. Notwithstand-
ing fairly recent disciplinary developments like new social history, new cultural his-
tory and new political history, academic historians are risk averse when it comes to 
matters of epistemology and representation. ‘Experimental’, ‘alternative’ and ‘diso-
bedient’ academic histories have been (for us) welcome additions to the genre of 
history writing in the last twenty years or so, but these novel forms for narrating or 
otherwise representing the past only look innovative to the extent that they depart 
from the highly conservative genre practices that constitute mainstream academic 
history.32 For genuinely bold and politically imaginative uses of the past – the kind 
that might define new political communities, or stake out new subject positions – 
we aim to show that the work of creators such as filmmakers, graphic novelists, 
artists, curators and activists offers much greater promise.

We will also argue that only forms of past-talk beyond history’s disciplinary 
borders are capable of overcoming the semantic and political problems of rep-
resentation. As Pihlainen has noted, an important legacy of the cultural-political  
radicalisms of 1968 has been the principle of avoiding the worst effects of 
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representationalism – that is, assuming the right to speak on other people’s behalf 
and seeking to act as a proxy for their political interests.33 Professional history does 
not recognise the problematics of representation – how could it, when to do so 
would leave most historians with nothing to say? We historians simply assume for 
ourselves the right to speak on behalf of anyone for whom a trace can be found in 
one or another recognised archival form. But the simple fact that such representa-
tional practices are habitual does not effectively address the problem that Deleuze 
identified as ‘the indignity of speaking for others’.34 Nor is the problem avoided 
when professional historians decide to write about dispossessed or subaltern groups, 
seeking to give voice to those who are otherwise voiceless in histories. However 
well-intentioned such attempts might be, and regardless of the integrity with which 
these “histories from below” are written, when historians claim the right to speak 
on behalf of absent others, it raises particularly troubling issues because their dis-
course is so wedded to epistemic certainty and interpretative authority. If – as is 
obviously the case – history is its representational forms (which it can hardly aban-
don), then the discipline could at least shed its certaintist assumptions. Moreover, 
academic history claims for itself the right to represent the whole of the human 
past, yet the profession carrying out this work consists of people drawn from a nar-
row social base, and accredited historians only ever constitute a tiny fraction of the 
wider societies in which they research and write. In effect, professional historians 
operate as a vanguard who take on the role of representing everybody else’s past to 
them: the restrictive procedures that regulate entrance to this vanguard also ensure 
that the profession largely reproduces itself in its own image. Moreover, histori-
ans work within an institutional culture that pursues its own political interests – 
through funding, availability of resources, career promotion, controlling criteria for 
assessing academic work and so on – which means that their representations of the 
past (again, however well-intentioned) are at some level expressive of those interests. 
Therefore, we think that the best prospects for connecting past-talk to progressive 
or emancipatory political projects are to be found in its vernacular and heterogene-
ous forms. Writing academic histories about an ever-widening range of people and 
groups has little impact on subjects’ claims to political justice. Instead, we need to 
recognise the potentially liberating effects of the ways that people summon the past 
for their own purposes, and to evaluate how they do so in terms of political conse-
quences and not in relation to the norms of institutional historiography.

Organisation of the book

The first chapter of this book, developing Davies’s argument that the ‘historian-
function’ provides states with a narrative power that affirms and justifies the inevi-
table telos of the status quo, focuses on history as a coercive tool of dominant 
socio-economic interests that is always bound up with relations of power and social 
practices.35 It analyses the use of past-talk as vehicles for imperial and nationalist 
rhetorics and the performance of ontologies in the main institutional instruments 
of historicisation: the archive, archaeological site, museum and school. It argues that 
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historical accounts, far from achieving hegemonic status because of their purported 
mimetic resemblance to the past, generate cultural authority from the political, 
ideological and aesthetic values that they embody.

Chapter 2 argues in favour of challenging academic history’s authority over the 
past. As Hayden White has long argued, there is nothing inherent within the past 
that determines that the correct (or best) way to comprehend it is in the form of 
a history. We believe that by now historians should be able to recognise that the 
epistemological underpinnings of their practices are illusory, and that if they are 
to continue to produce representations of the past, then they should at least do so 
from a position of epistemic modesty. More importantly, we argue here that other 
discursive ways of appropriating and representing the past are more likely to be 
mobilised effectively as tactical resources to produce the kind of political effects 
that we seek to encourage. Our position is that plural democratic values are best 
served by inventing and proliferating different semantic forms of past-talk and not 
by subordinating them to academic history on flawed epistemological grounds. As 
a way of illustrating how other forms of past-talk have embraced their potential for 
unsettling “common sense” assumptions about our current social formations, we 
discuss the art and activist collective REPOhistory, post-museum practices such as 
Fred Wilson’s ‘Mining the Museum’ project and the District Six museum in Cape 
Town, and the “activist” films of Michael Winterbottom and his collaborators.

Chapter 3 is about the politics of making histories. To the extent that histori-
ans sometimes aim to utilise the past as a potential site of political intervention in 
the contemporary public sphere, this tends to be an implied rather than a directly 
articulated feature of their work. Most historians are reluctant to position their 
academic work directly in the service of named political projects in the present, 
although their authority over the past pulls them into the spaces of cultural politics. 
Using the examples of debates about slavery reparations in France and the USA, as 
well as Australia’s “history wars”, we will argue that concepts such as disinterested 
historical scholarship and respecting the historical record are inescapably political 
because they are implicated in attempts to mark the boundaries of what is taken 
to be legitimate speech about the past. The chapter also discusses historians who 
have been willing to support named ideological causes in their work. Research-
ers such as Ilan Pappé and Nur Masalha openly align themselves with Palestinian 
political claims. Howard Zinn’s scholar-activism was important in the formation of 
the REPOhistory collective and was used as a discursive resource by some in the 
Occupy Wall Street movement. Paul Mason, meanwhile, used the genre of history 
writing to suggest that workers who are currently denied solidarity and security 
are capable of creating better social and economic lives through collective action – 
but without prescribing what forms such action should take, and without under-
estimating the strength of the forces that are routinely summoned by authorities 
to enforce the status quo. In these ways, some historians at least have sought to 
follow Hayden White and Jacques Derrida in producing histories that are oriented 
towards the openings of a (better) future to come.
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Chapter 4 then discusses various ways in which political campaigners and activ-
ists have sought to use the past as a store of resources for counter-hegemonic pur-
poses. This discussion is situated within the theoretical frames provided by Laclau 
and Mouffe’s reworking of the concept of hegemony, and by Walter Benjamin’s 
idea of        “awakening” – in which moments in the past can be seen as belonging to a 
given situation in the present, and in which the present can be transformed politi-
cally by making those aspects of the past that belong to it “live” in the now. Whether 
for the purposes of securing retroactive justice or placing a contemporary political 
struggle within a genealogy of analogous precedents, activists commonly invoke 
the past for constructive effect. The examples discussed in this chapter  include 
Hungarian opposition to communist rule in the 1980s, the global protest move-
ments of 2010–12, the activists who briefly established the Runnymede eco-village 
in 2012–15 (referencing both rights established by the Magna Carta in 1215 and 
cultural memories of the Diggers of 1649), and Kenyans who brought a legal claim 
against the British government in 2009 after being abused by the British colonial 
authorities in the 1950s.

Chapter 5, through an analysis of Lebanese, Iranian and Palestinian posters com-
memorating martyrdom, considers explicitly political uses of past-talk to imag-
ine identities, persuade and proclaim, demarcate space, resist, recruit, coerce and 
empower in the context of contested spaces. Martyrdom posters function as sym-
bolic sites of struggle in which the dead are used to shape a temporal-ethical space 
as a means of renegotiating the present.36 We explore how and why such post-
ers project ‘a portable image’ of a desired world, and the role they have in cur-
rent political strategies and future imaginations.37 As such, the posters are read as 
the articulations of diverse political communities to dominate not only politico-
cultural environments but also the field of discursivity.

Chapter 6 explores how artists utilise forms of past-talk to engage in practical, 
ethical discussions, effect socio-political change and disrupt the status quo. We look 
at the work of Emily Jacir, Hadjithomas and Joreige, Walid Ra’ad, Paul Antick and 
Goshga Macuga among others with a view to how periods of conflict are narrated 
in their work. We are particularly interested in the manner in which they address 
the many ways in which histories are intricately bound up with relations of power, 
ontologies and processes of legitimisation, how memory is performed and “histori-
cal” authority and authenticity is created, their use of the counter/actual and the 
impossibility of representation. Focusing on how the heterotemporality of their 
work critiques the dominance of the singular, linear and progressive notion of his-
torical time allows us to draw some connections with various human rights activists 
and communities around the world who similarly challenge the hegemony of the 
‘irreversible past’ as a politically instrumental means of keeping in the present the 
consequences of past injustice.38

Following Mouffe, Chapter 7 argues that archives do not necessarily have to 
function as a ‘system of discursive production’ in which hegemonic power is pro-
duced and articulated.39 Instead, it considers examples of how activists in various 
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situations have reconceptualised and constructed grassroots archives that function as 
sites of counter-hegemonic practices. We explore the potential for activist archives 
to offer inspiration to those involved with present-day struggles through the con-
struction of a genealogy of protest, but also to witness and document state violence 
and to contest socio-cultural erasure. The second half of the chapter  focuses on 
the archival impulse among artists and how they have utilised archival sources as a 
means of engaging in debates about identity, regional politics, possible futures, the 
politics of collective memory, forgetting, memorialisation and the possibilities of 
representation.

Definitions

In this book we distinguish between institutionalised histories and vernacular histories. 
Here the distinction is located in the particular discourse within which the nar-
rative is produced and consumed. Machan, in a context of medieval manuscript 
textualities, argues that manuscripts were produced and consumed within two dif-
ferent textual discourses, each embodying various expectations concerning literary 
style, authorship and textual fixity. Texts composed in Latin were situated within 
a discourse of authoritas (authority) that embodied tradition, power (authority) and 
stability. This imbued the texts with prestige but also a concomitant expectation of 
fixity and truthfulness. In contrast, texts written in the vernacular in a more fluid 
discourse did not possess the same expectations of permanence, fixity and author-
ity.40 We feel this distinction might usefully be extended to the varieties of past-
focused representations that we discuss in this book. History produced directly or 
indirectly through the instruments of the state – academic history, history in school 
curricula, archives, museums, heritage institutions; history supported by govern-
ment or institutional grants, the media, or research institutes  – can usefully be 
referred to as produced within a discourse of authoritas. Such institutionalised his-
tory (or professional history as we sometimes term it) is imbued with an authority, 
legitimacy and fixity. It is assumed to have been inscribed in accordance with par-
ticular genre rules. It has the power to create meanings, to constitute knowledge, to 
reify pasts and presents. Through its reception as knowledge it constructs the real 
and projects it as true. It is fixed and stable. Despite the occasional cursory nod to 
polyvocality, underlying such institutional histories is the notion that there exists 
a singular, true account of the past, an account that corresponds (to some degree) 
to what really happened and that the only way to contribute to the production of 
such an account is by closely adhering to the genre rules of historical interpretation, 
analysis and writing.

In contrast, we use the terms vernacular histories and past-talk to describe past-
focused representations and acts of reference that are produced and consumed 
within a more fluid discourse, one that is beyond authoritas. Such texts (conceived 
in the broadest terms) are not bound by the same genre rules, but equally they 
are not accorded the same social status – they are often perceived as opinion, not 
knowledge; as subjective not objective; as story not history.
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Our use of the term institutionalised history in this book, however, should not be 
taken to imply any kind of hierarchical status: institutional or professional history 
is no closer to the actuality of what happened, nor is it less political. Its perspective 
just happens to accord more closely with the normative view of society, which has 
the consequence of eliding a perception of bias. The epistemological and aleathic 
status of “texts” produced within these two discourses differ not in comparison to 
a foundational reality but in the social expectations and uses of the two discourses. 
Both are equally contingent and positioned, but institutionalised history is accorded a 
greater socio-cultural value perhaps as a consequence of the useful role it has played 
and continues to play in supporting, articulating and legitimising nation-states, their 
institutions and elites. Professional history is a more “fixed” discourse, in that it 
adheres to genre conventions – contingent, socially agreed-upon conventions – that 
permit less fluidity in the use and interpretation of sources, the form of the narra-
tive and the perceived function or use of the text. The social status and authority 
bestowed on institutional or professional histories is located not in the methodol-
ogy as a process that guarantees the truth of the narrative, but in these rules or pro-
tocols as a means of producing stable texts that are organised and focused in such a 
way that they can be easily utilised by the dominant interests, which then in turn 
support their production and dissemination.
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1
IMPRISONED BY HISTORY

The archaeology of hegemony

History as a coercive tool of dominant  
socio-economic interests

Megill presents history ‘as a model of honesty and intelligence in the investiga-
tion of the human world’. He continues that ‘historians are better placed to be 
epistemologically responsible’ than other scholars and social scientists who ‘deal 
with the pressing concerns of the moment’ and that if we can’t expect epistemo-
logical responsibility from historians then how can we expect it from ‘politicians, 
intelligence agencies, journalists, business persons, therapists, clergy, lawyers, judges, 
and all the rest’.1 The idea that the work of historians is socially edifying; that it 
provides a model for all other disciplines, for institutions and professionals; that it is 
epistemologically responsible in a manner that transcends that of other disciplines 
and institutional practices is not just simply problematic, it is a lie. Academic history, 
indeed all academic practice, is inherently politicised, and depends for its legiti-
misation on a ‘micro-political ethology’ that is a manifestation of the prevailing 
political and economic forces: ‘[h]istorical comprehension remains authoritative: it 
is endorsed by dominant power formations – state, economy, society, church, cul-
ture, [and] national heritage’.2 While historians might argue that their work is an 
ideologically neutral, morally responsible knowledge audit, what counts as history 
is always bound up with relations of power and social practices. As Foucault noted,

discursive practices are not purely and simply ways of producing discourse. 
They are embodied in technical processes, in institutions, in patterns for gen-
eral behaviour, in forms for transmission and diffusion, and in pedagogical 
forms which, at once, impose and maintain them.3

However, history is a discursive representation of  “reality” that has extraordinary 
social authority. The ‘historian-function’ provides states with a narrative power that 



Imprisoned by history  19

legitimises and justifies: to the extent that ‘historical comprehension’ accounts for 
how things have got to be the way they are, it is in essence socially and politically 
conservative, an affirmation of the status quo as the inevitable telos, it ‘operates 
as an all-purpose instrument of social management affirming dominant political, 
economic, and cultural interests’.4 That the history-function as exemplified by 
academic historians is intimately connected to political and cultural authorities is 
exemplified by the website History and Policy.5 Here historians keen to augment the 
“impact” of their work sign up as a ‘self-appointed, reserve civil service’ and offer a 
historical analysis of contemporary socio-political problems based on their knowl-
edge of the past.6 History and Policy contends that it is providing a platform for policy 
makers, journalists and historians to contact and learn from each other. But history 
does not ‘teach us about how we got to where we are and how we might move for-
ward’, nor does it contribute to improving ‘the quality of debate on contemporary 
issues and policy formation’; it instead validates and authorises these debates and 
policies through its contextualisation and truth function.7 Academic history has 
long been practiced as if its value and authority reside in its ability to produce truth, 
where truth is understood as a correspondence of sorts to a noumenal reality. But 
pretending that history occupies an epistemologically foundational position is an 
illusion that needs to be abandoned. History is a discourse whose sources of cultural 
power are ultimately social and institutional.8

But this relationship between history and hegemonic institutions is mutually 
beneficial as exemplified by the state’s production, collation and archiving of docu-
ments which, through the epistemological role they play in constructing history as 
an authorised discourse, create a vicious circle of hegemonic legitimisation. It can 
also be identified in the colonial historico-archaeological disinterring, measuring, 
photographing, analysing and display of ancient sites which always, implicitly or 
explicitly, construct a hierarchical relationship of dominance through the juxtaposi-
tion of the splendour of the monument and the poverty of a sometimes specified, 
but often unspecified other.9 The coevality of the nineteenth-century institution-
alisation of archaeology through the establishment of archaeological departments, 
surveys and directorates of museums and historical monuments in the occupied 
lands of colonial powers, with the establishment of a “modern” system of edu-
cation for the colonial natives, provides a clue to the close relationship between 
museumification, education and the use of institutionalised past-talk (history and 
archaeology) in the service of the empire and also the nation-state. History, archae-
ology, and museum and heritage sites are all examples of ‘political inheriting’ – the 
display, legitimisation and articulation of hegemonic interests.10 The main institu-
tional instruments of historicisation developed into their modern forms concomi-
tant with the new imperialism of the nineteenth century and the shift towards the 
nation-state as a means of delineating geo-political space. The archive, museum, 
school, archaeological site and memorial facilitated an imagination of identity, a 
rhetorics of legitimisation and a bureaucratisation of control.

The archive and the process of archivisation is fundamental in the discursive 
production and dissemination of knowledge. What is archived becomes fact  – 
the archive is the ultimate foundation in appeals to truth and underlies history’s 
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claims to plausibility. What is not archived is erased or side-lined to the realm of 
myth, memory and opinion. But the archive, while it can be ‘a beautiful thing, [is] 
never a neutral one’.11 Rather than a simple repository of facts, archives are closely 
enmeshed with bureaucracies of power and the state, as Derrida observed: ‘[t]here 
is no political power without control of the archives’.12 And thus ‘nothing enters 
the archive that is not in some sense destined to be there from the moment of 
its inception’: the archive makes possible the constitution or discovery of facts as 
facts.13 As such the collation, preservation, structuring and cataloguing of materials 
in the archive belies an always implicit, and sometimes explicit, violence.14 As such, 
despite a veneer of openness, archival space is stringently controlled and policed. At 
one extreme is the destruction of government, military or administrative material 
that would usually be destined for a state archive, but which is deemed too politi-
cally sensitive or damaging even for disclosure after a thirty- or fifty-year embargo 
period. For example, orders were given to burn paperwork documenting the abuses 
inherent in British imperial practices, the torture and murder of colonial subjects 
in Kenya and other outposts of empire.15 Alternatively, documents might be kept in 
undisclosed archives, files can be kept indefinitely sealed, misplaced, or improperly 
stored.16 Thus, although campaigners have asked the UK Information Rights Tri-
bunal to compel the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) to release the full 
text (rather than the heavily redacted version) of a Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office document dating from 1977 detailing a conversation between FCO officials 
and Ian Henderson, the chief of police in Bahrain, the tribunal in 2015 agreed with 
the UK government that the release of the unredacted document would prejudice 
Britain’s current defence interests in the region and thus confirmed its exemp-
tion from the thirty-year rule for the release of government papers.17 Likewise, 
politically sensitive records in the South African National Archive, including some 
required by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and ones that related to the 
apartheid-era security establishment were liable to be improperly stored, and Jonker 
has described how an investigation into the failure of a Dutch peace-keeping force 
to prevent the massacre at Srebrenica in Bosnia in 1995 was also hindered by short-
comings in official records management, particularly the incompleteness of Royal 
Army records.18 In a similar manner, Ghosh explains how staff in Indian archives 
were particularly resistant to her research into personal and sexual relations between 
British men and local women in India during British colonial rule and tried to 
control and mediate her work in the archives.19 On occasion, in order to forestall 
any potential criticism and to provide a veneer of transparency and access, archives 
can be opened to specifically sanctioned representatives of the state. Thus, although 
state-appointed historians were given access to archives in order to inform a par-
liamentary commission of inquiry set up in 2000 to investigate Belgium’s respon-
sibility in the murder in 1961 of the Congolese prime minister Patrice Lumumba, 
in the years since the closure of the commission, no one else has been given such 
privileged access, meaning that the findings of the experts can neither be confirmed 
nor denied.20
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Archaeology: digging up the future

While some might argue that the origins of archaeology can be traced back to early 
modern antiquarians’ descriptions of material monuments, before the nineteenth 
century the interest in antiquities was largely ad hoc and did not resemble the 
institutionalised discipline archaeology is today.21 The collection of ancient arte-
facts shifted in the nineteenth century from demonstrating the learning and taste 
of an individual to proclaiming the achievements of a people and a state. Archae-
ology as a scientific endeavour and academic subject arose as part of the process 
of nineteenth-century colonialism and nation-building. Anderson argued that the 
grammar of colonial power was articulated most clearly through the census, map 
and museum; and embedded within these institutions of power was an archaeo-
logical past. Moreover, the development of archaeology as a discipline was closely 
intertwined with military technological advances in the early twentieth century, 
particularly in the fields of remote sensing, archaeological imaging and aerial pho-
tography. Not only was the practice of modern military reconnaissance situated 
originally in the desire of photographers and archaeologists to view ancient sites 
from the air, but subsequent archives of military photographs have been instrumen-
tal in the work of archaeologists and in the ‘manufacture of narratives, myths and 
national terminology’ so fundamental to the imagination of national identities.22

Archaeology is thus unavoidably political and has always had a close associa-
tion with the infrastructure of the state, perhaps because large archaeological digs 
generally require considerable financial support or perhaps because of its visibility: 
not only can artefacts be displayed in national museums, but archaeological sites 
can easily be transformed into sites where nationality or empire are ceremonially 
performed, sites which can be marked on maps or reproduced as iconic images, 
sites that embody the social memory of the nation.23 Kohl distinguishes between 
national and nationalistic archaeology, where the former term refers to archaeology 
undertaken in a nation-state context and the latter refers to the policies adopted 
by the state which use archaeological data specifically for the purposes of nation-
building and the imagination of a national identity.24 While archaeologists in the 
service of a state have at times manipulated, or in extreme cases forged, archaeologi-
cal remains to legitimise claims to political control over a particular territory, the 
absence of such explicit manipulation does not mean that archaeology is depoliti-
cised and offers an unproblematic scientific presentation of the facts.25 Although 
the use of archaeology in well-established nations can appear to be non-politicised, 
neutral and objective, this is not the case. Rather, the fact that the practices and 
genre norms of archaeology embody and articulate a nation-state dominated dis-
course have become normalised or internalised to such a degree that they create 
an objectivity effect.

Nationalism is understood here, not in an essentialist or primordialist sense; the 
nation is not a natural entity. Instead, the nation is understood as a socially con-
structed or imagined geo-political organisation that is constantly performed and 
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reinvented.26 To assume that a national identity is co-extensive with a distinct eth-
nic or racial identity and that this ethno-national identity is enduring and can exist 
continuously and unbroken over millennia is at best disingenuous and naïve, and at 
worst legitimises oppressive practices. Key constituents of a community’s national 
identity include the imagination of a distinct or unique culture in which a shared 
religion, language, culture or narrated past play a fundamental role, as well as a nar-
rative of autochthonous development. The interpretative versatility of archaeology 
means it was, and is, very well suited for validating and disseminating myths of 
ethno-genesis – it was therefore not only instrumental in legitimising the existence 
of nations, but also in constituting them. Moreover, the lack of precision dating 
in the early decades of the profession permitted a scientific veneer to be given to 
myths of origin: one could not establish exactly how old an artefact was, only that it 
was old. The material remains that archaeology produces therefore provide a means 
by which myths of origin and claims to longevity can be conceptualised as factual 
knowledge – it creates a continuity between ancient cultures and contemporary 
ethno-cultural groups; it unites a land and a people. As Silberman argued,

all archaeological stories . . . can be read as narratives of the inevitability of 
certain lands to be conquered and the right of certain people to rule.  .  .  . 
Archaeological remains, when preserved and presented to the public, are 
almost always monuments either to generalized notions of progress or of 
someone’s inalienable historical and political rights.27

The development of Mesopotamian archaeology was integral to the colonial-
ist enterprise, specifically the rhetorical legitimisation of colonialism as part of a 
broader “civilising mission”.28 Within the western Eurocentric and imperialistic 
meta-narrative of civilisational progress, Mesopotamia is conceptualised as not only 
‘the place of world culture’s first infantile steps: first writing, laws, architecture’, 
but also the root of western culture. Following the French invasion of Egypt at the 
end of the eighteenth century, the nineteenth century saw western imperial pow-
ers competing with each other to uphold their national honour and demonstrate 
their civilised status through the exhumation, preservation and deciphering of vari-
ous ancient Mesopotamian stone inscriptions and artefacts. These looted ancient 
architectural works of art, displayed as symbols of ‘imperialistic advancement and 
national prestige’, were transformed into French or British imperial and national 
symbols and placed in newly formed national museums, or erected in public spaces, 
where they were incorporated into performances of nation and empire in which 
the west was imagined as the natural civilisational heir of ancient southwest Asian 
cultures.29 The explanatory narratives, maps and labels that narrated these archaeo-
logical and architectural remains made no reference to the current local inhabit-
ants – modern Iraqis, Egyptians, Palestinians or Iranians – as heirs of the Sumerian, 
Babylonian and Assyrian cradle of civilisation. Instead, by virtue of an interpretative 
deftness, the modern west was, and is, figured as the teleological end point of a 
single evolutionary process of human civilisational development.30
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In a similar manner, archaeology in Palestine has been closely associated with the 
intertwined projects of western imperialism, settler-colonial expansion and nation-
state legitimisation.31 The first archaeological explorations of Palestine, undertaken 
by the key European imperial powers, should be seen as part of a wider imperial 
western penetration of the area, with scholars (including historians and archaeolo-
gists) acting ‘as agents of direct political influence’ of the western imperial powers 
in the Ottoman Empire.32 The first European archaeological surveys in Palestine 
concentrated on what has become known as biblical archaeology; that is, the sites 
chosen for excavation and the interpretative framework for analysis were domi-
nated by a concern to research events from the Bible, and thus Palestine became a 
significant site of cultural origins in the story of European-Christian civilisation.33 
Archaeological surveys constructed knowledge that was useful not only for sto-
ries of origin and domination but also for more practical military and economic 
purposes. Indeed, the borders of Palestine that would be finalised in future colo-
nial mandate discussions were in many ways constructed by the activities of these 
European archaeologists and cartographers, and were a combination of their beliefs 
as to the extent of biblical Palestine combined with more practical considerations 
concerning geographical terrain.34 However, the colonising rhetoric employed by 
the British in occupying Palestine was a variation on the standard “civilising mis-
sion” narrative. The primary aim was not the necessity of educating the “primitive” 
natives, but was the need to protect a space that had ‘since prehistoric times’ been 
critical ‘in the development of civilization’, and guarantee it be open to all religions 
and ‘not dominated by any single race or creed’.35 As such, British colonial archaeol-
ogy in Palestine generally marginalised the indigenous population. British accounts 
of Palestinian life in British Mandate Palestine adopted colonialist narratives of gov-
ernance and legitimacy that conflated modernity and development with a right to 
live on the land. By narrating Palestinians as backward, unproductive and incapable 
of effectively working the land, the implication was that they did not deserve to 
live there, and their removal in favour of the more modern Zionist colonial-settlers 
favoured by British imperialism was thus legitimised.36 Moreover, the assumption of 
the British colonial administration was that the indigenous population of the area 
were not sufficiently educated to excavate, preserve or interpret such an important 
heritage. Instead, the world-making aspect of archaeology was employed by Zionist 
settler-colonialists who through the excavation of sites of ancient Jewish presence, 
visualised the land visible as inherently Jewish.

Just as archaeology has functioned as a key imperial and national discipline in 
colonial and nation-state imaginations of self and other around the world, it became 
a central scientific discipline, and played a critical role, in the development and 
enactment of the Israeli state’s ‘colonial-national historical imagination and in the 
substantiation of its territorial claims’ largely because Israeli colonial settlement and 
the legitimising national narrative was, and is, articulated as a narrative of redemp-
tion in which a people finally return to their original land.37 Archaeology has 
been a dominant knowledge-making practice in Israel not only constituting, and 
authorising, itself as a discipline, but transforming ideology into incontrovertible 
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facts through which ‘historical-national claims, territorial transformations, heritage 
objects and historicities “happen” ’.38 By providing a foundational myth of origin, 
it has legitimised both the Israeli nation-state and the territories occupied and 
colonised by Israeli settlers and the military in the post-1967 period. It has also, as 
we will discuss later, played a role in erasing a non-Jewish Palestinian presence from 
Israel-Palestine.

Israeli archaeology has almost exclusively worked within a nationalist framework 
in that the epistemology underlying the discipline assumes that the archaeological 
record will contain remnants of nations and ethnic groups that can be clearly iden-
tified.39 In many ways archaeology has produced the state of Israel (and increasingly 
the occupied West Bank) as the Jewish national home through its identification 
and creation of an ancient Israelite/Jewish nation that forms the foundation for 
an uninterrupted occupancy of the land and thus made it visible as an intrinsi-
cally Jewish space.40 In this manner, the activities of the settler-colonialists, the 
displacement of the majority of the indigenous population, and the appropria-
tion of occupied territory were legitimised through the narrative of redemption, a 
returning home. Zionist archaeology had a distinct ‘presentist vision’, arguing for a 
‘unitary, continuous and contiguous’ Hebrew past and present. Some, such as Ben-
vensti, went so far as to deny the notion of antiquity, and thus challenged the idea 
of temporal distance, collapsing the past and the present; ‘for the people of Israel in 
the Land of Israel there are no antiquities, everything is alive’.41 For these adherents 
of the yedi’at ha-aretz [knowledge of the country] national-cultural movement, the 
past was an irrevocable past, one that endured into the present and was fundamental 
in building the Hebrew nation anew. The rhetorics of Israeli state legitimisation are 
articulated to a large extent through a historicisation of religious discourse and a 
concomitant metanarrative of redemption and return. The claim to historical rights 
to the land are based on biblical narratives of a Hebrew Israelite presence dating 
back to more than 2000 years. The determination of ‘Jewish or Israelite ruins’ and 
artefacts were seen as a ‘physical confirmation of the modern Jewish right to the 
land’, and the excavation of Galilean Jewish cities as well as ancient synagogues was 
‘fundamental to this cartography of continuity’.42

And key to this claim was the production and interpretation of archaeological 
artefacts that affirmed the status of narratives outlined in religious texts – primarily 
the Bible – as reliable, true knowledge: archaeology thus played a significant role 
in the establishment of biblical narratives as incontrovertible fact. The landscape, 
the land itself, was seen as a font of authentic and objective historical knowledge. If 
properly interpreted, it was argued, the material objects found would confirm the 
accuracy of biblical tales. As archaeological excavations delineated the movements 
of the biblical Israelites, Canaanites and Philistines, these communities, who had 
previously only inhabited religious narratives, were historicised, reified in a con-
temporary landscape, and made visible.43 But it was the biblical texts that provided 
the framework within which archaeological analysis took place. And as Abu El-Haj 
demonstrates, this archaeological knowledge, rather than corroborate the biblical 
stories, was itself given shape and meaning by these same stories. The interpretation 
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of identified remains relied on information drawn from biblical texts, which were 
in turn validated by the presence of material archaeological remains, creating a 
circular process of epistemological reinforcement. Zionist archaeologists presumed 
the existence of ancient Israelite settlements in the Galilee (and biblical Palestine) 
on their basis of reading the Bible as a historical document. Moreover, in Israeli 
archaeological practice, archaeological periods have been designated with ethnic, 
rather than the more usual labels: thus the Canaanite period I-III and the Isra-
elite Period I and II instead of the Bronze Age I-III and the Iron Age I-II. This 
use of ethnic names presupposes the existence of distinct archaeological cultures 
and entities that can clearly be demarcated as ‘remnants of identifiable nations and 
ethnic groups’. This ethno-historical periodisation becomes part of the academic 
framework within which archaeological remains are identified and classified.44 This 
presumption of Israelite settlements enabled the identification of particular pot-
tery shards as ‘Israelite pottery’ and in turn was then taken to provide empirically 
factual evidence that verified the Bible’s textual accounts. For example, in the early 
twentieth century when Albright was excavating Tell el-Ful, he found ceramic 
material finds from the Iron I period that he classified as “Israelite” on the basis that 
they appeared to indicate a material-cultural break and thus had to represent a new 
culture in early Iron Age Palestine, which could only be Israelite: a conclusion that 
presented itself as reasonable primarily because of the fundamental role that biblical 
texts, and their narrative of a Israelite invasion, played in the establishment of an 
interpretative framework for archaeological finds in Palestine.45 The application or 
invocation of the term Israelite to a chronological period, types of pottery and archi-
tecture essentially ‘performs nationality in the very ontology of material-cultural 
things’; it enacts and reifies the nation.46 The interpretation of pottery remains 
formed a significant part of archaeologists’ identification of an ethnically distinct 
Israelite culture, but biblical narratives provided the interpretative framework for 
identifying these as critical breaks in the material-cultural record that might sig-
nify conquest, rather than ruptures that might simply signify internal changes. The 
texts provided the interpretative structure within which the archaeological remains 
could be constituted as empirical facts.47

Archaeological evidence is not found; it is made. When archaeologists excavate 
an area of land, they carve particular types of objects out of the ground, they make 
particular kinds of remains visible, and only those remains recognised as significant 
are recorded and subsequently interpreted.48 Discovered artefacts have a particular 
epistemological resonance. In Israel, as elsewhere, specific kinds of sites and mate-
rial remains were recognised as important, and they were excavated, preserved and 
interpreted. As with the archaeological establishment of Israelite settlements and 
the confirmation of the narrative of the displacement of the Canaanites discussed 
earlier, the archaeological construction of Jerusalem has been focused on the pro-
duction of empirical evidence that will validate or authenticate biblical events.49 
The Israeli excavation and display of archaeological architecture and remains in 
Jerusalem has privileged those eras which can be interpreted as evidence of Jeru-
salem as a Jewish city and which therefore project a vision of a coherent, enduring 
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Jewish nation.50 Although some of the excavations recorded and catalogued mate-
rial remains that could have been used to ask more social-historical questions 
regarding the practices of everyday life in Iron Age Jerusalem, Israeli archaeology 
particularly in occupied East Jerusalem, has tended to focus exclusively on the set-
tlement and fortification of the area by the Israelites, their subsequent wars with 
the Babylonians in the Iron Age, and the Roman destruction of the splendours of 
Herodian Jerusalem in 70 c.e.51 This has been done to confirm the biblical narra-
tive, demonstrate not only the originary status, but also the civilisational achieve-
ments of the Israelite culture, and to articulate a narrative of national ascendance, 
cohesion and subsequent demise.

In particular, the architectural remains of public works or aristocratic homes, such 
as the Herodian Mansion and the Burnt House, attest not only to the civilisational 
splendour of the Israelites, but through the narratives of their construction and 
destruction, they articulate a national-historical tale, and stand as ‘the cultural herit-
age of a returning modern nation’.52 Their depiction of ‘eras of national ascendance 
and moments of national demise’ testify to the establishment of a splendid Hebrew 
city and culture, which was destroyed by the Romans and the Hebrews forced 
into a long exile, before finally returning to their homeland.53 Moreover, emphasis 
placed by Israeli guides in the various archaeological museums on the foundational 
status of the Hebrew city as original and built on bedrock, in contrast to the later 
accretions of Byzantine, Arab or Islamic buildings, combined with the archaeologi-
cal (re)construction of the old Jewish Quarter of Ottoman Jerusalem has worked 
to present the city as an ‘old-new ( Jewish) place and the symbolic center of the 
unified capital of the Israeli state’.54

This enthusiasm to reveal the ‘strata in which Jewish (colonial) national imagi-
nation is rooted’ has at times perhaps inadvertently erased evidence of the other 
peoples and cultures who have lived in Jerusalem and Palestine/Israel: something 
that is exemplified by the use of bulldozers to remove the more ‘recent remains’ in 
some Israeli archaeological practice.55 The strata of pre-eminent interest to Israeli 
archaeologists is that from the Iron Age to the early Roman period, so material 
remains from later periods and particularly from the Islamic period are often seen as 
of little or no significance. Of course, Israel isn’t the only country where bulldozers 
and archaeologists find themselves working almost simultaneously. In a different 
context, the downtown area of post-war Beirut was largely bulldozed to the ground 
in preparation for reconstruction. Although some archaeological teams worked on 
the site for limited periods most of the area was simply bulldozed, with archae-
ologists following the bulldozers trying to salvage whatever they could, thereby 
destroying any opportunity for detailed archaeological research.56 Naccache criti-
cises the missed opportunity for undertaking a proper archaeological study of the 
site in Beirut largely because he believes it could have helped to write a consensual 
national Lebanese history – one that did not simply project back modern confes-
sional differences onto ancient Phoenician and Arab communities.

Concomitant with the archaeological making of modern Israel has been a trans-
formative cartographical project of renaming that through the creation of a spatial 
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history ‘symbolizes the imperial project of permanent possession through dispos-
session’.57 In the context of Israel the renaming of natural and socio-cultural geo-
graphical features such as mountains, streams, valleys, villages, shrines and wells 
with Hebrew names by the Governmental Names Committee [Va’adat ha-Shemot 
ha-Memshaltit] remade the land, erasing reminders of an indigenous Arab past.58 
The renaming was conceptualised as a cleansing ‘of foreign names’ and a return to 
the old, original names.59 These new Hebrew ‘names belonged to the land itself ’ and 
because they were biblical names they were the ‘original names’ in a way that the 
‘foreign sounds’ of the Arabic names of the indigenous population were not.60 The 
desire to replace the old Arabic names with Hebrew names was such that when 
there were no longer sufficient Biblical or Hebrew names available ‘to fill a modern 
map’, the committee translated Arabic names into Hebrew or gave Hebrew forms 
to existing Arabic names.61

However, ‘[t]he archaeology of power – to name, classify and domesticate – dou-
bles as the means to obliterate, silence and negate other histories and ways of dwell-
ing in the same space’.62 What happens when the ‘historic and built environment’, 
the history taught in schools, the events that are commemorated, exclude, silence or 
marginalise citizens? What kind of national identity is fostered through exclusion? 
Historicisation as a form of cultural production is a fundamental component of the 
performance of social visibility. But equally the ‘co-determinative of the visible’ is 
the invisible – that which is erased.63 What, one might ask, is the ‘co-determinative 
of the visible’ in the context of Israeli archaeology? If history is being amplified for 
the sake of dominant political or national interests, is it also being withheld from 
others? Co-extensive with archaeological efforts to narrate and thus constitute a 
continuity between ancient Hebrew populations and the modern Israeli state in 
Israel/Palestine has been an attempted erasure of any significant, enduring Palestin-
ian presence, including ‘not just the elimination of populations, but the confisca-
tion or destruction of the material basis of their historical culture’, the destruction 
of villages, the renaming of shrines and geographical places, looting of libraries, 
archives and photographic evidence of the culture.64 The Palestinian past has been 
systematically destroyed through a strategic re-historicisation.

Education and indoctrination

Davies argues that history isn’t simply susceptible to being employed by nefarious 
colonial or nationalist agendas. He contends that it is always and only an ‘indispen-
sible information-management technology’ whose production makes universities, 
as well as heritage institutions, the ideal, compliant instruments of socially dominant 
interests, governmental and cultural policies, colonialism, nationalism and today’s 
neo-liberal ideology.65 The academic function, says Davies, ‘sponsored as it is by 
the state, blocks any knowledge that “won’t reproduce the prevailing order” or 
won’t affirm received values’.66 In one sense this instrumental use of history is to 
be expected. As Keith Jenkins has argued, it would be perverse for government 
agencies to allocate such sizeable funds to history teaching in schools and (at least 
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until recently in the UK) universities, and to support historical research and herit-
age activities, unless they believed that in doing so they were helping to reproduce 
forms of social cohesion and acquiescence in current political arrangements.67 His-
tory as taught in schools

must serve to inculcate in the student a strong sense of responsibility for the 
future. It must foster a belief in the importance of social activism. Our goal is 
not to create historians but mold citizens who will, one day, themselves make 
and shape history.68

Because history is the technological ‘management system of the historicised 
world . . . a technology of technologies’; because it ‘reinforces its comprehensive con-
trol of the social imagination through its efficacy’; and because it is a pre-eminent, 
authoritative social-cognitive practice, it is the ideal vehicle for the dissemination 
and mobilisation of hegemonic ‘image realities’ of dominant social groups under 
the guise of objective, neutral, impartial knowledge – the facts of the matter.69 More 
specifically, as textbooks are designed to present ‘an authoritative pedagogic version 
of an area of knowledge’, and history textbooks are, moreover, the quintessential 
manifestation of the cultural productions of a ‘complex network of relations of 
“authority” ’, they are the ideal means to act as “memory agents” and disseminate 
the narratives and symbols that work to constitute and construct a ‘standpoint of 
what is common to the community’ – the nation’s collective memory.70 They may 
‘pretend to teach neutral, legitimate knowledge, [but] they are often used as ideo-
logical tools to promote a certain belief system and legitimize an established politi-
cal and social order’, they ‘contribute to social relations of power and domination’: 
in other words, the selection and organisation of knowledge in school textbooks 
around the world is an ideological process that aims to provide a ‘usable past’.71

Textbooks and curricula have been an integral part of Palestinian colonisa-
tion from the British colonial mandate period until present-day Israeli settler-
colonialism. The British approach to non-Jewish Palestinian education in Mandate 
Palestine was that of reinforcing traditional norms and values; education was not 
seen as a means for social and political change. In particular, the colonial powers 
were mindful to ensure that the Palestinian population were “immunised” against 
nationalist feelings that might threaten British colonial rule. To this end the teach-
ing of contemporary history was excluded from the official curricula.72 This colo-
nial model of education – that is, a model with the intention of delegitimising both 
Arab and Palestinian nationalism – was continued after the establishment of Israel 
with regard to the education of the remnants of the Palestininan population who 
were still living in the newly established state of Israel.73 The education of Jewish 
and Palestinian citizens of Israel was, and still is, segregated, and while the curricula 
share some goals, they are not parallel, particularly with regard to the teaching of 
history.74

In the early decades of the Israeli state, the curriculum in Palestinian schools in 
Israel placed a noticeable emphasis on Arab-Jewish co-existence, something that 
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contrasted with the curriculum of Jewish schools, which focused on promoting 
a Zionist-Jewish national consciousness and stressing the achievements of Jews in 
establishing the culture of humankind.75 The curriculum goals in the Palestinian 
schools left no real space for any form of Palestinian nationalism, and the emphasis 
was instead on the efforts of all nations as responsible for the culture of human-
kind.76 After 1970 the curricula goals of school history were modified and did 
allow for the fostering of a sense of identification with a broadly conceived Arab 
nation and culture, but one which was decidedly not Palestinian.77 Indeed, Abu-
Sa’ad argues that the Palestinian school curriculum in Israel ‘is designed to “de-
educate”, or dispossess, indigenous Palestinian pupils of the knowledge of their own 
people and history . . . and suppresses any aspects that challenge or contradict the 
Zionist narrative and mission’.78 As such it intersects with the official Israeli argu-
ment that there was and is no such thing as a Palestinian nation or people, so they 
have no right to land or a nation-state; Palestinians are simply Arabs and thus should 
be happy living in other Arab nations.79

Similarly, following the 1967 war and the Israeli military occupation of the 
West Bank and Gaza, the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), 
who were responsible for the education of displaced Palestinian children in refugee 
camps, had to come to an agreement with Israel in order to continue teaching 
Palestinian children in the Occupied Territories. This “accommodation” consisted 
in the censorship of textbooks used in all UNRWA schools to exclude any hostile 
reference to Israel; the excision of all references to Palestinian national history and 
identity as well as references to Palestine as a geographical entity; the removal of 
the words Palestine, liberation or fida’yi; and the replacement of Arabic place names 
on maps with their Hebrew equivalent.80 Moreover, according to a UN report, 
‘any teacher trying to . . . create nationalistic sentiments among the students is most 
likely doomed for transfer, dismissal or other punitive measures including arrest, 
detention or fine’.81

Podeh acknowledges that Israeli textbooks were once ‘replete with bias, preju-
dice, errors, misrepresentations and even deliberate omissions’ and that Palestinians 
were portrayed in negative stereotypical ways. However, his analysis ultimately tells 
a story of Israeli textbooks that embodies the typical meta-narrative of progression 
in that he argues that since the end of the 1990s, there has been a radical change in 
the new “third generation” of history textbooks, and the “new narrative” in many, if 
not all of them, presents ‘a balanced picture of the Arab-Israeli conflict’ and ‘attest[s] 
to a more confident society willing to confront its past, with all its flaws’.82 This 
view is challenged by Nurit Peled-Elhanan, who illustrates how the Israeli state 
continues to use textbooks to create a ‘usable past’ that justifies Zionist ideology 
and de-legitimises Palestinian claims.83 Rather than reading post-1984 textbooks as 
“more balanced” in their eschewal of crude stereotypes and their rejection of the 
obvious manipulation of the past found in earlier books, Peled-Elhanen argues that 
these post-1984 textbooks continue to intersect with, and reproduce, the hegem-
onic Israeli-Zionist meta-narrative that presents the Palestinians as a problem in the 
wider context of Israel’s need for land and security. Palestinians are almost always 
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depicted in such textbooks by ‘racist icons or demeaning classificatory images’ as 
‘terrorists, refugees or primitive farmers’; none of the Israeli textbooks studied by 
Peled-Elhanen ‘contain photographs of Palestinian human beings’.84 Indeed, even 
in contemporary academic writing about Israeli textbooks, Palestinians are still 
referred to as the ‘Arab problem’. Podeh, for example, argues that the Israeli ‘educa-
tion system’s failure to address the Arab problem stemmed from two factors’.85 The 
first factor, Podeh argues, arose from the fact that ‘the Arabs had not been given 
a place in the newly created collective memory of the Jewish (Israeli) nation’ and 
was the ‘challenge of coalescing a collective memory for a nation composed of 
numerous immigrant groups, each with its own background and history’, which 
‘was difficult enough without complicating matters further by inserting the Israeli 
Arabs’.86 Podeh’s identification of the factors contributing to the ‘Arab problem’ in 
effect ignores the ideological role that textbooks play in promoting a certain belief 
system and legitimising an established political and social order that he so carefully 
outlined at the beginning of his article; they instead provide an apologia of sorts.

Peled-Elhanen argues that a fundamental function of Israeli school books has 
been to connect Jewish Israeli students to their “origins” in Israel. Just as both the 
public and academic strands of Israeli archaeology discussed previously seek to pre-
sent Israeli Jews as the direct descendants of the biblical Hebrews, ‘home-coming 
indigenes’ who are a manifestation of a direct continuation of the biblical kingdom 
of Judea, so too do Israeli textbooks.87 A practice that is reinforced cartographi-
cally through practices of renaming and a concomitant obliteration of evidence of 
Palestinian existence through ‘geographic or toponomyc silences’.88 For example, 
cartographical representations of Israel in school books depict the illegal settler col-
onies as visually the same as Israeli cities such as Tel Aviv; Palestinian place names 
are erased or Hebraised; and the occupied West Bank is presented as part of Israel, 
but renamed with the biblical toponyms, Judea and Samaria.89 In such a manner 
the occupation and confiscation of lands is legitimised as redemption and imbued 
with a sacred validity.90 Such a renaming reinforces the religio-political narrative of 
origin that much Israeli archaeology articulates and that provides a key foundation 
to the legitimising rhetoric of the Israeli state.

Israeli textbooks are not alone in their conceptualisation of ancient peoples as 
providing a direct link to, and thus geo-political legitimisation of, current com-
munities. As a result of the interim accords that created the Palestinian Authority 
in 1994, Palestinians living in the West Bank and Gaza were granted the power to 
write their own textbooks and curricula. Groiss provides examples from a number 
of Palestinian textbooks that position the ‘Canaanite Arabs’ as the direct ances-
tors or “forefathers” of the Palestinians – ‘the first ones who settled in Palestine’ – 
who remained ‘in spite of the successive invasion waves that descended upon their 
country’ and who built a great civilisation.91 Moreover, criticisms concerning the 
presence of negative stereotypes, prejudice and misrepresentation in the narration 
of the past can also be levelled at Palestinian textbooks.92 As Groiss notes, on occa-
sion the maps in some Palestinian textbooks omit the term Israel, and sometimes 
textbooks describe places that are holy to both Jews and Muslims by the name used 
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in Islamic tradition, for example, references to the Mosque of Abraham, rather than 
the Cave of the Patriarchs as it is known in Jewish tradition.93 Negative depictions 
are obviously deplorable and not conducive to the peaceable co-existence of Israelis 
and Palestinians. However, in the context of the dramatic asymmetry of power in 
virtually all aspects of the lives of Palestinians, who live in exile in refugee camps or 
under the violent and oppressive Israeli occupation or blockade, it is worth asking 
how Palestinians could actually go about re-inhabiting the nominally de-colonised 
field of education while still stateless and living within the colonial ‘architecture of 
occupation’? how could they avoid performing the ‘colonial present’? how realistic 
would it be to change the ‘existing attitude featured in the books’ to the ‘active 
peace-orientated curriculum’ Groiss desires, and what would this consist of  ? Is it 
even possible for Palestinians to articulate their right to return to the homes that 
they were ethnically cleansed from in a way that is not interpreted by Israeli audi-
ences as a ‘message of a delayed war for the liquidation of the State of Israel’?94

The collusion between the education system and the state in silencing politically 
problematic counter-hegemonic narratives occurs in all political systems to vary-
ing degrees. We have discussed in another publication how the Teddy Katz case 
demonstrates how academia, media and the state’s educational and judicial institu-
tions all provide a ‘professional and scholarly scaffold’ for hegemonic narrations of 
the past.95 That such collusion is to a degree pervasive in all societies is evident in 
the last-minute cancellation by the University of Southampton of a conference on 
International Law and the State of Israel that was initially approved by the university in 
2014 and scheduled to be held 17–19 April 2015. After significant political pressure 
from government ministers, Conservative members of parliament and pro-Israel 
lobby groups for it to be cancelled or for more pro-Israel speakers to be included, 
the university decided to cancel it, ostensibly on health and safety grounds.96 Many 
academics criticised the university’s decision, arguing that it was an attack on free 
speech and that the university had capitulated to political pressure.97 The decision 
to cancel was upheld by the High Court in a judgement issued on 8 April 2015 
refusing permission to bring a judicial review of the decision at the request of the 
conference organisers. Far from providing a neutral and unpartisan space for the 
pursuit of objective knowledge, universities are intricately entwined in the socio-
political power-knowledge nexus.

Public space and cultural remembrance:  
museums, murals, mausoleums

The role of museums in modern states is complex. Modern heritage institutions 
are polyvalent hybrids: they embed a multiplicity of narratives that interweave past-
focused narratives with presentist ideologies. Through their institutionalisation of 
a particular form of past-talk, museums function as official repositories of so-called 
national values; articulate collective memory; incite national pride; inculcate par-
ticular values through education; constitute identities; historicise reality; institu-
tionalise the past; explain, justify and administer; and through their demonstration 
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of the ‘latest thing’ as the ‘same old thing’ they legitimise the status quo, create, 
reflect, disseminate and mobilise support for dominant socio-political narratives 
and anaesthetise any ‘last pang of intellectual and ethical consciousness’ – they do 
our thinking for us.98

Modernist-era museums were designed as sites of entertainment and instruction: 
spaces in which works of high culture were treated as instruments of social manage-
ment for rapidly expanding populations in the industrial era.99 They were places in 
which visitors were exposed to hierarchies of cultural values, told about the gains 
of technological progress and shown how colonialism brought the “wonders of 
the world” home to European peoples, and offered civilisation to non-Europeans. 
By providing contextual settings in which works of culture could be refashioned, 
museums were able to render these works suitable for use within governmental 
programmes that aimed to reshape ‘general norms of social behaviour’.100 By so 
doing they aimed to produce the kind of civilised and knowledgeable citizens that 
modern states and modern capital increasingly required. In particular, the prolifera-
tion of museums commemorating conflict and veterans in the twenty-first century 
responds to and articulates current nationalist projects, which also ‘act as marketing 
devices for inciting nationalist pride, as legitimizing loci for political mobiliza-
tion, and as spaces for spiritual nourishment and renewal’.101 That history-focused 
behaviour is still exploited as an ideological or socio-political tool is reflected in the 
comments of Tessa Jowell that ‘[t]he historic environment and wider heritage con-
tributes to a wide range of Government ambitions to cut crime, promote inclusion, 
improve educational achievement’.102 Moreover, by encouraging ‘people [to] better 
understand and engage with their history’, she contends that heritage helps ‘slay 
that poverty of aspiration which holds so many people back from fulfilling their 
potential’ – access to our history through heritage institutions such as museums can 
not only ‘reconcile public attitudes to the economic injustices that prevail’ but it 
can also, apparently, ‘remedy socio-economic discrimination’.103

But, contrary to Jowell’s cheerfully optimistic faith in the capacity of heritage 
institutions to remedy economic inequalities engendered by the neo-liberal capi-
talist economic system, as Davies cogently argues, the museum is instead a funda-
mental part of such a system; it is a powerful socio-economic agent encouraging 
and supplying our ‘unquenchable, nostalgic desire’ and ‘fostering the ludic activ-
ity, the “creativity” essential to the latest imperatives of the mercurial, postmodern 
economy’. In a historicised society we are coerced into valuing heritage because 
it can then be aligned with economic value.104 Moreover, museums offer the per-
fect platform for history-wash, the sponsorship of archaeo-historical exhibitions that 
extol the unique culture, history and geography of particular communities by cor-
porations who are engaged in the financial and material exploitation of that very 
same environment. For years, large multi-national corporations have utilised arts 
sponsorship as a means of mitigating the socio-political impact of their harm-
ful social, economic and environmental activities; they have sought social licence, 
acceptability and approval through a practice of art-wash.105 But large corporations 
also sponsor exhibitions in prestigious national heritage institutions that are more 
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obviously concerned with the past. British Petroleum (BP), which has a crude 
oil refinery in Kwinana, Western Australia, and also operates numerous off-shore, 
deep-water oil rigs and was responsible for the largest oil spill in U.S. waters, sup-
ported the Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisation and the Sunken Cities: Egypt’s lost 
worlds exhibitions at the British Museum.106 The topics chosen for sponsorship are 
unlikely to be coincidental, but are instead aimed at mitigating any negative public 
reaction to the company’s environmental damage and procuring social licence.

The state also uses its financial power to purchase social-capital through the 
sponsorship of forms of past-talk in narratives of persuasion in the public space. 
Through the dissemination of images and text in public spaces and heritage institu-
tions, Iran employs a sophisticated integration of eschatological and sacred refer-
entiality together with references to key moments from revolutionary past events 
to maintain the state’s revolutionary Islamic ideology. While the Iranian revolution 
in 1979 started off as a ‘pluralistically-orientated revolution’ consisting of ‘national-
ist, communist and religious-Islamic groups’, very quickly the latter employed a 
series of media strategies that combined commemoration of revolutionary martyrs, 
key events from Shi’ite history, and revolutionary and liberationalist narratives to 
effectively re-define the revolution as ‘a decidedly “Islamic” revolution’.107 Aware 
that ‘[h]e who controls images controls thought, belief, and ideology’, after the 
revolution Iran turned itself into a ‘museum of furious art’, with the state sponsor-
ing a phenomenal production of revolutionary and propagandistic images in the 
public space in the form of posters, films, stamps, murals, textbooks, paintings and 
graffiti.108 These were instrumental in consolidating remembrance of the revolu-
tion as exclusively ‘religious-Islamic’ – a process that was reinforced by the long 
and bloody eight-year war that followed Iraq’s invasion of Iran in 1980 – and were 
employed to remind Iranians of their duty to support the revolutionary ideology; to 
contribute to the imagination of the new Islamic republic; to mobilise support for 
the war with Iraq; and to ensure social conformity and political obedience.109 While 
Chapter 5 in the present volume discusses the counter-hegemonic socio-political 
role that Iranian images of martyrdom have played, it is pertinent here to discuss 
the Iranian state’s use of the memorialisation of martyrdom, visually in the urban 
public space, and in heritage institutions, as a means of not only disseminating a 
particular revolutionary ideology and politics, but also as a means of effecting social 
compliance.110 Revolutions are not simply political or military conflicts; they are 
also struggles over memory. With the overthrow of the Shah and the establishment 
of the Islamic Republic, there was a need to create ‘a counter-historical narrative 
that was ideally structured to fit the new teleology of the revolution’.111 However, 
it is important not to interpret the significance and role that martyrdom plays in 
Iran as either evidence of a pre-modern (or primitive) attitude of the Iranian state 
or of an Islamic commitment to jihad and martyrdom. In contrast, Talebi argues 
that it is entirely

in tune with the totalizing nature of the Enlightenment [that] in construct-
ing the state and governing the nation, the ideologs of the Islamic Republic 
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incorporate myth, deity and stories of origins to formulate their own regimes 
of truth, power and knowledge.112

The past in various forms is a key feature of Iranian state narratives of persuasion. 
While the commemoration of martyrs of the Revolution and the Iran-Iraq war is a 
ubiquitous feature of various heritage sites and urban visual narratives, such events, 
as well as contemporary politics, are interpreted through a Shi’ite soteriological 
framework of salvation and the mourning rituals of Ashura that commemorate the 
martyrdom of Imam Hussein.113 In particular, they provide a context for mod-
ern Iranian understandings of martyrdom and underpin the way in which cultural 
institutions such as the Central Martyrs’ Museum and the Behesht-i Zahra cem-
etery in Tehran provide a stage for communal acts of remembrance and mourning 
that ultimately work to constitute a civic body.114 The Central Martyrs’ Museum, 
originally begun in 1980 to commemorate the martyrs of the revolution, has been 
expanded twice and now commemorates both those who died fighting for the rev-
olution and the martyrs of the Iran-Iraq war.115 This memorial-museum functions 
as a sacred space, a lieu de mémoire, and a public archive. Through various installation 
techniques and visual motifs it embodies a ritual or therapeutic zone that thereby 
facilitates the remembrance of trauma and death.116 It works as a means of articu-
lating and enforcing national cohesion, thereby generating a shared sense of mis-
sion, encouraging political mobilisation and effecting compliance at a time when 
the direct memory of both conflicts passes into cultural memory.117 The museum, 
both through its contextualisation of the narratives of the Iranian revolution and 
the Iran-Iraq war within dominant religious and nationalist discourses, including a 
framework of Shi’ite martyrology, and through its conscious employment of cultur-
ally resonant metaphors for, and symbols of, Karbala, utilises the symbolic power of 
religio-national martyrdom to legitimise both events as the struggle of activists and 
heroes standing firm against injustice and adversity, and therefore works to promul-
gate and inculcate Iranian state ideology.118 Although, through the commemoration 
of martyrs in the museum from among Iran’s non-Muslim minorities, an attempt 
is made to universalise martyrdom or to construe it as a national sacrifice, such 
minority narratives are absorbed into the hegemonic Shi’ite commemorative and 
mourning discourse in a sanitised, “politically correct” and homogenising manner: 
no real attempt is made to give voice to alternative ethno-cultural expression.119

Tehran’s Behesht-i Zahra cemetery is also a significant social-political space ‘for 
the routinization of state ideology’ and the articulation and enforcement of state 
power.120 Ayatollah Khomeini gave his first speech on his return to Iran from exile 
at the cemetery alongside the graves of martyrs of the Shah’s regime. Here bill-
boards depicting the dead bodies of martyrs, the faces of Ayatollahs Khomeini and 
Khamenei and images of flowers and birds symbolising the martyrs from the Iran-
Iraq war, many of whom are buried there, contextualise the cemetery and construct 
a potential reading that martyrdom is not just, at times, a necessity, but is a virtue 
to be pursued in itself. The state’s construction of martyrdom is inclusive; it is for 
everyone. This is achieved through a number of ways, most commonly through the 
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presentation of martyrs as ordinary Iranians who sacrificed their lives for their faith 
and nation. Their graves at Behesht-i Zahra and the exhibits in the Central Martyrs’ 
Museum include, in addition to images of Imam Hussein and quotations about the 
virtue of martyrdom, photographs of the martyrs in their everyday life before mar-
tyrdom, personal objects and artefacts such as education certificates, glasses, prayer 
beads, watches, clothes and for the child martyrs, toys, ribbons and school bags. 
Mirrors are also employed in both places to directly include the visitor in the mar-
tyrology narrative: as the visitor looks at the grave of the martyr, their own image is 
reflected back to them, effecting a form of ‘total social control’.121

As with the Martyrs’ Museum, the tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini, by virtue of its 
architectural tectonics and its role in promulgating Shi’ite practices of mourning 
and pilgrimage, is both a religious edifice, a Shi’ite shrine and a civic monument or 
state symbol that articulates the ‘propagandistic agenda of the republic’: it functions 
as a sign of both religious and national identity.122 The tomb, with its golden dome 
and minarets resembles the Shi’ite shrine of Imam Hussein at Karbala, but also 
that of Fatima al-Ma‘suma in Qom, thereby intertextually referencing both Imam 
Hussein’s martyrdom and the origins of the 1979 Iranian revolution in the Qom 
madrasa uprisings.123 But its accessible location, vast, open, hypostyle hall, informal 
atmosphere, and functional, but not elaborate, building materials and decoration 
mark it as ‘a public space belonging to the Iranian people’.124 And yet, Khomeini’s 
tomb is not simply a place of religious pilgrimage nor an articulation of national 
ideology. As with the Martyrs’ Museum and Behesht-i Zahra cemetery, it demon-
strates ‘venerative consumption’: they are all spaces where the ‘profane realm of cul-
tural and historical tourism gets an encrustation of religious praxis’, a consumerist 
ethos pervades the site, and alongside the graves of martyrs and religious iconogra-
phy are retail outlets selling martyr memorabilia and fast food.125

State-sponsored art in Iran functions as a ‘mechanism of productive power’ 
where the ‘order of signs and practices . . . images and epistemologies – drawn from 
a historically situated cultural field . . . come to be taken for granted as the natural 
and received shape of the world’.126 The large-scale murals of martyrs on the sides 
of multi-story buildings sponsored by various organs of the state and para-statal 
political organisations such as the Martyrs’ Foundation that colonise busy or politi-
cally resonant public spaces in Tehran work to ensure a visual monopoly over not 
only what politics are presented in the public space of Tehran, but also how they 
are represented.127 Yet it is important to remember that there is no single coher-
ent message to, or interpretation of, the images: they are the product of different 
time periods and are on occasion replaced or repainted.128 That said, the murals 
usually consist of a realistic portrait of the martyr; symbols such as a red rose or 
tulip, dove or butterfly symbolising the martyr’s soul and green lush countryside 
and a blue sky representing paradise; icons of Hussein’s martyrdom at Karbala such 
as water, a white horse or the dome or minaret of Iman Hussein’s mosque at Kar-
bala; images of Ayatolloh Khomeini or his successor as Supreme Leader of Iran, 
Ayatollah Khamenei; a brief biography of the martyr (usually just name and place 
of death) and quotations from the Qur’an, Khomeini or the words of the martyr, 
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which frame the interpretation of the mural.129 There are martyrdom murals fea-
turing ordinary (sometimes anonymous) Iranians as well as prominent social figures 
killed in, or as a result of, the Iran-Iraq war, as well as martyrs from an earlier age 
such as Sheikh Fazollah Nuri who, as a result of his opposition to the constitutional 
movement, was hung in 1909. These murals do not simply commemorate events or 
heroes of the past, but through their projection of historical events into the present, 
they use the past as the foundation of present identity.130

The inclusion of the image of Ayatollah Khomeini in many of the murals, jux-
taposed with symbols recalling the martyrdom of Hussein and images of mar-
tyrs from the revolutionary struggle and the Iran-Iraq war, conflates the finite and 
political with the sacred and the infinite. It not only links the past to the present, 
but it also ‘presents contemporary events as normative for the future’.131 By posi-
tioning Khomeini within a discourse of martyrdom and in proximity to Hussein 
it sacralises him, legitimises his status as the highest political and military authority 
in Iran and infuses the regime with ‘total social authority’.132 In so doing it also 
enables the transmission of Khomeini’s politico-spiritual authority and holiness to 
his successor Ayatollah Khamenei.133 An example is the mural on a building on 
one of the busiest squares in Tehran, the Square of the Revolution. In the mid-
dle of the mural against a backdrop of other soldiers is a young soldier who wears 
a red ribbon signalling his readiness to die as a martyr. On the right and behind 
the young man is Khomeini, stretching out his arm in a gesture of blessing. To 
the left is Khamenei, who, reading the mural from right to left, appears to be not 
only the recipient of Khomeini’s blessing but the future of the Islamic Republic 
of Iran.134 Above all three images is the slogan ‘educating the God-seeking youth 
means mobilization for the final battle of the Imam [Hussein]’.135 The juxtaposition 
of the image of the martyr with symbols of Karbala and Hussein and the image of 
Khomeini encourages an interpretation that the martyrs sacrificed their lives for 
the nation and god, and as such the murals ‘aim to create an aura of legitimacy for 
revolutionary politics and for self-defense as much as for martyrdom and sacrifice 
in the name of the faith’.136

The imagined ethnogenesis of the Islamic Republic of Iran is firmly situated in 
the defence of the nation against not only its neighbour Iraq, but also neo-imperial 
western political, economic and military interference.137 The murals’ effective inter-
weaving of narratives of victimisation and sacrifice work as metaphors for resistance 
and self-defiance against an outside enemy and are a key feature of the Iranian state’s 
ideology. The continuous commemoration of the war and the revolution in Iran 
work to inculcate a religio-national identity, a shared sense of solidarity, obligation 
and political mobilisation predicated on the imagination of Iran as a victim of for-
eign interference and aggression. As such, some of the murals specifically foreground 
American military oppression, for example that on the flyover on Karim Khan Zand 
Avenue, which depicts an America flag whose stripes morph into falling bombs.138

In the last ten years there has been a shift in the commemoration of martyrs in 
the public realm: the state has begun to inter martyrs among the living, in public 
space, specifically on university campuses.139 The highly visual presence of martyrs, 
who were once referred to by Ayatollah Khomeini as his ‘light of the eyes’, permits 
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their use as ‘the eye of power’ to oversee and ensure compliance.140 Billboards warn 
passers-by to ‘[w]atch your behaviour’ as ‘[m]artyrs are witnesses of our acts’. Mar-
tyrs therefore act not simply to encourage and mobilise support for the Islamic 
Republic, but they also articulate and police the boundaries of acceptable social and 
political behaviour, and thus extend the domain of state surveillance.141 A mural 
depicting martyrs of the Moral Police watches over a Tehran street, encouraging 
an internalised self-disciplining even when actual officers of the morality police are 
not in evidence.142 However, the passage of time and changing conditions in Iran 
and the population’s increasing indifference towards martyrs has meant that the 
ubiquitous presence of the image of the martyr in the public realm is no longer as 
effective in promulgating the state’s legitimacy, a consequence that has led the state 
‘to force the martyrs on the living, no longer just discursively but in their corpore-
ality’ as well.143 In 2006, in the face of opposition to ‘the instrumental utilization of 
war martyrs’, the state buried the recently recovered remains of unknown martyrs 
from the Iran-Iraq war in the grounds of Sanati Sharif University.144 The Iranian 
commemoration of martyrdom in murals and heritage institutions could therefore 
be read as a means of promoting the ‘consumption of traumatic memory’, an ‘exer-
cise in fear-mongering’, which ‘through the muffled yet infectious tactics of trauma 
and fear’ seeks to silence public calls for socio-political change in Iran.145

As a result of being forms of textual production firmly situated in the present, 
the historical disciplines of history and archaeology serve as vehicles for nation-
alist discourse, they reflect and project the interests of the nation-state and per-
form nation-state ontologies. Far from achieving hegemonic status because of their 
purported mimetic resemblance to the past, historical accounts generate cultural 
authority from the political, ideological and aesthetic values that they embody. 
Thus, ‘[h]istory operates ideologically . . . [i]t offers a sedative, anaesthetizing people 
to social injustices, accustoming them to them as historical facts, lulling them into 
a sense of their natural inevitability’, but what about theoretically self-reflexive, 
counter-histories?146 What about past-talk that offers an “oppositional critique” of 
traditional ways of writing history; narratives that don’t reinforce the status quo, 
but consciously challenge it; stories that work to critique, undermine and replace 
oppressive institutions and practices? What about the histories of the marginalised, 
emancipatory pedagogies, stories of liberation, revolutionary past-talk? What about 
the work of artists, resistance archivists and activists engaging in past-talk to witness, 
critique and debate conflict, human rights abuses and injustice? In the following 
chapters we explore alternative forms of past-talk, accounts of the before-now that 
are produced and circulate outside of hegemonic institutions and discursive regimes 
of power, and we ask whether these narratives liberate history.
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2
CHALLENGING HISTORICAL 
AUTHORITY

Public art, (post)museums and activist film

On epistemological modesty

Academic history’s dominant methodologies and representational strategies carry 
the traces of foundational models of knowledge, ones that purport to be able to 
show the “true state of things” separate from the classificatory, interpretative and 
narrative frameworks that are available for producing descriptions in any given 
semantic system. Yet there is nothing inherent within the past that determines that 
the correct (or necessarily the best) way to comprehend it is in the form of a history. 
Historical objects do not constitute themselves; they are produced by acts of enun-
ciation within the discursive regime or “language game” that we call history.1 This 
language game may well be rational, rigorous, respectful of procedural norms for 
using certain types of evidence and subject to peer appraisal, but ultimately adher-
ence to these professional codes does little more than ensure the continuation of a 
tautology: historians remain the best people for producing the discourse that we call 
history. The idea that the discourse itself might be problematic at the ontological 
level is simply not admitted. Because the illusion of the givenness of the historical 
past is so powerfully familiar, it is easy to forget that making a choice to read the past 
historically is in fact a choice at all.2 There are always many other ways in which 
the traces of the past can be the source of acts of enunciation and representation 
in the present; we can always use other forms of past-talk for whatever projects we 
have chosen to undertake. Unless one believes that the past always already contains 
the shape of the historical within it – unless one thinks that occurrences in the past 
originally played out in innately “historical” form, prior to the discursive operations 
which are used to inscribe those occurrences within the disciplinary codes of his-
tory – there are no strong epistemic reasons for thinking that history is any more 
capable than other discursive vehicles for finding out and representing “how things 
were”. This was why Hayden White advised historians to let go of the mistaken 
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assumption that their accounts corresponded ‘to some pre-existent body of “raw 
facts” ’.3 The “facts” were not a given in the historical record itself, he argued, but 
were constructed by the questions that the historian asked of their empirical data, 
and by the problem that was implied by the choice of metaphor that the historian 
used to order their account.4 White’s theory of narrative constructivism implied 
that historiography was (and always had been) a poetic mode of composition, 
which meant that there could be no singularly definitive or “true” account of any 
past event in textual form; instead, there were as many possible (and equally plausi-
ble) narrative versions of an event as there were culturally available plot structures 
and/or interpretative communities for endowing stories with meanings.

Narrative constructivism implies that the discourse – or the set of textual, read-
ing, interpretative, methodological and representational practices  – that we call 
history has never been able to deliver epistemologically privileged descriptive or 
explanatory perspectives on the past. But far from embracing epistemological mod-
esty in their work, historians commonly act as if their practices give them some 
kind of partial or constrained access to a metaphysical “historical” past. They act 
as if their versions of the past, while conceding they are not singularly correct, are 
‘more true’ than those of non-historians. They act as if they are collectively respon-
sible for policing all other forms of past-talk against their own “pure” standard of 
the historical past. Such claims to authority over the past are only coherent for 
those who believe that foundationalism and metaphysics are unproblematic. His-
tory might (still) function as a hegemonic discourse, but it is a mistake to attribute 
its social power to epistemic considerations rather than cultural-political ones.5 
Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth explained this well when she described a shift from the 
Modern Condition (the term she used to characterise certain Euro-Atlantic cul-
tures for six centuries from the Quattrocentro onwards) to the Discursive Condi-
tion (characterised by the systemic and relational understandings of knowledge that 
were developed across various intellectual fields in the twentieth century).6 In the 
latter, no signifying practices or codes can claim epistemic authority outside of the 
discursive system in which they are situated. There is ‘no Original discourse, no 
privileged position from which to judge’; equally there is ‘no Elsewhere, no site of 
meaning and value’ that transcends discursive regimes and practices.7 Instead, there 
are semantic systems (including history) that operate, like all languages, according 
to rules that refer to nothing outside of these systems’ own conventions, and there 
are acts of enunciation. As Ermarth put it:

Begin with this hypothesis: that enunciation, as a formality of the Discursive 
Condition, is the same kind of event in every system, regardless of its mate-
rials; that enunciation is simply practice understood as a semiological event, in 
other words, an event intelligible within a single or a finite set of discursive 
regimens.8

This way of understanding enunciation is incompatible with historians’ claims 
about the superior epistemic value of their discipline in relation to other forms 
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of past-talk. It means that the past (or “before now”) can only be understood as a 
dimension of present enunciation, not something that is extra-discursive and ‘back 
there’.9 It means that historians’ acts of enunciation should only be valued against 
localised, discipline-specific criteria rather than universal or transcendent ones.

One of the consequences of the post-linguistic-turn critique of orthodox history 
was that it encouraged some historians to be more adventurous in their choices of 
subject matter, representational practices and willingness to experiment with narra-
tive form. In many respects this was a welcome challenge to the disciplinary norms 
and authority of institutional academic history. However, as Kalle Pihlainen has 
pointed out, “alternative” histories were soon incorporated into the mainstream of 
academic practice; “experimental” forms of historying might have claimed a non- 
or counter-hegemonic status, but in most cases they were “oppositional” only in 
representational rather than political terms. Despite their “disobedient” credentials, 
experimental histories reinforced the discipline’s tendency to leave the social status 
quo undisturbed, because what they sought to do was to interest audiences beyond 
the small circle of academic specialists, not challenge prevailing political arrange-
ments. As Pihlainen concluded:

[H]istory and historians have allowed us to become complacent concern-
ing injustices and have dulled our (ethico-political) senses with entertaining 
stories. Stories that keep us – those of us who are privileged enough to enjoy 
spending time with stories – preoccupied and content. To remedy this, we 
should be wary of reading narrative constructivism or any other theory of 
opposition in terms of system(acity), of turning it into a methodology. We 
need, rather, to embrace insecurity regarding what history can be.10

What Pihlainen advocated was a rethinking of historical praxis in ways that could 
be aligned with current political campaigns against injustices and forms of oppres-
sion. Because of the history profession’s self-talk about scholarly “detachment” and 
“sovereignty” of the archival sources, any such call to politicise historical practices 
is typically resisted as an infringement of academic integrity – as an “abuse of his-
tory”.11 But history writing is already – and always has been – politicised. For a 
host of cultural and material reasons, current social formations bestow semantic and 
epistemological authority on certain types of (orthodox) historical praxis. Histori-
ans – whether we like it or not – occupy positions of moral and political respon-
sibility because of ingrained public assumptions about history writing’s fidelity to 
the past. As Sande Cohen has argued, historians not only provide the data that 
give particular social formations retroactive justification (for example, by anchoring 
them to perceived traditions or inter-generational shared identification with certain 
events), but they are also able to underscore future-oriented appeals by collectives 
of varying type through their power to exclude contending claims to the future 
by designating them as (supposedly) historically invalid. Indeed, as Cohen explains, 
what is most troubling about the smoothness of the conventional historical text is 
that it gives the ‘illusion of noncontestable knowledge’ to narratives that function 
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to serve those interests which make a political claim on what is yet to come.12 To 
historicise, he argues, is as much a tactic designed to service making a future as it is 
about recuperating the past:

When the norm of historiography shows images and roles that gate-keep the 
future, or increasingly do so, sorting and ranking claimants in the here and 
now not as to how they descended from the past, but as what they deserve 
as a future, then historiography as such can be said to have been pulled into 
cultural politics.13

Cohen and others are troubled by the politico-cultural function of historians’ 
work because they believe that such work is normally aligned (even if only tacitly) 
with dominant economic and political interests.14 It does not have to be so. In 
theory, academic history could function as a counter-hegemonic practice, chal-
lenging sedimented and socially damaging iterations of common sense, but there 
are few good reasons to think that this might happen. Historians’ lingering attach-
ments to objectivist and positivist ideals, their commitment to the materiality (or 
what Wendy Brown calls the ‘brute facticity’)15 of the historical past, makes them 
unlikely advocates of present-day political causes in their professional work. The 
contrast with producers of other forms of past-talk, for whom “taking a stand” is 
not regarded as an “abuse” of their discourse, is clear. But while history’s commit-
ment to what its practitioners regard (problematically) as “neutrality” or “impartial-
ity” might be a matter of some regret, what needs to be actively resisted is the way 
that historians seek to police and control all forms of representations of the past. 
Mistaking the particular protocols of their own semantic system for universal (or 
common denominator) ones, historians assume to speak with the authority of ‘The 
Expertise That Silences’.16 History’s adherence to long-dominant epistemologies, 
methodologies and representational forms mean that a collective resolve to preserve 
its institutional credibility as a discipline normally takes precedence over whatever 
radical political ambitions its practitioners might have as individual citizens. His-
tory’s capacity to be mobilised as a rhetorical ally for present-day (and specifically 
named) campaigns for socio-political justice is therefore realised only rarely (but 
not, we acknowledge, never). Admitting “presentism” into academic historical work 
usually remains a step too far for the profession as a whole. As a result, any opposi-
tional energies that academic history has are all too ‘easily incorporated into a dis-
ciplined, polite and non-contrarian discourse’.17 More significant still, a discourse 
that is so enmeshed in social privilege, institutional authority and exclusionary 
practices, and that claims the authority to represent the past “properly” to every-
body else, seems to be at odds with the kind of non-authoritarian, non-hierarchical, 
non-representationalist, decentralised, participative political projects that are at the 
forefront of attempts to minimise oppression and injustices now.

An additional problem is that historical discourse is a method for representing 
absent others, and in the case of contemporary history for representing others to 
themselves. In carrying out its representational functions, history as a discipline 
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presupposes epistemic certainty and confidence in its authority to make explana-
tory evaluations of those it describes. Armed with this confidence, professional his-
torians rarely, if ever, recognise problematics of representation: instead they assume 
for themselves the right to speak on behalf of anyone for whom a trace can be 
found in one or other recognised archival form.18 This may be understandable in 
practical terms, because how else would historians write? But it ignores a politi-
cal consideration: avoiding the wider problems of representationalist practices has 
been a key concern among left radicals since the upheavals of 1968. As Deleuze 
recalled, Foucault taught him ‘something absolutely fundamental: the indignity of 
speaking for others’.19 Similarly – and drawing on her participatory research with 
new social movement activists in Brazil, Venezuela, Colombia and Argentina  – 
Sara Motta discusses the importance of a ‘commitment to a politics of knowledge 
that begins from the ground up and builds from the realities of popular politics in 
community struggles, movement organizing, and everyday life’.20 Without such a 
pluralising and inventive politics of knowledge, she argued, oppressed communities 
and movements would continue to be ‘ “spoken over” by discourses that misname 
and misrepresent their struggles’.21 May elaborated the point in more general terms, 
explaining that representationalism was socially damaging in two main ways:

First, the power to represent people to themselves is oppressive in itself: 
practices of telling people who they are and what they want erect a barrier 
between them and who (or what) they can create themselves to be. . . . Sec-
ond, representing people to themselves helps to reinforce other oppressive 
social relationships.22

For these reasons, even well-intentioned attempts to represent victims of oppres-
sion to themselves are potentially problematic as they infringe on people’s freedom 
for self-(re)description.23 As a point of political principle, it is important that people 
are given discursive space and freedom to work the materials of the past on their 
own terms, incorporating them into their own subjectivities and political projects, 
free from any requirement to respect academic history’s methodologies and with 
no expectation that they will be held accountable to history’s discipline-specific 
codes. This is not an argument in favour of “anything goes” when it comes to 
invoking the past. Disavowing the context-transcendent truth claims of orthodox 
history’s epistemology does not lead to “nihilism”, because there are other grounds 
on which people can be asked to justify how they deal with the past. Crucially, 
these include the power to challenge people about the political justification for 
choosing to use particular forms of past-talk and about the possible consequences 
of doing so.

Another problem with history’s discursive authority is that it can be used to 
reify and harden subject positions which, for the purposes of creating a demo-
cratic ethos, are better understood as contingent and ungrounded. Ernesto Laclau 
and Chantal Mouffe showed that by denying that the social was determined by 
objective (historical) processes, one could discredit assumptions that any subject 
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position (or social actor) was ontologically privileged in society. If there were no 
ontological foundations for the social, there could be no grounds on which a sin-
gularly privileged subject position within it could be established. Rather, it was 
better to think of the social as the site of multiple social identities with no neces-
sary structure or organising logic governing the relations between them.24 So, for 
example, whereas Marx’s philosophy of history had stated that fundamental social 
change was caused by class-based antagonisms (positing a progressive simplifica-
tion of the social structure under capitalism, until the final antagonism in history 
was played out between the bourgeoisie and a vast proletarian mass),25 Laclau and 
Mouffe maintained that modern social formations were constituted by multiple 
social antagonisms. Class struggle for them was not an objective entity in the world 
(produced by the immanent features of capitalism itself ), but rather a particular way 
among many of conceptualising the construction of social identities. By the same 
reasoning, classical notions of “emancipation”, which had been part of the political 
imaginary for centuries, were also artefacts of foundational models of thought that 
were best left behind. Using the procedures of deconstruction, Laclau sought to 
show that emancipation was a logical impossibility and an idea that was compro-
mised by its old associations with closure and the thought that a radical refounda-
tion could become the source of a social that would fully realise itself.26 His main 
purpose in doing so was not to advocate a straightforward abandonment of clas-
sical ideas of emancipation, but rather to explore how a critical dissection of the 
term could provide an opening towards the creation of new liberating discourses.27 
These liberating discourses – products of linguistic invention rather than “revealed” 
by historical analysis – could never achieve a “once and for all” emancipation of 
oppressed people and groups, only a contingent and temporarily stabilised set of 
social arrangements. As Laclau stated:

We can certainly free some social possibilities but only at the price of repress-
ing others. The relationship between power and freedom is one of perma-
nent renegotiations and displacement of their mutual frontiers, while the two 
terms of the equation always remain. Even the most democratic of societies 
will be the expression of power relations, not of a total or gradual elimination 
of power.28

Laclau’s thought here resembles Foucault’s analytics of power, which proceeds from 
the axiom that the sources and effects of power are heterogeneous and multiple. 
Foucault argued that: ‘Power is widely dispersed through society, it is exercised in 
multiple and localised relationships, it is a matter of “ceaseless struggles and con-
frontations”.  .  .  . Power is everywhere; not because it embraces everything, but 
because it comes from everywhere’.29 Because power is ‘employed and exercised 
through a net-like organization’,30 one can argue that the forms of past-talk that 
are best equipped for the task of resisting the negative effects of this (always dis-
persed) power are ones that are similarly multiple, heterogeneous, un-disciplined, 
non-institutional and widely networked: they might be taken as constituting a 
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‘biodiversity of resistance’.31 Or as Koch wrote in relation to what he called an 
‘ethics of resistance’:

Resistance is formulated against a background of plurality. It is plurality that 
cultural and political institutions oppose as they promote one form of sub-
jectivity over another. This is precisely why post-structuralism can support 
liberation movements even though a specific definition of power remains 
elusive. The struggle for liberation has the character of political resistance to 
a process of semantic and metaphorical reductionism that serves the interests 
of control and manipulation.32

This is why we believe that other discursive ways of appropriating and represent-
ing the past are more likely to be mobilised effectively as tactical resources to 
produce the kind of political effects that we seek to encourage. Following Laclau 
and Mouffe’s argument that politics is finally a matter of articulation, we think that 
plural democratic values are best served by inventing and proliferating different 
semantic forms of past-talk and not by dismissing or subordinating them to aca-
demic history on flawed epistemological grounds. As Mouffe explained, creating 
a democratic ethos necessitates ‘the mobilization of passions and sentiments, the 
multiplication of practices, institutions and language games that provide the con-
ditions of possibility for democratic subjects and democratic forms of willing’.33 
The artists, (post)museum curators and filmmakers that we discuss in the following 
sections have shown how forms of past-talk can contribute to the creation of the 
democratic ethos that Mouffe envisages. Experimenting with form, materials and 
representational tactics, and openly advocating ideological positions in what they 
produce, such work can be understood as an attempt to “repossess” the past from 
academic history’s controlling disciplinary authority.

Repossessing the past: public art and (post)museums

In her critique of Habermas’s theorisation of the bourgeois public sphere, Nancy 
Fraser drew attention to the importance of what she called ‘subaltern counterpub-
lics’, which were ‘parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social 
groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to formulate oppositional interpreta-
tions of their identities, interests and needs’.34 Instead of conceptualising the public 
sphere as a singularity, Fraser wrote about multiple and differentially empowered 
publics that were engaged in forms of discursive contestation, and also in acts of 
withdrawal that allowed subordinated groups to reflect and deliberate on where 
they thought their identities and interests currently stood.35 Something of the idea 
of ‘parallel discursive arenas’ can be seen in the work of the art-activist collec-
tive REPOhistory, which sought between 1989 and 2000 to disrupt the symbolic 
patterning of New York’s official and homogenised public memory culture by 
making visible (“repossessing”) overlooked and repressed episodes from the city’s 
past. In effect, they were challenging some of the various ways in which history’s 
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dominance of past-talk within the public sphere was constituted by exclusions of 
subjects on grounds of gender, ethnicity and socio-economic status. The group – 
whose fluctuating membership comprised artists, academics, performers, teachers 
and media activists  – first met in May 1989 to discuss Greg Sholette’s proposal 
that artists should ‘retrieve and relocate absent historical narratives’ through the 
production of ‘counter-monuments, actions and events’.36 REPOhistory fused 
politically engaged art practices with Walter Benjamin’s belief in the redemptive 
potential of dialectical encounters between past and present. The result was a series 
of installation projects that mixed visual art, urban activism, social history and radi-
cal pedagogy.37 The first of their urban installations was the Lower Manhattan Sign 
Project (1992–3), a set of thirty-nine silk-screened metal signs which members of 
the collective attached to street lampposts in Downtown Manhattan as markers of 
the area’s various forgotten or erased pasts. Each sign was researched and designed 
around a feature of the city’s multi-ethnic and working-class life, carrying an image 
on one side and an explanatory text on the reverse. The signs were also numbered 
and plotted on ten thousand freely available (and freely distributed) maps so that 
the whole set could be experienced as a coherent walking tour as well as being 
encountered separately and randomly by people walking the streets. REPOhis-
tory’s strategy was to confront a large and diverse audience with images and texts 
that connected the past with instances of contemporary injustice and oppression. 
Sign 33, for example, linked the site of Manhattan’s first Alms House with the 
contemporary crisis of homelessness by memorialising the life of June, a homeless 
New Yorker who died in February 1992. Sign 36 marked the United States’ first 
all-women’s strike in Lower Manhattan, while simultaneously drawing attention 
to the textile industry’s contemporary use of non-unionised labour both overseas 
and in the U.S.38 Sign 18 meanwhile showed the location of an old colonial slave 
market on Wall Street dating from the 1740s, a site whose invisibility from public 
recognition contrasted with the official bronze plaque that marked the spot where 
stock traders had first met in 1792. REPOhistory lacked the resources to conduct 
a survey into how audiences reacted to their signs, but in their intention to pro-
voke viewers into making multiple and critical readings of their content, the street 
signs were at least an attempt to constitute a discursive space, which in Sholette’s 
description

presented urban passersby with a different representation of history as well 
as an alternative, non-commercial notion of how the public sphere might 
function and how people might relate to the city other than as consumers.39

REPOhistory’s next major project, ‘Queer Spaces’ (1994), marked significant sites 
of New York’s gay and lesbian communities with nine pink triangles (timed to 
coincide with the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Stonewall Uprising). They fol-
lowed this with a sign installation in Atlanta, Georgia titled ‘Entering Buttermilk 
Bottom’ (1995), which commemorated how an African American community in 
the city had been displaced in the name of “urban renewal”. Measured against the 
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group’s stated ambition of using the past to “disturb the present”, however, REPO-
history’s most successful (counter)production was probably ‘Civil Disturbances: 
Battles for Justice in New York City’ (1998–9), a joint venture with the non-profit 
law office New York Lawyers for the Public Interest.40 The project’s aim was to 
install twenty street signs that drew attention to precedents established by public 
interest law at a time when public law services were under attack from budget cuts 
and other political pressures. Among the legal cases that ‘Civil Disturbances’ com-
memorated were a lawsuit that established the rights of homeless families to decent 
emergency shelter, one that established public access rights to the Empire State 
Building for people with disabilities, a major class action against the city authorities 
for mal-administration of child welfare services, a case against the New York Police 
Department and Family Court for failing to protect women from their violent hus-
bands, and the successful use of the courts by activists in Chinatown to resist further 
‘gentrification’ of their neighbourhood.41 But whereas REPOhistory had previ-
ously been able to obtain temporary permits to install their signs, Mayor Giuliani’s 
administration only reluctantly gave permission for ‘Civil Disturbances’ to go ahead 
when threatened by legal action, which cited artists’ rights of free speech under the 
U.S. constitution’s First Amendment. In this way, REPOhistory became actively 
involved in the very battle against the corporate-friendly homogenisation of public 
space and de-politicisation of public art that it had long sought to highlight. And 
notwithstanding the fact that permits had been secured for ‘Civil Disturbances’, 
various landlords and business were sufficiently disturbed by the project’s politics to 
censor it by repeatedly removing some of the signs from public view.42

By inserting the non-subjects of historical representation into the open spaces 
of New York’s public sphere, REPOhistory were echoing ideas that were already 
being discussed inside certain heritage and memory institutions. As we discussed in 
the previous chapter, critics have characterised museums as coercive public agencies 
that are integral to the reproduction of culturally dominant and politically hegem-
onic narratives about the past. This criticism is often warranted, but we should 
qualify it by recognising that museum practices were caught up in the discursive 
turn of the 1960s and 1970s onwards, with some curators and museum profession-
als eventually recognising that they had an ethical responsibility to probe the rela-
tions between their own professional and institutional authority on the one hand 
and wider issues of power, cultural identity and representation on the other. By the 
1970s and 1980s, it was no longer tenable to argue that the “white cube” of a gal-
lery was a neutral representational space.43 As Rosalyn Deutsche explained, public 
space in all its forms was the space in which the meaning and unity of the social was 
negotiated: ‘What is recognised in public space is the legitimacy of debate about 
what is legitimate’.44 Thus a cultural climate developed in which some within the 
museum community began to read the social meanings of their own institutions’ 
status as historical artefacts, and in which museum practices came to be regarded 
as a legitimate exhibition subject. As Lisa Corrin observed when writing about 
U.S. museum culture in the early 1990s, ‘with much breast beating, the American 
museum has lately performed a public purge of its past, owning up to the social 
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inequities it reinforced through its un-self-critical practices’.45 Jennifer Barrett has 
described how a shift that occurred in museum cultures globally towards the end of 
the twentieth century has made at least some museums more accessible and demo-
cratic spaces, and (potentially at least) sites that can facilitate social critique, public 
debate and political contestation – the contrast with orthodox institutional history’s 
defence of its own practices is striking. The “new museology” that developed in 
the wake of criticisms about institutional elitism and cultural appropriation distin-
guished itself by its commitment to engage seriously with issues concerning cul-
tural diversity, accessibility and dialogue with groups beyond institutional walls. So 
different were the organisations that resulted from this ideological shift in the 1990s 
that Eilean Hooper-Greenhill referred to them as ‘post-museums’. One of their dis-
tinguishing characteristics was that they endeavoured to become less like spectator 
sites for the display of “dead objects” and more like cultural centres in which dis-
cussion and a broader range of knowledge-making activities among diverse publics 
were encouraged. In a similar vein, James Clifford has described how contemporary 
museums can operate as ‘contact zones’ in which different audiences, voices and 
perspectives can encounter each other, and both help to produce and experience 
the museum’s events and exhibitions.46 Corinne Kratz and Ivan Karp prefer to use 
the term museum frictions, which for them signals how these institutional sites gener-
ate and host complex social processes and transformations that ramify far outside 
formal museum settings.47 By reforming their practices and performative functions, 
museums lend weight to Mouffe’s argument that ‘we should discard the essentialist 
idea that some institutions are by essence destined to fulfil one immutable func-
tion’.48 Mouffe rejected the idea that museums were always and necessarily partners 
of dominant socio-economic power, and therefore regarded calls by opponents of 
hegemonic power to ‘desert’ them in favour of working outside the institutional 
field as mistaken.

To believe that existing institutions cannot become the terrain of contesta-
tion is to ignore the tensions that always exist within a given configuration 
of forces and the possibility of acting in a way that subverts their form of 
articulation.

In the case of museums, my view is that, far from being condemned to 
play the role of conservative institutions dedicated to the maintenance and 
reproduction of the existing hegemony, museums and art institutions can 
contribute to subverting the ideological framework of consumer society. 
Indeed, they could be transformed into agonistic public spaces where this 
hegemony is openly contested.49

The District Six Museum in South Africa is a strong example of the kind of 
agonistic public space that Mouffe envisages. The museum was caught up in the 
post-apartheid South African state’s desire to manage past-present relations as part 
of its wider strategy for adjusting to political transformation. Seeking to avoid 
conflict between formerly dominant and oppressed groups under the apartheid 
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system, the new government hoped that a Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
(1996–2003) would produce a discursive, performative break with the past.50 As 
a supplement to its strategy for “drawing a line” under the crimes of the past by 
publicly acknowledging them, the African National Congress (ANC) government 
called on memory institutions and media to replace displays of racist stereotypes 
with alternative imagery that could be taken to signify a common national herit-
age, which in turn was intended to serve as a political ground for the realisation of 
a more racially and culturally inclusive society. In pursuit of this agenda, substantial 
sums were invested in new national “flagship” museums that presented officially 
sanctioned and teleological accounts of the country’s past: these accounts were 
usually divided into three acts; a narrative of oppression and resistance, followed 
by what was shown to be the inevitable downfall of a morally indefensible apart-
heid regime, and finally resolution with the emergence of a new multi-cultural 
“rainbow” nation. The main new institutions that disseminated the state’s approved 
emancipatory reading of the past included the Nelson Mandela National Museum 
in Mthatha, Qunu, and Mvezo; the Robben Island Museum in Cape Town; and 
Freedom Park in Pretoria. As part of a wider programme of political-cultural her-
itage work, there were also notable improvements made by local authorities to 
museums such as the Kwa Muhle branch of the Durban Local History Museum 
and MuseuMAfricA in Johannesburg.51

In contrast to these state-funded cultural heritage institutions, Cape Town’s 
District Six Museum began as a grassroots initiative in 1994. More importantly, its 
self-identity was closely connected to the way in which it had developed out of a 
campaign of political contestation. The museum was a legacy of the work of the 
‘Hands Off District Six’ committee, which was organised by activists in the Wood-
stock, Walmer Estate and Salt River areas during the last years of apartheid-era 
“reform” to protest against regime initiatives to transform District Six (so-named 
as the sixth municipal district of Cape Town) into a predominantly white and 
middle-class area.52 Before the 1960s, District Six had hosted one of South Africa’s 
most racially diverse populations, most of whom lived on modest or low incomes 
from low-grade jobs in Cape Town’s city centre. Because the Cape Town City 
Council had neglected its responsibilities towards District Six for so long, the area 
gained a deserved reputation for housing shortages, poor municipal services and 
slum landlordism. Together with the enabling provisions of the 1950 Group Areas 
Act, District Six’s reputation as a “slum of slums” was used as the pretext for the 
Nationalist Party Government’s decision in February 1966 to declare it an area 
for white settlement and “urban renewal”.53 (Each anniversary of this decision to 
declare the area as a White Group Area is marked by a commemorative procession.) 
The District’s official total of 35,000 residents – the real total was higher, not least 
because it was home to thousands of unregistered, illegal tenants – were given one 
year’s notice to prepare for their forced removal and relocation to the city’s barren 
periphery known as the Cape Flats.54 In a series of evictions throughout the 1970s 
and early 1980s, between 55,000 and 60,000 residents were uprooted as part of 
a scheme to develop District Six as a residential area for middle-income whites. 
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The oil company British Petroleum (BP) had bought land there and employed a 
firm of urban planning consultants to draw up proposals for a major development 
programme. Despite the failure of protesters to prevent evictions, numerous oppo-
sition groups – including various religious denominations, the National Council 
for Women, the Civil Rights League, the Institute of Race Relations, schools and 
sports organisations – mobilised to obstruct the second phase of the development. 
Public campaigns were used to exert moral pressure on other potential sources of 
commercial and private investment in District Six in an effort to stop the area from 
being “bleached” or “whitewashed” with an influx of new residents; two notable 
successes came when the oil corporations Shell and Total dropped their plans to 
develop properties in the spaces left behind after demolition teams had bulldozed 
the old houses and properties.

Oppositional groups had further ambitions beyond getting in the way of gov-
ernment efforts to socially re-engineer District Six. They also saw how two impor-
tant and interlinked purposes could be served by the creation of a site of collective 
memory that recorded residents’ experiences of the removal scheme. Gathering 
testimonies and materials from those who were forcibly evicted, the District Six 
Museum’s first major exhibition in 1994 – called ‘Streets: Retracing District Six’ – 
constituted a form of witnessing of the materiality, social life and culture that had 
all been destroyed as an outcome of a political decision to “renew” an urban space. 
Alongside the donated photos, objects and memorabilia that had survived the bull-
dozers, exhibition curators laid out a large painted map of the area that almost 
covered the building’s floor. Original street signs, recovered from the leader of the 
demolition team who had held onto them, were hung high in the gallery above 
the map as a tangible reminder of an urban geography that had been obliterated. 
Visitors were encouraged to annotate the map by marking in the locations of now-
erased shops, houses and streets that they could recall, and by leaving comments and 
messages; the map is now used as a pedagogical tool, with visitor groups standing 
on it as they learn about the area before it was cleared. The layering up of visual 
sources, documentation and recovered artefacts in the exhibition constituted, as 
Ciraj Rassool stated, an ‘archaeology of memory’;55 it stood as a collective expres-
sion by and on behalf of a community whose physical networks had once been 
destroyed, but who showed how their sense of group identity could be re-activated 
given the right setting. It was striking that in contrast to the “connoisseurial silence” 
conventionally found in museums, ‘Streets: Retracing District Six’ was an exhibi-
tion that provoked interaction, conversation, argument and debate – about the past, 
but also about the future. In particular, as the museum explained in its own words, 
it ‘created the space for ordinary people to intervene in the bigger politics of urban 
renewal and to express their views about the future of the city’.56

This capacity to connect the past with political openings in the future was the 
second important feature of the museum’s purpose. From the outset the museum 
was careful not to position itself as a site that represented District Six as the heart-
land of a dispossessed “coloured” community (in the terminology of the apart-
heid regime). Instead, it deliberately presented itself as an inclusive space, one that 
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problematised essentialist assumptions about categories of ethnicity, class, religion, 
gender and political belief. In Crain Soudien’s words, the museum’s distinctiveness 
‘lay in its ability to take difference and to sublimate it within a community iden-
tity’.57 By collecting and producing materials about the area’s past that emphasised 
how identities were necessarily contingent, relational and malleable, it aimed to 
contribute in the longer term to the creation of a more inclusive Cape Town in 
the present. Looking beyond its immediate locale, the District Six museum has 
used narratives about forced removals in its collections as models for discussion of 
contemporary human rights issues in its educational work with students: it makes 
connections between what occurred in Cape Town with population expulsions in 
Palestine, Darfur, Zimbabwe and Iraq, and with current manifestations of xenopho-
bia, slavery and child trafficking.58 In a more immediately practical way, the museum 
also provided key resources for activists who aimed to facilitate the pursuit of res-
titution claims by people who had suffered forced removal, utilising the provisions 
of South Africa’s 1994 Land Restitution Act. Its pivotal role here became apparent 
in 1997 when the museum was used as the venue for a special session of the Land 
Claims Court, at which it was confirmed that former landowners or tenants who 
had been removed from their homes would be entitled to make individual restitu-
tion claims for land or monetary compensation. The museum’s collections, particu-
larly the large annotated street map, became important here as tools that could be 
used to support and verify claimants’ rights to restitution. This explains why Anwah 
Nagia regarded the museum as a site of conscience, one in which educational pro-
grammes and exhibitions were directly connected to the practical politics of land 
restitution, resettlement and development. Nagia was one of the founders of the 
District Six Museum and an ex-resident of the area; he was also Chairperson of the 
Trust that was set up in 1997 to encourage and coordinate claims for restitution by 
former residents. Interviewed in 1999, he described the importance of the museum’s 
dual role both as a place of memory and a site of political agency:

Now much of the history of South Africa was written by whites, by liberals. 
Perhaps this was also a fault of ours and we can’t just blame our engagement 
in the struggle for not writing our own history. I think an attempt is made 
now for the first time, in a very quiet and sober environment. In the Museum, 
black South Africans, victims of forced removal, can articulate how they felt 
for the first time, without the cloud of the apartheid hegemony and the 
apartheid thinkers, authors and writers. There is no excuse, actually, for us to 
write our own history now. We can interpret it for ourselves, we can write 
with feeling. Some of us are still survivors. [We should write it] while we can. 
So the Museum is so necessary and so important an organization that even if 
the community chose not to have it, they almost don’t have a choice because 
of what we have done in the work of the museum.59

In retrospect, the fact that the District Six Museum was not adopted by the state 
as one of its new, national flagship museums (despite the museum’s arguments that 
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it should be) worked to its advantage because it was left with greater autonomy 
to pursue its political ambitions. By remaining at a distance from the state, rely-
ing mainly on other sources of income to fund its work, the museum was able to 
depart from the agenda laid out in national heritage policies and to follow instead 
its own priorities of facilitating land restitution claims and raising popular con-
sciousness about the effects of forced removals of residents from Cape Town and 
elsewhere. It also devoted much of its energy to securing the status of District Six as 
a national heritage site. Its success in maintaining its own identity made the District 
Six Museum an exemplar for the other community museums across South Africa 
that emerged in its trail. Central to this was the institution’s self-critical approach 
to its work, activities and relationships with the people whose lives (and famil-
ial predecessors’ lives) it represented in its spaces and collections. Peggy Delport,  
who was a curator and Trustee, explained how the museum used its exhibition 
Digging Deeper (2000) as an opportunity to re-examine its collections, processes 
and intentions. Digging Deeper’s guiding concept was that the museum’s role as an 
interpretative space was determined by the interactions between its visitors – their 
arguments and interjections, memories and questions – and not by the decisions of 
curators, artists and historians:

The content of the Museum is located not in what is seen but in what hap-
pens within the space. Once the Museum stops being a live, generative space 
and becomes an object, to be consumed, merely looked at and left behind 
untouched, its function as a living space will end. Its visual form would have 
turned against itself, and become unproductive and closed. Therein lies the 
risk in imaging and in aesthetic form. It must above all stir the viewer into 
engagement, and if its visual surface begins to be over-represented as a non-
productive icon then that appearance must be shifted and subverted in order 
to create a fresh interface.60

The extent to which the museum has been able to maintain its curatorial auton-
omy and capacity for self-reinvention in the face of the homogenising forces 
exerted by fund-raising pressures, the growing reach and authority of international 
museum consultants, and the effects of collaborating with the higher education 
sector remains to be seen.61

In a similar vein, Fred Wilson’s ‘Mining the Museum’ installation, which was 
housed at the Maryland Historical Society’s (MHS) exhibition space in Baltimore 
in 1992–1993, exemplified better than most the potential for museums to adopt 
self-reflexive practices as a way of interrogating (if not necessarily “purging”) 
their pasts. Wilson, a New York–based artist of African American and Caribbean 
descent, had already built a reputation for exploring the prejudices and value sys-
tems inherent in the dominant protocols of mainstream museum installation in 
earlier projects.62 In Maryland, working for the first time with materials from a 
museum collection rather than creating his own, he designed a politically provoca-
tive installation that challenged the museum’s habitual ordering of some cultures 
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over others. In particular, he made it impossible for visitors to ignore the racialised 
politics of representation that had operated for more than a century within an 
institution that claimed to exercise objective, rational authority over the past. Wil-
son used his time as artist-in-residence to search through the MHS collection and 
archives and consult with museum staff, finding materials through which he could 
convey the exclusion of African Americans and Native Americans from typical 
MHS representations of Maryland’s past. He juxtaposed slave- and segregation-era 
ephemera (such as shackles, whipping post, Ku Klux Klan hood) with the type of 
genteel artefacts (nineteenth-century silver teapot, walnut and rosewood armchairs) 
that were conventionally displayed from the MHS collection, prompting visitors 
to recognise how a slave economy had enabled a luxury economy, and how high 
culture and the fine arts intersected with the operation of violence and power.63 
He arranged objects in ways that accentuated blind spots and absences in the MHS 
collection: for example, out of a set of six pedestals, three white ones were topped 
by marble busts of Henry Clay, Napoleon Bonaparte and Andrew Jackson (all of 
these had been collected by MHS); the other three black pedestals had nothing 
on them, except for brass nameplates for Benjamin Banneker, Frederick Douglass 
and Harriet Tubman.64 Wilson’s curatorial choices skillfully forced visitors to read 
objects against the grain. By shining a spotlight on one part of a painted canvas that 
was otherwise dimly lit, he directed spectators’ gazes towards a female, black slave 
child who was positioned at the edge of a portrait of a wealthy, eighteenth-century 
Maryland family. Other paintings were obscured by use of a semi-transparent over-
lay that had windows cut out of it, so that the only clearly visible figures were 
otherwise incidental representations of African American slaves.65 Wilson’s ‘Mining 
the Museum’ suggested that while museums were no doubt complicit in reproduc-
ing dominant ideologies, they also had the potential to function as effective spaces 
for ‘imaginative, contemplative and critical experiences’.66 As Corrin argued:

Wilson’s exhibit represented a departure from the ‘museumism’ genre. For 
it is one thing to talk about race and museums in an alternative space or a 
hip commercial gallery, but it is quite another to address it in an established 
museum by using its own collection and its own history.67

Certainly Wilson intended his work to counter a hegemonic reading of Mary-
land’s past – he likes to describe museums as ‘safe places for unsafe ideas’.68 When 
he was invited by a peripatetic Baltimore museum called The Contemporary to 
develop a site-specific work of art at one of the city’s main museums, Wilson chose 
the MHS because of its record on the politics of historical representation of race. 
He wanted to base himself in an institution whose galleries said ‘basically nothing 
about black people in a city that was majority African American’, and yet which 
was regarded as a site of historical authority.69 Aware of the need to update its 
practices and connect with a local audience that could not recognise itself in the 
museum, the MHS allowed Wilson autonomy over its collections and the design 
of his installation. Rather than work with established MHS staff, it allowed him to 
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collaborate with volunteer experts in fields including African American local and 
state history; rather than produce the usual explanatory guides to the installation 
in advance (which had didactic effect), Wilson let it run for several weeks before 
asking room guards, museum volunteers, the receptionist and gift shop manager to 
compile a list of visitors’ most frequently asked questions – answers to these ques-
tions were reproduced on a simple photocopied handout, which was then supplied 
to visitors as a guide to the installation.70 This was one of the means by which Wil-
son consciously avoided appropriating the “voice of the expert” in his presentation. 
Another was the positioning at the entrance to the exhibition of a golden globe 
emblazoned with the word truth, surrounded by empty mounts that ‘signaled that 
neither the museum nor the artist had a monopoly on truth, that the apparatus of 
display was as much under scrutiny as the objects presented, and that any version of 
the truth would be necessarily incomplete’.71

Fred Wilson’s strategy of using museum practices to interrogate the cultural 
functions of the museum itself has been replicated elsewhere, such as in a recent 
exhibition at London’s Victoria and Albert (V&A) museum. Since it opened in the 
1850s, the V&A has fused the activities of design, manufacturing and the appropri-
ating logics of British imperialism, concerning itself almost exclusively with objects 
of elite production and commodification. Its politics of knowledge usually acqui-
esce in the reproduction of a common sense that suits the interests of wealthy art 
collectors and the various corporate sponsors that support the museum’s ideals of 
connoisseurship and aesthetic excellence. As the custodian of a public space that 
contributes to tourism, heritage work and education, the V&A typically functions 
as an affirming and “obedient” institution. However, in 2014 the V&A’s Disobedient 
Objects exhibition sought to turn part of the museum into a different kind of public 
space.72 In the words of its principal curators, Catherine Flood and Gavin Grin-
don, Disobedient Objects was a project ‘both within and against’ the museum.73 The 
free-to-enter exhibition showed how political and social justice activists often use 
low-tech, improvised and subversive design ideas as instruments of struggle against 
dominant power. In contrast to the elitist aesthetics displayed throughout the rest 
of the museum, Disobedient Objects featured makeshift tear-gas masks, dollar bills 
defaced with slogans about hyper-inequality, textiles that bore witness to political 
murder, lock-on arm tubes used by protesters to make human blockades, and other 
examples of material culture’s role in the production of counterpower. According 
to the curators, the objects that they selected for display were “disobedient” in the 
sense that their original use constituted a micro-politics of everyday acts in relation 
to social change – acts that often predated the formation of a recognisably ‘activ-
ist’ subjectivity by the users.74 The sparse design aesthetics of the exhibition space 
amplified its representational politics, with the use of aluminium poles to support 
chipboard display mounts recalling the low-cost functionalism of an Occupy camp.

In an attempt to democratise the curatorial process and to practice their political 
values in the ways that they worked, the curators consulted widely and ran work-
shops before selecting which objects to include as representations. They ensured 
that social movement activists who lent them objects could make their own 
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statements in the exhibition about the artefacts they had donated (these statements 
were displayed on yellow labels to keep them distinct from the rather more muted 
grey labels that were used for the curators’ comments). They provided spaces for 
certain social movement cultures and groups whose objects were not represented 
in the exhibition to display some of their campaign materials, in forms such as 
leaflets and flyers. Bringing the material cultures of oppositional movements within 
a state-supported institution such as the V&A risked silencing them politically, 
transforming them into a form of cultural capital to be appropriated and acquired. 
In their defence, Flood and Grindon were well aware of arguments about capital’s 
ability to reclaim dissidence for itself, usually by commodifying dissent into “edgy” 
cultural products – indeed, examples of these were available in the form of Disobe-
dient Objects exhibition-related merchandising. Also, they acknowledged that the 
politics of the everyday acts of resistance displayed in the exhibition were generally 
directed towards the goals of leftist social movements from the late 1970s onwards: 
countering climate change, resisting colonialism, extending gender rights, oppos-
ing the damaging ways in which global capitalism has reshaped people’s relations 
to work, leisure, technology and culture. This agenda arguably suited the liberal 
preferences of the V&A’s core metropolitan and cosmopolitan audiences, avoiding 
more potentially troubling subjects such as far-right political cultures and the poli-
tics of Palestine-Israel.75 In addition, there was no way of closing off the possibility 
that liberally inclined spectators who visited Disobedient Objects might use the 
exhibition as a safe way of performing their anti-capitalism for them. But on the 
other hand, on the day after Hong Kong police tear-gassed demonstrators in Sep-
tember 2014, there was a spike in the number of downloads from the exhibition’s 
website featuring instructions on how to make a gas mask out of a plastic bottle, 
dust mask and elastic bands. And when the Public and Commercial Services Union 
used the exhibition as a space to put public pressure on the V&A to pay employees 
a living wage, the museum’s management did at least agree to attend pay talks with 
the trade union. So perhaps in small but worthwhile ways the exhibition supported 
Mouffe’s contention that even the most prestigious national museums can play host 
to spaces that enable various forms of hegemony to be contested.

Activist film: pasts on screen

The figure of the activist filmmaker is a relatively familiar one now, from well-
known names such as Michael Moore, Oliver Stone, Ken Loach and Adam Curtis, 
through organisations such as Films for Action, The Video Activism Network and 
Witness, to the work of important but less high-profile filmmakers such as Francine 
Cavanaugh, Paul Antick, Adams Wood, Jenni Olson, Nettie Wild, Andrew Choi, 
Kwun-Wai Chow and Ka-Leung Ng. Unlike academic historians, filmmakers are 
not expected to adhere to norms of ideological restraint, moderation and disavowal 
of political allegiances within their professional practices. Moreover, filmmakers are 
not subject to protocols to avoid dealing with the very recent past, to wait until an 
event has been safely “pastified” before narrating it from an appropriately “historical” 
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perspective: Bennett calls this waiting period the ‘comfortably disempowering his-
torical distance or delay’.76 Also, whereas almost all historians ignore White’s advice 
that the goal of historical representation should be to ‘create perplexity in the face 
of the real’, filmmakers commonly challenge and disrupt the conventional strate-
gies of their own mode of representation in order to achieve political or ideologi-
cal effect.77 To take perhaps the best-known example, much of Jean-Luc Godard’s 
work constitutes a form of militant counter-cinema, using Brechtian techniques of 
distanciation and estrangement to disrupt film’s production of reality effects. God-
ard frequently refuses to allow audiences the comfort of immersion in a smoothly 
narrativised world on screen and the convenience of encountering ideas that have 
been packaged for pedagogic consumption. The resulting abstractions and com-
plexities of Godard’s films create an opening in which some viewers at least might 
recognise that interpreting a film (as with all texts) is an act of personal ethico-
political responsibility: a reading that is undertaken in conditions of undecidability, 
a matter of choice and affiliation rather than a process of identifying meanings as 
if they inhered within the film text. Within the tradition of European art cinema, 
filmmakers such as Rainer Werner Fassbinder, Pier Paulo Pasolini, Mathieu Kasso-
vitz, Xavier Koller and Michael Winterbottom have all shared Godard’s concern 
with the politics of representation. As such, they exemplify Ermarth’s point about 
the role of artists in what she calls ‘naming the discourse’ (original emphasis). By this, 
she means that artists ‘skillfully re-deploy their available discursive capacities in ways 
that open an interval between what the discursive system conventionally does and 
what it is capable of and could do’.78 Social renewal, she argues, depends on the 
creation of such defamiliarising gaps in the use of discourse.

Beyond Europe – and in some respects in opposition to Eurocentric ideas about 
an avant-garde film canon – an even more militant aesthetic politics was developed 
under the heading of Third Cinema from the late 1960s onwards. Two polemi-
cal essays, both published in 1969, explained what was at stake for this militant, 
anti-imperialist cinema that came out of Latin America, Africa and Asia. In ‘For 
an Imperfect Cinema’, the Cuban film director and writer Julio García Espinosa 
argued that ‘technically and artistically masterful’ cinema was always ‘reactionary’. 
Rejecting the representational conventions of both commercial and ‘narcissistic’ 
(European/elite/art) cinema, Espinosa called for Latin American filmmakers to ask 
themselves one question: ‘What are you doing in order to overcome the barrier 
of the “cultured” elite audience which up to now has conditioned the form of 
your work?’79 Although filmmaking was one of the most elitist and expensive cul-
tural practices, Espinosa looked forward to a period when technological advances, 
increased leisure time, the growth of television and widening access to higher edu-
cation in Cuba would take film production out of the control of the privileged few: 
what he hoped for was a ‘ “partisan” and “committed” poetics for the cinema, one 
that contributed to a revolutionary “folk art” ’.80 The other manifesto of militant 
activist film in 1969, ‘Towards a Third Cinema’ by Fernando Solanos and Octavio 
Getino, took a similar position. The authors called for students, workers and politi-
cal activists to embrace cinema as an ideological tool, making films that could be 
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screened as a stimulus to political discussion in a context of mounting political 
oppression and violence in Latin America. Exemplars of this approach were films 
that deal with the recent past like La Hora de los Hornos [The Hour of the Furnaces] 
(1968), which Solanos and Getino made in conjunction with Grupo Cine Liberación 
as an analysis of Argentina’s political situation before and after the installation of a 
military regime in 1966, La Batalla de Chile [The Battle of Chile] (1975, 1976, 1979), 
Patricio Guzmán’s three-part documentary about the military coup against Salva-
dor Allende’s government in 1973, and documentaries by the Cuban filmmaker 
Santiago Alvarez.81 The goal of such ‘guerilla cinema’, wrote Solanos and Getino, 
was to intervene in a given political situation, not simply to illustrate, document or 
passively establish it: after one screening of their agit-prop film La Hora de los Hor-
nos, the authors noted, students raised barricades in Montevideo.82

The revolutionary rhetoric of Third Cinema – imagining the “new man” and 
the “liberated personality” that would emerge in the struggle against the enemy – 
came to define the possibilities of activist film in the 1970s, but it did not exhaust 
them. Alvaro Bizzarri’s film Il Treno del Sud (1970) exemplifies how film could be 
used in support of more limited and specific political causes. Bizzarri was an Italian 
who had emigrated to Switzerland in 1955, and who began to make amateur films 
in 1968; he went on to make a dozen films after returning home to Tuscany in 
1970. Il Treno del Sud narrates the story of Paolo il Rosso, an amateur photographer 
and alter ego of Bizzarri, who moved to Switzerland to find work in a factory – as 
many thousands of Italians did in the 1960s and 1970s. The film traces how over-
lapping social and internal pressures prevented Paolo from settling in his adopted 
country. We see how he became active in the Italian labour and anti–Vietnam 
War movements – the character’s activism paralleled Bizzarri’s involvement in an 
organisation that fought for the rights of Italian migrant workers. In Switzerland, 
Paolo witnessed the injustices that Italian migrant workers faced. He saw how his 
compatriots routinely took the lowest paid and most dangerous jobs, and then suf-
fered the double indignity of becoming the rhetorical target of a newly formed, 
Swiss anti-immigrant political party. To compound matters, migrant workers in 
Switzerland had no political or voting rights themselves and were prohibited from 
engaging in other forms of political activism: the film shows how Italian commu-
nist activists were expelled by the Swiss. Missing his wife and family, suffering from 
illness, haunted by memories of the past that could provoke anxiety or a longing 
for home, Paolo decided to leave a place in which he felt powerless to act and to 
return to his native Italy. Clearly, the protagonist’s choice at the end of the story 
mirrored Bizzarri’s decision to make a film that would provoke discussion about 
the problems of Italian migrant workers. And as Morena La Barba explains, in Lo 
stagionale, the second film in which Bizzarri dealt with the same subject matter, 
the main character and his comrades are shown demonstrating for their rights in 
Switzerland and protesting against their status as seasonal workers. She concludes:

In 1970, outside the Italian embassy and the Swiss federal parliament build-
ing, the fiction of film meets the reality of the documentary, political actors 
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reach film actors, and political imagination adjoins artistic creativity for a 
better imagined future in Switzerland.83

More recently – and in ways that have engaged far larger audiences – Michael 
Winterbottom’s films have dealt with some of the same issues explored in Alvaro 
Bizzarri’s work. Winterbottom has become a leading practitioner of “activist cin-
ema” in the last two decades, showing, as Bruce Bennett argues, ‘the critical potential 
of cinema to make visible the ideological formation of the present’.84 Although his 
work is often discussed in relation to European auteurs such as Rossellini, Bergman, 
Godard, Bertolucci, Wenders and Fassbinder, as well as Iranian “masters” like Abbas 
Kiarostami, Winterbottom has consistently argued that filmmaking is an indus-
trial and collaborative process rather than a vehicle for expressing a single artistic 
vision.85 His preference for making low- to medium-budget films via the company 
that he set up with Andrew Eaton (Revolution Films) has given Winterbottom 
and his creative partners greater autonomy to choose “non-commercial”, politically 
controversial projects. As Catherine Portuges argued, he ‘may well be one of the 
few commercial directors working in English to be primarily concerned with the 
ethics of a moral cinema’.86 Beginning with Welcome to Sarajevo (1997), which was 
set during the siege of the Bosnian capital in the 1990s, Winterbottom has gone on 
to make several more films that explored contemporary historico-political issues. 
His films consistently return to themes around war, migration, border crossing and 
the power of media organisations to shape the contours of public discourse about 
these subjects. Winterbottom’s thematic preoccupations are present in various ways 
in three films that deal with the consequences of the U.S.-led coalition attacks 
on Afghanistan and Iraq from 2001 onwards: In This World (2002), The Road to 
Guantánamo (2006) and A Mighty Heart (2007). None of these films narrate the 
high politics, military strategy or grand ideological rhetoric that constituted what 
came to be called the “war on terror”. Instead, they work more like contemporary 
micro histories, detailing the ‘banal, crushing experience’ of living in what Agam-
ben calls a ‘state of exception’, where laws are suspended under the guise of security 
measures to combat global terrorism.87 Making film representations about refugee 
experiences, border security and the ordeals of victims of kidnap and torture always 
entails the risk of turning these subjects into sources of spectator pleasure and easy 
moral identification for western audiences. But such films can also be justified in 
terms of their potential to intervene in public political discourse. Bennett argues 
that Winterbottom’s films disrupt dominant ways of naming and narrating what 
global media organisations refer to as the “war on terror”:

Viewed as a trilogy, the films offer different ways of seeing the War on Ter-
ror from many of the contemporary films that reproduce the perspectives, 
ideological frames and experiences of US and European soldiers and their 
families, contractors and politicians.  .  .  . In their orientation around mar-
ginal figures, Winterbottom’s films recognise the impossibility of producing a 
comprehensive, fully coherent account of the war – especially in the face of 



70  Challenging historical authority

the overwhelming volume of images and narratives – and instead they make 
visible bodies and audible voices that have been absent from, obliterated by, or 
indeed terrorised and abjected by, dominant accounts of the war.88

Winterbottom’s status as a film director with an international profile meant that 
he could utilise the same global news and entertainment media that circulated the 
kind of tropes about the rationale, conduct and consequences of wars on people liv-
ing in Pakistan and Afghanistan that he sought to disrupt. As he explained in one of 
the many interviews he has given to journalists, In This World was his attempt to tell 
a story about the experiences of refugees fleeing to western Europe in a way that 
might counter ‘anti-immigrant scaremongering in right-wing British tabloids’.89 
Winterbottom explained how he saw the film’s political effects:

We were lucky with In This World – in Britain it got a lot of press coverage 
and sparked discussion about immigration, and maybe someone who saw 
the film would spend an hour thinking about what it’s like to be a refugee.90

The film is a docudrama that follows two young Afghan migrants as they attempt 
to travel illegally from Peshawar in Pakistan through Iran, Turkey, Italy, France and 
finally to Britain. The youngest character, Jamal, is from the Shamshatoo refugee 
camp, where some of his fellow Afghan refugees had lived since the Soviets invaded 
their country in 1979; the most recent arrivals in the camp had fled the U.S. bomb-
ing raids that began on Afghanistan in 2001. As preparation for the film, Winter-
bottom and screenwriter Tony Grisoni journeyed to Pakistan on tourist visas and 
then travelled the people-smuggling route back as far as Istanbul, researching the 
terrain that would feature in the production, scouting for locations and deciding 
what kinds of scenes would provide the film’s narrative content. Casting director 
Wendy Brazington also travelled to Pakistan to find non-professional actors to 
play the roles of the film’s principal characters – the two refugees who are called 
Jamal and Enayatullah on the screen. Winterbottom’s shoestring crew shot some 
200 hours of digital video footage on small hand-held cameras, usually featuring 
staged and improvised scenes rather than scripted scenarios as such, which was then 
edited down to a film of less than 90 minutes.91 Because of the difficulties they 
encountered getting official permission to shoot the film, some of these improvised 
scenes were shot without permits, using hidden radio microphones in the actors’ 
clothes.92 This use of subterfuge – the kind of “guerilla filmmaking” that recalled 
Hour of the Furnaces – extended to the film’s working title; it was called The Silk 
Road during production so that officials in various countries would think that the 
film was about a safely “historical” subject, not one that dealt with the recent past’s 
reverberations in the present.93

In keeping with its theme of border crossings, the film continually announces 
its uncertain textual status as it elides the formal boundaries of “fact-fiction” and 
“drama-documentary”. The film’s two principal actors, Jamal Udin Torabi and 
Enayatullah, play characters who have the same names as their own. Viewers watch 
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them travelling thousands of miles in pick-ups, lorries, buses, ferries, trains and on 
foot, evading border checkpoints by various ploys that include Jamal clinging to the 
underside of a heavy goods lorry. However, In This World is not a straightforward 
document of their journey, but a film that instigates and then continually inserts 
itself into that journey. Without the filmmakers prompting them to travel from 
Pakistan to western Europe, Jamal’s and Enayatullah’s journey would not have taken 
place: the journey is the film, and the film is the journey.94 Furthermore, as Win-
terbottom explained, the logistical challenge of getting the two migrants to the UK 
implicated the filmmakers themselves in the use of ‘forged documents, smuggling 
and bribery’.95 Scenes are staged, including the film’s most affecting moment when 
all but two of the people concealed in a lorry’s container die by suffocation before 
they reach their destination in Trieste. But the final moments are not staged, as we 
are told how Jamal decided to use his acting fee from the film to travel to Britain 
for a second time in order to claim asylum status. His claim was refused by the 
Home Office, but he was granted “exceptional leave” to remain in the UK until just 
before his eighteenth birthday. Winterbottom subsequently stated that he liked the 
confusion that the film created between Jamal the character and Jamal the person, 
noting how Jamal on his return to London (after his asylum claim was rejected) 
watched Winterbottom editing footage of the original journey that he had made 
from Pakistan to the UK.96

Whereas the subjects of In This World travel from Pakistan to Britain, The Road 
to Guantánamo tells the story of the “Tipton Three” – Asif Iqbal, Ruhel Ahmed 
and Shafiq Rasul – who travelled in the reverse direction.97 The three crossed the 
border from Pakistan into Afghanistan, where they were arrested by the Northern 
Alliance as suspected Taliban fighters; they then passed into U.S. (and British secret 
service) hands and were tortured and held without charge at Camp X-ray and 
then Camp Delta in Guantánamo Bay, Cuba. Once again Winterbottom, together 
with Andrew Eaton (producer) and Mat Whitecross (co-director), refused to be 
constrained by the genre protocols of documentary film. The Road to Guantánamo 
is a complex textual assemblage of archival footage, dramatised sequences, voice-
over and interviews with the three protagonists.98 Jonathan Raban, reviewing the 
film, referred to its ‘deliberately confusing medley of fact . . . and fictional devices’.99 
Winterbottom was open about the political intentions behind making the film: to 
remind people that Camp Delta existed, to show the system that created and main-
tained this extra-legal prison, and to persuade the public that it should be closed.100 
The priority, therefore, was to make a film that was as polemical and persuasive as 
possible. As Allison argued: ‘This is not an investigative documentary, but a cam-
paign for political change that uses agitprop techniques to influence opinion’.101 
(In any case, one wonders what an “even-handed” or “fair and balanced” account 
of Guantánamo Bay – a site that Amnesty International called ‘the gulag of our 
times’ in 2005102 – would look like.) The film’s distribution strategy was designed to 
heighten its political effect: festival screenings were used to generate media interest, 
and then the film was released simultaneously in theatres, on DVD, on broadcast tel-
evision and over the internet for streaming and downloading.103 The UK television 
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premiere in March 2006 (watched by 1.6 million viewers) was followed by a debate 
on the issues raised, while in the week following the film’s release, Winterbottom, 
Whitecross and some of the crew toured cinemas where they held post-screening 
discussions.104 The Road to Guantánamo’s U.S. distributor, Roadside Attractions, set 
up a website to accompany the film that included a ‘Get Active’ page, which had 
links to human rights organisations and an advice guide for anyone who wanted to 
protest about the existence of a U.S. extrajudicial secret torture site – what one of 
the lawyers of the Bush administration called ‘the legal equivalent of outer space’.105 
Ironically, perhaps, it was the U.S. Department of Defense who best indicated the 
film’s success in challenging authority when they issued a news release in July 2007 
that described the Tipton Three’s participation in making The Road to Guantánamo 
as an example of ‘anti-coalition militant activities’.106

For some critics, Winterbottom’s position on the politics of war in Pakistan, 
Afghanistan and the borderlands between the two was complicated by his decision 
to accept the U.S. corporation Paramount’s invitation to make A Mighty Heart. 
The film starred Angelina Jolie in the role of Mariane Pearl, a journalist whose 
husband (U.S. Wall Street Journal writer Daniel Pearl) was kidnapped and murdered 
in Pakistan in 2002; a videotape depicting his beheading was released to journal-
ists a few days afterwards. Jolie’s star status, her compelling performance and the 
ways in which we as spectators are cued to identify with her character’s situation 
make the film’s representational politics far more sympathetic to U.S. claims about 
what was at stake in the “war on terror” than either In This World or The Road 
to Guantánamo. It is this apparent softening of his critique that led Loshitzky, for 
example, to refer to Winterbottom’s ‘ “capitulation” to American capitalist modes 
of production and representation’ in making A Mighty Heart.107 But in a subse-
quent film, The Shock Doctrine (2009), a text that provides a retrospective critical 
frame that helps us to understand the political significance of the earlier trilogy, 
Winterbottom reaffirms his critical stance against U.S. neo-liberal interventionism. 
Adapted from Naomi Klein’s book of the same name, The Shock Doctrine translated 
parts of Klein’s thesis about the rise of “disaster capitalism” into a conventional 
documentary format: it argues that the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq should be 
understood as part of a longer-term neo-liberal strategy of disaster capitalism rather 
than as purely military responses to terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, 
D.C. in September 2001.108 Klein describes part of the thesis herself in the film, 
where she is shown delivering fragments of lectures which explain how the shock 
effects of military coups, war, terrorist attacks, natural disasters and global banking 
failures have been exploited since the 1970s as preludes to the introduction of radi-
cal free-market economic policies. Using a combination of extracts from previous 
documentaries, archival film, news footage, photographs and stills of documents, the 
film shows how a powerfully hegemonic narrative was constructed that positioned 
minimally regulated market capitalism as the natural or only rational response to 
natural or willed catastrophes – witness how the film shows the expulsion of people 
from their coastal homes to make way for luxury hotel building following the Sri 
Lankan tsunami in 2004. Winterbottom and co-director Mat Whitecross use the 
film to circulate and reinforce Klein’s argument that by tracing a genealogy of the 



Challenging historical authority  73

grand narrative of “capitalist realism” (the idea that there is no imaginable alter-
native to capitalism as currently construed), we create discursive space in which 
a demystifying alternative narrative to it might take hold and generate political 
counter-responses.109

Conclusion

Michael Winterbottom’s films about the effects of the recent U.S.-led attacks on 
Afghanistan and Iraq are not “historical” as such. Although The Shock Doctrine can 
be read as a counter-genealogy of modern capitalism into which the other films fit, 
none of In This World, The Road to Guantánamo or A Mighty Heart complies with 
the generic conventions of what Munslow calls the-past-as-history.110 The artists 
and post-museum curators discussed in this chapter are similarly disrespectful of 
orthodox history’s claims to epistemic authority over all matters relating to the 
past. In part, this is simply a matter of recognising that history’s epistemic author-
ity has no foundations beyond the social power of the institutions in which it is 
produced. But contravening its representational codes is also a way of signalling 
that academic history (still) embodies essentialist values that contemporary projects 
for radical democracy seek to reject and resist.111 As writers like Todd May, Saul 
Newman, Andrew Koch and Mark Bevir have argued, post-structuralist theories 
of knowledge have proven to be the ones that are most compatible with the radi-
cally democratic and anti-authoritarian political projects that characterise the most 
vital left activism today. The newest social movements and political collectives that 
have formed after the protests against the World Trade Organisation at Seattle in 
1999 have been organised along decentralised, horizontal and networked lines. The 
same is true of the new wave of social movements in Latin America.112 If any of 
these groups should choose to invoke the past for whatever reason, it follows that 
the epistemological practices they use to do so should be commensurate with their 
political ones.113 This means that there should be a discursive prefiguration of the 
political values they seek to realise in the methods and forms that they use to invoke 
the past. Or to put it another way, it would be inconsistent (even self-refuting) for 
anyone engaged in non-hierarchical and anti-representationalist political projects to 
insist that one semantic system was the correct discourse for invoking the past, par-
ticularly academic history, which habitually seeks to produce the kind of interpreta-
tive closures that emancipatory political work aims to disturb and disrupt. Activists 
of many types have found inventive ways to use the past in the present in support of 
specific causes. To complain that this is an “abuse” of history is to fail to recognise 
that epistemological disciplining is also a form of social disciplining.
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3
THE POLITICS OF MAKING 
HISTORIES

In History Out of Joint, Sande Cohen questioned what we should make of the image 
and roles of historians in contemporary life. Are Jules Michelet’s classical nomi-
nations of the roles of the historian – ‘judge, prosecutor and defender, connois-
seur, lover of the past’ – credible in our current globalised, neo-liberal conjuncture, 
where societies (and thus the audiences for histories) are ever more shattered by 
divisions of labour and wealth, and where the synthetic histories that we are told we 
require can perhaps offer us nothing more than sanitised versions of the past?1 What 
are we to make of the fact that while academic centres compete for sizeable funding 
and recognition as agenda-setters in historical research, professional historiography 
is largely irrelevant to the everyday social acts of making identifications and judg-
ments with the past?2 For critics like Cohen, historiography is one of the numerous 
failed discursive projects of modernity: outdated at best and politically irresponsi-
ble at worst, irredeemably compromised by its associations with nationalist, racist 
and imperialist ideologies in its formative years. In Keith Jenkins’s view, history 
lacks any potential utility as a theoretical and/or practical base for emancipatory 
political projects because it is incompatible with the post-foundational premises 
of contemporary intellectual life in general. Histories, he argues, are played-out 
discursive forms that long ago squandered their chances to carry radical political 
hopes. Attempting to revitalize or reconceptualize conventional forms of historical 
representation so that they can be used in emancipatory political projects, he argues, 
is probably futile: we should simply accept that they are flawed beyond repair and 
dispense with them in a contemporary culture ‘that is so radically posthistorical in 
its postmodernity’.3 Jenkins concludes that egalitarian political projects can find all 
the intellectual support that they require from post-foundational theorists, without 
the need for a backwards, contextualising glance of a type that would be commonly 
regarded as a “history”.4
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Not surprisingly, professional historians have tended to draw different conclu-
sions when they reflected on historiography’s relations to the present. At a con-
ference in Amsterdam in 1997 on ‘Social Values and the Responsibilities of the 
Historian’, various leading scholars – including Anne Rigney, Carlo Ginzburg, Peter 
Gay, Wolfgang Mommsen, Jörn Rüsen, François Bédarida, Geoff Eley, Michelle 
Perot and Lucette Valensi  – discussed historians’ ‘partiality’ and also their social 
identities as ‘responsible individuals in a particular polity’.5 Some of these think-
ers concluded that historians should largely continue with business as usual. Peter 
Gay, for one, argued that historians should ‘Tell the Truth’, summoning Rankean 
realism as a defence against what he saw as the threats posed by postmodern relativ-
ism;6 Wolfgang Mommsen cited Max Weber’s ‘scholarly ascetism’ as an exemplary 
approach, arguing that because of historians’ authority and responsibilities within 
the public sphere, they ‘should not allow themselves to become partisans in the 
cause of a particular political or ideological ideal’;7 Jörn Rüsen, meanwhile, main-
tained that intersubjectivity could provide a common ground for reconciling values 
and the ideal of objectivity.8 From a different perspective, Michael Adas made a case 
for historians choosing to engage as activists in controversies over public discourse: 
for example, by challenging morally illegitimate use of military power.9 Michelle 
Perrot ran a similar set of arguments in favour of politically engaged scholarship, 
using histories of women as a paradigm case.10 Twenty years on, there are various 
others who share Adas’s and Perrot’s views that historical discourse can contribute 
to present-day campaigns for human rights, justice and dignity; or who believe that 
historians can help to mediate between conflicting nationalist readings of traumatic 
pasts; or who believe that all producers of past knowledge are obliged to recognize 
and act on the responsibilities that come with the social authority that is conferred 
on historicising practices; or who believe that a conception of history as the course 
of past events is the very arena in which public life is played out – and hence ines-
capably a matter of ethics and existential reflection. These lines of thought – by 
no means the only ways of articulating claims to history’s present-day political 
relevance – have been filled out in special themed issues of Rethinking History on 
‘Politics and History’ (2009), ‘Historical Justice’ (2014) and History in the World 
(2016); meanwhile, Paul Mason, Nur Masalha, Berber Bevernage, Ilan Pappé, Josh 
MacPhee, Jen Hoyer, Nicholas Lampert, Melissa Morrone, Catherine Flood, Gavin 
Grindon, Jo Guldi, David Armitage and the international History From Below net-
work are a very few of the writers, archivists and curators who have recently sought 
to show that historical practices can be aligned with ethico-political concerns. 
These writers maintain that there is a space at least in the borderlands of historical 
discourse for the production of explicitly politicised, ethically oriented and in some 
cases ‘oppositional’ histories that can contribute to projects of radical democracy.

Viewing the issue from a different perspective, Antoon de Baets has described 
how historians working under authoritarian regimes have at times been harassed, 
censored and dismissed from their posts for refusing to accept a quasi-official 
interpretative position on past events.11 In such cases, historians’ commitment to 
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maintain communally agreed methodological norms and to uphold their personal 
scholarly integrity can be seen as courageous political acts. Stalin purged more than 
100 historians between 1928 and 1933. Mussolini intervened to curb the careers of 
a small number of academic historians and to imprison Antonio Gramsci (though 
in the latter case not primarily because of his historical work).12 Similarly, de Baets 
points to isolated cases in Czechoslovakia in the 1970s and in China under Mao 
Zedong when prominent historians were persecuted.13 However, while these are 
serious and regrettable demonstrations of political authority, we need to recognise 
that historians only rarely risk being in a position where they might be directly 
subject to state disciplinary power. As de Baets himself notes, during the mid-
twentieth-century period of dictatorships, semi-dictatorships and one-party rule, 
‘many historians toed the official propagandistic line of the day, while those who 
actively resisted it were always in a minority’.14 More significant (in our view) are 
the ways in which resistance to attempts to politicise the practices of history writ-
ing in opposition to dominant political authority has usually come not from political 
authority itself but from inside communities of professional historians. And where 
such resistance to practices of scholar-activism has eventually given way to accept-
ance and incorporation by institutionalised history, what initially seemed to be a 
“victory” for disruptive and destabilising discursive forces has soon come to look 
more like a process by which these forces have been co-opted and stripped of their 
radical edge. Looking back at how feminist history has been absorbed into univer-
sities since the publication of Banner and Hartman’s Clio’s Consciousness Raised in 
1974, Joan Scott identified this very problem, referring to how the achievement of 
‘legitimacy, for those who began as revolutionaries, is always an ambiguous accom-
plishment’.15 Scott rightly acknowledged that the last several decades have seen 
women’s stories and experiences written into history and women historians admit-
ted in sizeable numbers to the profession (albeit not as fully equal participants in 
the discipline).16 But she also recognised that victory could be read simultaneously 
as a form of    “sellout”:17

The institutionalization of women’s history implies its end as a campaign. 
Our research and professional activities seem to have lost their purposive 
political edge and their sense of dedication to building something larger than 
an individual career.  .  .  . No longer insurgents, we have become discipli-
narians, and I suspect that inevitably there’s something of a letdown in this 
change of identity. It is one thing to criticize disciplinary power from the 
outside, another to be inside, committed to the teaching of established bodies 
of scholarship. . . . As academic feminism has gained institutional credibility, 
it also has seemed to lose its close connection to the political movement that 
inspired it.18

For those who want to believe that history writing can and should be used as a 
spur (or perhaps a supplement) to emancipatory political practice, Hayden White’s 
body of work provides theoretical encouragement. As readers of Metahistory (1973) 
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know, White found some of his ideal of types of political-moral visionaries among 
the great names of nineteenth-century historiography and philosophers of history: 
writers such as Marx, Nietzsche, Michelet and de Tocqueville. He was also inspired 
in important ways by Sartre’s and Camus’s existentialism, by Benedetto Croce’s 
humanist historicism and by Lucien Goldmann’s humanist readings of Marx’s 
thought.19 But in all his writings about what Herman Paul has termed ‘liberation 
historiography’,20 White wrote nothing substantial about his contemporaries in 
the postwar U.S. university system who did connect scholarly historical work with 
political activism (the kind of work that he might be expected to endorse) and 
whose academic careers suffered as a result. Howard Zinn, for example, was dismissed 
from his post as Chair of the History Department at Spelman College in Atlanta, 
Georgia, in 1963 after Spelman’s President, Albert Manley, held him responsible for 
organising student protests against the College administration.21 Fellow historian 
Staughton Lynd followed Zinn out of Spelman, resigning in support of a col-
league who had hired him two years earlier. Lynd took up an offer instead to join 
Yale University. However, Yale alumni, administrators and academics – including, 
as Howard Zinn later noted, ‘the important people in the History Department’ – 
22disapproved of Lynd’s anti–Vietnam War activism, particularly when he went on 
an unauthorised peace visit to Hanoi with Tom Hayden (organizer of Students 
for a Democratic Society) and Herbert Aptheker (Communist Party member and 
blacklisted historian).23 To compound what some saw as the problem of his parti-
sanship, Lynd was also criticised by fellow historians for pursuing an “ahistorical” 
approach in his book Intellectual Origins of American Radicalism (1969), as it sought to 
connect past events with contemporary late-1960s radicalism. Indeed, Lynd openly 
acknowledged his presentist intentions in the book, explaining in the preface that 
he preferred to be ‘provocative about a matter of importance’ rather than use his 
scholarship as a means to conclusively demonstrate ‘something trivial’.24 By this he 
meant that tracing the lineage of eighteenth-century radical ideas (which he does 
nonetheless in some detail) was for him secondary to the ahistorical task of think-
ing about the implication of these ideas for mid-twentieth-century radicalism. He 
stated: ‘The characteristic concepts of the existential radicalism of today have a long 
and honourable history. Acquaintance with that history may help in sharpening 
intellectual tools for the work of tomorrow’.25 Hostile reviews of Intellectual Origins 
of American Radicalism were cited as a factor against Lynd when he was told that 
he would not be awarded tenure at Yale in 1968. Although the university cited 
budget constraints as the reason for not retaining him, Lynd believed that the real 
explanation was politically motivated opposition from the “big three” historians at 
Yale: C. Vann Woodward, Edmund Morgan and John Morton Blum. Yale was not 
the only place where Lynd was unwanted. He was also denied posts at five Illinois 
colleges in 1967–8, and between three and five colleges in Indiana in 1970.26 Lynd 
was effectively blacklisted from academic posts because of his refusal to separate 
his political activism from his historical scholarship. Consequently, he retrained as 
a lawyer specialising in labour and trade union rights, representing steelworkers 
in Youngstown, Ohio, and then after the steel mills closed in 1980 representing 
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prisoners’ rights in Ohio’s “supermaximum” security prison. All the while, Lynd 
continued to research and write activist-oriented histories outside of the university 
system.27 Lynd regarded what he called ‘guerilla history’ as analogous to liberation 
theology’s principles of   ‘accompaniment’ and ‘the preferential option for the poor’: 
as he later explained, ‘a genuine radical, a revolutionary, must indeed swim in the 
sea of the people’.28 Making a virtue out of necessity, Lynd embraced his status as 
a scholarly outsider and explained how he was inspired by the precedent of British 
Marxist historian E.P. Thompson, who only ever briefly held a regular academic 
position, and who wrote The Making of the English Working Class while he was 
employed as an adjunct lecturer for a workers’ education programme.29 Indeed, as 
his biographer explained, Lynd believed that the careerist demands of professional 
university life – but not scholarly work as such – were antithetical to activist com-
mitment. In words that echo Joan Scott’s thoughts on feminist history’s absorption 
into the academy:

Lynd was arguing that the scholarly enterprise was advanced and enhanced 
by activism. . . . Should radicals flock to the university, its socialization pro-
cess would more and more remove them from activism, while their grow-
ing absorption into the social world of faculty smokers, faculty dinners, 
and the reward of tenure was likely to produce increasingly trivial scholar-
ship. A milieu of hierarchical promotions, competition for grants, and self-
absorbed titles (from ‘full professor’ to ‘distinguished professor’ to ‘endowed 
chair’) was the kind of environment that seduced radicals. Research under 
these conditions would build a bourgeois culture rather than a Left culture. 
To minimize this tendency, Lynd insisted, one should alternate between the 
university and the movement, or abandon the campus altogether.30

Despite – or rather, because – he was ostracised from the university system, Lynd 
became the figurehead of an attempt by the Radical Historians’ Caucus to chal-
lenge and reconfigure  the elitist old boys’ network of the American Historical 
Association (AHA) in December 1969. The group (unsuccessfully) proposed a new, 
more socially inclusive constitution for the AHA, demanded that the organisation 
accept a resolution against the Vietnam War and nominated Lynd as their candi-
date for the AHA Presidency.31 Also at this meeting, Jesse Lemisch pointed out the 
hypocrisy at work when historians were criticised for allowing present-day political 
concerns to affect their writing and teaching. Lemisch had just been dismissed from 
the University of Chicago on the grounds that his political views allegedly inter-
fered with his scholarship. Here he presented an essay that pointed out in detail how 
historians’ political views were regarded as professionally problematic only when 
they came from a New Left or radical perspective. But when historians produced 
work that supported U.S. government Cold War policies against communism, or 
that defended governing Executive authority, or that deified U.S. business pioneers, 
it did not invoke similar charges of ‘present-mindedness’.32
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The same radical climate of the 1960s and 1970s that produced scholar-activists 
like Zinn, Lynd and Lemisch in the U.S. also opened up a space in which British 
historians were able to politicize their practices. Before this period, of course, the 
British Marxist historians of the 1950s – including the Historians’ Group of the 
British Communist Party – had worked within the contours of a guiding ideology 
that set them apart from the orthodox empiricism of their professional peers. But 
the History Workshop movement from 1967 onwards really sought to use histori-
cal research as a form of oppositional political practice. From its organisational roots 
in adult and trade-union education to its alignment with the New Left’s cultural 
eclecticism, History Workshop existed to democratise (and thus politicise) histori-
cal practices. As Raphael Samuel, one of the movement’s founders, explained, it 
was contiguous with the 1960s cultural revolts that seemed to carry all before them 
at that time. Politically, it coincided with radicalisms of varying forms: the rise in 
worker militancy across Britain and Europe in the late 1960s, the student uprisings 
of 1968, and the emerging feminist movement.33 The workshops were inspired by 
(and crossed over with) the Marxist-inflected historiography of journals like Past 
and Present and the “history from below” being pioneered by E.P. Thompson, Eric 
Hobsbawm, George Rudé and others. But by the time that History Workshop Journal 
began publishing in 1976, some of the movement’s early ambitions to write labour 
history as a corrective to the traditionally elitist research interests of British histori-
ans were being left behind by two related developments: the rise of identity politics 
and the growing intellectual influence of post-structuralism.

Caroline Elkins’s Britain’s Gulag: The Brutal End of Empire in Kenya (2005) can 
be used as a more recent example of how historians continue to disapprove of the 
presentist orientation of scholar-activism. Together with David Anderson’s Histories 
of the Hanged: Britain’s Dirty War in Kenya and the End of Empire, Elkins’s book pro-
vided detailed accounts of crimes committed by Britain’s colonial regime during 
its final years of rule in Kenya. After the two books were published in 2005, it was 
harder for apologists to downplay violent excesses by the British and their accom-
plices in the colony as being exceptional cases. Anderson’s book made extensive 
use of trial transcripts and other documentation from over 800 prosecutions of 
Kenyan nationalist rebels, all of whom faced charges that carried the death penalty 
under emergency regulations (some were hung for taking part in oathing ceremo-
nies), mainly related to cases that took place in 1953 and 1954. Elkins focused on 
the wider systematic detention of the colony’s Kikuyu population between 1954 
and 1960.34 She too read archival sources  – Elkins has pointed out that a large 
majority of her footnotes refer to written primary sources – and supplemented 
this with oral testimonies from more than 300 ex-detainees and villagers from 
the Emergency period that she interviewed on research trips to Kenya.35 She also 
interviewed some Kenyans who were loyal to the British, former colonial offi-
cials, missionaries and European settlers. It is worth remembering at this point that 
Kenyan veterans recently succeeded in taking personal injuries claims to the UK 
High Court. In June 2013, William Hague, then UK Foreign Secretary, announced 
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that the government would not contest the complainants’ legal action. After fifty 
years of denying its crimes, the government confirmed that it would settle and pay 
compensation to more than 5000 Kenyans, who it now recognised were survivors 
of serious mistreatment. They had been tortured. And yet when Britain’s Gulag 
was originally published a few years before the case, far from applauding Elkins for 
writing a history that might be invoked by those seeking to achieve restorative jus-
tice for victims of colonial violence, many of her fellow historians took her to task 
(in part) for taking sides. She was accused of making speculative and exaggerated 
claims about the numbers of Kenyans who died as a result of British detention.36 
It was also said that Elkins had betrayed the historical profession’s commitment to 
scholarly “detachment”: the complaint was that she had written from the stance 
of an activist, and that because she had been a partisan advocate of reparations for 
former detainees, she had not been sufficiently critical or sceptical in her use of 
detainees’ oral testimonies.37

Emancipating histories

Unlike Howard Zinn and Staughton Lynd, the History Workshop movement in 
Britain, or the early generations of feminist historians who helped to shape a new 
disciplinary field, all of whom were clear about the political agendas that motivated 
their work, Hayden White stopped short of articulating a political position as such 
in his polemical and provocative writings about history. White’s was more akin 
to a supra-political position: he called for historical thought to recover its ‘moral 
imagination’ without suggesting what kind of content might fill the results of such 
thought.38 He argued that historians should recognize and act upon their present-
day ethico-political obligations in these terms: ‘The contemporary historian has to 
establish the value of the study of the past, not as an end in itself, but as a way of 
providing perspectives on the present that contribute to the solution of problems 
peculiar to our own time’.39 White always understood that there were no epistemo-
logical foundations for using the past in such a way. On the contrary, how anyone 
conceived of their relationship to pasts and futures could only be a matter of their 
individual choice and therefore responsibility. Influenced by the kind of existential-
ist philosophy that he found in Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, White emphasised 
that freedom entailed the autonomy of choice.40 As he explained towards the end of 
Metahistory, people had to be regarded as free to conceive of the past as they wished, 
and to tell whatever kinds of stories they wanted to about it in whatever ways they 
believed were most compatible with their ‘moral and aesthetic aspirations’.41 What 
mattered in the end, argued White, was people’s animating moral or social vision of 
the past, not adherence to the academic disciplinary protocols that regulated what 
counted as a “historical” version of it:

What is at issue here are not methodological questions or linguistic strategies, 
but pre-methodological and pre-disciplinary concerns: the moral significance 
of a man’s [sic] perspective on the past, the implications for his present that 
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this perspective has, the cultural worth of any merely academic interest in 
materials properly entertainable as constituting the ways we create a future 
world.42

Making such a choice about how to define oneself in relation to the past was 
part of people’s wider freedom to ‘to accept full responsibility for the meaning 
of their lives and the moral values they want to promote’.43 If historians were to 
contribute to intellectual cultures that were attuned to the needs of the present (if 
history was to be studied at all for anything other than personal edification or dis-
plays of erudition and connoisseurship), White advised them to use their discursive 
competence and imaginations as a means to inspire new visions for living, and to 
emphasize that human choices rather than impersonal historical processes deter-
mined social and political relations – albeit, of course, choices made within a given 
set of material and hegemonic conjunctures within space and time. Only by doing 
so, argued White, could humans free themselves from the ‘burden of history’, and 
instead use the study of the past as a means to help them accomplish ‘an ethically 
responsible transition from present to future’.44 In these terms, any attempt to argue 
for a singular reading of the past – or indeed for a singular discursive method to read 
it – would be regarded as authoritarian and anti-democratic. It would seek to deny 
on ostensibly epistemological grounds people’s freedom to relate to the past in their 
own ways, or what White called their freedom to choose a past in the same way that 
they choose a present.45 Ideally, historians should help people to realize their ability 
to reject those community traditions which they regard as personally or socially 
damaging; they should pull apart hegemonic stories that narrate the present in 
terms of historical cause-and-effect; they should draw attention to past futures that 
were never realised – and inspire people to see that forms of living that are presently 
dismissed as “utopian” and “impossible” almost took hold in the past. This would 
be the kind of history that would produce what Wendy Brown referred to as: ‘this 
other way of conceiving the familiar, this radical displacement of the lay of the land 
through which we think and perceive ourselves, our problems, our imperatives’.46 
The past in these terms should be conceived as a store of alternatives that could be 
explored to help us imagine different ways of being, not as a singular platform that 
determined the shape of the present. Life, concluded White, ‘will be lived all the 
better if it has no single meaning but many different ones’.47

Historians were just about willing to tolerate those features of White’s thought 
that they could strip out, dilute and re-present as entailing little more than a plea for 
interpretative pluralism. But the profession largely drew a line at what he said about 
presentism and restoring the role of the moral imagination in ways of constituting 
the past. After all, using the imagination to produce the kinds of “socially innova-
tive vision” that White wished to encourage had to involve a space for categories 
such as desire, unreason, excess, fantasy, myth, the sublime – the excluded others 
of academic history’s self-image as a rational, empirical project. As White knew, 
empirical historians sought always to desublimate the past, to figure history as a 
comprehensible process whose various features were ‘transparent to a consciousness 
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endowed with the means to make sense of it in one way or another’.48 This was 
why he urged historians to embrace formal experimentation, because he saw it as 
a way of breaking free from the constraints of a realist poetics ‘which limits histori-
cal thinking to “the kinds of events that lend themselves to the understanding of 
whatever passes for educated common sense” ’.49 David Harlan noted with regret 
that ‘nothing remotely like’ White’s call to redefine historical studies happened: 
indeed, in the forty years since ‘The Burden of History’ was published in 1966, the 
dominant professional protocols of ‘western’ historical practice have gone on to 
achieve worldwide hegemony.50 However, perhaps the authority of these protocols 
should be seen as dominant rather than fully suffocating. Historians have occasion-
ally sought to use their practices to produce just those kinds of ideological affects 
that White wanted to see. If, as Karyn Ball summarises, ‘White’s hope for histori-
ography hinges on the non-teleological promise of aesthetic reflection as an analog 
for an open future’, then certain activist historians – sometimes working within the 
mainstream of university history’s infrastructure, but just as likely working outside 
of it – have attempted to make good on this hope.51 Academic historians can choose 
to incorporate White’s meta-historical vision within their mainstream practices. 
The problem is that they hardly ever do. But the promise that historical practices 
could be made commensurate with Laclau and Mouffe’s assertion that no discursive 
instruments should be ruled out per se from struggles for social transformation and 
justice remains a source of inspiration for some. What was needed was a new con-
ceptualisation of history that avoided the kind of foundational epistemology that 
Derrida problematised as the metaphysics of presence.

As Derrida told an interviewer in 1971, the conventional assumption that his-
tories referred to a presence that was anterior to the semantic contexts in which 
they were enunciated implied a metaphysical concept of history. And what one 
should be wary of, he said, was a metaphysical understanding that posited the idea 
of history as the history of meaning developing, producing and fulfilling itself across 
time.52 It was not a concept of history as such that was problematic, Derrida argued, 
explicitly refuting those who associated him with a ‘rejection of history’.53 Instead, 
he advocated a conceptualisation of history (both as a practice and mode of tem-
poral understanding) that escaped the linear consecution of presence, one that was 
more akin to Sollers’s idea (following Nietzsche) of “monumental” history. The 
assumption that history referred to an extra-discursive outside may have become 
sedimented, argued Derrida, but it was not necessarily immutable:

I have never believed that there were metaphysical concepts in and of themselves. 
No concept is by itself, and consequently in and of itself, metaphysical, out-
side all the textual work in which it is inscribed. This explains why, although 
I have formulated many reservations about the ‘metaphysical’ concept of his-
tory, I very often use the word ‘history’ in order to reinscribe its force and in 
order to produce another concept or conceptual chain of ‘history’: in effect a 
‘monumental, stratified, contradictory’ history.54
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Derrida’s work challenges some academic historians’ core assumptions about veri-
ties such as temporality, textual interpretation and signification, but one does not 
have to search too hard in his writings to see that he is far from the straightforward 
anti-historicist that some of his critics want him to be. Part of his intellectual pro-
ject was to open up the gaps in which a new understanding of history could be 
invented and take hold by critiquing the metaphysical associations of the term’s 
conventional usage. The challenge, as he recognised, was to produce a new con-
ceptualisation of history without reintroducing the essentialist concepts that he 
wished to criticize in the first place – in other words, to avoid replacing one ontol-
ogy of history with an alternative ontology that reinscribed various associations 
with ideas of thing, reality, presence, content, reference, and so on. So why did he 
insist on the need to position a concept of history within a new signifying chain, 
despite the attendant risks of reintroducing what he calls ‘logocentric values’ in a 
new conceptualisation? Why not decide that history as a concept has become toxic 
with “certaintist” assumptions and let it go? The answer is that for Derrida, hav-
ing a concept of historicity that was not another instantiation of the metaphysics 
of presence was indispensable to political projects of justice and emancipation. His 
clearest articulation of this view is found in Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, 
the Work of Mourning and the New International (1994), where he explained how 
from the outset in his project of deconstruction he had sought to make possible a 
concept of historicity that opened up access to an ‘affirmative thinking of the mes-
sianic and emancipatory promise as promise’.55 By putting into question the kind 
of ontological and teleological conceptions of history found in Hegel, Marx and 
Heidegger, he sought to move away from a historicity that was premised on notions 
of programme and design, away from one that posited a logic of historical events 
via the construction of retrospective teleologies. Instead, in Derrida’s thought the 
emancipatory desire, or the promise of a justice to come, could only be realised in 
conditions of undecidability, where the certainty of a final ground for a decision 
would never be available.

In contrast to those who assume that Derrida’s thought leads to hapless relativ-
ism or nihilism, Mark Mason rightly elaborates the affirmative forces in what he 
calls Derrida’s ‘messianic historical theory’.56 Derrida had no desire to provide a 
positive description of what history could or should become, but by emphasis-
ing what history was not and never could be, he opened the promise of another 
form of history, another way of thinking with time, another conceptualisation of 
past-present-future relations. He suggested to historians a strategy of negation that 
they could choose to adopt in their work by delineating those habitual features of 
historical work that postfoundationalist historians should avoid, resist and counter 
in their practices: totalising knowledge claims, attempts to identify originary mean-
ings, interpretative closures, empiricism as an epistemology, realist representational 
forms and the like. The reason for negating these was to keep open the promise 
of what Mason calls a ‘non-historical historicity as “future to come” ’,57 which in 
turn would open the way towards visions of new possible futures that are wholly 
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other and undetermined by historians’ conventional master concepts (periodisation, 
continuities, causation, origins, development, linear temporalities, and so on). By 
continually reaffirming the conditions of history’s impossibility – namely, that his-
tories can never (re)present a past actuality in which the past provides a foundation 
for its own knowability –we make space for different concepts of history, ones that 
accept that the historical past is not a given but a product of fictive construction. 
And if we dispense with the idea of the historical past as a given, then we are free to 
work the materials and genre possibilities of history unencumbered by notions of 
correspondence between event and narration, and we are free to follow Derrida in 
experimenting with a historical consciousness in which the past “haunts” and acts 
in the force fields of the present, but not in ways that are mappable and reducible to 
instantiations of presence. Wendy Brown explains what is at stake:

In Derrida’s reformulation, history emerges as that which shadows and con-
strains, incites or thwarts, rather than that which moves, directs, or unfolds. 
History as a ghostly phenomenon does not march forward – it doesn’t even 
march. Rather, it comes and goes, appears and recedes, materializes and evap-
orates, makes and gives up its claims. And it changes shape: that is, the same 
event or formation does not haunt in the same way across time and space. 
The notion of progress as the unfolding of the future is also undone by Der-
rida’s image of political life as a stage on which spectres of past and future 
appear unbidden and at other times are expressly conjured by those vying for 
particular futures vis-à-vis particular interpretations of the past or particular 
claims of homage to the past.58

Derrida’s terminology of spectres that haunt that present and his concept of 
the ‘messianic without a messianism’ has obvious affinities with Walter Benjamin’s 
image of an ‘angel of history’.59 Derrida was careful to elaborate where the two 
concepts diverged.60 Nonetheless, both point towards the idea of a political con-
sciousness in the present that resists an understanding of history as a progressive, 
autonomous force in its own right. Rejecting models of historical thought that 
position the past as an inferior antecedent of the present, Derrida and Benjamin 
suggest forms of political activity and thought that mobilise traces and spectres of 
the past while still denying that there is a historical past with its own shape and 
trajectory.61 The past becomes a store of ideas and ideals, traumas and oppressions, 
experiences and visions that we can choose to recognise and incorporate into our 
present political projects. It has no determining force, but we might ‘awaken’ to 
it both as a form of cognition and as a motive for political praxis.62 In Benja-
min’s terms, each present offers an opportunity for people to recognise a past that 
‘belongs’ to them, not in terms of a simple identification that would leave the past 
undisturbed, but in ways that have the potential to simultaneously transform the 
present and redeem the injustices of the past.63

Historians, however, are reluctant to position their work in primarily presentist 
terms, usually stopping short of justifying their scholarly projects predominantly for 
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what they might bring to named political or ideological causes. To the extent that 
historians sometimes share an ambition to shape resistance in the present and utilise 
the past as a potential site of opposition, this tends to be an implied rather than a 
directly articulated feature of their work: manifesting itself as a generalised sense 
that discussing previous instances of social or political change (in conventional 
narrative forms) might function to encourage faith in the possibility of analogous 
changes in the future. Beyond the restraints of institutionally authorised history, 
however, one can find more directly politicised uses of the historical past – some-
thing perhaps closer to the ‘messianic’ history that Benjamin and Derrida wrote 
about. In Live Working or Die Fighting: How the Working Class Went Global (2007), 
Paul Mason juxtaposes reportage of his meetings with various members of the 
twenty-first-century global, working-class “precariat” with historical accounts of 
European labour organisation and working-class militancy from the 1800s to the 
1940s.64 As he explained, his aim was not to draw parallels as such between past 
and present workers’ conditions and ways of life, nor did he mean to invoke prec-
edent as a way of predicting what might happen to the contemporary global labour 
movement. Rather, he believed that the anti-globalisation activists who protested at 
Seattle (1999), Genoa (2001) and elsewhere should know something about previ-
ous revolts and worker solidarity. Moreover, he wanted to make today’s worst-paid, 
most-exhausted and least-protected workers aware that their counterparts a hun-
dred or more years earlier had fought against (sometimes successfully) comparable 
levels of exploitation and alienation. It was necessary to bring stories of older work-
ing struggles to the attention of a new working class, he believed, because this class 
was being formed in a culture in which organic or traditional memories of the past 
had been broken. Globalised, neo-liberal economic and trading policies, he argued, 
had ripped apart within twenty years forms of working-class culture that had taken 
two hundred years to build.65 And when those cultures disappeared, they took with 
them a collective memory of successful worker resistance, self-education and activ-
ist struggles for wider social freedom. Using an example from the UK’s capital city, 
Mason explained why recovering such shared memory was important:

Right now in London there are Somali, Kurdish and Brazilian migrant clean-
ers trying to form unions inside the headquarters of investment banks, but 
they are still having trouble with the city’s geography, let alone its history. 
They have no idea that Irish and Jewish migrants who lived in the same 
streets 100 years ago had to fight the same kind of battle, or how they won. 
And why should they? Amid relentless change we can no longer rely on 
word of mouth, family, tradition and community to keep working class his-
tory alive.66

The book is organised around a series of present-and-past studies of workers’ expe-
riences, each of which is meant to suggest that workers are capable of creating bet-
ter social and economic lives through collective action – but without prescribing 
what forms such action should take, and without under-estimating the strength of 
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the forces that are routinely summoned by authorities to enforce the status quo. 
Mason draws on a long tradition of labour and worker struggles. In one chapter, the 
challenges faced by millions of Chinese workers in the industrial suburb of Shen-
zhen in 2003 are paired with an account of how Manchester factory workers in 
1819 organised trade unions and strikes. In another, Indian silk weavers struggling 
against World Trade Organisation global competition rules in 2005 are juxtaposed 
with Lyon silk weavers who took part in violent uprisings in the 1830s. Multiple 
workplace occupations in Argentina in 2001 are discussed alongside earlier car fac-
tory seizures in Turin, Paris and Michigan in the 1920s and 1930s. By emphasising 
workers’ self-education and cultural self-actualisation, Mason echoes how Jacques 
Rancière’s The Nights of Labour portrayed the becoming subjectivities of proletar-
ian intellectuals and worker poets in mid-nineteenth-century Paris.67 By pairing 
contemporary worker struggles with those of previous times, he articulates in more 
accessible and concrete terms the position that Derrida elaborated in Specters: we 
are not yet finished with socialist ideas, despite the temporary dominance of an 
ideology that claims that there “is no alternative” to neo-liberal, transnational capi-
talism. And by rejecting a determinist model of history – Mason argues that new 
workers’ organisations in the global south may well develop much more rapidly 
than happened in Europe and North America in previous centuries, but equally he 
recognises that they might fail – he writes in the spirit of Benjamin’s Theses.

Mason developed his thinking about how to understand the crises of contem-
porary capitalism and how to respond to it in two further books that form a kind 
of trilogy with Live Working Or Die Fighting.68 Meltdown: The End of the Age of Greed 
(2009) covered the financial collapse that began in 2008, from the fall of Lehman 
Brothers bank to the beginnings of the Eurozone crisis. Why It’s Kicking Off Eve-
rywhere: The New Global Revolutions (2012) dealt principally with the Arab Spring 
and Occupy movements, both of which can be understood in part as after-shocks 
of the global economic crisis, but which Mason also describes in relation to the 
European revolutionary uprisings of 1848 and the student protest movements of 
the 1960s. By showing how a globalised economy has produced a globalised labour 
movement – albeit one that is more stratified and individualistic than its pre–World 
War I forerunner – Mason shares some common ground with Hardt and Negri’s 
theory in Empire (2000) that the coming agents of rebellion will be members of 
a diverse and transnational ‘multitude’. Hardt and Negri’s use of the figure of the 
‘multitude’ to denote the emergence of a collective political (revolutionary) sub-
jectivity has been controversial. But leaving this controversy to one side, their con-
ceptualisation of history does at least bear traces of the shape of thought implied 
by Derrida’s “messianic promise” or White’s “liberation historiography”. Towards 
the beginning of Empire, Hardt and Negri explained how they wished to empha-
sise both the power of the multitude to ‘make history’ and the political potential 
of a praxis that was grounded in social hope.69 To achieve these ambitions, they 
employed a methodology that had two main elements. The first element was criti-
cal and deconstructive, aimed at subverting hegemonic languages and normative 
social structures. Hardt and Negri summarised this as a process of deconstructing 
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the historia rerum gestarum of the ‘reign of global capitalism’, in ways that would 
subvert the idea that its development was a historical necessity, and which would 
point towards the possibility of alternative social organisations. The second element 
was constructive and ethico-political, working to create subjectivities that opened 
towards social and political alternatives. Here the focus was on res gestae, the subjec-
tive forces acting in historical contexts that produced not a ‘new rationality’ but a 
‘new scenario of different rational acts – a horizon of activities, resistances, wills, 
and desires that refuse the hegemonic order . . . and forge alternative constitutive 
itineraries’.70

Contesting histories

Recent debates about slavery reparations exemplify why any discourse that claims 
final cultural authority over the past needs to be challenged. The debates at issue 
here are not arguments about the historical past – what previously happened and 
how historians should interpret past events. In fact, they aren’t really arguments 
about the past at all. They are instead a conflict about historical presents: an argu-
ment about political authority, the distribution of resources, inequality and the 
‘distribution of the sensible’.71 As such they provide a useful illustration of how 
past-talk that reinforces dominant power relations is often categorised as history 
and described as ‘universal, inclusive and rational’. In contrast, that which seeks the 
recognition of past brutality or injustice by the state, challenges the hegemonic 
imagination of national identity, seeks a platform for marginalised or dissenting 
voices and sometimes calls for a different (more equal) distribution of resources is 
characterised as memory and is seen as epistemologically inferior, as ‘divisive, iden-
tity obsessed and irrational’ or the ‘manipulation of the past for political ends’.72 
Van De Mieroop provides a detailed analysis of the slavery reparation debates in 
France and the USA, but of particular interest here is his discussion of the naming 
of the historical present by those opposing reparations in the two countries as the 
‘age of commemoration’ and the ‘post-racial era’, respectively.

The ‘age of commemoration’, a phrase first used by Pierre Nora to describe 
our current epoch, is a time in which memory culture, in a response to particular 
historical conditions (including the ever-increasing speeding of change and the 
traumas of the twentieth century), has begun to dominate society to such an extent 
that it is displacing the continued existence of history as an authoritative discipline 
or genre.73 In the case of France, accusations of the abuse of memory, or the rise 
of the tyranny of memory, began to become more widespread in the first decade 
of the twenty-first century, possibly as a response to commemorations surround-
ing the fiftieth anniversary of the Algerian War of Independence, calls for repara-
tions for French slavery in their colonies and the perceived concomitant ‘culture 
of repentance’ that was spreading in society.74 François Hartog argues that this rise 
of memory in the ‘age of commemoration’ and its attendant challenge to ‘history’s 
hegemony in the space of retrospection’ constitutes a new regime of historicity, 
that of ‘presentism’, a regime in which history is under threat and is no longer 
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the dominant and authoritative past-focused discourse.75 The past-talk of those 
arguing for the persistence of racism and the lingering effects of colonial brutality 
and injustice in contemporary France has often been historicised as an instance 
of this memory boom; they are accused of using the past in the service of present 
interests and employing a divisive form of identity politics in their anachronistic 
attempts to cling on to the past.76 Nora, for example, describes memory as ‘always 
a phenomenon of the present . . . a phenomenon of emotion and magic [which] 
accommodates only those facts that suit it’. In contrast, he describes how ‘history 
is a representation of the past . . . [it is] an intellectual, nonreligious activity [that] 
calls for analysis and critical discourse’.77 We would argue that both history and 
memory are phenomena of the present; both are rhetorical and persuasive; both 
‘well up from’ and ‘weld’ groups together; and neither ‘belongs to everyone’ nor ‘has 
a universal vocation’.78 This use of interpretative naming – labelling the discourse 
of both French and American advocates for reparations as partisan memory politics, 
not history, despite their extensive, coherent use of historical scholarship by profes-
sional historians – functions as an effective means of marginalising and discrediting 
their arguments.

The conception of the ‘post-racial era’ as a historical present in the U.S. func-
tions in a similar manner to silence the voices of those calling for reparations or 
drawing attention to continuing racial inequality and injustice. The post-racial 
claim is essentially a ‘performative declaration that although racism exists, its time 
has passed’; racist acts might still happen, but racism is no longer a significant prob-
lem.79 Crucially, therefore, there is no need for an ongoing critique of racism; the 
fight for equality is over. Moreover, the argument continues that those who persist 
in fighting against racism are themselves perpetuating the antiquated frame of race 
as a form of identity politics often in order to exploit white guilt and extract unde-
served and unfair advantages for black Americans.80 There is no real disagreement 
between those arguing for or against reparations over the fact that slavery was a 
horrific crime, but the debate concerns the boundary between past and present; 
whether the injustices of slavery still have repercussions today or whether they 
remain securely in the past. For reparationists the injustices of slavery in the form 
of structures of control and domination as well as the distribution of resources and 
equal opportunities are still with us today; for them slavery is an irrevocable past, 
one that endures into the present.81 However, by historicising the present as a ‘post-
racial era’, anti-reparationists present the arguments for reparations as anachronistic; 
reparations advocates are criticised for living in the past, for engaging in retrospec-
tive politics, for having a ‘pathological nostalgia for suffering’.82 In the post-racial 
era it is not appropriate to talk about slavery as if its legacy endures into the present; 
slavery belongs safely in the past.

However, as Van De Mieroop argues, neither the ‘age of commemoration’ nor 
the ‘post-racial era’ are epochs of time which can be identified through the cor-
rect description and interpretation of evidence. Time does not naturally divide 
into epochs. Periodisation is a process of interpretation, not description – a way of 
ascribing meaning through narrativisation. The ‘post-racial era’ has been produced 
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by a particular emplotment of events; it is the culmination in a redemptive nar-
rative of progress in which the U.S. overcomes the horror of slavery, Jim Crow 
legislation and rampant racism and advances into a post-racial epoch. ‘The pastness 
of slavery . . . is not simply a matter of the number of years gone by, its pastness is 
also the result of an active historicization.  .  .  . It has been necessary to construct 
a story of the overcoming and surpassing of slavery’ and historians have made a 
significant contribution to this.83 The historical presents articulated by the ‘age of 
commemoration’ and ‘post-racial era’ narrative constructs are presents that serve 
particular socio-political and ideological functions and are supported, defended and 
legitimised by academic historians.84

When historical presents are presented as impartial, descriptive, historical or 
scientific measurements, they become a powerful rhetorical weapon that can close 
down other potential meanings, and they silence other voices and interpretations.85 
The post-racial era functions as what Rancière calls the ‘distribution of the sensi-
ble’ in that it defines ‘a set of relations between the perceptible, the thinkable, and 
the doable’.86 The ‘post-racial era’ and ‘the age of commemoration’ both work to 
silence, or make invisible, the possibility of racism. As such they work to install a 
hegemonic interpretation that temporarily terminates debate or actions to promote 
greater equality.

In similar ways, Australia’s “history wars” demonstrate the fact that stories about 
the past are always produced and read in relation to political authority in the pre-
sent. The principal issues at stake in Australia were not historiographical or epis-
temic as such: the disputes were not primarily about academic historians arguing 
over methodology or what facts they could substantiate in their footnotes. Instead, 
the history wars are best understood as a contest over values: whose interests were 
historians and the cultural circuits of historical knowledge supposed to serve? In 
straightforward terms, the controversy can be described as choice between two 
ideological positions. The first of these held that publicly funded historical activi-
ties had a responsibility to produce the kind of affirmative histories that could 
underscore popular sentiments of national pride. The second maintained that such 
activities should be free to function as a collective dissenting conscience, giving a 
voice to those who were excluded from dominant ways of articulating an imagined 
national community. The views of advocates for either position were rehearsed 
across Australia’s media and political spheres, giving them a public profile that 
purely academic debates rarely warranted. In the 1980s conservative politicians 
and commentators accused academic historians of denouncing the national past by 
giving undue prominence to claims about the levels of violence inflicted on indig-
enous peoples during and after the years of colonial settlement. Because of planned 
commemorations to mark the Bicentennial of British settlement in Australia in 
1988, there was no easy way to avoid the issue of how Australians should interpret 
their country’s record as a modern nation-state at this time. When deliberating 
which perspective the commemorations should adopt towards the past, some voices 
sought to stress what they saw as the country’s positive record of achievements and 
the role of some of its most celebrated “heroic” individuals (invariably white males). 
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Others wanted to ensure that public markings of the bicentenary adequately rec-
ognised colonial settlement’s devastating effects on indigenous peoples, both in the 
immediate and longer terms. Conservative historian Geoffrey Blainey contemp-
tuously labelled this latter critical stance towards the past as ‘black armband’ his-
tory. Political leader John Howard subsequently amplified the epithet into a slogan 
which was used to characterize the mainstream of Australia’s historical profession as 
elitist, politically correct, disaffected, guilt-ridden and disloyal to popular concep-
tions of national identity.87 Howard later maintained that he wanted Australians to 
be ‘comfortable and relaxed’ about their collective pasts – perhaps to help them 
cope with the unsettling economic reforms that he was about to introduce in the 
present – 88and he was scathing about those who, in his view, wanted to ‘rewrite 
Australian history in the service of a partisan political cause’.89

The antagonisms that battles over Australia’s past could generate tended to sur-
face during times when public attention was focused on questions relating to past 
injustices, suffering and crimes – such as Paul Keating’s 1992 acknowledgement of 
settler maltreatment and crimes against Aboriginals, the Stolen Generations report 
of 1997 (which estimated that from 1910 to 1970, between one in ten and one 
in three Aboriginal children were forcibly separated from their families) and then 
Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s 2008 apology to the Stolen Generations.90 Keith 
Windschuttle helped to sustain the controversy when he published the first two 
of a series of planned books on what he provocatively called The Fabrication of 
Aboriginal History (2002 and 2009): the first volume attempted to discredit claims 
about the scale of settler violence towards Aboriginals in the Tasmanian frontier, 
and the second dismissed what it regarded as the myth of the Stolen Genera-
tions.91 Although Windschuttle’s texts drew overwhelmingly negative reviews from 
indigenous spokespeople and specialist historians, the response among conservative 
commentators in the mainstream media was much more favourable, including two 
supportive editorials in The Australian newspaper.92 Around the same time, John 
Howard’s re-elected government commissioned Film Australia to make a major 
ten-part documentary series on the nation’s history, the results of which were 
screened by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) in 2007–9.93 To no 
one’s surprise, the series exemplified the kind of sentimentalised nationalist reading 
of the past that Howard had been advocating ever since he complained about ‘black 
armband’ history. The documentaries were an attempt to re-instate a dominant 
narrative about past national “heroes” using mainstream visual media:

The Making History films were concerned with nation, with leadership and 
with achievements: they were also overwhelmingly concerned with white 
men. Even ABC commissioning editor Stuart Menzies agreed that the films 
could be characterized as ‘dead white males’. Indigenous people form a back-
drop to the action . . . but are absent elsewhere. Women were allotted simi-
larly narrow roles.94

As Michelle Arrow argued, the ways in which the producers of Making History 
chose to confirm the social and political status quo throughout the film series was 
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typical of ABC documentaries in the early 2000s.95 But rather than criticise the 
films (or ABC’s commissioning of documentaries more generally) for the kinds of 
political effects that they might produce, historians often invoked disciplinary codes 
against them instead. Ann McGrath, for example, complained that Making History’s 
producers failed to consult with expert historians sufficiently during the produc-
tion process, preferring to use professional historians primarily as talking heads on 
screen. Inga Clendinnen, meanwhile, criticised the films’ use of dramatised scenes. 
In her view, while such scenes might succeed in provoking audience empathy, they 
were problematic on the grounds that they were not amenable to empirical test-
ing.96 In regretting the fact that a television documentary series failed to respect 
academic history’s claims to authority over the past, McGrath and Clendinnen were 
expressing views that are common within the history profession. Similar invoca-
tions of history’s assumed scholarly integrity had been made some years before 
during the controversy about Keith Windschuttle’s books on “fabricated” Aborigi-
nal history. Although this controversy was often heated, it is striking to note how 
often the issues at stake were pulled back towards questions about scholarly codes. 
Rounding off a major collection of essays that rebutted Windschuttle’s historical 
account, Dirk Moses argued that Windschuttle had ‘rejected any methodological 
sophistication he may once have embraced’; he complained that Windschuttle had 
made up his mind about Aboriginal death tolls on mainland Australia during the 
colonial period ‘before visiting the archives’; and he concluded that ‘[h]istorical 
scholarship and Aboriginal history are too valuable to be reduced to the culture 
wars that he and his ilk want to wage’.97

Conclusion

The irony of Australia’s culture wars was that each side accused the other of taking 
a partisan position on the past which involved (in their terms) falsifying the actual-
ity of what had happened. At the same time as accusing their opponents of fight-
ing a culture war, meanwhile, each side maintained that their particular version of 
the past was grounded on responsible archival scholarship. But as we have already 
argued, claiming that one’s practices of knowledge production are non-ideological 
is perhaps the most powerfully ideological move of all. Concepts such as disin-
terested historical scholarship and respecting the historical record are inescapably 
political because they are implicated in attempts to mark the boundaries of what is 
taken to be legitimate speech about the past. Macintyre and Clark concluded that 
‘Australians deserve more from their history than the History Wars’.98 But they also 
recognised that Australian historians had long used their work as vehicles for advo-
cating ideas such as ‘colonial progress, imperial duty, radical nationalism and other 
causes’.99Some historians have been willing to embrace their potential to support 
named ideological causes in their work, sometimes to good effect. Howard Zinn’s 
scholar-activism, for example, was important in the formation of the REPOhistory 
collective and was used as a discursive resource by some in the Occupy Wall Street 
movement. Caroline Elkins helped to persuade Kenyan victims of British colo-
nial brutality that they could claim compensation in court. Historians such as Ilan 
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Pappé and Nur Masalah openly align themselves with Palestinian political claims. 
But instances such as these are rare. Few historians position their academic work in 
the service of named political projects, despite (presumably) appreciating that their 
authority over the past pulls them into the spaces of cultural politics. History’s col-
lective resolve to preserve its institutional credibility as a discipline tends to override 
the expressly articulated political affiliations of its practitioners. Artists, however, do 
not operate under the same kind of general injunction to produce “fair-minded” 
and “responsible” interpretations of the past.100 As we will see in the following 
chapters, forms of past-talk outside of academic history have greater potential to 
destabilise our contemporary “distribution of the sensible”.
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4
USING THE PAST IN THE PRESENT

Nostalgia, memory and activism

The politics of nostalgia

One might easily read the intense phase of commemorative observance, cultural 
heritage mobilisation and institutionalised memory work that developed towards 
the end of the twentieth century as being politically retrogressive, confirmation 
of a collective resignation towards the global dominance of neo-liberal capital-
ist values; a sign that the only imagined alternatives to a reified present in which 
Hegel’s historical time has stopped – “there is no alternative” – are the ones offered 
by memory and nostalgia. On the political left, radical democracy and the impulse 
towards nostalgia are usually regarded as antithetical.1 Although they each posit a 
modern conception of irreversible and unrepeatable time, they necessarily invoke 
a different temporal direction. Political terminology commonly ascribes to the left 
the youthful and forward-looking values of being “progressive” and “modernising”; 
radical projects are associated with promises of “renewal” and “rupture”, and in 
their most utopian forms with the “new man”, “new civilisation” or “new democ-
racy” that could emerge. Marx’s essay on the ‘Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bona-
parte’ helped to establish the orthodox idea among the left that the past was an 
obstacle that had to be overcome:

The social revolution of the nineteenth century can only create its poetry 
from the future, not from the past. It cannot begin its own work until it has 
sloughed off all its superstitious regard for the past. Earlier revolutions have 
needed world-historical reminiscences to deaden their awareness of their 
own content. In order to arrive at its own content, the revolution of the 
nineteenth century must let the dead bury their dead.2

Nostalgia, on the other hand, is commonly taken to be the opposite of a ‘poetry 
from the future’. Left radicals tend to regard it as backward looking and reactionary, 
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something that signals a failure to adapt to modernity, a psychological state that 
should be scorned as the kind of defeatist yearning for better yesterdays that one 
is most likely to hear in ‘old people’s talk’.3 The counter-orthodox suggestion that 
nostalgia might be a source of radical critical potential has rarely found a receptive 
hearing among the left.4 But as Alastair Bonnett argues, it is too easy to dismiss 
nostalgia as necessarily a symptom of critical immaturity or political acquiescence 
in present arrangements. His central thesis is that concealed or repressed within the 
modern and ostensibly anti-nostalgic left is a strong sense of loss – the very long-
ing for, and attachment to (usually recent), pasts that they criticise in their political 
opponents.5 Walter Benjamin had first used the concept of ‘left-wing melancholy’ 
in the early 1930s to criticise those for whom memories of old (lost) causes were 
more powerful sources of attachment than the prospect of working for present 
political change.6 Bonnett’s model of left nostalgia is different from the one that 
Benjamin named; he does not admonish those on the left who find sources of 
political subjectivity in the past, but instead explores the apparent paradox that 
‘nostalgia is integral to radicalism; yet, radicalism has been offered as a narrative of 
anti-nostalgia’.7 By reading various case studies of radical left activity, Bonnett aims 
to show how traces of the ‘awkward presence of nostalgia’ could be found among 
even the most committed ‘partisans of forgetting’, detailing how radicals have dem-
onstrated (implicit and overt) longings for a past that has passed.8 To take one 
example, although Guy Debord and the Situationist International were outwardly 
contemptuous of nostalgia, Bonnett argues that we can discern within their project 
two forms of it. One is ‘rootless nostalgia’ – defined as a commitment to an authen-
tic political subjectivity, based on rejecting the alienating effects of the capitalist, 
commodified spectacle in all its forms, regardless of any specific identification with 
a time or place (a kind of militant, bohemian nihilism). The other is ‘rooted nos-
talgia’, which developed from the Situationists’ collective memory of an old Paris 
before it was transformed by technocratic urban planners between the mid-1950s 
and mid-1970s. As Debord wrote in one of his later works: ‘Whoever sees the banks 
of the Seine sees our grief: nothing is found there now save the bustling columns 
of an anthill of motorised slaves’.9

The claim that contemporary culture was dominated by the “nostalgia mode” 
was an important element of Frederic Jameson’s argument that postmodern society 
‘has become incapable of dealing with time and history’.10 In his view, contem-
porary society ( Jameson’s quote was written in the 1980s) existed in a ‘perpetual 
present’ and state of permanent change, one where the destruction of traditions 
led to ‘historical amnesia’.11 But far from creating optimal conditions for social 
and cultural innovation – because in theory an amnesiac society should place no 
limitations on grounds of precedent on what forms of social organisation could be 
imagined as being feasible – Jameson lamented that in a world ‘where everything 
now submits to the perpetual change of fashion and media image . . . nothing can 
change any longer’.12 Absolute change equalled stasis, he argued, because in such 
circumstances radical change could only be conceived as putting an end to change 
itself. Despite being the site of rapid changes in tastes and technologies, postmodern 
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society at a general level was utterly homogenous and standardised, he argued, 
because these changes always operated within the social field but without any trans-
formative effect on the field itself.

All of this mattered for Jameson because he understood postmodernism to be 
the social and cultural correlate of a new economic order – the multinational cor-
porate capitalism that developed after 1945 (otherwise known as post-Fordism).  
The waning of historicity that he regretted was for him integral to the new con-
sumer economy’s requirement for constantly manufacturing and marketing new 
patterns of desire – and hence generating new flexible modes of production that 
better suited the interests of capital. As contemporary society lost ‘its capacity 
to retain its own past’, culture became constituted by pastiche and the ‘nostalgia 
mode’. As a consequence, whereas an older modernism – populated by forms and 
artists such as Abstract Expressionism, T.S. Eliot, Le Corbusier, Stravinsky, Joyce, 
Mann and so on  – had deserved to be called ‘negative, contestatory, subversive, 
oppositional’, Jameson did not see that postmodern culture carried any such critical 
potential.13 On his reading, the irony of the new culture was that it was incapable 
of generating anything genuinely new that might function as a representation of 
current experience – rather, ‘all that is left is to imitate dead styles, to speak through 
the masks and with the voices of the styles in the imaginary museum’.14 Postmod-
ern nostalgia on his account was marked by an affinity for these old (un)dead styles: 
his favoured examples were half-forgotten film genres and narrative modes which 
could be revived for aesthetic reasons while separated from any comprehension 
of historical time as such.15 The cultural omnipresence of these types of simulacra 
fed a heightened sense of living in a world where the possibilities of diachronic 
thinking had collapsed into a time of constant “now”. In such conditions it was 
ever more difficult to imagine coherent alternatives to prevailing modes of social 
organisation – characterised by Mark Fisher as capitalist realism (his preferred term 
for postmodernism). In one of many passages where he cited the influence of Jame-
son’s thinking, Fisher wrote that capitalism now ‘seamlessly occupies the horizon of 
the thinkable’.16 But whereas Fisher argued that the development of a left alterna-
tive must avoid the ‘endless rehearsal of historical debates’, Jameson had called for 
‘the renewal of historical analysis itself ’ alongside a diagnosis of the ‘political and 
ideological functionality’ of postmodernism.17 Similarly, Negt and Kluge regarded 
collective memory of past political struggles, resistance and organisation as a pre-
condition for the practice of counter-hegemonic politics. In their view, ‘the assault 
of the present on the rest of time’ was one of the major problems to be overcome 
in the modern public sphere because ‘the tendency towards historical impoverish-
ment’ eroded the horizon of experience, stripping the past of its critical potential 
for use in the present.18 Understood in these terms, counter-hegemonic political 
work included the task of contesting dominant ways of managing and understand-
ing temporality within the spheres of public life – including the state’s repertoire 
of ceremonial display – as well as arguing for a preferred narration of a given past. 
As we will show here, political campaigners and activists commonly seek to use 
the past for just such counter-hegemonic purposes. Whether for the purposes of 
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securing retroactive justice, or placing a contemporary political struggle within a 
genealogy of analogous precedents, activists have often chosen to invoke the past as 
a store of resources for constructive effect.

Counter-hegemony

In order to understand how types of past-talk can be used as discursive forms for 
‘taking a stand’,19 or for recognising and acting on one’s social responsibilities, it 
is helpful to turn to Laclau and Mouffe’s theorisation of hegemony. Their various 
writings on hegemony provide a conceptual framework in which post-metaphysical  
politics and post-metaphysical models of knowledge can be seen to be fully com-
mensurate with one another. Laclau and Mouffe define hegemony, which is cen-
tral to their understanding of the political, as ‘the process by which a particularity 
assumes the representation of a universality that is essentially incommensurable 
with it’.20 They use the concept – appropriated and refashioned in the main from 
Antonio Gramsci, supplemented by insights from poststructuralist and Lacanian 
vocabularies – as a cornerstone of their project to replace foundationalist explana-
tions of social organisation with the idea that discursive or rhetorical tropes provide 
society’s non-foundational grounds.21 This project necessitated a reversal of the 
priorities usually assigned to the categories of the social and the political. Rather 
than view the political as being derived from a given form of social organisation, 
as a kind of sector within the social, they argued for a position of the ‘ontological 
centrality of the political’,22 in which the political was understood as the moment 
of the institution of the social. Their aim here was to elucidate the ‘eminently 
political character of any social identity’.23 For Laclau and Mouffe, society was a 
term that expressed an impossibility: the achievement of a completed object with a 
fully positive identity – a sutured totality that stood as an immutable essence behind 
the various observable forms of social life (society as a ‘founding totality’). Society 
as a completed totality could never be achieved, they argued, because of the anti-
essentialist premise that the constitution of any identity as difference must involve 
the exclusion of that which denied it. In their favored Lacanian terms, any subject 
formation always stood in relation to an antagonistic outside that internally split 
and decentred it – it always carried a trace of what was repressed in its moment 
of becoming, a trace of what it was not.24 (Or if one prefers Judith Butler’s use of 
Derrida to theorise the same, no given ‘content’ of identity can claim the status of 
the ontological because any subject formation is necessarily unfinished, always hav-
ing to repeat and reinstall itself in time, again and again.)25 The important point is 
that in contrast to the essentialism that was associated with the idea of “society” as a 
singularity, the social was conceived as an infinitude or open space in which identi-
ties were articulated and social meanings were generated (and sometimes stabilised) 
but could never be finally fixed. Laclau and Mouffe understood the social to be a 
contingent, open and never-to-be-completed effect of linguistic and extralinguistic 
articulatory practices, marked by the infinite play of differences. As they stated: ‘The 
social is articulation insofar as society is impossible’.26 But as Laclau also explained 
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in ‘The Impossibility of Society’, some form of partial and temporary fixing of dif-
ferences was necessary for there to be a meaningful notion of the social at all:

[The social] is also the attempt to limit that play, to domesticate infinitude, to 
embrace it within the finitude of an order. But this order – or structure – no 
longer takes the forms of an underlying essence of the social; rather, it is an 
attempt – by definition unstable and precarious – to act over that ‘social’, to 
hegemonise it. . . . The social only exists as the vain attempt to institute that 
impossible object: society.27

The operation to temporarily fix the play of differences was the work of politics. 
In these terms, politics was not an activity that sought to reconcile social structures 
with some transcendent notion of an essential commonality or final consensus. 
Instead, politics, when viewed through a hegemonic framework, was the process 
by which diverse articulatory practices brought about the incomplete and selective 
structuring of the social field around certain nodal points – the latter defined as 
privileged signifiers that temporarily fixed the meaning of a signifying chain. This 
structuring involved creating a discursive relation between elements in the social 
field (which in turn modified the identity of those elements). The discursive fixa-
tions that resulted were necessarily incomplete; because of the relational character 
of every identity, because of the ambiguous character of the signifier, and because 
‘every nodal point is constituted with an intertextuality that overflows it’.28 This 
meant that there could be no final point at which society arrived at itself and 
eliminated the need for politics. There would always be some element(s) within 
the social field that escaped or resisted hegemonic signification, and which would 
eventually mobilise articulatory practices to create a new discursive stabilisation (in 
which their own subjectivities would be modified). Thus for Laclau and Mouffe, 
the political refers to a dimension of antagonism which they saw as being irreduc-
ible in human relations and which was constitutive of the social. By giving the 
political primacy over the social, they were of course disavowing orthodox Marxist 
social theory in which the mode of production was held to determine the total-
ity of social formations, including their ideological and political superstructure. In 
place of Althusser’s thesis that social structures were determined in the last instance 
by the economy, they offered a theory of indeterminacy in which the social was 
formed on the basis of decisions taken on the terrain of structural undecidability. 
In Laclau’s terms: ‘Undecidability and decision are the names of that ineradicable 
and constitutive tension which makes possible a political society’.29 This was not 
to posit a return to a simple voluntarist notion of the subject. The force of social 
structures at any given time were acknowledged as providing the contours within 
which decisions were taken and by whom – without determining the contents of 
any decision. But these structures were to be understood as the effect of previ-
ous hegemonic operations, not as natural or self-constituting phenomena. In other 
words, although there were grounds on which various social agents took political 
decisions, these grounds could not be final or transcendentally determined. The 
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eschatological dimension of Marxist thought, which held that historical necessity 
would deliver a revolution in which antagonisms were resolved and power was 
eliminated from a new social space, was for them illusory. Their alternative project 
of a radical and plural democratic politics assumed a struggle that was characterised 
by endless multiple contestations, carried out from different and necessarily fluid 
subject positions that were connected to each other by links of equivalence, and in 
which everything was to play for but nothing was guaranteed.

Laclau and Mouffe argued that a hegemonic struggle to defend, challenge or 
establish a new structuring of the social was in effect a contest to occupy the 
“empty” position of the universal. Hegemony results when ‘a particular social force 
assumes the representation of a totality that is radically incommensurable with it’.30 
Or as Laclau went on to explain in more detail, politics ‘is possible because the con-
stitutive impossibility of society can only represent itself through the production 
of empty signifiers’.31 The place of an “empty signifier” here operates in a similar 
way to Derrida’s notion of the messianic as a future to come.32 Because the com-
munity can never achieve the promise of the absent fullness that always eludes it – a 
finally reconciled and harmonious society in which there was consensus without 
exclusion – the social remained a site in which groups ‘compete between them-
selves to temporarily give to their particularisms a function of universal represen-
tation’.33 A group that succeeds in (always only) temporarily filling out an empty 
signifier gives a meaning to terms such as “people”, “nation”, “order”, “justice”, 
“revolution”, “the free world” and so on that transcends particularity and stands 
for (or rather produces) a community’s symbolic unity. Empty signifiers therefore 
function as nodal points to fix the meaning of signifying chains, while their empty 
character points in the direction of their universal signification.34 What they make 
possible is an imaginary closure of the social space around this temporary filling 
out – neatly summarised by Laclau as a never-ending and never totally convincing 
impersonation of the universal by the particular.35

When a hegemonic filling of an empty signifier was successfully maintained 
for a sufficiently long period, the effect was to erase the traces of the original 
hegemonic operation. In such circumstances a contingent social structuring could 
be regarded as “natural”, “common sense” and simply the “reality” of how things 
were. Laclau called this masking of contingency ‘sedimentation’. One of the tasks 
of a project of ‘radical plural democracy’ was to ‘reactivate’ the hegemonic opera-
tions that produced given social structurings; this was possible because hegemony 
was a situation of antagonism in which the contours and frontiers of that antago-
nism were unstable.36 Demonstrating how the social was constituted on contingent, 
non-foundational grounds involved efforts to reactivate the other possibilities or 
choices that were discarded at the moment of any hegemonic (partial) closure, 
thereby highlighting how current arrangements could easily have been otherwise. 
This idea of reactivation as a process that disturbs the seemingly natural configu-
ration of present arrangements recalls Walter Benjamin’s concept of ‘awakening’. 
Benjamin stressed the importance of recognising how moments in the past can 
be seen as belonging to a given situation in the present, and also of acting in a way 
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that politically transformed that present by making those aspects of the past that 
belonged to it live in the now. Steiner explains how in Benjamin’s writing: ‘The 
dialectical structure of awakening becomes the model both for historical cognition 
and for political praxis. As dream images do not become fixed before awakening, 
so it is only from the present that the past can become known’.37 When Benjamin 
wrote that the past is alive in the present, we can read him as saying that each pre-
sent has the potential for a unique experience with the past. By articulating a model 
in which historians have a dialectical encounter with those parts of the past that 
they recognise as speaking to their present – and in which every “now” is a poten-
tial turning point in relation to whichever past it chooses to recognise as its own – 
Benjamin broke with the German historicism school of thinkers such as Ranke, 
Treitschke and Meinecke.38 By effecting this break he also signalled his rejection 
of the ‘self-acting’ ideology of ‘progressive historiography’, including those escha-
tological models which insisted that a fully emancipated subject was waiting to 
emerge out of a historical process.39 In our post-Marxist age, we might contrast 
Benjamin’s ideas with Hardt and Negri’s predictions about the emergence of the 
‘multitude’ as a revolutionary subject, and also with Badiou’s fetishised notion of 
the militant who might inherit an opportunity to a make a “truth”.40

Consistently in his writings, Benjamin critiqued philosophies of history that 
fused together temporal continuity, historical causality and the ideology of pro-
gress.41 He stated that: ‘History is the subject of a structure whose site is not homog-
enous, empty time, but time filled by presence of the now . . . blasted out of the 
continuum of history’.42 Benjamin’s political philosophy required him to reject 
the idea of ‘empty time’ that was disconnected from the ‘ “time of the now” which 
is shot through with chips of Messianic time’.43 Presented in this way, the kind of 
political action that is called for (according to Benjamin’s political orientation) in 
any given present has the potential not only to transform current political arrange-
ments but also to redeem the injustices of the past by insisting that those injustices 
do not belong to an absent past: they are part of the now in which political futures 
are contested. Chronological time tells us that the past has passed, but experien-
tial time operates differently; experiential time makes it possible to reject dualistic 
claims that phenomena are either now and present or past and absent.

Activists and the past

In communist Hungary, old symbols and dates that were lodged in the public 
memory as expressions of national sovereignty were periodically reactivated in the 
present as sources of friction between János Kádár’s government (in office from 
November 1956) and opposition groups of various types (nationalist, reform com-
munist and anti-communist). Two past events in particular tended to be invoked as 
signifiers of Hungarian ambitions for national independence and internal political 
reform. The first of these was the 1848 Revolution, the time when Hungary had 
fought for independence from the Austrian Habsburg Empire. Opposition groups 
in Hungary adopted the tactic of staging street demonstrations on 15 March, which 
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was the symbolic date of the 1848 uprising, in a bid to mobilise Hungarian popular 
nationalism as a force against what they saw as a modern form of imperial domi-
nance by the Soviet Union. According to István Rév:

After World War II, March 15 became the day the authorities feared most: 
the day when the defeated revolutionaries of 1956 wanted to start the upris-
ing all over again, the day every year when the democratic opposition, 
together with university students, took to the streets to demonstrate against 
censorship and the Soviet military presence, and for freedom of thought and 
the liberation of the country.44

In 1988 the roundness of that year’s anniversary commemorations of 1848 helped 
the opposition to persuade an estimated ten thousand demonstrators to take to the 
streets for a march to the statue of revolutionary poet Sándor Petőfi: hero of 1848 and 
author of the poem Nemzeti dal (‘National Song’), which he had read out on the steps 
of the National Museum at the beginning of the revolution. Energised by the levels 
of popular support that were evident that day in 1988, and encouraged by the crowd’s 
enthusiastic support for calls for free elections and a new constitution, two significant 
political organisations were set up in the wake of the 15 March demonstration. The 
so-called Network of Free Initiatives was established to link together various opposi-
tion groups in Hungary, and the Association of Young Democrats (Fidesz) was set 
up as a campaigning political group – which was immediately declared to be illegal 
and subject to an official press boycott.45 Both groups went on to be influential in the 
revolution of 1989 that removed the communist regime from power.

The other symbolic historical reference point for the political opposition was 
the 1956 uprising that had briefly promised to transform Hungary. Articulated 
most succinctly by the ‘sixteen points’ formulated by Hungarian university students, 
demonstrators in 1956 called for the reinstallation of Imre Nagy as prime minister 
of a new administration (Nagy had been forced out of office as prime minister and 
expelled from the communist party in 1955 for supporting reform), the evacuation 
of all Soviet troops from Hungary, the reinstatement of free elections, freedom of 
the press, free speech, the right to strike and fundamental economic reorganisa-
tion – some of these goals were to remain relevant in Hungary more than thirty 
years later.46 These democratic aspirations were blocked by the use of Soviet mili-
tary force, after which János Kádár’s government set about restoring communist 
rule and dismantling the opposition’s capacity to organise further uprisings. Lead-
ing figures in the failed Hungarian revolution such as Nagy, József Szilágyi, Pál 
Maléter and Miklós Grimes were tried and convicted of treason and sentenced to 
death. Over three hundred people who were suspected or accused of revolution-
ary activity were tried in special military or later “People’s Courts” and executed, 
thousands were imprisoned, and thousands more fled Hungary as refugees.47 Not 
surprisingly, Kádár’s government responded to one of the most serious challenges 
within the Soviet sphere during the early decades of the Cold War by attempting 
to embed their own favoured, hegemonic interpretation of the 1956 events within 
the public memory culture. Across Hungary’s public spaces – and consequently, it 
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seems, in many citizens’ private views – 1956 was narrated and remembered as a 
criminal attempt at counter-revolution.48 Memorials were erected across Budapest 
to honour those who had not joined in the revolt, and a monument was installed 
outside communist party headquarters to remember those who had been killed in 
the course of (as the official terminology described it) defending the communist 
state. School and university textbooks explained the events of autumn 1956 as a 
‘counter-revolutionary riot’, one that was apparently pushed by ‘extreme right-
wing parties’ against the will of the Hungarian people who, it was maintained, 
were outraged by the protesters’ actions. And on national holidays, guards were sta-
tioned on monuments or sites associated with either the 1848 or 1956 revolutions, 
including the cemetery where it was known that Nagy and his co-defendants were 
buried.49 The state’s efforts to forcibly prevent public discussion or remembrance 
of 1956 – for example, school teachers who were suspected of departing from the 
official narrative about the protests being a form of counter-revolution could find 
themselves investigated by the police – resulted in the development of a ‘pact of 
silence’, or what Rév called ‘complicit nontalk’, in Hungary about the uprising.50 
This pact held throughout much of the 1970s and 1980s; when in return for rela-
tive economic prosperity under Kádár, people largely agreed not to question the 
official narrative that the party had saved the country from counter-revolution in 
1956. But the pact was broken in the final months of communist rule in Eastern 
Europe, when in the more open conditions inspired by Gorbachev’s Glasnost, and 
under pressure from a democratic opposition who wanted to revive questions about 
Nagy and 1956 in the public domain, reform elements within the Hungarian com-
munist party established a sub-committee to investigate the historical interpretation 
of 1956.51 In January 1989, this subcommittee stated that 1956 should be under-
stood as a popular uprising rather than a right-wing counter-revolution; a month 
later Imre Pozsgay, who was a leading reformer within the communist government, 
publicly repeated and endorsed the sub-committee’s interpretation of 1956.52

The effect of this public volte-face was to make questions about the fate of those 
who had been executed for their roles in the uprising all the more pressing. Most 
prominent among these was Nagy, who was convicted on charges of high treason 
and executed on 16 June 1958 at the central prison in Budapest (at the behest of 
Hungarian communist supporters of the Soviets). Nagy was buried without any 
identification in the prison courtyard; his coffin was later disinterred on 24 Febru-
ary 1961 and moved to the nearby public cemetery of Rákoskeresztúr, where he 
was buried somewhere in plot 301 under a false name in the official documen-
tation. But as Rév pointed out, the regime’s practice of burying its enemies in 
unmarked graves carried significant risks. To the extent that death marked the end 
not just of a physical self but as a social self as well, a proper burial in a marked grave 
gave a person ‘social integrity as a dead member of the society of the living’.53 Plac-
ing someone in an unmarked grave was in effect to leave them unburied:

For the relatives, the families of the victims, the unknown burial was not a 
real funeral. So long as the executed could not rest peacefully, as proper dead 
persons, the living were under the obligation not to rest either. In spite – and 
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exactly because of – the horror of the execution, the deceased was not truly 
dead until the corpse had its final burial.54

Not only for relatives, but for survivors of the post-1956 purges and the democratic 
opposition as a whole, Nagy’s illegal execution and then burial without the dignity 
of a proper gravestone or nameplate were acts that underscored the brutal character 
of the regime that had governed in Hungary since 1948. In contrast to an offi-
cial policy of remaining largely silent about Nagy’s trial, execution and burial, the 
opposition sought to spur public memory of these events as a way of exerting criti-
cal pressure on the regime. In the 1970s, former colleagues (released from prison) 
and families began to demand a dignified burial for Nagy, Szilágyi and Maléter.55 
From the beginning of the 1980s, they marked anniversaries of their executions by 
placing flowers in the cemetery plot where it was believed that the bodies had been 
placed. On the twenty-fifth anniversary of Nagy’s execution in 1983, the Hungar-
ian samizdat publication Beszélo produced a special edition about his trial and called 
for all those political prisoners who were executed for their role in 1956 to be 
given a proper burial. Then in 1986 the opposition organised a conference to mark 
the thirtieth anniversary of the uprising, a gathering that gave different genera-
tions and holders of political positions within the opposition a chance to exchange 
ideas. Two years later, a group of former political prisoners used the anniversary of 
Nagy’s trial as an opportune moment to set up a Committee for Historical Justice, 
which demanded both the rehabilitation of the official reputations of those who 
were executed, and their internment in a suitably respectful site. On 16 June 1988, 
the thirtieth anniversary of Nagy’s execution, the opposition dedicated a grave to 
him in Père Lachaise in Paris, which had been given to them by Jacques Chirac, 
who was then mayor of the city; simultaneous to this in Budapest, at the site of the 
Eternal Sacred Flame, which honoured the executed prime minister of the 1848 
revolution, Nagy’s name was chanted on the streets at a major demonstration before 
the police forcibly broke it up.56 Within months (and with the elderly Kádár now 
forced out of office), the Hungarian government conceded to popular pressure 
and agreed that Nagy and others who were executed could be reinterred; shortly 
afterwards the Supreme Court cancelled the guilty verdicts on Nagy and his co-
defendants from 1958. On 16 June 1989, after weeks of searching by officials for the 
grave’s location, Nagy’s remains were exhumed and reburied during a ceremony at 
the same public cemetery where his coffin had been placed in 1961. On the same 
day, a crowd of some 200,000 paid their respects to Nagy and other victims of 
Soviet retribution for their roles in 1956 at Heroes’ Square in Budapest. Nagy’s cer-
emonial reburial on the thirty-first anniversary of his execution was used by Fidesz 
and veterans of the 1956 uprising as a public stage on which to imagine a Hungar-
ian state without communism: represented most clearly by the display of Hungarian 
flags with their communist symbols cut out from the centre at the ceremony.57 The 
names of 277 victims of post-revolutionary trials were read to the crowds. Given 
that there was no singular day in Hungary that marked the end of Soviet-backed 
communist rule, 16 June 1989 was perhaps the closest equivalent to a moment that 
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marked a point of national political transition. In Rainer’s words, the day became 
‘a historical and psychological turning point in the process, usually described as a 
system change, of democratic transformation in Hungary’; this was a transition that 
saw the self-dissolution of the Hungarian communist party in October 1989 and 
the final withdrawal of Soviet troops from the country in June 1991.58

Kicking off everywhere: 2010–12

More recent examples of political activists ‘past-presencing’ symbolically important 
reference points from collective memory occurred in the transnational protests of 
2010–12.59 Activists and campaigners have long quoted from their predecessors’ use 
of imagery and iconography. Websites such as Radicalgraphics.org, Protestgraphics.
org, Anotherposterforpeace.org and Riniart.org, for example, house hundreds of 
old political graphics and posters that are free for any activist groups to adapt and 
use.60 The global revolts of 2010 and afterwards demonstrate further how, in the 
right circumstances, performative and symbolic citations of the past could be pro-
ductively employed as tactical and moral resources for political resistance.61 A recent 
study of the political aesthetics of these protests highlighted how demonstrators in 
one location often copied gestures, symbols, tropes and slogans from each other; 
these symbols and slogans sometimes referenced earlier activist campaigns as a way 
of positioning current protest within a discursive-political genealogy. As Werbner, 
Webb and Spellman-Poots describe,

In being imaginative and creative, protesters everywhere drew upon locally 
shared aesthetic traditions, vernacular popular media, and visual, material and 
artistic histories, narratives and myths. They wove these intertextually into 
their protests, reiterating, inverting, reproducing and parodying past national 
events, performance traditions and filmic or theatrical histories, to convey a 
contemporary message.62

In India’s “August Spring” of 2011, for example, images of M.K. Gandhi and revo-
lutionary martyrs from the fight for national independence were widely used and 
circulated by protesters seeking to equate the moral authority of their own anti-
corruption struggle with the public memory of anti-colonialism decades earlier. 
The most direct assertion of the continuity between the earlier and later campaigns 
was the self-description of the 2011–12 protests by activists as ‘India’s Second Free-
dom Movement’. To underscore the lineage of the contemporary struggle, when 
activist and social reformer Anna Hazare began a hunger strike in 2011 to pres-
surise the government into accepting anti-corruption legislation, he did so on a 
public stage under a large photo of Gandhi, earning him the soubriquet of the 
‘second Gandhi’ or ‘come-again Gandhi’.63 Perhaps more effective than this as a 
means of equating old anti-colonial and new anti-corruption political campaigns 
in India was the mobilisation of cinema’s popular appeal. On the day when Hazare’s 
campaign pressurised the Indian Parliament into considering the practicalities of 
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establishing a people’s ombudsman, he was flanked by two important personalities 
from the film industry. One was Rajkumar Hirani, a director whose feature film 
Lage Raho Muna Bhai (2006) had reimagined Gandhi for contemporary times, mak-
ing him the chimeric moral adviser of a Mumbai small-time gangster – which went 
some way to preparing the ground for Hazare’s appropriation of Gandhi’s moral 
authority. The second was actor Aamir Khan, who in the 2006 film Rang de Basanti 
had played the role of Bhagat Singh, a revolutionary Marxist who was executed 
alongside independence fighters by the British on 23 March 1931 (commemo-
rated as shahid diwas – martyr’s day).64 The integration of filmic references into the 
anti-corruption campaign exemplified how popular culture, historical citation, and 
nationalist and religious iconography could be folded into the repertoire of activ-
ists who were engaged in struggles.65 Crucially, the historical citation invoked in 
Rang de Basanti’s narrative of radicalised youth and martyrdom seems to have been 
instrumental in mobilising middle-class support for the anti-corruption campaign 
in Delhi and other northern cities. When Martin Webb visited a ‘Drive Against 
Bribe’ camp in Delhi in 2006, the student volunteers he met constantly referred to 
the film, and some of them had seen it several times.66

Hazare’s campaign to institute a parliamentary ombudsman (Lokpal) who would 
hold members of parliament to account and provide a channel for investigating 
complaints against them was part of a long struggle against corruption in India. 
Since independence in 1947 there had been repeated public concerns about cor-
ruption, attested by the fact that there had been eight attempts to introduce a Lokpal 
bill since the 1960s, none of which had passed both houses.67 Just as Hazare had 
done with his appropriation of Gandhi’s image, earlier iterations of this struggle 
had cited references from the Indian political archive as a tactic to acquire moral 
legitimacy by association and thus to increase levels of popular support. At one 
such protest in 2007 in Delhi, for example, activists from the Gandhian Satyagraha 
Brigade (GSB) met each Sunday to stage a public fast against political corruption 
outside the gates of the Gandhi memorial garden at Raj Ghat – the site at which 
Gandhi had been cremated after his assassination in 1948. Moreover, the GSB were 
part of a genealogy of activist organisations that stretched back to the Servants of 
the People Society (founded in 1921), and more recently Lok Sevak Sangh (LSS), 
which was set up as an NGO by imprisoned activists at the time of Indira Gan-
dhi’s emergency regime in the mid-1970s. By the time of the 2007 protest, LSS 
was led by Shambhu Dutt, an octogenarian veteran of the Quit India movement 
who had marched with M.K. Gandhi, been imprisoned by the colonial British and 
then detained again during the 1975–77 emergency period. As Webb pointed out, 
Shambhu Dutt’s role in connecting the contemporary Lokpal protests with two 
significant moments in India’s national memory – the original anti-colonial move-
ment and the struggle against what was seen as Indira Gandhi’s illegitimate rule in 
the 1970s – underscored their democratic credentials.68

Similarly, protests in Wisconsin in 2011 in support of the living wage and in 
defence of trade union rights directly referenced the past as one way of challeng-
ing new orthodoxies about what was possible in an era of “capitalist realism”, an 
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orthodoxy that was articulated starkly in State Governor Scott Walker’s budget plan 
of February 2011. In opposition to Walker’s proposals to cut billions from budgets 
for public services, education and health care for low-income families, and to signal 
their alarm at plans to cancel collective bargaining rights for most public sector 
workers, protesters invoked traditions of free speech in the public space and pointed 
out that Wisconsin state had a progressive political past.69 “Fighting Bob” La Follette 
Sr, who was Wisconsin’s Governor in 1901–1906, supported women’s suffrage, racial 
equality, corporate regulation and labour unions, was revived as a politically progres-
sive icon, symbolised by use of the ‘What Would Bob Do?’ slogan on protesters’ 
placards. Protesters who built a tent city in Wisconsin as a focal point for their 
campaign named it ‘Walkerville’ in memory of the so-called Hoovervilles of the 
Depression era. And old songs that formed part of the region’s folk memory, such 
as ‘Wisconsin Fight Song’ and ‘The Beer Barrel Polka’, were re-fitted with contem-
porary political lyrics by grassroots activist groups like The Raging Grannies, whose 
background was in the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom.

In Britain, activists who set up the Runnymede eco-village in a piece of disused 
woodland between Staines and Windsor invoked the past for political purposes at 
around the same time as the protesters in India and Wisconsin discussed earlier. 
The eco-village was established in 2012 by a group of  “land-activists” who wanted 
to reconnect to the land and live more or less independently of mainstream, con-
sumer culture. Taking inspiration from the seventeenth-century Protestant radical 
Gerald Winstanley, who aimed to reform the social order and create egalitarian, 
agrarian, rural communities, they walked down the River Thames from Syon Lane 
and settled in an area of disused woodland which was part of the abandoned ex-
Brunel University Runnymede Campus. Winstanley and his Diggers established 
two very short-lived settlements on common land in Surrey in 1649–50, where 
they built houses and attempted to cultivate the land before being driven off. The 
Diggers have since been seen as inspirational precursors of a variety of community-
anarchist, squatting, anti-capitalist, communalist groups such as the San Francisco 
Diggers.70 The land-activists of the Runnymede eco-village have also consciously 
situated their work in the historical context of the Diggers through their writings, 
activities and self-description as Diggers2012.71 They argue that just like the 1649 
Diggers, they hope ‘to spark a land reform revolution and return to people their 
right to live freely on the land, to grow their own food and to build their own 
home’.72 In May 2012 they issued the Declaration from the Dispossessed indirectly 
referencing the seventeenth-century Digger pamphlet, A Declaration from the Poor 
Oppressed People of England, arguing that everyone should have the right to dwell 
on and cultivate disused land. They also intended to show how people could live 
free from debt and without destroying the planet.73 The banner of their old website 
includes a line from Rosselson’s song, “World Turned Upside Down”, and includes 
a list of resources: including information on the history of land rights, land enclo-
sures, the clearances and the commons, as well as many quotes from Winstanley.74

In 2015 when their community was under threat of destruction, they con-
textualised their legal fight to retain their eco-village with reference not only to 
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its location at Runnymede, but also the rights outlined in the Magna Carta and 
The Charter of the Forest, 1225.75 On the blog and activist website Phoenix Rising, 
numerous entries intertextually reference the Magna Carta and situate the strug-
gle of the eco-village as part of an ongoing struggle by the people of England and 
Britain for ‘democracy, land rights and other rights relating to Magna Carta’, a con-
nection facilitated by the timing of the court proceedings to evict the eco-village 
and the 800th anniversary of the signing of the Magna Carta.76 Using the Charter 
of the Forest, they argued that they had the right to live on the land under English 
common law because the charter grants people the right of access to (unman-
aged) woodland. Links to a scan of the Charter of the Forest held in the National 
Archives are also included on the community’s website.77 The eco-village enlisted 
the support of a number of academic historians, scholars and constitutional experts 
in their campaign. Guy Standing, professor in Development Studies at SOAS and 
the author of The Precariat Charter, spoke at the eco-village Festival for Democracy, 
while Justin Champion supported the eco-village by giving a talk on the radical 
history of Egham and the Diggers at a ‘Land and Freedom Gathering’.78

Just as they were facing eviction, the eco-village celebrated their third anni-
versary with a Festival for Democracy – Land, Freedom & Community (12–15 
June 2015) organised in conjunction with Occupy Democracy and The New Put-
ney Debates, which was described as an alternative celebration of the Magna Carta’s 
800th anniversary intended to ‘celebrate the right to freedom at the “birthplace of 
modern democracy” ’.79 The festival was part celebration of the community, but it 
was also intended to explore ‘how citizens can write their own Magna Carta (or 
constitution) that is fit for the 21st century’ and offered workshops on charters 
through the ages, including the Charter of the Forest.80

Anthony Barnett, founder of Charter 88 and Open Democracy, spoke at the 
Festival and outlined the relevance of what he calls ‘the Magna Carta process’ and 
the Charter of the Forest for issues today.81 In this talk and elsewhere, he criti-
cises how both the state and historians have sought to present the Magna Carta 
as a single event and to determine its “correct” interpretation. He is critical of an 
approach to the history of the Magna Carta that focuses on getting the facts straight 
(determining exactly where it was signed) rather than exploring what it can mean 
to people now. He is particularly scathing of Melvyn Bragg’s four-part BBC Radio 
4 series on the Magna Carta, which he says was

so low key that it asphyxiated the possibility that listeners might see in Magna 
Carta a symbol of the need to challenge despotism, an inspiration to fight for 
liberty, an example to codify our rights, an assertion that all must have access 
to justice (when legal aid is being shredded), or a foundational document for 
a shared claim to the commons.82

People’s historian Peter Linebaugh, author of The Magna Carta Manifesto: Liberty 
and Commons for All, has similarly argued against viewing the document as a trace 
of the past to be firmly placed in its context and interpreted correctly by historians. 
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Instead, he argues, it should be used to inspire and guide future action; a future 
based on mutuality and cooperation:

[W]e’re not interested so much in bringing back a charter in an archival 
work. We’re interested in bringing back a spirit and a practice [that] concerns 
not only defenses against tyranny, but . . . concerns powers of subsistence. . . . 
It was fundamental to the abolitionist struggle against the fugitive slave law. It 
was fundamental to the civil rights struggle. And now we must bring it back 
because, unfortunately, all its major provisions are being trampled upon by 
beasts, high and low.83

On the 800th anniversary of the signing of the Magna Carta, he gave a series of 
interviews and talks in which he discussed human rights abuses arising from the 
incarceration of people without trial in the American military prison facility in 
Guantánamo as being against the rights provided by the Magna Carta and Charter 
of the Forest.84 He argued that the document can be seen as a foundation of our 
liberties in ongoing struggles for democracy, campaigns against the death penalty 
and in eradicating slavery.85 Linebaugh and four others also sent a message ‘to the 
Runnymede Commoners Under the Ankerwyke Yew’ on 15 June 2015, in which 
they read extracts from the Magna Carta, the Charter of the Forest and the work of 
Frederick Douglas, noting the relevance of these works for the Black Lives Matter 
movement and the ongoing debates for reparations for slavery, exploited labour and 
the forced removal of indigenous native Americans from their lands.86

Retroactive justice

Walter Benjamin insisted that the injustices of the past were part of the now in 
which political futures are contested. Perhaps this is one reason why Britain’s politi-
cal, judicial and memory cultures have generally been reluctant to confront the 
country’s past colonial practices, whether for purposes of atonement, securing jus-
tice for victims or seeking to “draw a line” under its imperial record. But an excep-
tion to this occurred in the early twenty-first century when pressure from victims, 
activists and lawyers forced the UK government to admit liability for violations 
committed in one of its former east African colonies. In 2003, recognising that the 
time had come to deal with past injustices, the Kenyan Human Rights Commission 
(KHRC) formally took up the case of Kenyan veterans who had been violently 
abused when British security forces suppressed colonial rebellion in their country 
in the 1950s.87 Britain committed some of its worst atrocities as a colonial power 
during the “Emergency” period in Kenya (October 1952–January 1960). Its judicial 
system executed more Africans than the French did during their war in Algeria in 
roughly the same period. As well as the 1090 Kenyans who were hanged by order 
of the courts, prisoners in British custody were regularly beaten to death or near 
death by their guards. Thousands of ethnic Kikuyu, Embu and Meru who were 
suspected of being a danger to Britain’s settler population in Kenya were raped, 
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tortured, starved, brutalised and murdered. Some were burned alive. The scale of 
these crimes and the perpetrators’ sense of impunity were enabled by Britain’s 
implementation of a network of some 100 detention camps, known as the ‘pipe-
line’, in which tens of thousands Kenyans were interned (conservative calculations 
suggest 70,000 were incarcerated, the highest put the figure at around 150,000). 
The pipeline which these Kenyans passed through was designed to “screen” out 
anyone who was suspected of swearing one or more of a graded sequence of loyalty 
oaths to Mau Mau, a guerilla insurgent force which had formed in the late 1940s 
to fight European occupation of their land.88 As part of the British security admin-
istration’s Operation Anvil in 1954, approximately 17,000 Mau Mau suspects were 
detained without trial: the aim was to force them to confess their oath, renounce 
it and then “re-educate” them to accept the colonial situation before they were 
released from the camps. Depending on the level of threat that they were deemed 
to represent to the British – and how cooperative they were under interrogation – 
detainees were held in one of six types of camps: holding camps, work camps, spe-
cial detention camps, exile camps, chiefs’ camps, and women and juvenile camps.89 
This carceral system operated until the British colonial administration was forced 
to abandon it following a political and public outcry about the deaths of eleven 
prisoners, together with the serious wounding of sixty others, at Hola Camp in 
March 1959. But by the time the pipeline was dismantled, its main aim of breaking 
the Mau Mau insurgency had been realised in any case. David Anderson estimated 
that by the end of the Emergency period in 1960 more than 20,000 Mau Mau 
had been killed (compared with 2000 African civilians who were killed by Mau 
Mau, about 200 police and army casualties, and 32 deaths among the white settler 
population).90

Veterans’ associations in Kenya had been discussing the possibility of bringing 
legal action against the British government for what had occurred in the camps 
since the 1990s.91 Supported by KHRC, a test case featuring five claimants who 
were abused in the pipeline camps was finally brought by legal firm Leigh Day in 
2009 – the five initial claimants were Ndiki Mutua, Paulo Nzili, Wambugu Wa 
Nyingi, Jane Muthoni Mara and Susan Ngondi. It was the first claim for restorative 
justice in relation to past imperial wrongs ever made in a British court.92 Three 
historians – David Anderson, Huw Bennett and Caroline Elkins – gave evidence 
as expert witnesses for Leigh Day. Anderson and Elkins also had a role in making 
the legal action possible, because both published books in 2005 that helped to con-
vince KHRC and the Mau Mau War Veterans Association that they could make 
a plausible case in court.93 These books were not the first to provide details about 
British atrocities in Kenya as such – information about beatings and killings in the 
“dirty war” against Mau Mau had been in the public domain since the 1950s94 – 
but they were the first to show how this violence functioned as part of a systematic 
and officially sanctioned policy of repression. Before Elkins’ and Anderson’s books 
were available there was a dominant – but not completely unchallenged – narra-
tive in Britain which maintained that its forces had fought a largely civilised war in 
Kenya in the face of extreme provocation by peculiarly barbaric fighters. Scholarly 
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accounts of Britain’s post-1945 withdrawal from empire frequently implied that the 
suppression of the Mau Mau was a contest between equal forces, or they glossed 
over the violence of what occurred.95 Sustaining the authority of these dominant 
and self-serving historical versions of the past was assisted by a “cleansing” of the 
archives. Before they quit Kenya in 1963, British officials destroyed and removed 
vast quantities of documents relating to the network of detention camps in which 
tens of thousands of Kikuyu had been held and abused.96 This effort to conceal 
documents that contained evidence of colonial crimes in Kenya became a crucial 
issue in the High Court claim. Indeed, the case turned against the British govern-
ment in April 2011 after it was forced to admit that about 1500 files relating to the 
insurgency had been hidden from public view for almost fifty years.

Although a large quantity of official documents relating to Britain’s war against 
Mau Mau had been released in the normal way to archives in London and Nai-
robi, it was long known that British officials had stripped the archival record of as 
much potentially damaging material as they could before they quit the colony.97 
The filtering operation was carried out in accordance with Colonial Office advice 
issued in May 1961, which told administrators what types of documents should be 
destroyed by fire or dumped in the ocean and which ones should be “migrated” 
back to the UK and kept away from public scrutiny.98 According to legal conven-
tion, documents about colonial administration should have been passed to the new 
Kenyan state after independence; UNESCO classified removal of such documents 
by a colonial power as an act of theft. Kenyan governments asked Britain in 1967, 
1971, 1974 and 1981 to account for what had happened to the crates of documents 
that it suspected were flown out of Nairobi in the last moments of colonial rule in 
1963. In 1981 senior archivists from Kenya’s National Archive travelled to London 
to meet Foreign and Commonwealth Office staff and to visit what was then called 
the Public Record Office (now The National Archives). On this occasion – as on 
all previous approaches – British diplomats and archivists gave misleading answers 
to the Kenyan delegation and deflected all attempts to locate and reclaim miss-
ing records, including documents that corroborated claims about Britain’s colonial 
abuses. All the time that they denied withholding evidence about their actions as 
a colonial power in Kenya, the migrated files from Nairobi were in fact locked in 
a facility in Hayes until 1994, after which they were transferred to a high-security 
archive in Hanslope Park in Buckinghamshire. Here, documents relating to Kenya 
and another thirty-six former British colonies were shelved alongside files from 
the state intelligence agencies MI5 and MI6: so secret was this depository that 
within the framework of UK law the migrated Kenyan archives ‘simply did not 
officially exist’.99 After denying for so long that embarrassing and incriminating 
documents about colonial practices had been made to disappear from the public 
records, a government minister finally conceded on 5 April 2011 (the day before 
court hearings were to begin) that the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) 
‘irregularly held’ thousands of documents relating to former colonies.100 It was a 
key admission by the government – followed within days by a newspaper interview 
about the documents with then Foreign Secretary, William Hague – that showed 
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how managing archival records had been used as a means to control what could be 
claimed about the violent exercise of power under British colonial occupation.101

Although the previously hidden files were released only slowly to the claim-
ants’ lawyers, they were crucial to the eventual success of the case against the UK 
government.102 In one of the three witness statements that she submitted to the 
High Court, Elkins emphasised how important it was that the newly available 
documentation ‘supports the extensive oral evidence from multiple sources that 
I collected over the ten years of my research’.103 Mr. Justice McCombe’s ‘Approved 
Judgment’ in the High Court in October 2012 – which concluded that a fair trial 
of the claimants’ case could be heard – repeatedly referred to their significance.104 
Faced with the evidence contained in Hanslope Park, the government eventually 
stopped contesting the case and agreed to pay compensation to Kenyans who could 
prove they were mistreated by the colonial forces. In a statement to parliament in 
June 2013, Foreign Secretary Hague announced:

The British Government recognises that Kenyans were subject to torture and 
other forms of ill treatment at the hands of the colonial administration. The 
British government sincerely regrets that these abuses took place, and that 
they marred Kenya’s progress towards independence.105

Viewed from one perspective, the disclosure of the Hanslope Park archive might be 
claimed as a vindication of sorts for empirical history and its belief that with time 
and diligent effort the truth of the past will become known via its surviving traces. 
After all, without the material from the Hanslope archive, the prosecution team 
would have been unable to corroborate claims that the British were responsible – 
either directly or indirectly – for beating and torturing their clients. David Anderson 
was probably right to argue that the ‘quest for documentary evidence has proved to 
be the most critical aspect of the case’, even if it sounds rather immodest coming 
from an expert witness whose testimony was important in forcing the British gov-
ernment to release all papers relevant to the Kenyan Emergency.106 While none of 
them has claimed the status of ‘activist scholar’, there is no denying the importance 
of the testimony given by the three historians to the case, nor the role of Anderson’s 
and Elkins’s books in persuading the KHRC to mount a legal challenge to the UK 
government – indeed, Justice McCombe’s judgment expressed the view that the 
effect of the books in changing the ‘academic understanding of the period’ was ‘the 
principal trigger for the initiation of the claims’.107 Elkins, Anderson and Bennett 
can be seen as rare but welcome examples of historians who used their knowledge 
to take a stand for a cause beyond scholarship.

However, lest historians want to cite this legal case as a reason why it is important 
to believe in the straightforward ‘facticity’ of the historical past – as a platform that 
allows us to judge people’s actions – we should point to some difficulties with any 
such interpretation. For about fifty years, Britain’s academic history infrastructure 
was largely complicit with the state’s denial of its crimes in Kenya. Texts that were 
taken be “true” and “authoritative” histories of empire repeatedly downplayed or 
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ignored abuses committed by British forces and their accomplices. Their approach 
here cannot be excused simply on the grounds that evidence of crimes was con-
cealed from them. According to Anderson, British historians knew at least as early 
as the 1990s that there were significant gaps in the archives about the counter-
insurgency period. Also, it was well known that the British – as with other colonial 
powers – routinely destroyed records when they withdrew from a territory. But 
none of this prevented historians from writing about Britain’s apparently “orderly” 
withdrawal from empire using archival traces that they knew had been filtered of 
the most incriminating material. When Elkins challenged the dominant narrative 
about Britain’s last years in Kenya, the reception from her academic colleagues was 
far from uniformly supportive.108 And even after the High Court case, there were 
historians who continued to excuse or mitigate the conduct of Britain’s colonial 
forces against the nationalists. For these reasons, it is difficult to see the Mau Mau 
case as a clear vindication of empirical history’s procedures and practices.

Establishing justice in this case was not primarily about the victims’ rights to 
have their historical narrative recognised – even though the British government’s 
concession and the revelations about Hanslope Park will no doubt have impli-
cations for future historiography. More important than historiographical inter-
pretations were the ways in which the Kenyan Human Rights Commission, the 
Mau Mau War Veterans Association, the individual claimants and their legal rep-
resentatives combined to secure legal and political recognition that crimes had 
been committed against them and many others. Initially, more than 5000 Kenyans 
were granted compensation totalling some £20 million; in May 2016 a further 
40,000 announced that they would also seek compensation.109 To the extent that 
the Hanslope Park documents were important in the case, we should remember 
that pressure from the Leigh Day legal team forced their disclosure. Moreover, in 
the High Court judgement that established the credibility of the claimants’ case, it 
was made clear that in any subsequent trial,

the court would have to conduct its own analysis of the documents to at least 
the same, and possibly even to a greater extent, than the historians have done 
in some areas of factual dispute. . . . [T]he role of historical scholars is different 
from that of a trial court.110

Conclusion

Arguing that there is a connection between post-positivist epistemologies and 
the political economy of “capitalist realism” is an important feature of the left 
defence of orthodox historical practices. This defence insists that historical analysis 
is indispensable to establishing with certainty that any given group “really” has been 
exploited, oppressed, dispossessed, displaced or mistreated in some other way that 
warrants recognition and redress. In these terms, claims to social justice rely on the 
prior establishment of historical claims to identity, legitimacy, presence or ontology. 
Seen against this background, critics complain that the effect of post-structuralist or 
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post-discursive epistemologies are problematic or even “nihilistic”. They seemingly 
deprive wronged groups of the bedrock of historical “truth” and “facticity” on 
which their claims for redress depend. By rooting disempowered and disadvantaged 
groups in a historical past, the argument runs, so their claims to present-day justice 
are strengthened: hence the production of histories of subaltern, marginalised and 
victim groups, which seek to lend the force of time to claims for justice in the 
now. Such arguments are no doubt made in good faith, but they also raise serious 
problems. Most obviously, history as a mode of knowledge is incapable of provid-
ing a neutral or agreed-upon platform for justice because its method will always be 
ideologically weighted in favour of those political interests that possess and control 
archives: what gets to be preserved, what is made accessible, who gets access and 
how the idea of the archive itself is defined. So, rather than offer to equip disad-
vantaged groups with a history – or even to help them produce histories of their 
own – the more ethically defensible position is one which recognises that no one 
should need a history as a support for their political claims or appeals for justice. In 
the cases of Ndiki Mutua, Paulo Nzili, Wambugu Wa Nyingi, Jane Muthoni Mara 
and Susan Ngondi discussed earlier, what they needed were competent lawyers 
and the support of the Kenyan Human Rights Commission. Historians helped to 
persuade the court that violations of the type being claimed had been common in 
Kenya at the time. But as the High Court judgment made clear in October 2012, 
the legal profession’s protocols for reading the documented evidence would have 
decided the facts of the case if a full trial had been necessary.

In more general terms, the cultural habit whereby claims for justice now are 
routinely scrutinised in relation to the historical past (the past of the historians) 
should be acknowledged as one that disadvantages too many people in the world, 
notably those in post-colonial territories where authorised history was part of the 
ideological framework of colonisation and oppression that caused so many injus-
tices in the first place. Of course, people and groups freely choose to invoke the 
past for strategic political or other reasons. In cases where they do so, we should 
disregard any hierarchy of value that assigns subordinate status to forms of past-talk 
that are not recognised as histories. Instead, we should affirm how memories and 
loyalties towards the past have been effectively invoked in many different forms for 
deployment in political struggles. If such invocations could be described as expres-
sions of nostalgia, the nostalgia in question would best be characterised not as a state 
of being (how a person felt) or a feature of contemporary cultural conditions, but 
as an activity that sought to ‘transform the past’ by acts of imagination, in ways that 
opened up possibilities for inventing different futures.111
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objectivity – it takes as much pride in the traces of former spiritual goods as the 
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5
WEAPONS OF WAR

The power of the poster

Posters as weapons and symbolic sites of struggle1

The autonomy and coherence of the imagined self, whether it be of an individual 
or a community, is strengthened through negation. Agonistic “others” perpetuate 
the identity of those who locate them as oppositional, and this coalescing against 
outsiders is an effective way of establishing unity among communities of otherwise 
disparate people.2 Encounters with an oppositional “other” and representations or 
memories of such conflict thus have an ontological role; they help construct, shape 
and perpetuate self-other definitions, and they create space within which commu-
nities are imagined.3 The role of past-talk in various forms as a means of creating 
and contesting group and state imaginaries is magnified and intensified in situations 
of physical, ontological or existential conflict. In addition to the ontological func-
tion inherent in historicisations of conflict, the socio-political commemoration of 
massacres, wars and the deaths of martyrs in various forms are often employed to 
encourage resistance, protest and participation in political or military action. Such 
historicisations utilise the dead as a renegotiation of the present: through such past-
talk a temporal-ethical space is constructed within which a present and a future 
can be imagined or shaped. Often in the space that emerges from conflict, ‘art talks 
back to power, subverts its authority and proposes alternative, oppositional ways of 
thinking and behaviour . . . art engages in the construction of new symbols, counter 
myths, and ultimately, new meanings’.4

The act of remembering is increasingly taking a visual form.5 Images as a form 
of past-talk (particularly those outside traditional media) contribute to the “visual 
construction of the social field”; they influence socio-political discourses, perform 
identities, stand as witness, demarcate territories, set agendas, reflect and constitute 
collective beliefs, mobilise, (dis)empower, (de)legitimise and are part of the complex 
entanglement of the knowledge-power nexus.6 The visual depiction of conflict 
is too vast and complex a subject to be dealt with in a single chapter, and is also 
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beyond the focus of this book.7 Here we explore the articulation of past-focused 
narratives in posters and wall murals, the multiple roles such images play in mobi-
lising public support for, or opposition to, acts of violence, as well as constructing 
collective identities that coalesce around an opposition to a defined “other”. It is 
not our intention in this chapter to use posters to ‘flesh out . . . different kinds of 
history’ of various conflicts.8 Instead, we want to explore how and why they engage 
with and visualise the past as part of current political strategies and future imagina-
tions: posters as ‘a portable image’ of a desired world.9 We read posters as evidence 
of the diverse political, religious and ideological discourses employed by different 
groups involved in particular conflicts as ‘symbolic sites of struggle over meaning 
and political discourse’.10

Posters can be used as “political advertising” by the powerful; they work to 
control the symbolic world, to reinforce and replicate the conditions under which 
they maintain hegemony. Yet images can also be employed by the disenfranchised 
as ‘tactical attempts to disrupt, however momentarily, the (un/conscious, ideologi-
cal, hegemonic) strategies of those in power’: they can function as ‘an empowering 
agent, enabling citizens to perform a meta-narrative of political agency’; they can 
provide a voice, a means of resistance; they can function as political weapons.11 
All political posters, however, intend ‘to seduce, to exhort, to sell, to educate, to 
convince, to appeal’;12 they all demonstrate ‘the deliberate, systematic attempt to 
shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions and direct behavior to achieve a response 
that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist’.13 As such we argue that the 
distinction between propagandistic or activist posters simply reflect the ideological 
viewpoint of the viewer rather than reflecting any difference in aesthetics, function, 
intention, content or form.14

Particularly in the case of revolution or multi-party conflicts, but also to an 
extent in instances of colonial occupation, power is not simply the preserve of   “the 
state” and embedded in dominant discourses. Maasri argues that in the context 
of the Lebanese civil war  – and we believe this extends to the other situations 
we discuss  – political posters ‘reveal the political factions’ continual attempts to 
dominate the field of discursivity and construct a “regime of truth”, as part of their 
hegemonic struggle to win the consent of their own communities and maintain 
dominance’; they are ‘symbolic sites of hegemonic struggle’.15 Rather than speak 
of hegemony as a single dominant discourse that is countered by oppositional dis-
courses, Maasri argues that in the Lebanese civil war there was a multiplicity of 
hegemonic formations which were each attempting to articulate and therefore 
constitute their own regimes of truth. She employs the notion of hegemony as 
outlined by Laclau and Mouffe, whereby ‘there can be a variety of hegemonic 
nodal points’ or ‘hegemonic articulations’ that are operating within a specific socio-
political space – political posters are therefore ‘inscribed in the hegemonic articula-
tions of political communities’.16

We have chosen to look at a selection of political posters from the Lebanese civil 
war, Iranian revolutionary movements, and organisations calling for the establish-
ment of a Palestinian state free from Israeli occupation to illustrate how the mark-
ing of a particular temporal moment can be interwoven into larger narratives which 
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consciously work to shape future realities; to encourage resistance and solidarity; to 
imagine alternative collective and individual identities; and to recruit political and 
military support and participation.17 Posters and murals in Iran, Lebanon, Palestin-
ian refugee camps and the Occupied Territories have shaped not only the urban 
environment but also discursive, politico-religious and cultural environments. Just 
as acts of violence and military engagement seek to exert dominance over physical 
geo-political territory, posters play a role in the symbolic appropriation of space in 
an ongoing battle of persuasion and the articulation of identities and legitimisa-
tion. They function as agitational images, reflecting a ‘delirium of violence and 
identity’ occasioned by revolution, civil war and resistance to colonial oppression 
and occupation.18

In periods of conflict when social media and forms of mass communication have 
shut down, posters provide a cheap and effective way of disseminating informa-
tion. Although they often have a ‘fleeting life span’, they have a ‘propensity to be 
remembered and preserved’.19 Posters also provide a means of demarcating terri-
tory, claiming a space and place. In Bosnia there were poster wars in which hostile 
ideological groups tore down the posters of their rivals and tried to dominate the 
best locations with their own posters and message.20 Similarly, posters produced 
by the various factions involved in the Lebanese civil war delineated the zones of 
Beirut under their control, while graffiti and posters in Palestine counter the Israeli 
state’s categorisation of Palestinians as moveable, as not belonging in their home-
land, as not having a place of their own. They therefore act as a form of territoriali-
sation; they function as polysemic affirmations of community; they debate tradition, 
envision competing futures, record historical events and inscribe memory.21 The 
rather ‘fugitive nature’ of posters, just like that of graffiti and stencils, allows them 
to act as ‘an intervention in a relationship of power’ and encroach on hegemonic 
public spaces.22 In places of extreme censorship, they provide the means for people 
to speak and be heard; they circumvent the denial of voice. For example, graffiti, 
even if it is only visible for a few hours before being removed, provides a form of 
expression that documents and intervenes in relations of domination.23 Posters, in 
situations of conflict, can therefore also be an act of defiance, resistance and civil 
disobedience. Inscribing graffiti or putting up posters can be a ‘performative ele-
ment in a rite of passage into the resistance’, as well as a means of defiantly reacting 
to extensive surveillance.24 In an extreme example, posters were put up in the infa-
mous Sniper Alley in Sarajevo during the conflict despite the fact that those posting 
them would be in the sights of the besieging gunmen.25 The presence of posters 
and graffiti can further mobilise other people in an area to undertake similar risky 
actions, to “write on the walls”.26

The symbolic power of the martyr

The martyr and the notion of blood sacrifice is an established icon in the politi-
cal, military and national lexicography of not only transnational liberationist, 
anti-colonial and revolutionary discourses, but also the national rhetoric of more 



Weapons of war  139

established European and American nations. Although the act of martyrdom can 
slip between being read as ‘a heroic act of resistance’ for the nation and a more 
consecrated sacrifice, ultimately, in the majority of politico-military contexts it is 
the fight to ‘liberate national territory’ or to ‘guarantee the life of the nation’ and 
not entry to paradise that is predominant.27 As Anderson notes, ‘exemplary suicides, 
poignant martyrdoms, assassinations, executions, wars, and holocausts’ are part of 
the nation’s biography when ‘remembered/forgotten as “our own” ’.28

The tradition of the poster commemorating political martyrs is long: the left-
wing journalist and ‘murdered hero of the French Revolution’, Jean-Paul Marat 
was commemorated in a number of engravings that circulated throughout France 
after his execution in 1793, reinforcing his reputation as a martyr and inventing 
him as a secular saint. Similarly, posters were published commemorating Irish Feni-
ans seeking independence from colonial British rule who were prosecuted and 
executed by the British state, for example, the Manchester Martyrs, Allen, Larkin 
and O’Brien.29 Indeed, the Manchester Martyrs are still remembered today on a 
number of wall murals in Northern Ireland painted in the context of the conflict 
between Loyalist and Republican paramilitaries and the British state. Such murals 
focus on the campaign to bring the remains of the martyrs back to “Irish soil” and 
are designed to historicise the late twentieth-century conflict as simply the latest 
incarnation of Irish resistance against British colonial oppression.30

However, within the predominantly Euro-American-dominated discourse of 
terror, the term martyr is generally conflated with suicide-bomber and marked 
as Islamic. Yet, as Bharucha cogently argues, ‘the relationship between suicide-
bombing and religion is at best tenuous, if non-existent’.31 The leading instigator 
of 75 of the 188 global suicide bombings and attacks that happened between 1980 
and 2011 was the Marxist-Leninist Tamil Tigers, whose members, although from 
Hindu families, were themselves ‘adamantly opposed to religion’.32 Instead, what 
virtually all suicide-terrorist or insurgent campaigns have in common is not only 
‘a specific secular and strategic goal: to compel liberal democracies to withdraw 
military forces from territory that the terrorists consider to be their homeland’, 
but they also occur in a context of a military asymmetry between the protagonists 
and their adversaries manifested not only in superior weaponry but also a greater 
capacity to control civilian populations in occupied territory on the part of their 
opponents.33 This is not to say that religion is not employed by such groups as part 
of their recruitment strategy, simply that religion is not a primary motivating fac-
tor or explanation for such actions. For example, although in a Palestinian context, 
martyrdom has, in recent years, gradually become more consecrated and, framed 
within a more religious discourse, it is still fundamentally seen as a heroic act of anti-
colonial, anti-occupation resistance; that is, as a means of facilitating the independ-
ence of the Palestinian nation and not as a means of gaining access to paradise.34

Similarly, interpretations of suicide attacks as evidence of a ‘necropolitics’ or a 
sacrificial ‘culture of death’ emanating from an unreformed, totalitarian Islam are 
not only banal, reductive assertions, but their emphasis on the concept of sacrifice 
frames suicide attacks, according to Asad, with a significance that is in fact derived 
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from a Christian and post-Christian, not Islamic, tradition.35 In contrast, acts of 
martyrdom narrated within a “liberationalist” or nationalist framework, including 
many of those discussed as follows, are instead frequently conceptualised as ‘life-
generating moment[s] of agency’; as ‘guarantee[ing] the life of the nation’; as evi-
dence of the dead being ‘fully alive’.36 And as Sana Yusif Muhaydli, a member of 
the secular Syrian Socialist Nationalist Party, asserted in her videoed testimonial 
made just before her suicide attack against occupying Israeli forces in Lebanon, ‘I 
am not dead, but alive among you. Sing, dance, realise my dreams. Don’t cry; don’t 
be sad for me, but exult and laugh for a world in which there are heroes’.37 Mar-
tyrdom provides an opportunity for rebirth or renewal, a chance for the nation and 
the people to be free:

[s]elf-sacrifice, within the context of revolutionary action, is an expression of 
the very highest understanding of life, and of the struggle to make life worth 
of a human being. The love of life for a person becomes a love for the life 
of his people’s masses and his rejection that their life persists in being full of 
continuous misery, suffering and hardship.38

The recollection of martyrdom in times and places of intense conflict conceals 
and dissimulates death as an all-too-frequent part of reality: it functions as a form of 
collective self-defence against daily devastation and suffering by assimilating death 
‘to eternity and the infinite’.39 But while the martyrdom poster can function as 
an obituary occupying ‘the place deserted by the person who has died’, the com-
memorative aspect of it is not limited to a means of coping with the devastating loss 
of life conflict engenders.40 The image of a martyr on a poster or mural functions as 
‘image munitions’ in the symbolic conflict, which often accompanies a more vio-
lent military interaction.41 It can be an assertion of politico-military hegemony – an 
articulation of agency, a means of self-representation in a heroic rather than passive 
frame; it articulates and promulgates sectarian, national identities; resists hegemonic 
representation; disseminates political ideologies; and encourages self-surveillance 
and conformity.42

Iranian revolutionary movements

As argued in Chapter 1, the mourning rituals of Ashura and the Shi’ite soteriologi-
cal concept of salvation have provided a framework for the consolidation of hegem-
onic discourses, identities and dominant socio-political institutions, but they have 
also provided a vocabulary for the expression or articulation of dissent or protest 
among Shi’ite communities.43 Ashura and the martyrdom of Hussein is interpreted 
by many Shi’ites as a symbol of passionate and heroic struggle against injustice and 
tyranny, as well as resistance against oppression. Disenfranchised, marginalised and 
oppressed Shi’ite communities have therefore used the processions that are often 
part of the mourning traditions of Ashura as a means for articulating dissent. For 
example, they provided the catalyst for revolutionary movements throughout the 
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nineteenth century in Iran, protests against the Saudi government in 1979, upris-
ings in Bahrain in the 1990s, clashes during the Lebanese wars including those 
against the Israeli occupation, demonstrations in Palestine against Israeli occupation 
and anti-Shah rebellions in pre-revolutionary Iran.44

In the years leading up to the Iranian revolution in 1979, political imagery 
played a huge role in contesting the violence, oppression and propaganda of the 
ruling Pahlavi regime by subverting the ideas and images of the Shah’s authority. 
In doing so it articulated a new collective ideology that offered a redefinition of 
socio-political values. In this primarily ‘pictorial revolution’ posters, graffiti, murals, 
banners, songs and slogans were key to the dissemination of a vision that challenged 
the authority of the state and imagined political liberation and national emancipa-
tion free from the influence of western colonial powers.45 While the revolutionary 
iconography combined the sacred and the profane, the national and international, 
the modern and traditional, the past and the present, the ‘relentless resuscitation 
of the shared sacred history’, specifically the martyrdom of Imam Hussein and his 
extended family by the forces of the Umayyad caliph Yazid I at Karbala in 680 c.e. 
(61 a.h.), was fundamental to the delegitimisation and undermining of the political 
status quo.46 The politicisation and mobilisation of this historical event, together 
with the acts of remembrance and mourning associated with the martyrdom of 
Hussein, was used by Ayatollah Khomeini to inspire and mobilise support for the 
revolution.47

The Iranian revolutionary aesthetic was, however, similar to revolutionary cul-
ture and anti-imperialist, national liberation rhetoric around the world; it was mul-
tifarious, complex and intertextual  – combining an international, revolutionary, 
modernist graphic, anti-colonial imagery, socialist realism, and Soviet iconogra-
phy with the symbolism of Shi’ism and the Shi’ite struggle against oppression as 
manifested in the Ashura narrative.48 For example, a revolutionary poster from 1979 
commemorating the role of Zeinab (daughter of Imam Ali and sister of Imam 
Hussein) in post-Karbala events has, in a modernist aesthetic, depicted her in white 
silhouette, arm raised, fist clenched, smashing the crown of Yazid, while contained 
within her silhouette is a crowd of women, wearing the chador with fists raised and 
the slogan, Zeinab, oh spokesperson of Ali.49 This slogan refers to Zeinab’s assump-
tion of the leadership of the captive women and children of Hussein’s extended 
family, and by default therefore, also of the nascent Shi’ite community, until the 
fourth Imam Zayn al-Abidin recovered from the illness that had prevented him 
from fighting during the battle of Karbala. While held prisoner by Yazid, Zeinab 
defiantly spoke out against his tyranny, thus maintaining the message of Hussein to 
fight against against oppression. The women of Iran are therefore urged to be as 
steadfast as Zeinab, to actively oppose and speak out against tyranny and thus smash 
the crown of the Pahlavi Shah, who is by implication the Yazid of the age.50

Although Khomeini and other critics of the Iranian state had, since 1963, articu-
lated their struggle against the Shah’s regime as a parallel of the Karbala narrative, 
it was only in the last few months leading up to the 1979 revolution and the 
departure of the Shah that Iranians were encouraged to emulate Imam Hussein 
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not only in his steadfast opposition against tyranny but also in their willingness to 
martyr themselves on the streets of Iranian cities during anti-regime demonstra-
tions.51 A poster from the period leading up to the revolution, Ashura: Victory of 
Blood over the Sword (1978), reflects such sacrifice, comprising a series of bleeding, 
disembodied hands, some clenched in defiant fists, some with a single finger point-
ing upwards indicating the oneness of god, and some making the sign for victory. 
The blood from the severed hands has run down and in turn cut through the sword 
below: reflecting the Shi’ite belief that the sacrifice of the martyr will ultimately 
lead to triumph against oppressive injustice and evil even in death.52 Indeed, pro-
testers in the vanguard of the 1978 Ashura demonstrations wore symbolic burial 
shrouds to indicate their readiness for martyrdom at the hands of the bayonets and 
bullets of the Shah’s forces: their traditional re-enaction of the Ashura events at Kar-
bala united with a revolutionary agency collapsed past, present and eschatological 
time as encapsulated by the slogan employed frequently by Ayatollah Khomeini: 
every day is Ashura, every land is Karbala.53

The commemoration of revolutionary martyrs features prominently in the post-
ers produced during the revolution. Such an invocation of martyrdom, sanctified 
within a specifically Shi’ite framework, serves two fundamental functions: provid-
ing a means by which the bereaved can cope with their loss, and mobilising support; 
the martyr achieves a mystical or spiritual union with god.54 The martyrdom of the 
demonstrators on 15 Khordad (5 June 1963) at the hands of the Shah’s forces reoc-
curs in revolutionary posters. One poster, commissioned by the Islamic Republican 
Party of the city of Marshad in 1979, features the date written in blood by the hand 
of a dying martyr that we see sliding down the page.55 The bloody hand is perhaps 
the most iconographic and resonant symbol of Shi’ism, representing in the five 
digits the Shi’ite holy pantheon of Muhammad, Ali, Fatima, Hasan and Hussein, 
whereas the blood recalls both the martyrdom of Hussein and Abbas Ibn Ali, who 
remained steadfast against tyranny.56 Participants in Ashura processions frequently 
hold up their bloody hands in solidarity with the sacrifice of Hussein and to mark 
the dichotomy between worldly corruption and God’s justice. Similarly, demonstra-
tors during the revolution often held aloft their bloodied hands, testifying to the 
‘revolutionary spirit driven by the Karbala paradigm’ and bearing witness to the 
violence and oppression of the Shah.57 By recalling this slaughter, revolutionary 
groups situate themselves not simply within a religious narrative of martyrdom, 
but they also narrate the revolution as the teleological culmination of earlier revo-
lutionary activities by Iranians, as the end of an inevitable and unfolding process.

More contemporary instances of martyrdom were also commemorated in revo-
lutionary posters. One of the earliest posters to be produced during the revolution 
commemorated The Black Friday Massacre when on 8 September 1978, follow-
ing the declaration of martial law, the Iranian military opened fire on protesters 
in Zhaleh Square, Tehran and about eighty were killed. This massacre has been 
interpreted as a point of no return for the revolution, radicalising and uniting the 
protest movements in a shared opposition to the Shah and his willingness to kill 
unarmed civilians. Such an interpretation was undoubtedly assisted through the 
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dissemination of posters, the most iconic of which was published in Aban 57 (Octo-
ber 1978) and is a vertical series of eight bodies wrapped in white shrouds in the 
centre of which is a red rifle and the words ‘Black Friday’ in English and Persian.58 
Another poster published by the Iranian Student’s Association of the United States 
and Canada has the English caption in the top left ‘The Shah and his U.S. trained 
and equipped army gear up for further massacres’ and in the bottom right-hand 
corner ‘Shah’s “Black Friday” Massacre, Tehran Sept. 8, 1978’ over an image of the 
Shah standing on the bodies of the dead civilians overseeing soldiers who, complete 
with gas masks, are pointing their machine guns directly at the viewer.59 Both post-
ers directly responded to, and challenged, the propaganda of the Shah, who through 
the wide public dissemination of posters of himself, the Crown Prince and Empress 
Farah attempted to convey the message that for as long as he watched over Iran it 
would prosper and be safe.60 A third poster, Black Friday Massacre, consists of a map 
of Zhaleh Square overlaid with red splotches marking the locations where dem-
onstrators were killed. It also includes a bilingual Persian and English text, which 
employs the rhetoric of martyrdom to exalt the dead, who are described as ‘eternal 
living souls’, as victims of the Black Friday Massacre, witnesses to the cruelty of the 
‘Great Satan (America)’ and pioneers of the ‘Islamic Justice State’.61

Khomeini’s remapping of sacred memory and the concomitant contraction of 
space and time brought about by the transposition of past narratives onto cur-
rent events and vice versa is also evident in Iranian state visual propaganda with 
regard to ‘The Imposed War’ brought about by Iraq’s invasion of Iran in 1980.62 
The state’s rhetorical propaganda cast the conflict as an example of ‘a consecrated, 
cosmic battle between good and evil’ with Iraq as the demonic other, the embodi-
ment of worldly evil, and Saddam Hussein as the reincarnation of Yazid.63 In this 
epic conflict the Iranian people became the heroic, martyred supporters of Imam 
Hussein in a new confrontation against oppression and injustice. In thousands of 
posters, wall murals, billboards and graffiti all across Iran, a variety of collective, per-
formative and pictorial acts of remembrance commemorating sacred history were 
used to re-awaken a specifically embodied Shi’ite militant memory with the aim 
of generating a self-sacrificial consciousness. The use of such imagery went beyond 
securing domestic support for the long-lasting and traumatic conflict, comfort-
ing the bereaved and re-affirming a revolutionary identity; it aimed at convincing 
Iranians that the very existence of their nation, faith, identity and Imam Hussein’s 
steadfast opposition to injustice was dependent on their readiness for martyrdom. 
The iconography of the visual (and textual) war propaganda positioned the con-
flict within the Shi’ite framework of salvation, promoting self-sacrificial acts and 
instructing Iranians to live every day as if it were Ashura; that is, to be ready to 
achieve spiritual salvation through martyrdom. The power inherent in this particu-
larly Shi’ite historicisation of events – their shared ‘realm of memory’, the means by 
which signs were transformed into a visualised reality through their tacit cultural 
knowledge – contributed to Iran’s eventual victory and helped assuage the physi-
cal and emotional horror and trauma that the Iranian population suffered.64 This 
collapse of the present and eschatological time is evident in the poster by Habub 
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Sadeqi, The Martyr (1981), where a blindfolded soldier, bayonetted to death by an 
Iraqi, is thrust from this finite world to the next, where Imam Hussein and a row 
of nameless martyrs wait to welcome him to paradise.65 Kazim Chalipa’s Certitude 
of Belief [Yaqin] (c. 1981) similarly collapses time. It depicts an Iranian mother hold-
ing the body of a martyr while above and behind her are not only rows of headless 
martyrs ascending to paradise but also the prince of martyrs, Imam Hussein sitting 
on his white horse. The lower half of the woman’s body resembles the symbol of 
Shi’ite martyrdom (and Iranian national identity), a blood red tulip, and to the left 
are tulip-wombs endlessly incubating sons who we see on the right have grown 
up and are marching to war and martyrdom. The image is framed with Qur’anic 
quotes urging the viewer to ‘fight in the cause of Allah those who fight you’ (2:190) 
and ‘to him who fighteth in the cause of Allah whether he is slain or gets victory 
soon shall we give him a reward of great [value]’ (4:74).66

As outlined in Chapter 1, although in the years since the revolution the Iranian 
state has attempted, and to some extent succeeded, in exerting a monopoly over the 
visual representation of politics in the public sphere, oppositional voices are in evi-
dence in art, political protests and the internet.67 Specifically, artists and protestors 
have subverted the iconography and symbols employed by the state, particularly the 
dominant image of the martyr, and used them to challenge state hegemony. For 
example, Homayoun Askari Sirizi’s Photo Exhibition of a Preconceived War – a title 
that plays on the official Iranian name for the Iran-Iraq war, The Imposed War – sub-
verts the use of mirrors at martyrs’ graves at the Behesht-i Zahra cemetery to sug-
gest that rather than voluntarily seeking martyrdom, people are instead led to their 
deaths by the state.68 Similarly, Mahmoud Bakhshi-Moakhar in Martyrs’ Kaleidoscope 
covered the unmarked graves of people who were tortured to death by the Iranian 
state with the Iranian flag, photographed them and then digitally altered the images 
to resemble the fractured images of kaleidoscopes that feature images of Shi’ite holy 
places.69 As a response to the killing of protestors demonstrating against fraud in 
the 2009 Iranian presidential election by security forces, Bakhshi-Moakhar, in his 
work Tulips Rise from the Blood of the Nation’s Youth (2009), subverts not only the 
Iranian revolutionary and national symbol of the tulip but also the political dogma 
surrounding the cult of martyrology associated with it.70 The installation consists of 
a darkened room where the walls are covered with funeral black cloth and in the 
middle there are neon lights in the stylised form of tulips.71 These tulips take the 
form of the emblem of the Islamic Republic of Iran, a stylised calligraphic inscrip-
tion of the word Allah in the form of four crescents and a sword that is found in the 
centre of the Iranian flag. The tulip, in Persian mythology, is said to grow wherever 
the blood of a martyr is shed, and it is a powerful symbol signifying the sacrifice of 
the martyr in the Iranian state’s narratives of persuasion. Likewise, the title of the 
exhibit refers to a famous patriotic song that eulogises the sacrifice of the martyr. 
Bakhshi-Moakhar’s work directly engages with the iconographic exploitation of 
the martyr by the Iranian state; it acts as a counter-point to the ubiquitous pres-
ence of posters, murals, billboards, road names, public art and heritage institutions 
that embody the glorification of the martyr as a form of state propaganda; it is an 
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“anti-monument” that works to de-mythologise the rhetoric of the regime and 
in so doing draws attention to the many opponents killed anonymously by the 
state both on the streets and in prison.72 As such, it is an example of how the new 
generation of protest in twenty-first-century Iran has successfully appropriated the 
iconography and interpretative frameworks of state-sponsored martyrology.

The anti-government, pro-democracy Iranian Green Movement has, among 
other rhetorical vocabularies, utilised Shi’ite symbolism and the commemoration 
of martyrs for political purposes. The Green Movement originated in the 2009 
Iranian election in which the incumbent President Ahmadinejad was challenged 
by Mir Houssein Mousavi (and Mehdi Karroubi). It was the first time since the 
1979 revolution that counter-hegemonic voices had been heard and seen on such 
a large scale in Iran. The re-election of Ahmadinejad was perceived by many as a 
result of electoral fraud and resulted in widespread demonstrations during which 
many people were killed by state security forces. Among those killed were Sohrab 
Aarabi, who disappeared during a demonstration on 15 June 2009. His family were 
told more than a month later that he had died as a result of a gunshot wound to 
the heart. Neda Agha-Soltan was also martyred in June: a bystander to events rather 
than a participant in a demonstration, she was shot on the street on 20 June 2009. 
Very quickly their images and those of later martyrs became not only iconic sym-
bols of the movement and the call for democracy, but also motivated ongoing 
support for the continuing protests.73 The images of those killed by the security 
forces were prominent on digital and physical flyers and posters calling for days of 
action and/or mass demonstrations, both during the 2009–10 demonstrations and 
those in 2011.74 For example, many posters advertising and commemorating the 
Green Movement protest organised for 16 Azar 1388 (7 December 2009) promi-
nently featured images of Neda and Sohrab and other martyrs of the protests.75 The 
16th of Azar was traditionally celebrated in the commemorative calendar of the 
post-revolutionary Iranian state as University Student Day and commemorated the 
killing by the Shah’s security forces in 1953 of three students who were protesting 
against the Shah at the University of Tehran. By organising anti-government pro-
tests on this date and using images of young martyrs killed during the 2009 protests, 
the Green Movement effectively co-opted the revolutionary potential of the earlier 
pre-revolution, anti-Shah demonstrations and moreover, conflated Ahmadinejad’s 
undemocratic regime with that of the Shah.76 Not only do some of the posters 
include photographs of martyrs killed on the street or in prison during the 2009 
demonstrations, but in their captions they specifically urge their fellow citizens 
to follow the lead of the martyrs who have died: one poster includes images of 
twenty-four martyrs and says ‘16th Azar – Continue the way of the martyr – Green 
Movement’; another with sixteen photographs says ‘16 guides for the sake of 16 
Azar’. This positioning of the martyr as a guide or leader also recalls Ayatollah 
Khomeini’s description of the child martyr Muhammad Hussein Fahmideh as ‘our 
leader’, literally ‘way-guide’.77 The Green Movement therefore appropriated the 
rhetorical message of the regime that figured the martyr as an example to be emu-
lated in defending both faith and nation.
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The co-option of the vocabulary of the state by the Green Movement subverts 
the rhetoric of the regime and creates a complex intertextuality. For example, just as 
traditional Ashura processions were co-opted by anti-Shah demonstrators in street 
protests leading up to the 1979 revolution, a large demonstration was organised 
by the Green Movement a few weeks after the 16 Azar protests to coincide with 
Ashura that year. The posters for this event feature references to the Shi’ite holy 
pantheon of Muhammad, Ali, Fatima, Hussein and Hasan, including the symbol of 
a raised hand palm outwards. In many of these posters two fingers of the hand are 
painted green, the colour not only of Islam but also of the Green Movement. There 
are also direct references to the battle of Karbala, through the presence of white 
horses, images of the shrines and mosques of Imam Hussein and Abbas in Karbala, 
and raised spears.78 Many of the posters combine traditional Shi’ite symbols such 
as the raised palm and/or the innovation ya Hussein with images of those killed in 
earlier demonstrations in 2009. A series of posters promoting or commemorating 
the Ashura demonstration in 2009 also played on the fact that presidential candi-
date and leader of the Green Movement Mir Hussein Mousavi shares a name with 
Imam Hussein, captioning their images with the phrase “ya Hussein, Mir Hussein” 
further conflating the martyrdom of Imam Hussein and his fight against oppression 
with the activities of the Green Movement.79 In 2011, when there was a renewed 
series of protests by the Green Movement, again iconic revolutionary dates were 
chosen for demonstrations. The 22nd of Bahman was the day the Shah fled Iran 
in 1979, and it is traditionally a day on which supporters of the Islamic Republic 
demonstrate their support for the regime. In 2011 the Green Movement organised 
counter pro-democracy protests. Again, some of the posters featured images of the 
martyred Neda.80

Martyrdom and massacre in Lebanon

Martyrdom, and particularly the visual depiction of martyrs for various socio-
political purposes, is not something specific to Shi’ite communities or to those 
who explicitly interweave their politico-military ideologies with the vocabulary 
of religion. Martyr posters proliferated among all factions (religious and secular) 
during the Lebanese civil war, and they served a variety of socio-political functions: 
identity creation, the demarcation of spatialities, recruitment, political promotion 
and commemoration.81 As with the Iranian posters and murals, the aesthetic of 
posters varied: those produced by left-wing factions employed the symbols of pop-
ular resistance and revolutionary armed struggle seen in political posters employed 
in other anti-imperialist movements in Latin America and Africa, including the 
preponderance of the heroic guerrilla armed with an AK-47, the clenched fist and 
pop-art graphics.82 This diffusion of iconography was facilitated by transnational 
networks of political alliance among revolutionary, anti-colonial, and liberationist 
movements.83 More specifically, the presence of Palestinian refugees and the PLO 
in Lebanon, together with the Israeli occupation of the south of the country, led 
to a more pronounced anti-Zionist and anti-imperialist sentiment among many 
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of the left-wing and Arab-nationalist factions, which explains the close similarity 
and shared iconography between some Lebanese posters and posters produced in 
support of Palestinian liberation, nationalism and self-determination.84 Similar con-
nections between Hizbullah and Iran, including a visit of Iranian artists to Lebanon 
to provide workshops in poster design, further facilitated an exchange of aesthetic 
and motifs.85

Lebanese martyr posters originated in the practice of posting obituaries in pub-
lic spaces to inform local residents of the death and funeral arrangements of people 
who had died.86 The various political and military factions involved in the conflict 
continued and developed this practice, covering walls with posters that commemo-
rated their deceased soldiers. Although the visual rhetoric of the posters varied 
between the factions and over time, they all shared a similar typology: a photo of 
the deceased (often their ID card photo), their name, a short combatant biography, 
including party affiliation, the battles in which they fought and/or died and the 
date of death.87 To this extent and purpose, content-wise, the posters resemble the 
large Iranian wall murals commemorating martyrs discussed in Chapter 1, except of 
course in Lebanon there were multiple parties involved in the fighting and there-
fore the inclusion of a clear means of communicating party affiliation was critical; 
each faction utilised a specific template that worked to create a visual identity that 
contributed to an imagination of belonging and a sense of unity among affiliates 
of the party. So, for example, the National Liberal Party placed a photograph of 
the deceased within a stylised cedar tree surrounded by a circle reminiscent of 
their logo; the Lebanese National Resistance Front edged their posters in red and 
included their logo, which was a calligraphic cedar tree in red and black; Hizbullah 
included photographs in a circle superimposed above their flag, which included a 
graphic of their name with the alef (letter a in Arabic) outstretched and holding 
a gun symbolising armed resistance; and the Syrian Socialist Nationalist Party’s 
(SSNP) obituary posters were framed in black with their symbol, a red cyclone in 
a white circle.88

The political context during the Lebanese civil war was complicated; party 
allegiances and alliances shifted regularly, and there was considerable intervention 
by foreign states, including Syrian military and political intervention, Iranian sup-
port, Israeli occupation and the presence of pro-Palestinian factions.89 Because of 
the often very different but sometimes overlapping ideologies and goals of the 
various factions in terms of confessional and nationalist goals, political orientation 
and their allegiances to foreign states or peoples, posters often imagined complex, 
interconnected identities beyond that of party allegiance. A  poster commemo-
rating the martyrs of the Lebanese Communist Party between March 1975 and 
March 1976 clearly demarcates its political position with the caption ‘martyrs in 
the battle against the fascist isolationist plan in defence of Lebanon, its unity, Arab 
identity and in defence of the Palestinian resistance’. The poster consists of a map 
of Lebanon covered in red stars marking the place of martyrdom of the party’s 
soldiers, thus visibly demonstrating the party’s commitment to defend the unity 
of Lebanon – their soldiers were active and died on a variety of battlefronts. The 
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sheer number of martyrs also demonstrates the commitment of the party to the 
Lebanese National Movement coalition.90 Similarly, a poster by the Organisation of 
Communist Action in Lebanon includes an image of guns sticking out of the earth 
like graves, with the photos of six martyrs above and the slogan ‘[t]he martyrs of 
defiance to occupation in defence of the nation’s land’ conveys the political com-
mitment of the party to the unity of Lebanon and a determination to defend the 
land and nation against external forces.91 That a hand is grasping one of the guns 
protruding from the earth conveys the message, found in many commemorations 
of martyrdom, that self-sacrifice and death will lead to a new beginning or life for 
the people and the country.

Martyrdom posters produced by Islamic Resistance/Hizbullah tended to be 
inscribed within both an anti-imperialist, pro-Palestinian revolutionary framework 
and a Shi’ite iconographic imaginary; therefore, their military actions are princi-
pally narrated as a defensive jihad against Israeli oppression and occupation.92 Their 
martyrdom posters include verses from the Qur’an, which are often interpreted as 
supportive of martyrdom, references to Imam Hussein, and images of the Dome 
of the Rock mosque.93 Other parties also employed religious iconography in the 
wars; for example, a poster commemorating the Lebanese Forces’ defence of the 
predominantly Christian village of Zahleh in the Bekaa Valley depicts an image 
of the ghostly Virgin Mary above the hills of the Bekaa Valley cradling a machine 
gun out of which flowers are blooming, suggesting perhaps that divine intervention 
saved the village.94

The act of commemorating someone in a martyr poster primarily marks them 
as a hero, and as such these posters serve not only a commemorative and ontological 
function, but also one of mobilisation and recruitment: the martyr is an exemplar 
to others. By glorifying and idolising the deceased, they encourage others to follow 
the example of their friend, neighbour or relative: they provide a role model for 
active participation in the conflict.95 They can also induce feelings of guilt that one 
is not doing enough to support the cause and thus shame individuals into making 
a greater contribution.96 Martyr posters (either of individuals or groups) also had a 
politico-spatial function; they effectively demarcated physical spaces of belonging 
by clearly identifying the areas over which different factions had military control, 
or by laying claim to contested spaces.97 This was particularly the case in western 
Beirut where in disputed areas the fight for symbolic hegemony accompanied the 
military skirmishes, car bombings and other violence. For example, in eastern Bei-
rut the dominance of the Lebanese Forces under Bashir Gemayel in this area went 
largely unchallenged so there was less of a need for such forms of communication.98

In situations of socio-political or military conflict, the persistence of the dead 
through specific forms of commemoration challenge dominant temporalities and 
collapse linear (historical) time. From the Argentinian Madres de Plaza de Mayo 
asserting that ‘death does not exist’ and demanding the ‘living (re)appearance’ of 
their disappeared children, to the claim of Sana Yusif Muhaydli [Sana’a Mehaidli] 
in her videoed testimony made hours before her martyrdom operation, ‘I am 
not dead, but alive among you’, and the banners of the Gezi Park protesters in 
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Turkey asserting that the young men killed by the police during the protests were 
‘ölümsüz’ – literally without death, immortal – the murdered child and sacrificial 
martyr, to the extent that they continue to live as “public figures”, can constitute a 
particularly powerful political tool.99 Sana Yusif Muhaydli was 17 years old when 
on 9 April 1985 she crashed a car full of explosives into an Israeli military convoy 
in Jezzin, Lebanon, killing two Israeli soldiers.100 Although, as Straub notes, her dec-
laration that she is not dead can be read as an intertextual link to the Qur’anic sura 
3:169: ‘And call not those who are slain in the way of Allah “dead”. Nay, they are 
living, only ye perceive not’, in her videoed testimony she avoids all mention of god 
and paradise, situating her actions in the context of the liberation of her oppressed 
and occupied homeland. Moreover, as noted at the beginning of this chapter, the 
undertaking and political use of martyrdom operations are not in any way intrin-
sically linked to any religion, including Islam.101 During the Lebanese civil war, 
combatants undertook what they termed “martyrdom missions” from across the 
political and religious spectrum in the name of liberation, the homeland, national-
ism and other ideologies. Moreover, Muhaydli was affiliated with the Syrian Social 
National Party, who were a secular, multi-sectarian party resisting the Israeli occu-
pation of Lebanon. Muhaydhli begins her performative video testimony shown 
on Lebanese state television the evening of the day of her martrydom with the 
present-tense declaration “I am the comrade martyr Sana Yusif Muhaydli” and thus 
raises a fundamental paradox of the living describing themselves as dead. The fact 
that audiences knew that Muhaydli was dead as they watched her say these words 
compounds the paradox: Muhaydli’s declaration is a re-animation, a haunting.102

The broadcast of the video of Muhaydli, filmed before her suicide mission when 
she is very much alive, declaring herself to be a martyr and therefore dead, because 
it is broadcast after her death, creates a temporal and ontological tautology where 
the past, present and future, death and life, blur together. This destabilisation of 
time and the distinction between being alive and a live performance as testament 
is examined in Mroue and Khoury’s performance Three Posters discussed as follows. 
The video of the future martyrs declaring their death functions as a commitment 
to the act, ‘a fatal record’, a political declaration, self-affirmation, autobiography and 
a contract of intent.103 Such video-taped testimonies by future martyrs were sent 
to the state-owned Télé-Liban and were aired during the evening news broadcast. 
As such they reached a wide audience and formed a unique part of the Lebanese 
experience and collective memory of this time: Mroue comments that living in 
Lebanon at the time he would suddenly see ‘a poster of a friend . . . or a photo-
graph or video on the TV announcing his or her death’.104 In their performance 
the martyrs historicise both themselves and their actions; they explain the reasons 
behind their decision and outline the meaning their martyrdom should carry in the 
broader military-political context; and they situate their action in a context of other 
military and martyrdom missions.105

A video of someone declaring themselves a martyr, Toufic argues, is the declara-
tion of someone who wishes to extend their life into death. The power of the dead 
to speak is significant. Khoury and Mroue, in their performance piece on Jamal 
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al-Sati, a member of the secular Lebanese Communist Party who blew himself 
up in a martyrdom mission against the Israeli army occupying South Lebanon in 
1985, call into question whether the martyrdom mission, the death of the enemy, or 
the video left behind and seen by audiences across Lebanon is more important.106 
Straub similarly argues that the image of the suicide bomber disseminated after the 
attack can be more powerful than the direct military consequences of a successful 
suicide mission.107 Even after their deaths, the dead continue to function as weap-
ons in a broader war of representation and ideological persuasion. This power was 
recognised by the organisations to whom the martyrs were affiliated, and those who 
died as a result of martyrdom missions in the Lebanese wars were commemorated 
not only in such broadcasts and videos but also on posters.108 Stills and emotive 
quotes from the videos were frequently used to create posters. In one SSNP poster, 
a future martyr is standing in front of posters of previous SSNP martyrs, presumably 
with the knowledge that this image of them will in turn become a poster that will 
form the backdrop to a future martyrdom testimony, creating the impression of an 
ad infinitum stream of those willing to die for the cause, past, present and future.109

What was the driving force behind the production and dissemination of these 
martyrdom mission posters? Who were they aimed at persuading? As with the 
production of posters commemorating the dead discussed earlier, one of the main 
audiences were other militant factions in the conflict. The posters became a sym-
bolic battleground, where the number of combatants willing to undertake mar-
tyrdom missions became a demonstration of the level of support for a particular 
organisation and their commitment to the cause.110 Posters commemorating mar-
tyrdom operations also have an operational role, particularly in recruitment; they 
are intended to inspire others to commit to the cause. Jamal al-Sati in his video 
expresses his honour at being able to participate in such a mission that will bring 
freedom and dignity closer. He also specifically positions his actions as following in 
the example of earlier heroic martyrs. If there is honour in making such a sacrifice, 
then conversely there is shame for those left behind. The minimalist inclusion of 
biographical data and the use of everyday photos of the martyr can amplify this 
process of self-identification. Martyrdom posters were also, at times, used to target 
specific audiences: a poster commemorating the martyrdom of Sana Muhaydli, for 
example, was captioned ‘the week of resistant women’ and is a call for women to be 
active in the Lebanese conflict.111

The death of party leaders is also commemorated and framed within a broader 
discourse of martyrdom that conceptualises it as a life-giving act of sacrifice. Fol-
lowing his assassination on 16 March 1977, Kemal Jumblatt, founder and leader 
of the Progressive Socialist Party, head of the left-wing coalition, the Lebanese 
National Movement, and the icon and hope for a democratic and secular Arab 
Lebanon, was commemorated on numerous posters as a martyr for socialism. Many 
of the posters include extracts from speeches he had made that reference the con-
tribution that sacrifice makes to the struggle for liberation and socialism. On one 
poster an image of him walking into the unknown is accompanied by an extract 
from a speech he made before his death: ‘is there anything more noble than crossing 
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over the bridge of death into the life that revives others and genuinely supports 
their cause and that strengthens the model of resistance and sacrifice in the souls 
of activists?’ And on another, his image, and the number sixteen, referencing the 
date of his assassination, are accompanied with the words ‘offering life gave a new 
understanding to the liberation struggle’.112

The imagery surrounding party leaders in the Lebanese context resembles, to a 
degree, the depiction and use of Khomeini in Iranian posters and murals. In Leba-
non the za’im or leader figure is mythologised and is depicted as possessing heroic 
qualities; they are brave, will resist oppression and are willing to sacrifice themselves 
to defend their sectarian community and its interests.113 Images of deceased leaders 
often float above depictions of conflict, where they act as the spiritual guardians of 
the combatants, very similar to the way in which images of Ayatollah Khomeini 
were carried into battle by Iranian soldiers as talismans. The image of a martyred 
leader is also used to ensure continuity during periods of political transition. For 
example, one poster depicts Kemal Jumblatt’s son, Walid Jumblatt, who succeeded 
him as leader of the Progressive Socialist Party and Lebanese National Move-
ment, but behind him is a larger image of his father with the caption ‘a pledge 
is a pledge’.114 This is reminiscent of the use of images of the deceased Ayatollah 
Khomeini alongside the image of his political successor, Ayatollah Khamenei on 
murals commemorating individual martyrs on Tehran murals: the portrait of the 
former leader endorses not only the ideological and military fight but also his 
successor.115

During the Lebanese civil war, horrific massacres of Palestinians were under-
taken by the Lebanese Forces (a right-wing, Lebanese nationalist, Christian coa-
lition which included the Kataeb Party) and associated right-wing, Christian 
militias. The first of these was the murder of thirty-three Palestinian civilians on 
13 April  1975 by the Lebanese Kataeb party in the suburbs of Beirut (Ain al-
Rummaneh), an event which was retrospectively taken to mark the beginning of 
the civil war. April 13 1975 is understandably a contested date in the context of 
narratives of the civil war, and it was interpreted and remembered in very different 
ways by the various factions. A year later in 1976, the Lebanese Forces chose the 
13th of April as the date to commemorate their foundation in recognition that 
this was the moment at which their “national salvation” was awakened. The date 
of the massacre thus has an ontological function – more specifically, it also served a 
cohesive purpose, binding together the various factions and parties that comprised 
the Lebanese Forces. It reminds audiences that despite their differences they were 
united in a common cause: a sovereign Lebanon, free from external influence.

Although the coalition of factions that made up the Lebanese Forces produced 
relatively few posters during the conflict, some were produced in the power vac-
uum that followed the assassination of the Lebanese Forces’ leader Bashir Gemayel 
in 1982.116 A number of these posters specifically reference the date 13 April, and 
as such they attempt to mitigate potential disruption to an existing ontological 
narrative occasioned by the death of Gemayel by reminding all the factions of the 
coalition of their purpose and founding mission – the freedom of Lebanon. One 
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poster includes an outline of two soldiers and the slogan ‘13 April. The Dawn 
of Freedom’, suggesting that freedom for Lebanon will only be found through 
military action.117 What this freedom entails is implied by another poster that has 
a map of Lebanon entirely composed of numerous small symbols of the Lebanese 
Forces together with the date 13th April: freedom for the Lebanese Forces meant 
a Lebanon free from ‘foreign’ elements such as the PLO, and Iranian and Syrian 
influences, but ironically not Israeli occupation.118 Another poster depicts Bashir 
Gemayel handing on his weapon to a soldier and bears the caption ‘continuing the 
journey’ and the date 13 April 1983 – an attempt not only to reassure coalition 
partners that although Gemayel is dead, the fight continues, but also to remind 
them of the founding event of the conflict and thus why they are fighting.119

While the Lebanese Forces commemorate 13th April as an awakening to 
national salvation, the same point in time and the same event is appropriated and 
employed in very different explanatory narratives. The Arab Liberation Front, a 
faction of the PLO, created an explicit link between the massacres of the thirty-
three Palestinians on the outskirts of Beirut in 1975 by the Kataeb and the massacre 
by the nascent Israeli forces at Deir Yassin in 1948 – an event that is seen by Pales-
tinians as marking the beginning of the Nakba. By claiming that ‘[T]his is what the 
Zionists have done in Deir Yassin in 1948 . . . and this is what the Kataeb gangs have 
done in Ain el-Rummaneh in 1975’, a continuous, ongoing narrative of Palestinian 
persecution, displacement and suffering is created.120 Similarly, the anniversary of 
the 1975 massacre and the assassination of Gemayel are commemorated in another 
poster published by the friends of Habib Shartuni, who was behind the bomb that 
killed Gemayel. The poster includes an image of Shartuni and the caption, ‘[o]n 
the 9th commemoration of one of their most atrocious massacres; we salute you 
who executed the people’s judgment over the butcher, 13 April 1984’.121 Here the 
emplotment of the massacre is within a broader narrative of active retaliation and 
resistance rather than passive victimisation.

Khalili, in her discussion of Palestinian heroes and martyrs, argues that their 
commemoration can similarly be framed in distinct ways: as heroic, tragic or as an 
example of sumud (steadfastness).122 The heroic frame interprets events teleologi-
cally as part of a larger progression that will inevitably lead to victory in terms of 
liberation or the establishment of a nation.123 For example, the poster captioned 
Steadfastness and Victory – Al Karameh references the Battle of Karameh in 1968 
between the Israeli Defence Forces, the PLO and the Jordanian Armed Forces 
in the Jordanian town of Karameh, which was the site of a PLO camp.124 After 
a day of fighting, the Israelis withdrew. Although it was claimed as a victory by 
both sides, it did help establish the PLO as an authentic, revolutionary movement 
fighting for national liberation rather than simply a collection of disenfranchised 
‘Arab’ refugees, thereby bolstering Palestinian claims to statehood.125 Such posters 
are designed to mobilise military and ideological support, but they also fulfil an 
important ontological function in the imagination of a nation, which is particu-
larly crucial in the context of the fragmented, occupied and displaced Palestinian 
nation; they effect a degree of solidarity. The primary audience of such posters are 
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Palestinians and those supporting their struggle. A poster commemorating the Tel 
al-Zaatar massacre entitled The Embrace of Heroism and Martyrdom depicts a Palestin-
ian woman and man dynamically taking up arms in defence of their community 
against the assault by Phalangist and Lebanese Front forces.126 Within the heroic 
narrative massacres, refugees and the refugee camps are transformed from potential 
symbols of failure, impotence and weakness into empowered and ‘potent nationalist 
symbols’; the refugee, armed and militant, becomes the archetypal icon of Palestin-
ian nationalism; martyrs are not passive victims, but they have dynamic agency as 
part of the resistance – their actions and sacrifice will ultimately facilitate the final 
victory and liberation. In this manner, commemoration ‘becomes a performance of 
self-assertion’; defeats are read as temporary, but not ultimately causing deviation 
from the process towards inevitable victory.127

Moreover, by situating more recent massacres within a chronologically broader 
narrative of the slaughter of Palestinians, such commemorations can also in effect 
legitimise the nationalist or liberationalist claims of the various political parties. 
A number of posters situate the massacres of Tel al-Zaatar and/or Sabra and Shatila 
with earlier massacres of Palestinians by Israeli forces.128 Others list the massacres 
that have occurred in Palestinian refugee camps primarily in Jordon and Lebanon, 
emphasising that having already been displaced from their homes by policies of 
ethnic cleansing and intimidation by Israeli forces in 1948, Palestinians have not 
been assimilated into neighbouring Arab countries as Israel claimed, but instead 
they lead a precarious life in squalid refugee camps where they are subject to wide-
spread violence, intimidation and slaughter. We Will Not Forget includes the text 
‘September 1970 Jordan – September 1982 Sabra and Shatila. We will not forget’ 
in Arabic, English and Russian, thereby asking the reader to make a connection 
between the killing of Palestinians by the Jordanian army in 1970, that led to the 
expulsion of the PLO, and the massacre at Sabra and Shatila in Lebanon.129 Marc 
Rudin, in another poster that conflates the killing of Palestinians as refugees in 
Lebanon and Jordon, uses the reference to mobilise Palestinians and give support 
to the intifada, asserting that only active resistance will break ‘the cycle of massa-
cres’.130 Some posters also situate the massacres of Palestinians within a wider, global 
context of colonial or fascist violence. For example, one poster captioned with the 
phrase ‘we denounce this outrage with weapons and resistance’ makes reference to 
the Fakhani, Tel al-Zaatar, Deir Yassin, Guernica and My Lai massacres.131

While Palestinian martyrs are documented and represented in a variety of media, 
since the second intifada there has been a proliferation of martyr posters covering 
the walls of public spaces in the Occupied Territories and refugee camps: posters 
bearing witness to the deaths of civilians, children, protesters and those assassinated 
by the Israeli security apparatus, as well as those engaged in suicide military opera-
tions.132 These posters are layered onto public walls, a palimpsest creating both a 
permanence and ephemerality, symbolising the fleeting nature of life and the stead-
fast nature of Palestinian resistance to colonial occupation: they ‘turn city walls and 
building surfaces into pictured metaphors for resistance, as well as dramatic icons 
of collective self-defense in the face of devastation’.133 Photographs of the martyr 
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are ‘stripped of their actual life context’ and superimposed in front of nationalist 
images of the Dome of the Rock or al-Aqsa mosques, both of which symbolise an 
independent Palestine with East Jerusalem as its capital. The martyrs are therefore 
reimagined not simply as tragic victims but as embodying steadfast resistance to the 
colonial occupation of their country.134 Such narratives of sumud or steadfastness 
reflect the resilience of Palestinian refugees in the face of political and existential 
annihilation; they are the ‘infra-politics of the powerless’; they offer ‘a strategy of 
struggle when all other avenues are closed’, a refusal to give up or acquiesce.135 See 
also the poster by Abd Almouty Abozaid, which includes the Arabic caption ‘an 
inclination to steadfastness is stronger than massacres’.136

Perhaps one of the most significant shifts in the narrative emplotment of the 
Palestinian martyr has been the adoption of the tragic frame within which the 
suffering of the refugees is the main focus. Such a framework, to a large extent, 
arises from, and is reinforced by, transnational discourses on human rights, devel-
opment and humanitarianism, all of which are common to aid agencies and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs). Such a narrative emplotment emphasises a 
depoliticised passivity, victimisation and powerlessness. Suffering is foregrounded 
in order to secure ‘sympathy, attention and money’ from governments, donors and 
transnational publics, but also to legitimise the claims of a stateless and power-
less people to nationhood.137 These tragic narratives of the Palestinian people are 
aimed at international audiences whose material and political support is explicitly 
sought.138 Within this ‘politics of pity’ the focus is on the innocent, non-threatening 
victims of conflict: a martyred child, grieving mother or the elderly. See, for exam-
ple, the two posters Stop Killing Our Children, in the first of which a man carries the 
body of a child and in the second a woman cries out in grief.139 Similarly, Hafez 
Omar’s They will not depart, designed to commemorate the thirtieth anniversary of 
the Sabra and Shatila refugee camp massacre, depicts an old man holding identity 
photos of his family who were killed in the massacre.140 This contrasts with posters 
produced in the first couple of years after the massacre, which frame the slaughter 
in a more heroic or steadfast frame. For example, Their Blood is a Renewal of the 
Pledge of Ultimate Victory and We Will Never Retreat, which features the bodies of 
people massacred piled up in front of a roughly made, bullet-pocked house, out of 
which a fist emerges clenching a gun against a background of the map of Palestine 
in red. The caption reads ‘Martyrs of Sabra and Shatila (hear this) We Will Never 
Forget. We Will Never Forgive. We Will Never Retreat’.141

Following Said’s call in the Journal of Palestinian Studies to Palestinians to extend 
their struggle into the realm of representation following the Israeli invasion of Leb-
anon in 1982, a number of seminal histories of the Nakba and of the Israeli occu-
pation of Palestine have been written.142 In addition to challenging the hegemony 
of the Israeli discourse on post-1948 events through the production of alternative 
narratives, such examples of Palestinian liberation historiography serve an ontologi-
cal or identitary function, reinforcing the idea of the de-territorialised Palestinian 
nation in the face of fragmentation and oppression.143 However, such an ontological 
function is equally served by the diverse ‘stories of peoplehood’, performances of 
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Palestinianess, ‘social invocations of past events, persons, places and symbols’, and 
the mnemonic practices embodied in vernacular representations of the past such 
as Palestinian martyr posters.144 By inscribing a remembrance of massacres, military 
operations and war crimes in posters, not only is a history of the ethnic cleansing, 
dislocation and occupation produced that counters the general indifference of the 
global media in much of the northern world, but an active Palestinian agency is also 
reclaimed, and in so doing the passivity implicit in death and defeat is re-inscribed 
as active struggle, steadfast resistance and martyrdom.

The examples discussed here demonstrate what a ‘compelling mobilisational 
resource’ the past can be.145 The colonised suffer not only from dispossession, dis-
location and oppression but also, as Memmi and Fanon have argued, their past is 
distorted, disfigured or destroyed.146 Many of the examples of Palestinian, vernacu-
lar past-talk discussed here aim to resist such attempts at erasure and ‘bring into 
existence the history of the nation – the history of decolonisation’.147 Some of the 
posters described in this chapter  have situated instances of martyrdom within a 
heroic framework, not only to mobilise support and generate a collective identity, 
but also to ‘reclaim history’; to marshal the resources of the past as a response to 
‘global arrangements of power’ in order to narrate an alternative present.148

Many would argue that these posters offer an account of the past that is politi-
cised and perspectival and that they therefore cannot be seen as the epistemo-
logical equivalent of academic, institutionalised ‘history’. But as Jenkins and others 
have demonstrated, history as an academic genre of writing is itself an “epistemic 
failure”.149 Despite society bestowing upon it a degree of authority, it does not 
occupy a privileged epistemological position. It too is politicised and perspectival, 
something that is particularly evident in histories of contested spaces and events. 
It is clear that narratives about past events, particularly massacres, assassinations and 
martyrdom, have not only a socio-political importance but also a pragmatic utility. 
They are used to raise awareness, to imagine identities, to recruit men and women, 
to demarcate space and time, to persuade and proclaim, to resist and coerce. While 
one may not agree with the messages of all the posters, the pasts imagined and the 
uses to which they were put, they are examples of people using past-talk to change 
the present and imagine a different future. They are examples of vernacular, often 
counter-hegemonic, histories which demonstrate that history (broadly conceived) 
may well have a value, not in its ability to ascertain epistemological truth, but in its 
creative, artistic, rhetorical and political capacity for affecting change.
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6
ART AND THE POWER TO DISRUPT

Heterotemporality, the impossibility  
of representation, and disenssus

The space, politics and epistemologies of representation are far from transparent or 
equitable. Those located in the geo-political and hegemonic centre generally con-
trol the power of representation, while those displaced to the margins face cultural, 
political and ontological erasure. Freedom of movement and freedom of representa-
tion are thus often concomitant – themes that Emily Jacir explores in work that fre-
quently deals with the repercussions of the ethnic cleansing of more than 700,000 
Palestinians from their homeland in 1948, and the subsequent Israeli occupation of 
the West Bank and Gaza. While Jacir can’t provide the freedom to return home to 
the displaced and occupied Palestinians, she can subvert the imperialist gaze that 
controls and describes them. She can draw attention to a war of representation that 
is attempting to erase the Palestinian people from public consciousness. To do this 
she ‘pulls hegemonic narratives apart and reconstitutes them as an intervention’ 
and thus interrupts the imperialist narrative that seeks to imagine itself through a 
denial of the other.1 Jacir’s work often focuses on the narration of collective histo-
ries; it merges the biographical and the political, as well as dissolving ‘the boundary 
between the present and the historical’.2

Jacir’s Memorial to 418 Palestinian Villages which were Destroyed, Depopulated and 
Occupied by Israel in 1948 (2001), created against the horrific events of the second 
intifada, is a refugee tent into which the artist, helped by friends and strangers who 
heard of her project, stitched the names of the Palestinian villages which were 
ethnically cleansed, occupied or destroyed by the Israelis in 1948. The tent was 
exhibited in 2001, unfinished, along with a roster of the sewing participants and 
texts written by them about their experience of making the work in the main space 
of P.S.1 Clocktower Gallery (New York, USA). The work took as its resource the 
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edited volume by Walid Khalidi, All That Remains: the Palestinian Villages Occupied 
and Depopulated by Israel in 1948, and many of the participants, themselves from 
diverse backgrounds, read through sections of the book as they stitched, which in 
turn gave rise to the sharing of memories, exchange of stories and conversations 
about the expulsion of the Palestinians from their homeland.3 Read and discussed 
in this way, the book, through Jacir’s tent, ‘became not a record of a dead history, 
but a living thesis’.4 Jacir is not the only artist to use academic sources recording the 
Israeli destruction of Palestinian villages, farmland and homes as the basis for a work 
challenging the hegemonic Zionist narrative that denies and erases memory of the 
forced removal of Palestinians from their homes. Fazal Sheikh’s Memory Traces is a 
haunting montage of photographs of destroyed Palestinian villages and portraits of 
Palestinians forced from their homes interwoven with the oral testimony of those 
who were ethnically cleansed and information on the occupation and subsequent 
renaming or destruction of their villages by Israel.5 Sheikh primarily collaborated 
with human rights activist, researcher and tour guide Noga Kadman to compile 
the site references and details of the occupation and expulsion of each Palestinian 
village, but he also used information from Khalidi, Morris, Pappé and Abu-Sitta.6 
Memory Traces is ‘an attempt to recognize and respect the history of that period, and 
to acknowledge the traumatic effects of its legacy’.7

By giving the work the title Memorial to 418 Palestinian Villages which were 
Destroyed, Depopulated and Occupied by Israel in 1948, Jacir ensures the subversion 
of the title into a political statement witnessing the occupation and erasure of Pal-
estinians and their land; an unequivocal statement that would necessarily have to 
be included in any review of an exhibition featuring the work. One of the most 
controversial locations for Jacir’s tent was at an installation she designed for the 
Queens International, an exhibition featuring artists living in the New York borough 
of Queens and held at Queens Museum in Flushing Meadows–Corona Park. The 
museum, during the 1940s, had been the temporary home of the United Nations, 
and it was at that location on 29 November 1947 that under General Assembly 
Resolution 181 the decision to partition Palestine was made.8 Jacir’s installation for 
the exhibit was in three parts: her refugee tent was installed in the middle of one 
of the museum’s galleries; to one side three vitrines displayed photographs taken 
during the partition meeting of the UN; and on a nearby wall Jacir displayed repro-
ductions of a pamphlet that had originally included copies of the mural and poem 
eulogising the 1948 Palestinian refugees that were displayed in the Jordanian pavil-
ion from the 1964–65 World’s Fair held in Queens, New York and which were 
given out to visitors. The pamphlet caused an outcry from the American-Israeli 
pavilion at the time of the World’s Fair and from some Jewish groups. Many years 
later, a similar response met Jacir’s attempts to give out reproductions of the pam-
phlet, with some condemning it as anti-Israeli propaganda. The museum’s director 
finally decided that while the pamphlet could stay on view as part of Jacir’s exhibit, 
it could not be given out to visitors. Jacir’s installation at Queens Museum thus 
not only draws attention to the illegal expulsion and ethnic cleansing of 700,000 
Palestinians from their homes and the complicity in this act of the world powers 
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at the time, but also to the ongoing disregard of many powerful nations to this 
injustice and the plight of the refugees many decades later. The ensuing controversy 
and hostility surrounding Jacir’s reproduction of a historical document that displays 
sympathies for the exiled Palestinians is further evidence of a desire among many 
to neatly consign the expulsion of the Palestinians and the occupation of Palestine 
to the past and move on into a different future, one in which past injustices do not 
keep resurfacing, and the dispossession and continuing oppression of a people is 
erased and forgotten. The comment of one visitor to Queens Museum that ‘[it] is 
not the museum’s business to help this Palestinian further her cause’ might make 
one ask what indeed is the business of museums, art galleries and histories if not to 
challenge injustice and facilitate a Rancièrian dissensus, a ‘creation of a fissure in the 
order of the sensible’ in which hegemonic and counter-hegemonic narratives can 
be discussed, challenged and unpacked?9

Jacir’s preoccupation with erasure, forgotten histories, unrealised possible futures 
and appropriation is manifested at multiple levels in the short, animated audio-
visual poem Lydda Airport (2009), which is created from archival photographs of 
Lydda Airport in the 1930s. The work is based on a story Salim Tamari told Jacir 
about how his father, who was a transport company employee, waited one day with 
a bouquet of flowers to welcome Amelia Earhart to Lydda Airport, but Earhart 
never arrived.10 In the film Jacir waits with a bouquet in front of the British Impe-
rial Airways long-distance aircraft Hannibal – an aeroplane that, just like Earhart, 
subsequently disappeared en route without a trace. The disappearance of Hannibal 
and Earhart parallel the “disappearance” of British imperial rule in Palestine and 
with it any possibility of an independent Palestinian state. The work is a reflec-
tion on unrealised futures and lost moments of possibility. The disappearance of 
these dreams is symbolised by the erasure of Lydda Airport itself, appropriated 
and renamed first Lod Airport and then Ben Gurion Airport following the Israeli 
capture and occupation of Lydda.11 Just as Jacir waits for Earhart, so too do the 
Palestinians wait to return. The hopeless irony of someone waiting in anticipation 
for another’s arrival unaware that they are in fact dead could analogously also apply 
to Palestinian hopes for the peace process.

The insertion of Jacir into the Earhart narrative problematises the temporal 
distance inherent in the modern regime of historicity as exemplified in histori-
cal discourse – that of the irreversible past, a past that is gone, that is separate and 
distinct from the present. For Palestinians waiting not only for the hoped-for, and 
UN-declared, inalienable right of return, but especially for those Palestinians wait-
ing stateless in refugee camps, those who are waiting for a travel permit or visa 
besieged under occupation in Gaza or the West Bank, those waiting for the bomb-
ing to stop, or for their house to be demolished, their past is not an irreversible past, 
it is an irrevocable past, an animated past that endures and persists in the present.12 
The Palestinian refusal to give up on the hope of the right of return is a refusal 
to close off events and assign the ethnic cleansing of 1948 to the past and accept a 
new geo-political reality.13 It is a politically instrumental means of keeping in the 
present the consequences of the injustice of mass expulsion and occupation, and to 
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stop it from being consigned to the past and thus perceived as fixed and immutable. 
It assumes the juridical notion of reversible time in which the crime is ‘still wholly 
present and able to be reversed, annulled, or compensated’.14

The irrevocable nature of the Nakba for Palestinians may also explain both a 
reluctance to commemorate it and the specific form that the few commemora-
tions of it actually take. Until 1983 there was no monumental representation of the 
thousands of Palestinians who were killed in 1948 and, furthermore, it was only 
in 1998, on the fiftieth anniversary of the Nakba, that the first attempts to create 
a monument that embedded the victims of the 1948 war in a Palestinian national 
narrative were undertaken.15 The absence of any public commemoration is not the 
result of collective amnesia. Memories of the Nakba were produced in the private 
realm, stories were told, visits made to destroyed villages, individuals and groups also 
put together memorial or village books, but there was no ‘spatial political commemo-
ration in the public sphere’.16 While it is necessarily a complex issue, a large part 
of the reason for the absence of public monuments commemorating the Nakba is 
the complexity of commemorating a tragedy when one still hopes that the tragedy 
is simply a ‘reparable distortion of history’ and that the consequences of it will be 
ultimately reversed and justice will be restored.17 Palestinian poet Hana Abu Hana 
described the Palestinians as ‘a people in a corridor’ stuck in a transition period of 
‘permanent liminality’ that never ends.18 A memorial would be a concrete, physical 
acknowledgement of the loss of Palestine.19

The idea of time as unproblematically linear with the past behind us and the 
future in front is complicated further by Toufic’s notion of ‘the withdrawal of 
tradition past a surpassing disaster’: a situation in which past artistic and social 
traditions, films, buildings, photographs, and literature have been immateri-
ally withdrawn from use by photographers, artists and musicians among others. 
While the object may still materially exist, it has been immaterially withdrawn 
and although it can ostensibly be perceived, it is unconsciously unavailable as a 
referent and thus quasi-forgotten.20 Toufic discusses the immaterial withdrawal 
of many of the buildings and ruins in Beirut after the fifteen-year civil war and 
the inability of the people of Lebanon to perceive or record the destroyed build-
ings. This is not a result of habituation to destruction and war, but rather a con-
sequence of a rupture in a historical narrative – ‘the buildings belong to a history 
whose thread has been broken’ – and the impossibility of producing images that 
avoid ‘cut-and-dried definitions’, a ‘simplifying, often “orientalist” vision’ or one 
that could be ‘made use of, or taken over by, propaganda’.21 A photograph of a 
withdrawn building will result in the withdrawal of the photograph until the 
work of resurrection has countered the effects of the withdrawal.22 Photographs 
from the period of withdrawal of tradition past a surpassing disaster are often 
blurred, haphazardly framed or refuse a classical composition, not as a formal 
strategy, but reflecting the fact that ‘something in the referent cannot be local-
ized exactly’.23 An effect of the withdrawal of tradition is therefore a form of 
forgetfulness, ‘[m]emory of what has thus been withdrawn is a betrayal of it, a 
false memory’.24
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The process of a withdrawal of tradition (and the possibility of an eventual 
resurrection of that tradition) is evident in Hadjithomas and Joreige’s multi-part 
installation Wonder Beirut (1997–2006). The first and second parts of the project, 
The Story of a Pyromaniac Photographer and Postcards of War, are based on a collection 
of photographs by a fictional Lebanese photographer Abdallah Farah.25 Farah was 
commissioned in 1968–9 by the Lebanese state to take photographs of the luxury 
hotels along the Lebanese Riviera that would be made into postcards promoting 
an idealised image of Beirut and Lebanon. With the outbreak of the Lebanese wars 
and the destruction of his studio, Farah, realising these postcards no longer referred 
to anything, began, in 1975, to burn his salvaged negatives to match the damage 
done to the hotels by the shelling and bombing, thus making them conform to his 
reality. As each building was shelled, he burnt the negatives to match the destruc-
tion, and after each burn he photographed the new image and noted the date of 
the shell impacts and their origin in a book. In this manner, by reproducing the 
destruction to the buildings as it happened, he documented the phase of the con-
flict known as the “Battle of the Hotels” and produced what the artists Hadjithomas 
and Joreige term the historical process, a chronicle of phases of the civil war.26 The 
second part of Farah’s collection consists of negatives that he damaged accidentally 
or deliberately, but not in accordance with the destruction he witnessed around 
him – the plastic process – these were displayed by the artists in a work Postcards of 
War. In displaying Farah’s photographs, the artists wish to not only ‘publicize his 
work but also to counter the trend in Lebanon of idealizing the past and projecting 
a future fantasy by bracketing off the civil war and including it only marginally in 
our contemporary history’.27

The third and last part of the project displays rolls of film taken by Farah but 
never developed. During the war Farah was short of materials and stopped develop-
ing his photographs, meticulously describing the image instead in a small notebook. 
He continued this practice after the war, documenting all the rolls of film that he 
did not develop. He calls this part of his collection the invisible image or the image 
in the text. The artists prefer to call it Latent Images.28 Descriptions of the images 
inform us that they record the minutiae of a lived environment: film roll no. PE 136 
GPH 160 includes photographs of raindrops on the window pane, water seeping 
under the windows, spots of humidity on the wall.29 Toufic argues that the fact 
that Farah exhibited photographs of his burnt postcards from the early years of the 
war suggests that the war was not, at that stage, a surpassing disaster, but rather a 
localisable catastrophe.30 But the undeveloped rolls of film are, in contrast, ‘a symp-
tom of the withdrawal past the surpassing disaster that Beirut must have become’.31 
Between the withdrawal and resurrection of a referent, its withdrawal, the nothing, 
must first be made visible – the display of the unprocessed film rolls makes visible 
this absence or latency. If these photos are developed one day, Toufic argues that 
this will signal the resurrection of tradition.

The heterotemporality inherent in Wonder Beirut and Lydda Airport, together 
with a problematising of the contemporaneity of the historical present, offers a sig-
nificant critical and emancipatory potential absent from what Chakrabarty calls the 
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singular and secular (and one might add, linear, universal and progressive) notion 
of historical time that envelops and dominates other kinds of time. It also provides 
a means of critiquing the relationship between history and (neo)colonialism or 
imperialism.32 Accepting non-coevalness in itself, as Bevernage argues, does not 
infer or lead to allochronistic abuse, it is only with the positing of a referential coe-
valness, the idea of the historical present as a natural given and not a hegemonic fic-
tional construction, that communities can be judged as backward, anachronistic, out 
of touch with reality, or living in denial – as is the case with Palestinian demands 
for the right of return, the Argentinian Madres de Plaza de Mayo’s insistence on the 
living (re)appearance of the desaparecidos [the disappeared], calls for reparations for 
black slavery, and the complaints of victims and survivors of state violence such 
as the Khulumani Support Group.33 The construction of a hegemonic referential 
contemporaneity by historians is used ideologically by dominant interests to create 
a rupture between a past and a present that effectively undermines communities’ 
experiences of an irrevocable, haunting past, a past that remains in the present along 
with its concomitant injustices and inequalities.34

Wonder Beirut addresses not only the difficulties of reducing a diachronic process 
to a synchronic instant, but also the complexity of the relationship between text 
and image, the impossibility of representation, the over-production and distrust of 
images, and the difficulties inherent in writing histories. When faced with atroci-
ties, cycles of extreme violence and the destruction of hope for a better future, 
what can we write, what stories can we recount, what images can we show? How 
can art, cinema, literature or history comprehend and react to such catastrophe and 
loss?35 This foregrounding of the failure of representation is evident in the work of 
other artists and photographers working in Lebanon. Yacoub and Lasserre’s photos 
of Beirut in 1988 were taken alongside a photo-journalist working for Gamma 
Agency during surveillance operations and fighting. Unlike the journalist’s photos, 
theirs were shot without any particular aim, and like Farah’s undeveloped film, they 
depict ‘the non-events of places and things on the peripheries of the war-zone’.36 
They were not meant to tell a story or reproduce the real, and as such suggest not 
only a withdrawal of tradition, but also the failure of an image to represent the 
complexity and nuances of reality. How do you make sense of such a situation? 
How do you embody the plurality of perspectives and voices in a civil war? How 
can you trust an image to adequately represent all of this?

The failure of narration, the impossibility of accessing a complete narrative and 
the inevitability of gaps in memory and history is addressed in Lamia Joreige’s 
Objects of War (1999–2006) and Here and Perhaps Elsewhere (2003). The former is 
a video installation of a series of testimonials of the Lebanese wars in which the 
speaker chooses an object as a means of telling their story.37 While acknowledging 
that the stories recounted here are held as truth by those narrating them, Joriege 
points out that these stories simultaneously and perhaps illogically contribute to 
the creation of a collective memory while also demonstrating the impossibility 
of telling a single history of the war. A similar point is made by Souheil Bachar, 
a Lebanese man who was kidnapped in Beirut and held hostage for ten years, at 
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times with some American captives.38 In his video testimony, Hostage: the Bachar 
Tapes (2000), that forms part of Walid Ra’ad’s Atlas Group Archive, Ra’ad produces 
a ‘performative documentary fiction’ in which Bachar notes that five books were 
published by the five Americans held for twenty-seven weeks with him in the 
same small room.39 He asks why five books were published of the same event, and 
answers that it is because each man experiences things differently and will therefore 
tell a different story.40

Joreige’s Here and Perhaps Elsewhere is a documentary-style video in which she 
walks along the former Green Line that divided Beirut, tries to locate the position 
of the various checkpoints from archival newspaper photographs and asks residents 
if they knew anyone who was kidnapped or killed by militias during the war.41 
Her questions are met with distrust, refusal and deflection. They are answered with 
stories ‘visceral and vague, on and off the point. They slip between fact and fiction, 
between what seems to be a straightforward recollection of past events and what is 
clearly an interpretation of memories performed in the present’.42 Finally, one cou-
ple tells her the story of her own uncle’s disappearance, but in its brevity we wonder 
whether their story is true, or are they simply telling her what she wants to hear? 
As such this work acknowledges that not only is the collation of all testimonies and 
documents relating to a particular event an impossibility, but ‘some facts, dramas, 
and experiences will never reach us and will remain unspoken, buried [we can 
only] presume that they are there, yet missing’.43 To respond to these gaps, Joreige 
assembles and interweaves documentary practices – archival footage and eyewitness 
testimony – with fictional narratives and more artistic styles in her work in order 
to ‘restore an essential speech . . . [t]o make visible and audible speech that has been 
willingly or unwillingly concealed or simply ignored’.44

This recalls Hadjithomas and Joreige’s, as well as Jacir’s, use of the anecdotal and 
the counter/actual.45 Here the anecdotal is not metaphoric; it is instead sympto-
matic. The symptomatic cannot and should not be reduced to a symbol or allegory; 
it is not a micro-history trying to reflect a larger history. It is a way of appropriating 
history, producing a counter-narrative to dominant forms of representation, a way of 
narrating a subversive, unofficial history; a history that is not totalising or universal, 
that does not seek to consign the past to the past, nor establish a singular, collective 
memory; a history that does not endeavour to establish fixed or transhistorical iden-
tities; a history that ‘perforates [the] official frame’ and affirms a presence, a complex, 
contested, ever-changing, plural presence; a history that ‘produces meaning in the 
present’.46

The anecdotal, the secret and the forgotten combines with archival material and 
art in Hadjithomas and Joreige’s The Lebanese Rocket Society – A Tribute to Dreamers 
(2011–2013), a project that includes a documentary film entitled Lebanese Rocket 
Society: the Strange Tale of the Lebanese Space Race (2012), as well as a series of instal-
lations including performance, a reproduction of the Cedar IV rocket, photography, 
textiles and archiving practices that emerged from their research into the long-
forgotten Lebanese involvement with the space race and rocket research in the early 
1960s. Under the leadership of Prof. Manoug Manougian, a group of students built 
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and launched more than ten rockets designed for space study and exploration until 
their project was terminated, an event concomitant with the Arab defeat by Israel 
in 1967.47 Although these launches made the front pages of Lebanese newspapers 
and the Ceder IV rocket was chosen as the image for a postage stamp celebrating the 
twenty-first anniversary of Lebanese independence in 1964, the story of Manou-
gian and the Lebanese Rocket Society is largely absent from history and collective 
memory – it is nothing more than an anecdote. While the Lebanese wars destroyed 
many material archives, was the loss of this episode from memory an instance of 
withdrawal? A response to the loss of a sense of possibility? Hadjithomas and Jor-
eige’s interest in this long-lost project does not take the form of nostalgia for a past 
golden age, but instead explores the significance of its absence from memory today. 
They are concerned with how past narratives structure and constrain our imagi-
naries, how they affect our imagination of the future, how they reinforce mytholo-
gies and meta-narratives, but also how they could be used to liberate people from 
overwhelming mythologies. In a time when the term rocket has become a synonym 
for missile, and the idea of Lebanese scientists working on space research seems 
inconceivable, they wanted to capture a moment in which a different future was 
possible, a moment full of hope, a moment before the defeat of 1967 transformed 
the Arab world and overwhelmed the possibilities of past futures. Joreige comments 
that ‘[s]uch a space adventure seems nearly inconceivable today, impossible even to 
imagine’, but it is this ‘impossible representation’ of the counter/actual that interests 
both of them. They want to deconstruct ‘the mythologies of the 1960s by question-
ing our memory of this time period, our representations of it and of ourselves’ and 
use the past to create a space in which a future of possibilities and dreams becomes 
available. As Hadjithomas argues, ‘[c]inema and art can be a place of resistance, 
enlarge territories, they can open roads even symbolically for a very short time’.48

The invention of tradition: the invention of the nation

A national art gallery together with a national museum has been for some time 
an intrinsic part of the nation-state heritage package.49 While some historians 
acknowledge the contingent, always-performed nature of national identity and the 
role that museums, archaeology and histories play in this imagination, artists often 
offer a more self-reflexive analysis that problematises the role of the narrator while 
also foregrounding the subjectivity and fluidity of our narrations of the world both 
past and present. Yto Barrada’s film Faux depart (False Start) questions the veracity 
of artefacts in the context of modern museology and asks whether authenticity is 
really necessary for the production of identities.50 By exploring palaeontology in 
Morocco, she asks not only how a history might be fabricated, but also how archae-
ology, the act of digging, reveals the construction and artifice of national heritage 
and thus foregrounds ‘the notion of history as a constructed sphere, constantly in 
flux, simultaneously being buried and excavated’.51 Similarly, in her Dinosaur Road 
series, Barrada raises questions about both authenticity and the invention of tradi-
tions, particularly those surrounding the geo-political construct of the nation-state, 
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and explores the role that national museums and palaeontology have played in the 
articulation of nationalist identities.52

The power of a fictitious past to supplant present memories of another past; the 
ability of the unreal to supercede, erase or replace the real; the idea ‘that myth and 
fiction have a constitutive effect on history and political reality’ is also explored by 
Larissa Sansour in her new work, the last in her trilogy of science-fiction short films, 
In the Future, They Ate from the Finest Porcelain.53 The film is a montage of archival 
photographs, live action and computer-generated imagery. Using the genre of sci-
ence fiction, Sansour explores the close relationship between archaeology, history, 
museology and state-making; she problematises the arbitrary notion of a fact-fiction 
dichotomy; and provides an insightful commentary on Middle Eastern politics. The 
film begins with the leader of a ‘narrative resistance’ group and self-styled ‘narrative 
terrorist’ talking to a psychiatrist about the group’s undertaking to bury deposits of 
porcelain in the ground for future archaeologists to find. The aim of the resistance 
group is to influence history, to create a new reality and support future claims by 
their postulated descendants to their currently occupied and vanishing lands. The 
porcelain fragments are thus future archaeological remains, a means of ‘establishing 
facts in the ground, [and] de facto creating a nation’.54 Just like Jorge Luis Borges’ 
‘benevolent secret society’ of encyclopaedists, the narrative resistance recognise ‘the 
indisputable advantages of a fictitious past’ and seek to create an imagined world, 
a new reality by way of the unreal, making use of Tlönian objects in the form of 
porcelain fragments.55 Moreover, the use of porcelain fragments by Sansour recalls 
the significance that pottery had for Zionist archaeologists, for many of whom it 
functioned as an emblem of continuity and a signifier of the lasting presence of 
Jewish communities in Palestine; ‘[p]ottery is not pottery, it is Eretz Yisrael’.56 As 
discussed in Chapter 1, it was with Albright’s identification of pottery shards as 
specifically “Israelite pottery” that ‘a body of evidence in which the ancient – the 
historical – nation would henceforth inhere’ was generated.57

Sansour’s work is a critique not only of the role that archaeology and history 
play in state-making as epistemologies that shape and legitimise national identities, 
but also their roles as tools of warfare and occupation. In the film the idea of archae-
ology as a tool of occupation and colonisation is reified through the weaponisation 
of historical artefacts and archaeological evidence: airplanes dropping bombs that 
open and scatter pottery over the landscape. The weaponisation of archaeological 
evidence is not simply an artistic conceit; the discipline of archaeology (and history) 
has been on the frontline in conflict over land for more than a hundred and fifty 
years. Colonisation and military occupations are often accompanied by legitimising 
narratives that through the “evidence” of archaeology either imagine a new settler 
population as the direct descendants of communities who inhabited the land many 
centuries before or establish that ancient monuments were not built by the ances-
tors of the colonised native population, thereby demonstrating their inferiority and 
the necessity of colonial intervention.58

While the dystopian landscape that Sansour depicts in this film could be any-
where, certain elements secure it firmly in the context of the Israeli occupation and 
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colonisation of Palestine. The porcelain that is buried is decorated with the pattern 
of the Palestinian keffiyeh, a symbol of Palestinian nationalism; the two girls and 
older women who appear in the film wear traditional nineteenth-century Palestin-
ian dress; and the montage of armed forces we see towards the end are Ottoman, 
British and Israeli soldiers  – pointing to the ongoing occupation of the region 
of Palestine.59 An intertwining of archaeology, history and religious scripture has 
played a significant role in legitimising the twentieth-century Israeli colonisation 
of Palestine and in delegitimising Palestinian claims to the land. Just as with Tlön, 
Israeli archaeology and history in conjunction with the physical destruction of 
Palestinian remains – villages, archives, photographs, people – erases and replaces 
Palestinian stories so that in the future they will have become completely unreal 
and fictional.

In the Future, They Ate from the Finest Porcelain undermines the idea that history 
and archaeology establish neutral facts, arguing instead that a fact is a malleable 
notion and that the occupation of territory, the establishment of a nation-state 
and the rejection of the claims of others to contested lands requires the imposi-
tion of fictions, not the establishment of fact. The power to control the narrative, 
rather than any claim to truth, ensures historical legitimacy. This power means that  
‘[w]hat starts out as farfetched poetry soon enough presents itself as fact’. While 
the resistance leader ‘used to see archive and documentary as shortcuts to a truth-
based counter-measure to the versions of history written by [her] rulers’, now 
she doesn’t – ‘truth is beside the point’. Her project is ‘not about getting history 
right, but about making it useful’. Archival resources – historical and archaeologi-
cal evidence – don’t tell you what happened, they ‘don’t depict history, history is 
the story we tell about these photos and this story was never immune to fiction, 
religion, folklore or myths’; telling this story is a ‘narrative intervention’.60 But the 
privileged institutional position of archaeology (and one could argue history too), 
its control over, and designation as, a hegemonic discourse confirms the ‘myths of 
the past and defends them against scrutiny’.61 Repetition, particularly repetition 
in discourses legitimised by the epistemologies of those in power, provides the 
best camouflage for myth. When these epistemologies are conflated with religious 
persuasion, the result is even more compelling. The film, through its intertextual 
references to the Turin Shroud and the Last Supper, foregrounds the way in which 
in the context of Israeli colonialism, religious narratives are used to determine the 
physical geo-political boundaries of a modern nation-state. To what extent then is 
the co-option of the fiction of burying porcelain as a means of claiming future enti-
tlement or ownership of land different from the fiction of using archaeology to reify 
and legitimise myths and religious stories to create the fiction of a continuity and 
ontological bond between people living thousands of years ago and people today?

Whereas Sansour’s work foregrounds the fiction in the facts, Walid Ra’ad’s work 
in The Atlas Group Archive illustrates the ‘facts in fiction’, the creation of the real 
through the unreal.62 The Atlas Group Archive is a collection by Walid Ra’ad that 
documents the Lebanese civil war in images, text, video and other documents 
organised into an archive and accompanied by various installations, publications 
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of visual and literary essays, and lectures/performances.63 The stated aim of the 
archive is to ‘locate, preserve, study, and produce audio, visual, literary and other 
artifacts that shed light on the contemporary history of Lebanon. In this endeavor, 
we produced and found several documents’.64 The various notebooks, photographs, 
and videos presented in the archive problematise our unquestioning reliance on 
form when judging which texts can be used to ascertain the truth. They at once 
look like archival materials but simultaneously do not. “Already Been in a Lake 
of Fire”, one of the notebooks from the Fakhouri File recording cars used in car 
bombings, and “Let’s Be Honest the Weather Helped”, a notebook from the Raad 
File documenting bullets and shrapnel found, suggest that the documentary facts 
we get from historical evidence and the sources themselves really tell us nothing; 
our contextualisation, interpretation and use of this information creates a story.65

The photograph is often thought to be a historical form of evidence par excel-
lence, but with Ra’ad’s photographs of the 1982 Israeli invasion, the issue is not 
whether they are fictional – whether the explosions, planes and soldiers depicted 
were real – it is instead that photographs, despite our tendency to interpret them as 
having mimetic properties, are still interpretations, viewpoints that require interpre-
tation. The series of photographs in the archive Secrets in the Open Sea, for example, 
reverses our notion of the photograph as an index and marker of reality. The file 
consists of six large photographic prints that were ostensibly found under rubble 
during the 1992 demolition of the war-ravaged commercial districts of Beirut. 
The Lebanese government ostensibly donated the prints to the Atlas Group for 
preservation and analysis. While the prints were undergoing analysis in France and 
the U.S., the laboratories found hidden in the prints small group portraits of men 
and women who, it turns out, were all individuals who had been found dead in 
the Mediterranean between 1975 and 1990.66 Through this series of photographs, 
Ra’ad problematises the notion of an easily readable image: photographs do not 
reveal reality; they do not provide evidence of what really happened and, per-
haps more importantly, what is not photographed, catalogued or narrated does not 
therefore, not exist. The ‘blurred, never-on-time, always-to-the-side images’ that 
Ra’ad produced as part of The Atlas Group Archive not only problematise the pos-
sibility of representation and the difficulties inherent in using a synchronic image to 
narrate the diachronic, but they are also indicative of Toufic’s withdrawal of tradi-
tion, or as Ra’ad says, they ‘may have been due to the withdrawal of reality itself ’.67

The choice to present his work in a factual or documentary format foregrounds 
the slippage between the historical and fictional. Ra’ad places invented memories 
in his archive to challenge and elide the opposition between the two seemingly 
different narrative structures and genres – history and literature. By urging people 
to treat the archive’s documents as ‘hysterical documents’, in that they are not based 
on any one person’s memories, testimony or notebooks, but are instead ‘fantasies 
erected from the material of collective memories’, he problematises the reductive 
binaries of fact and fiction, true and false, real and imaginary.68 While he is con-
cerned with facts, he does not view them as ‘self-evident objects that are already 
present in the world’.69 He continues that while his documents may ultimately 
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be imaginary, many of the elements on which they are based originate from ‘the 
historical world’. His choice of representational structure therefore highlights the 
way memory is performed and history is forged.70 His work examines the forms 
in which certain discourses, spaces and modes of address convey an authority and 
sense of authenticity that works to create an unquestioning sense of legitimacy 
among audiences. Despite repeatedly emphasising in different times and places that 
the documents in the archive were produced by himself and attributed to various 
imaginary individuals, there is a reluctance or inability among audiences to inter-
nalise the fictitious nature of the work.71 This perhaps explains the ease with which 
the sometimes counter-intuitive ‘fictions’ of religion, archaeology and history are 
perceived as incontrovertible fact by people when framed in an authorising, aca-
demic or institutional discourse.

The Atlas Group Archive also foregrounds the ways in which such genres in turn 
lend veracity to, or construct events as historical events. Historians’ accounts of the 
Lebanese civil war seek to make sense of events, if only within a political and mili-
tary framework; they impose an explanatory coherence that for those involved is 
often absent. Unlike academic histories, which have a tendency to tie up loose ends, 
to elide or smooth over ruptures, to create the impression of continuity through 
homogenous narrative, the works by Ra’ad embrace the discontinuity and absence 
that violent irruptions engender. Historians and histories seek the impossible: to 
make sense of wars, to determine the truth, to present them as an inevitability given 
preceding events despite the inevitable falsifications and irreconcilable differences 
in perspective. Ra’ad’s work reminds us that the search for truth in the aftermath 
of conflict is impossible. The role of art is not to establish the truth, nor to simply 
demonstrate the perspectivality of narrative, but it is to extend a critical suspicion 
towards reality itself.

Paul Antick’s work resonates with that of The Atlas Group Archives; he too situ-
ates the facts in fiction, and by employing a documentary style he problematises 
not only issues surrounding the representation of suffering and poverty, but also 
the voyeuristic consumption of such pain and inequality in the capitalist economic 
system. Many of his works describe recovered, partial extracts documenting the 
relationship between two “research tourists”, a photographer named Smith and 
an anthropologist named Willing.72 Smith is drawn to photograph places of what 
might be termed “dark tourism”, including Auschwitz-Birkenau, Bhopal, the fave-
las of Rio de Janeiro and Palestine. Willing’s interest is in how Smith ‘behaves in 
challenging environments and difficult situations’.73 In a more recent work, “Three 
Places I Never Went to When I was Alive”, Antick utilises the trope of a dam-
aged, degraded recording, rescued from slightly murky circumstances.74 Antick is 
sent video footage, photographs and an audio file by a journalist who received it 
from a colleague who was, in turn, given it by a “people trafficker” he met on the 
popular holiday island of Kos while researching a story on the refugee crisis. Hav-
ing restored and edited the material, Antick has screened the ‘quasi-documentary 
film’ that narrates the people trafficker’s search through Hungary and Greece for a 
refugee named Raqqa Ali in a number of situations.75 While the tenuous nature of 
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the provenance of the video might encourage audiences to ask questions about its 
veracity, as with the Atlas Group Archives discussed earlier, this does not necessarily 
happen, demonstrating again that documents framed in already authorised ways 
(and ostensibly narrated by an eyewitness, an ‘actual people trafficker’) are auto-
matically accorded a particular status and deemed to provide proof or testimony of 
an event.76 Moreover, by “fictionalising” what is already a constructed trope, that of 
the entrepreneurial people-smuggler, Antick draws attention to the already given 
and “natural” meta- or explanatory narratives we use to narrate and “make sense” 
of events.77 Again, the contrast here is with historians who far from problematis-
ing the interpretative frameworks they employ often assume instead that they are 
universal givens.

Antick also explicitly addresses history as a capitalist commodity, the complex 
(inter)dependency of the writer/narrator as university employee/lecturer and their 
role in both the internal university marketplace and the broader neo-liberal knowl-
edge economy, particularly their engagement in promotional exercises that involve 
the production and transfer of ‘knowledge . . . for dissemination beyond the univer-
sity’.78 As Davies notes, history, as a technocratic system of knowledge production, 
‘is meant to demonstrate its effectivity in terms of demonstrable results: as in terms 
of students’ academic success, or of external cash investments in its research projects, 
or of its public recognition outside the academic institution’.79 It is history as an 
‘indispensable information-management technology’ that makes universities (and 
heritage institutions) compliant instruments of socially dominant interests and neo-
liberal capitalist ideology, something that historians studiously refuse to interrogate, 
preferring instead to conceptualise the relationship in a rather benign manner as 
helping history students acquire useful transferable skills for future employment.80

Art as protest – Picasso’s Guernica

Picasso painted Guernica as a commission for the Spanish republican government to 
be displayed in the Spanish pavilion at the Paris International Exposition in 1937. 
The works in the Spanish Pavillion, including films by Luis Buñuel and Picasso’s 
Guernica, were designed to promote the agricultural, educational and social pro-
grammes of the Republic; draw international attention to the horrific civil war 
unfolding in Spain; and encourage support for the republican fight against Franco’s 
fascist, nationalist forces. Guernica, depicting the anguished suffering of the people 
and animals of Gernika, was a ferocious response to the indiscriminate aerial bom-
bardment of the Basque town of Gernika on 26 April 1937 and the mass killing of 
civilians by German and Italian warplanes in support of Franco’s nationalist forces.81 
Following the Paris Exposition, the painting toured Scandinavia, the U.S. and the 
UK to generate awareness of the conflict and to raise money for Spanish republican 
forces as part of the fundraising initiative of the Spanish Relief Campaign. In 1939 
the painting came to the Whitechapel Gallery in London, where the suggested 
price of admission was a small financial donation or a pair of boots. Over 15,000 
people visited in the first week.82 Guernica has since become an iconic symbol of 
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the atrocities of war and the suffering of civilians, and it has been reinvented in a 
variety of different contexts.83

In 1970 the Art Workers’ Coalition (AWC) used Guernica, which was at that 
time on display at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) New York, as a backdrop 
to protest the American invasion of Vietnam and their culpability for the My Lai 
massacre by unfurling the anti-Vietnam war protest poster Q. And babies? in front 
of it.84 The AWC had initially reached an agreement with MoMA promising to 
fund and distribute the poster. However, when MoMA’s board of trustees, includ-
ing Nelson Rockefeller, saw the proofs, the Museum, in a decision similar to that 
of the Queens Museum discussed earlier, withdrew their support, arguing that the 
poster was outside the “function” of the museum. Such a decision of course leads 
one to wonder why Picasso’s Guernica, which depicts the slaughter of civilians by 
German and Italian military forces, is within the function of the museum, whereas 
the slaughter of innocent civilians by the U.S. military is outside of that same 
function. As a consequence of this decision, the AWC chose to unfurl the poster 
in front of Picasso’s Guernica, creating a resonance between the two events. A few 
years later in 1974, Tony Shafrazi, who was a member of the AWC, spray-painted 
Guernica with the words KILL LIES ALL ostensibly as a protest against the release 
on bail of U.S. Lieutenant William Calley, who had been convicted for his role in 
the My Lai massacre.85 The painting has also been used on a poster by Jasminko 
Arnautović 9 May – Victory Over Fascism Day? Here Arnautović juxtaposes the date, 
the European Union flag and an extract from Guernica to draw attention to the 
resurgence of fascism that occurred as part of the conflicts in the various republics 
of the former Yugoslavia, in particular Bosnia.86 As a testament to the painting’s 
value as an icon of peace and to the progress of the peace process between republi-
cans and loyalists in Northern Ireland, a re-creation of the painting was undertaken 
as a mural on the Falls Road, West Belfast by Mark Ervine in conjunction with 
republicans and a loyalist.87

In 2008–9 Goshka Macuga, an artist known for her art of dis/assembly and 
her sculptural installations utilising historic objects and documents, was invited 
by the Bloomberg Commission to create a site-specific artwork or installation for 
the re-opening of the Whitechapel Gallery inspired by the history of the former 
library.88 She produced The Nature of the Beast which, in a similar manner to that of 
Jacir in her installation of Memorial to 418 Palestinian Villages which were Destroyed, 
Depopulated and Occupied by Israel in 1948 (2001) at the Queens Museum discussed 
previously, pieced together a number of seemingly disparate objects to reference 
and recontextualise a network of past events and key moments in the history of 
a building and neighbourhood.89 The specific moment that Macuga decided to 
elaborate on was the display of Picasso’s Guernica at the Whitechapel Gallery in 
1939. The original painting is too fragile to move, so Macuga took advantage of 
renovations happening at the United Nations headquarters to request the loan of a 
tapestry version of Guernica, which usually hangs outside the UN Security Council 
meeting room.90 Using the tapestry as both a backdrop and a focal point, Macuga 
hung it in front of a large blue curtain at one end of the former reading room of 
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the old library. In front of the tapestry she installed a slightly smaller replica of the 
UN Security Council’s circular table. Contained within the table, in eight separate 
sections was an archive of documents relating to Picasso’s Guernica. These included 
information about its display at the Whitechapel Gallery in 1939, attempts by the 
gallery to borrow the painting in subsequent decades, archival images of anti-fascist 
demonstrations held in the vicinity of the gallery in the 1930s, and a promotional 
leaflet from the Watney Street Propaganda Art course from 1938 promising to 
help you ‘[i]mprove your propaganda and hasten the progress of the whole Left 
Movement’ as well as other pamphlets advertising courses on poster design, banner-
making and typography written by Norman King, a local Communist Party activist 
and unionist.91

But Macuga’s installation addresses issues and asks questions that extend beyond 
the local. The blue curtain hung behind the tapestry evokes and comments on the 
press conference given by Colin Powell in his role as U.S. Secretary of State in front 
of the Security Council room after his speech at the UN on 5 February 2003, dur-
ing which he presented “evidence” of Iraqi weapons of mass destruction. During 
this press conference, the tapestry was covered by a blue curtain, ostensibly at the 
request of the camera team, but it is hard not to interpret this veiling as an instance 
of kairological time, as a foretelling and response to the future horrific bombing 
and slaughter of Iraqi civilians in a conflict that retells, and is diachronically con-
nected to, the aerial bombing not only in Gernika, but to the first use of the mass 
aerial bombing of civilians: the British aerial bombing of Iraqi and Kurdish villages 
in British-occupied Mesopotamia in the early 1920s, which was designed to instil 
terror, impose colonial rule and quell the revolt against British occupation.92 The 
connections in Macuga’s installation continue with the placement to one side of 
the tapestry of a bronze Cubist-style bust of Colin Powell holding a vial of anthrax, 
referencing the speech he made at the UN during which he displayed such a vial 
in a rhetorical demonstration of just how little anthrax was needed to create wide-
spread death and injury as part of his argument that Saddam Hussein possessed 
unaccounted-for chemical and biological weapons of mass destruction.93 Again the 
connection can be made with earlier, colonial attitudes towards chemical weapons, 
specifically Churchill’s comment: ‘I do not understand this squeamishness about 
the use of gas. . . . I am strongly in favour of using poisoned gas against uncivilised 
tribes’.94 Placed opposite the bust of Powell and in front of an Afghan war rug 
depicting a map of Iraq, various militarised vehicles and the English-language slo-
gan ‘Welcome United States in Iraq’ was the projection of a selection of films high-
lighting the repetitive patterns of war, thus reinforcing the connections between 
civilian deaths in Spain, Vietnam, Iraq, Afghanistan and Palestine.95 In bringing the 
Guernica tapestry to Whitechapel and inserting it into already existing narratives 
of anti-fascist activism and the 2003 attack on Iraq, Macuga encourages connec-
tions to be made between the global 2003 anti-war protests against American and 
allied aggression and earlier protest movements.96 However, the work also reminds 
us how easy it is for an intersection of hegemonic interests, the media and institu-
tional histories to not only silence the voices of ordinary people suffering under 
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occupation and bombardment, but also to erase memories of collective anti-war 
action.

Maybe The Nature of the Beast also rescues a tapestry that in many ways originated 
in the belly of capitalism and commodification, commissioned as it was by Nelson 
Rockefeller so that he could continue to enjoy his Picassos while they were on 
loan to various museums, and which has, in the intervening years, been consigned 
to hang outside of the UN Security Council room as ‘mere décor for the various 
forces of reaction’?97 As a response to the often incestuous relationship between the 
art world, political power and economic wealth, Macuga produced her own tapes-
try as a museological critique: On the Nature of the Beast (2009). The tapestry was a 
response to an event celebrating the opening of an expansion to the Whitechapel 
Gallery at which Prince William spoke to a group of wealthy donors, including 
some who had made their fortune in the arms trade.98 This tapestry depicts Prince 
William giving his speech in front of the Guernica tapestry watched by numerous 
dignitaries, donors, politicians, key figures from the art world and Macuga herself. 
While all look towards Prince William on the podium, only Macuga has turned 
away – a critique by the artist on her own work and how easy it is for political 
meaning and dissent to be circumvented or neutralised by hegemonic interests.99 
She acknowledges the inexorable complicity of the artist in mitigating the critical 
potential of their work through their engagement with the structures and insti-
tutions of patronage and dissemination. This tapestry of a tapestry of a painting 
provides another layer of commentary on the complicated reticulation of power 
relations and the intersection of capitalism, elites, politics and art.100

The Nature of the Beast is situated firmly in archival research. Macuga collates, 
interprets and displays information about past events, but her work is far from that 
of institutional histories. Rather than present a linear, totalising narrative that offers 
an explanation of events, she juxtaposes an often surprising dynamic aggregate of 
‘elements in a discursive and archaeologically creative practice’ from which a ‘his-
torical meaning might emerge [but] not as a set of ‘true’ facts but rather as forms of 
intensity and agency through story-telling and palimpsest’.101 In telling a story – not 
a history – Macuga foregrounds the interpretative role of the author-creator-artist. 
By including the fictional in the factual (for example, the tapestry hangs outside the 
UN Security Council room, not inside it as might be suggested by her installation), 
she acknowledges the possibilities of other interpretations.102 She does not simply 
seek to tell a history about Guernica, or the invasion of Iraq, nor does she just create 
parallels between two instances of mass civilian slaughter, although both conflicts 
have proven to be extraordinarily complex – conflicts in which alliances between 
factions were fluid and unexpected, where events were unpredictable and there 
was no easy resolution. Instead, her interconnected, layered stories seek to reflect 
on how historical perspectives and truth criteria for judging discourse change over 
time, and how explications of events are never fixed and immutable. While histori-
ans have a tendency to simplify the multiple meanings that make an event or action 
intelligible in a single, explanatory narrative, artists have a greater freedom to com-
plicate, multiply and intertwine possible explanations. Macuga’s The Nature of the 
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Beast offers a narrative of war and propaganda, misinformation and manipulation; 
it questions our representations of war, the links between art and socio-political 
struggle, and the commodification and appropriation of art by reactionary forces 
while still holding out a hope that art offers a possibility and space for collective 
activism and political action – a hope reified in the open invitation to groups to 
hold meetings around the circular table in front of the tapestry during the period 
of the installation.103 As such, the work ‘functions as a platform for negotiating 
democracy on several levels’: from the provision of a space for community groups 
to hold meetings, to its foregrounding of the complicity of museums and galleries 
in art-washing neo-liberal, totalitarian democracy-capitalism and perpetuating the 
fiction of neo-liberal consensus politics.104

The possibility of art providing a space for collective organisation and protest 
is also manifested in Remaking Picasso’s Guernica, a communal project by activists 
and artists who remade Picasso’s Guernica as a sewn and stitched banner.105 As with 
Jacir’s refugee tent, the project brought together hundreds of people who, as they 
cut and sewed, discussed politics and violence, new types of fascism, apartheid poli-
cies and the indiscriminate use of aerial bombardment against civilians. As with 
Picasso’s Guernica, it is both a work of art and a tool of protest and has been used 
in numerous protests against war and racism, including a march against the English 
Defence League (EDL), a protest against a weapons component factory, and four 
protests against the aerial bombardment of civilians in Gaza.106 Just as with the 
original painting, it has also been used as a gathering point for donations, in this 
instance to help refugees living in camps in Calais and Dunkirk.

As a consequence of making the Guernica banner, some of those involved got 
to hear of the work of a Norwegian textile artist, Lise Bjorne Linnert, who has 
initiated an international art project Desconocida Unkown Ukjent, which uses art 
installations to protest against the murder of women in Ciudad Juarez, Mexico – a 
town in the killing fields of the U.S.–Mexico borderlands.107 The project organ-
ises workshops around the globe where participants sew two nametapes, one with 
the name of a murdered young girl or woman and one with the word unknown 
embroidered in their own language to remember victims of similar crimes around 
the world. Like Remaking Picasso’s Guernica, this project too is democratic; it involves 
taking the time to stitch and remember, and it provides a space for people to talk 
and protest. The project will continue for as long as women are murdered in this 
region and nothing is done about it.

The deaths of these women are unlikely to ever be included in an institutional 
history. Despite the protestations that institutionalised history is no longer solely 
focused on the activities of elites, and that “history from below” concerns itself 
with the subaltern, histories still rarely actually focus on the lives of the margin-
alised. Historians are not interested in the aftermath of violence and catastrophe; 
they extrapolate from and imagine the conditions that led to the event, the detailed 
political and military decisions that were part of it. History has to make sense of 
events to provide existential reassurance that ‘there is a meaning, direction and 
purpose in human action’, but what sense can be made out of such slaughter that 
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would be meaningful for anyone who has experienced it?108 Histories provide sta-
tistics of those killed, displaced or wounded, but they rarely consider what hap-
pened to those affected, or the meaning this had for them. And as it is historical 
scholarship that defines and projects what is worthy of public recognition, the lives 
and deaths of these people are ‘too anecdotal for their imprint to appear in the 
archives of history’; they do ‘not have enough weight to become “news” ’, much 
like the undocumented accidental deaths of people killed by stray [distracted] bul-
lets in Lebanon every year as a result of guns fired in celebration that Hadjithomas 
and Joreige explore in Distracted Bullets, Symptomatic Video Number 1.109 Moreover, 
what use in the present are histories of the working classes of late-nineteenth-
century London? What use are explanations for the oppression and abuses of colo-
nialism? What use is it to put the untimely deaths of the working poor in mines in 
context, when such practices are still perpetuated today and the poor continue to 
suffer and die? Many artists use invocations of the historical to explore or unpack 
particular socio-cultural stories. They interact with, narrate and explore past events 
as a means of challenging perceptions and reflecting on habits of thinking that have 
sedimented and naturalised. They work with the past to the extent that it can ‘allow 
[us] to live well in the present’.110 The art installations discussed in this chapter offer 
a way of looking otherwise at hegemonic practices and provide new articulations to 
challenge or question them.

Institutional history constructs itself as a discourse that embodies a disinterested 
universalism that enables it to provide an overview of reality, and in doing so it 
makes claims to an ultimately unobtainable epistemological privilege predicated 
on its ability to represent. It ignores the cacophony of contesting and conflicted 
voices in favour of a simplified, totalising narrative that necessarily excludes and 
closes down the imagination of alternative possible futures. In contrast to history’s 
almost pathological refusal to engage in critical reflection, the art practices, instal-
lations, photographs and films discussed here have speculated on the failure of rep-
resentation and challenged the claims to truth and the representational totality that 
is inherent in the institutional discourse of history. The artists have highlighted 
and critiqued the “irreversible past” as the dominant chronosophy of historicity; 
deconstructed the way in which histories are intricately bound up with relations 
of power, ontologies and processes of legitimisation; and consciously explored and 
interrogated the mechanisms behind the imagination and performance of identi-
ties. They have utilised archival sources as a means of engaging in debates about 
identity, regional politics, possible futures, the politics of collective memory, forget-
ting, memorialisation and the possibilities of representation. They have empha-
sised the heuristic benefit of plurality, contestation and intervention and worked 
to produce a critical art practice as a means of engaging with, or changing, ‘the 
contents of public discourse and the contours of public space’.111 It might well be 
that institutionalised history as a discourse currently conceptualised and practiced 
lacks the flexibility to reinvent itself. Perhaps, paraphrasing Walid Sadek, if we are 
to engage in serious debates, we need ‘different strategies for [the] dissemination’ of 
politically useful past-talk.112
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7
ARCHIVES OF RESISTANCE

As outlined in Chapter 1, archives function as a ‘system of discursive production’, 
a space, as Derrida noted, in which hegemonic power is both articulated and pro-
duced.1 Through the collection, arrangement and interpretation of materials, insti-
tutional archives provide an epistemologically secure authority for the state and 
other hegemonic interests. The information that archives organise is integrated into, 
and provides the foundation for, dominant discursive narratives that are rarely ques-
tioned or interrogated. However, although it is usually true that ‘the structural pull 
in all recordmaking is towards the replication of existing relations of power, with the 
attendant exclusions, “privilegings” and marginalisations’, following Mouffe there is 
no reason why archives cannot function as sites of counter-hegemonic practices as 
there is nothing inherent in any articulatory practice that determines how it might 
be used politically.2 For Harris, therefore, archivists have a moral responsibility to 
counter attempts by political elites to use archives as instruments of power.3 He 
argues that they should be accountable first of all to principles of justice, rather than 
to oft-cited values of truth, memory or accountability.4 Of course in practice, the 
archives that are most likely to achieve this are probably going to be those outside 
of the direct control and funding of dominant interests and organisations. It may be 
that in this context non-institutional ‘cultural and artistic practices’ will again ‘play 
a decisive role’ in transforming and diffusing “common sense”.5

Grassroots archives or “archives from below” are responses to the attempted 
monopolisation of public memory and concomitant mnemonic power by domi-
nant groups in society.6 Such counter-collections consist of the personal and 
institutional, the digital and the fictional and include cultural ephemera, state 
documentation, photographs, books, films and tweets. They are critical spaces in 
which historical practices are employed to support and sustain various forms of 
social movement activism, freed from the guise of political neutrality that profes-
sional archives are so often obliged to maintain by their academic, business or state 
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sponsors.7 By preserving and making accessible the cultural memory of projects 
aimed at social transformation, grassroots archives work to keep in circulation ideas, 
narratives, organisational tactics and communication strategies that would other-
wise be silenced, marginalised or lost within mainstream historical cultures. The 
simple presence of organisations such as the Freedom Archive (San Francisco), 
Radical Archives of Philadelphia, the Lesbian Herstory Archives (Brooklyn) and 
Interference Archive (Brooklyn) challenges the power and authority of professional 
archives to define what counts as legitimate research materials in any given field 
of enquiry, and thereby counters the manner in which such authorising practices 
restrict the productions of histories to those that largely reinforce normative inter-
pretations of society.

Opened to the public in December 2011 with an exhibition exploring punk 
and feminist subcultures, Interference Archive was conceived as a place to explore, 
preserve and make accessible the self-documentation and material production of 
social movement cultures. It originated from the personal collection of posters, fly-
ers, photographs, banners, badges and other ephemera amassed by Josh MacPhee 
and Dara Greenwald, both of whom were engaged in art, social justice movements, 
as well as punk and DIY culture.8 Greenwald and MacPhee, together with their 
fellow co-organisers, saw the building of a grassroots archive as an analogue to their 
existing politically directed work, not simply as an exercise in preserving materials 
but as a means of creating a social space in which people could learn about activist 
campaigns in the past and apply this to their thinking about present-day struggles.

We felt that it was important to preserve culture we were actively produc-
ing, and that an archive would be a way to have agency to tell our own sto-
ries from a radical perspective. . . . From the beginning, we wanted to build 
a public space that would do more than serve as a repository to hold the 
collection – we saw great possibility for cultivating a social center bustling 
with activities like workshops, talks, move screenings, and media production, 
all happening in conjunction with our archival work.9

As a way of negating some of the frustrations they had experienced when research-
ing social movement culture in traditional institutions – where access was com-
monly restricted to researchers with academic credentials, professional authority 
was taken for granted, and in which only token attempts had been made to docu-
ment and describe the work of social justice activists – Interference Archive was 
founded on more democratic, inclusive and politically committed principles. In 
place of top-down organisational and knowledge management structures, Inter-
ference Archive sought to draw on the collective historical knowledge of its 
neighbouring communities from the outset, developing itself as a sustainable and 
co-operative project. The histories that the archive enabled by gathering materials 
in an accessible location were the histories of the local communities who generated 
and donated those materials in the first place. Local people helped to build, organise 
and staff the space as volunteers; social movement activists explained the political 
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significance of the personal collections of materials that they donated to the archive; 
and there was fully open public access to the deposited materials, with no items 
withheld on grounds that they were too fragile or valuable for public use.10 In short, 
Interference Archive regarded itself as a communal custodian and not the owner of 
the histories that its collections represented.11 Currently open on four days a week, 
it functions as an important (information) commons in a culture where access to 
spaces of knowledge production is increasingly enclosed.

In addition to its other functions, Interference Archive also provides an impor-
tant space for cultural production and political communication, sometimes using 
aesthetic influences from previous activist campaigns as citations that connect past 
and present social movements in a genealogy of protest. In 2012, for example, it 
worked with a group called Occuprint (one of several creative co-operatives that 
came together during the Occupy Wall Street protests in Zuccotti Park) to cri-
tique and develop image and messaging resources for social movements; the result-
ing graphic materials were printed and distributed out of the Brooklyn archive as 
part of the wider Occupy movement’s campaigns. The archive’s collections were 
similarly consulted and utilised by design students involved in the six-month strike 
against tuition fees in Quebec. And alongside Todos Somos Japon, a group of anti-
nuclear activists formed in the aftermath of the 2011 Fukushima plant catastrophe, 
the archive created an exhibition of international protest culture since the 1970s, as 
well as a map of nuclear sites in North America that could be used as an informa-
tional tool for activists.12

Some archives are smaller and more personal, but through digital media, activist 
networks and interactive exhibitions, such collections of protest ephemera (includ-
ing leaflets, fliers, songs, photographs and film) document and narrate pasts often 
missing from mainstream narratives. In addition, they offer a focus for engagement 
with social issues, encourage involvement in protest and social change movements 
and provide the opportunity for the exchange of knowledge and experiences. One 
such example includes the print and photographic archives of Pete Phoenix and 
Adrian Arbib, as well as the film archives of Undercurrents News Network, Vision-
Ontv and Climate Camp TV.13 These archives formed the basis, together with 
contributions from other protest groups and individuals, of a number of Resistance! 
exhibitions at various venues in London and elsewhere in 2016 and 2017.14 The 
exhibitions brought together a wide range of printed and video material, pho-
tographs, artworks and artefacts representing a variety of UK-based movements 
for social and environmental change dating from the 1990s onwards, including 
environmental protests against GMO crops, road building, fracking, fossil fuels and 
climate change; movements for social change fighting for LGBTQI, disability, trav-
ellers, refugee and ethnic minority rights, as well the Occupy movement, and anti-
capitalist, anti-racism and anti-war protests.

A key motivation linking the different archives behind the exhibition is to pro-
vide a space for alternative and radical voices, to disrupt and challenge hegem-
onic conceptions of how the world is, and to inspire others to take action.15 As 
such they constitute counter-hegemonic interventions, the diffusion of alternative 
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articulations of “common sense”, a notion encapsulated by VisionOntv’s tagline – 
‘make your own news and get it seen’.16 VisionOntv, an offshoot project of Under-
currents News Network, an organisation set up in 1993 by two television producers 
and a group of activists, collates and archives ‘the best social change video from 
around the world’.17 It provides a digital platform for the widest possible distribu-
tion, and by making the videos easy to embed in other websites it encourages the 
development of a non-institutional, undisciplined, open media network in which 
it is simply one of many nodes. Through the creation of such a network owned 
by nobody, but open to ‘the participation of a very wide range of content provid-
ers’, an open network in which the nodes or hubs are mutually and aggregately 
interlinked, the dominance of corporate media and their articulation of “common 
sense” can be challenged by a ‘biodiversity of resistance’.18 They don’t only offer 
unrestricted access to their archive footage though; through the creation of social 
media toolkits, they work to encourage their users to create and collate their own 
videos – to be the media – and thereby build communities of action: it is a user-
generated archive which encourages and facilitates citizen reporters in making and 
distributing news.19 As such it provides ‘an alternative distribution [of] views and 
perspectives rarely heard or seen on mainstream television’ with the intention of 
bringing about social and environmental change and giving a voice to local com-
munities.20 Undercurrents has produced documentaries on globalisation and the 
media, mental health, International Women’s Day, terminal illness, police brutality, 
eco-villages, and threats to press freedom, as well as organising video activist train-
ing projects and festivals, to encourage more people to use digital media to create 
social change and to build the future they want to see. In a similar manner the 
Resistance! exhibitions also sought to democratise the process of archival collection 
and the stories that could therefore be told by encouraging visitors to record their 
own stories as podcasts and to scan and upload their own documents to the archive, 
thus creating an evolving, mobile, community counter-archive.

Archiving the revolution

The Occupy Wall Street (OWS) archives developed simultaneously with the occu-
pation of Zuccotti Park in September 2011, with the main impetus coming from a 
discussion between OWS participants Jeremy Bold and Amy Roberts after a gen-
eral assembly meeting in the park. The Archives Working Group that they decided 
to establish soon expanded into a major collective of professional and student archi-
vists, as well as others who believed that traces of the various OWS activities should 
be preserved and made accessible. According to the working group’s own definition 
of the archive’s scope and aims:

Our mission is to collect ephemera, signs, posters, audiovisual materials, digi-
tal files, photographs, oral histories, and artifacts that were created and dis-
tributed in and around Liberty Plaza and at actions that Occupy Wall Street 
participates in. It stands as evidence of how participatory democracy can 
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work, how culture and politics connect, and how the 99% can come together 
to generate social and economic change. Its mission is to keep OWS histori-
cally self-conscious and guarantee that our history will be accessible to the 
public.21

However, while defining the archive’s aims was fairly straightforward, it was much 
harder to reach a consensus – whether at the working group’s weekly meetings or 
during wider consultation with OWS activists – about how and where access to 
the archive should be realised. Inevitably, these discussions became entangled with 
issues of social power, institutional authority and political subjectivities. Some activ-
ists expressed concerns about whether embodying the archive in spatial and insti-
tutional form, with attendant considerations about “intellectual control” and the 
materiality of the objects collected, necessarily contradicted Occupy’s self-defining 
principles of horizontalism and anti-materialism. Others sought reassurance that 
information preserved in the archives would not be used by law enforcement agen-
cies against OWS activists. Aside from this specific question of making potentially 
incriminating material publicly available, there were also more general issues of 
privacy to take into account. As Rodney Carter had previously pointed out: ‘it 
is essential that archivists not undermine the rights of groups to remain silent’.22 
For some socially marginalised groups, choosing not to be archived could be seen 
as a political tactic – hence it was crucial for OWS archivists to include a diverse 
range of community members in decisions about planning and administering their 
planned archive. Another issue that soon became clear was the objection of some 
activists to housing the OWS collections in buildings provided by New York Uni-
versity (NYU) or any of its affiliates – on the grounds that NYU represented the 
kind of corporate target that OWS protestors had in their sights.23

Just as with OWS, activism and archiving co-existed in Tahrir Square from 
the beginning of the Egyptian revolution in 2011. The 2011 revolution was one 
of the most digitally documented events to date. Social media, Facebook, Twitter, 
the internet and digital photography played a crucial role not only in document-
ing events but also in communicating with Egyptian protesters and the rest of 
the world. Countless websites and blogs were established to host, document and 
disseminate information about the revolution. Despite graffiti stating ‘the revolu-
tion will not be tweeted’, that is exactly what happened.24 The revolution was 
twitterised, just like it had been to a lesser degree in Tunisia a few weeks earlier. 
Moreover, Twitter played a key role in organising logistics for demonstrations, get-
ting news out about events, announcing initiatives, as well as reporting on events.25 
But despite the ubiquity of social media, archiving and accessing such an ephemeral 
format has proved more difficult, although an edited selection of tweets from the 
revolution have been archived and narrativised in hard copy Tweets from Tahrir. In 
contrast, Baladi’s Vox Populi: archiving a revolution in the digital age is an interactive, 
immersive web-based installation that constitutes an index of online archives of 
social media, videos, photos, graffiti and digital data of the revolution. Vox Populi 
provides an architectural frame which is an attempt to create an index of online 
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archives of social media and internet-related data concerning the 2011 revolution.26 
Developing out of the Vox Populi archive project, Tahrir Cinema was a project 
that started during the 2011 summer occupation of Tahrir Square and which was 
designed to provide a forum for the screening and dissemination of archival footage, 
video clips, testimonies, etc., of the revolution.27 Similar archiving endeavours were 
started by the American University in Cairo, Mosireen and others. Perhaps one of 
the most difficult aspects of the revolution to archive was the graffiti and street art 
arising from the revolution. This was, in a large part, due to the efforts of the army 
and police in painting over any political graffiti, prompting the proliferation of the 
slogan ‘erase and I will draw again’.28 Creating, collating and collecting images and 
video of the revolution was not simply a response to an archival impulse. It was 
instead a means of witnessing the abuses of the regime and then using this foot-
age not only to counter state propaganda but also as a weapon to unite Egyptians 
and inform the world, as exemplified by Keizer’s graffiti of a man filming with the 
slogan ‘we are watching you back’.29

Archiving existence

While the archive can obscure and elide, it can also be a weapon or tool in the fight 
to stop cultural, ontological and socio-political erasure. As outlined in Chapter 1, 
Israel has made significant attempts to erase the existence of Palestinians from a 
range of discursive arenas, in the media, textbooks, cartography, the landscape, his-
tories and archives. In order for Palestinians to be able to narrate accounts of their 
own individual and collective experiences on their own terms, they need access to 
their own archival materials. But because of conditions of former colonisation and 
current occupation, there is no Palestinian national archive. Most of the materials 
that would normally be used to construct histories from Palestinian perspectives 
were destroyed or are held in archives in Turkey, the UK or Israel.30 For Palestin-
ians exiled in 1948, those living under Israeli occupation or as Arab citizens in 
an ethnocratic Israel, the creation of counter-archives of cultural knowledge is a 
bastion against cultural oblivion. The comprehensive and detailed work All That 
Remains: the Palestinian Villages Occupied and Depopulated by Israel in 1948, based 
on extensive fieldwork and oral interviews and utilising a wide range of Ottoman 
and British maps, data, official documents, statistics and photographs, functions as 
an archival testament to the 481 Palestinian villages within Israel’s pre-1967 bor-
ders that were ethnically cleansed of their inhabitants as part of the expulsion of 
Palestinians during the Nakba.31 Each village entry includes the site coordinates, 
statistics on the pre-1948 population, number of houses, land-holdings and usage, 
photographs and sections of narrative based on Arab, Palestinian, western European 
and Israeli sources that provide summaries of the village history before 1948 and 
accounts of the military operations that led to the conquest of the village. There are 
also descriptions of the current status of the village, including information of post-
1948 Israeli settlements and installations established on confiscated village lands. 
Where the villages have been completely destroyed by the Israelis and plowed into 
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the ground, the researchers used more immutable landmarks such as caves, springs 
and rock formations as well as map coordinates to identify the site.32 This is not the 
first attempt that has been made by Palestinian historians, geographers, architects 
and researchers to archive the destruction and erasure of Palestinian life, but it is the 
most authoritative one to date.33 It is also an elegant and comprehensive attempt to 
counter ontological erasure, ‘[i]t is an attempt to breathe life into a name, to give 
body to a statistic, to render to these vanished villages a sense of their distinctiveness. 
It is, in sum, meant to be a kind of “in memoriam”.’34

All that Remains has inspired a number of other similar archival projects, includ-
ing the phone app I-Nakba: the Invisible Land created by Israeli NGO Zochrot, 
which provides an interactive map of all Palestinian localities that were destroyed 
and/or depopulated during, or as a result of, the Nakba. The app provides GPS 
coordinates and historical information and functions as a community archive as it 
allows users to upload photographs, video, updates and comments on the various 
sites.35 Zochrot also hosts tours to the sites of destroyed Palestinian villages, to both 
educate a new generation of Palestinians and Israelis and to commemorate and 
keep alive the memory of the ethnic cleansing. They have created an online video 
archive of many of these tours.36 The website Palestine Remembered also has a project 
Tracing all that Remains Since Nakba, which archives videos that document destroyed 
or depopulated Palestinian localities.37 It collects and collates oral histories of the 
Nakba, creating an online video archive of oral testimony from survivors.38

In a somewhat different way, Sheikh’s Desert Bloom is a haunting photographic 
archive of the Israeli state’s manipulation of the environment to displace and force 
out the Palestinian Bedouins from their home in the Negev.39 The state’s approval 
of the Prawer Plan threatens to relocate between 30,000–70,000 of the Negev 
Bedouins from their Israeli-defined “unrecognised” villages and agricultural land 
to government “recognised” areas. Their homes have been bulldozed, and where 
they stood a Jewish National Fund ( JNF) Ambassador forest has been planted: 
afforestation as a tool of settler-colonialism and a means of erasing a Palestinian past 
has a long history in Israel.40 The aerial images included in Sheikh’s Desert Bloom, 
however, provide a record of how Israeli militarisation, mining, industrialisation, 
afforestation and settlement have over time displaced the Bedouin and erased their 
traditional way of life.41 Its comprehensive study and annotation of the intersection 
of climate change, political conflict and colonisation has resulted in its submission as 
evidence for the “Truth Commission on the Events of 1948–1960 in the Negev”, 
a Zochrot initiative.42

Palestinian Village Books – local, vernacular histories produced by Palestinians 
about the villages they were expelled from in 1948  – similarly act as informal, 
counter-hegemonic micro-archives. A hundred and twenty-two different village 
or memorial books have been produced since the 1980s. Some of these have been 
produced under the auspices of Birzeit’s University Centre for Research and Docu-
mentation of Palestinian Society (CRDPS) in their series The Destroyed Palestinian 
Villages and were intended as ethnographic portraits of Palestinian villages in the 
1940s just before their destruction. Although the first series of these books was 
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written by a team of researchers who transcribed and collated oral interviews with 
people expelled from the villages, the majority of village books, including those 
produced subsequently by the CRDPS, are authored by former villagers. In the 
context of the ethnic cleansing and dislocation of Palestinians in 1948 and subse-
quently, these works function as “dossiers of evidence” or archives of the villagers’ 
relationship with the land. They act as a testament to the fact that the villages and 
the villagers did exist, that there was an extensive and developed Palestinian society 
and culture which was translocated and fragmented by their forced expulsion by 
Israeli forces.43 This function is aided by the inclusion of land registration records, 
deeds, official documents from the British Mandate period, genealogies, photo-
graphs, copies of drivers’ licences, passports, identity cards, tax receipts, birth and 
marriage certificates, and newspaper cuttings as well as oral testimony from villag-
ers. These books also function as repositories of valuable socio-cultural and genea-
logical information, including family trees, folk songs, wedding traditions, harvest 
practices and children’s games. Such evidence contests the erasure of a Palestinian 
presence – of a Palestinian civil and political society – by the Israeli destruction of 
buildings, the renaming of geographical places and ethnic cleansing of Palestinians. 
These books do not simply record Palestinian legal ownership of the land, land 
from which they were forcibly expelled in 1948, but they also describe a vibrant, 
established, sophisticated society that challenges the official Zionist narrative of a 
barren land barely populated with Arabs who had no or few ties to it. The inclusion 
of advertisements for bus, book distribution and furniture companies, Palestinian 
shops offering ‘modern artistic photographic techniques’ and ‘outstanding’ doc-
tors in the village books from the first half of the twentieth century, together with 
descriptions of a huge variety of economic ventures, and sport and political clubs, 
challenge the Zionist argument that it was they who brought modernity to a back-
ward, underdeveloped, primitive land.44

For occupied peoples under military oppression the lines between archiving, 
witnessing and recording attacks and confrontations by the police, army or secu-
rity guards can blur. Digital media and the internet have provided a variety of 
alternative means of archiving and narrating histories. Campaign groups such as 
B’Tselem – the Israeli Information Centre for Human Rights in the Occupied 
Territories – through its textual and photographic documentation of human rights 
abuses in the Occupied Territories, creates a virtual archive. The testimonials of 
Palestinians who describe life under military occupation, who were injured in 
Israeli attacks, who describe the killing and imprisonment of loved ones and the 
destruction of their houses, tents, fields, livestock and orchards form a valuable 
archive of oral testimony.45 B’Tselem also have an extensive video archive docu-
menting the violence and hardship of life under occupation.46 B’Tselem’s Camera 
Project is primarily designed to empower Palestinians living under occupation, to 
bring the reality of their lives to a wider Israeli and international audience, to pro-
vide a protective presence, deter violence and provide accountability of those who 
commit human rights abuses. Footage taken by civilian volunteers has been used 
to both effect the release of Palestinians who have been wrongfully arrested and to 
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make complaints to the Israeli security forces and police about human rights abuses. 
It also constitutes an invaluable video archive. New digital technologies in the form 
of cheap camera phones and video cameras, plus the widespread accessibility of 
YouTube and other social media, mean that it is easier to distribute such record-
ings. Similarly, B’Tselem’s multi-media interactive map is a cartographic archive of 
expulsion, physical abuse by colonial settlers and the Israeli security forces, killings 
and house demolition, as well as an archive of resistance, documenting the demon-
strations that have taken place and the often excessive force used against peaceful 
demonstrators.47

Emad Burnat in Five Broken Cameras got his first camera to record family events, 
but instead he ended up documenting the appropriation of village land and the 
ever-increasing encroachment of the apartheid wall in the Israeli-occupied West 
Bank. He started filming demonstrations, and his footage has been used as evidence 
in court. Despite the ongoing destruction of his cameras by the Israeli military 
police, his record still remains and, in collaboration with Guy Davidi, it was made 
into a film.48 In a similar manner, the footage taken by Zuheir from CCTV cameras 
that he set up to document clashes between settlers, residents and Israeli security 
forces constitutes an important archive of life under Israeli occupation and the 
expansion of illegal settlements. Zuheir’s cameras recorded the killing of a local Sil-
wan resident, Samir Sirhan, by an Israeli colonial settler guard and offered a counter- 
narrative that challenged the official Israeli explanation for events. Although this 
evidence hasn’t led to any repercussions for the murder of Sirhan, it was picked up 
by news outlets and forms part of a video archive on life in occupied East Jerusa-
lem on The Guardian website.49 As with Burnat, Zuheir’s cameras and computers 
are frequently broken or confiscated by Israeli security forces and the police who 
understand the power inherent in the documentation of such events.

The exhibitions and projects undertaken by the new Palestinian Museum also 
attest to the importance of archiving as a means of forestalling erasure. While the 
Palestine museum project was initially conceived as a commemoration of the Nakba, 
it evolved into a more dynamic space that would use a celebration of Palestinian 
culture as a means of looking forward to a better future. When the museum build-
ing was inaugurated in the summer of 2016, some elements of the Israeli media 
mocked the opening, making the tendentious claim that the absence of exhibits in 
the museum stood as a synecdoche for the lack of any distinct Palestinian history or 
culture.50 However, in many ways simply the physical existence of such a museum 
is a testament to the fortitude and tenacious collective spirit of Palestinians living 
in the diaspora, under occupation, or in Israel, to hold onto their culture and refuse 
to disappear despite more than sixty years of Israeli attacks on their cultural life and 
institutions. While the museum staff collect physical collections for the museum, the 
project has, over the past few years, started to establish virtual collections and online 
archives. The interactive The Family Archive: Your Pictures, Your Memory, Our His-
tory project started off inviting people to give the museum old family photographs 
that were then scanned and catalogued.51 The project has since developed into an 
interactive, audio-visual digital archive that allows people to upload photographs, 
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film and video. The preservation and archiving of photographs, particularly of pre-
1948 Palestinian life, is important in contesting the erasure of Palestinians as a 
distinct ethno-cultural community.52 The museum also plans to make much of the 
UNRWA archive accessible through its digital platforms.53

The archival impulse

In recent years artists have turned to the archive as a source of inspiration, not only 
interacting with, critiquing, allegorising and utilising archives, but also producing 
them – the artist-as-archivist seeking ‘to make historical information, often lost or 
displaced, physically present’.54 Uriel Orlow in researching and creating his work 
2292 Days constructs an archive of materials related to the entrapment of fourteen 
ships for eight years (from 1967–1975) in the Great Bitter Lake, Egypt, an event 
that does not seem to be mentioned in any history.55 He recorded testimony from 
some of the sailors, collected photographs and film material. Although Orlow felt 
that it was important to tell the story of the trapped sailors, he didn’t want to simply 
‘re-insert it into history’ as a single, linear narrative. Instead, he wanted to maintain 
an evocative indeterminacy, so he incorporated his archival material into a montage 
combined with material he filmed or constructed.56 In creating a level of opac-
ity, viewers had to collaborate in the work and construct their own meanings. In 
this manner, he subverts the tendency of historical narratives to be definitive and 
authoritative and, unlike most historians, foregrounds not only ‘the nature of all 
archival materials as found yet constructed, factual yet fictive, public yet private’, but 
also the need for all archives to be interpreted.57

In contrast, Jafri’s Independence Day 1936–1967 (2009–ongoing) works, wher-
ever possible, with documents reproduced from state archives to create a ‘second 
order archive – an archive of archives’ through her collection and assemblage of 
photographs of post-colonial nations celebrating their first independence days.58 In 
doing so she explores how the archival process of collating documents is intimately 
connected with the articulation of a nation’s identity and its history. Through her 
collation of these images it becomes obvious how similar the various ceremonies 
and parades are between the new nations, and the degree to which they have 
adopted not only the same political aesthetics but also the same political systems 
as their colonisers.59 The inevitability of their adoption of the nation-state, as a 
means to organise the newly independent geo-political space, almost as a teleologi-
cal necessity, is highlighted – as is of course the power of the colonial powers to 
control the parameters of what political entities can even be imagined.60

In the twenty-eight posters that constitute the Siege of Khartoum, 1884 (2006), 
Jafri juxtaposes iconic images from the Iraqi war or the War on Terror with 
archival news articles detailing earlier colonial military interventions in the Middle 
East and Southeast Asia that resonate with the image. In doing so she comments 
not just about the new imperialism of the West, but also about the way in which 
material collected in archives can lend itself to reiteration, the production of new 
historical knowledge which is interpreted as another instantiation of ‘the same old 
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thing’.61 In her 2012 project Getty vs. Ghana, Corbis vs. Mozambique and Getty vs. 
Kenya vs. Corbis, she explores the relationships between commercial photographic 
and national archives, including questions concerning the increasing capitalist 
appropriation and foreign ownership of national heritage. She discovered that the 
commercial archives of Getty and Corbis claimed copyright on a number of foun-
dational images relating to the history of various post-colonial nations, although 
the originals of the image were located in the national archives of the relevant 
states. This led to the situation in 2007 on the fiftieth anniversary of Ghanaian 
independence of some blogs and online newspapers linking to images of Ghana-
ian independence via the Getty archive and not the Ghanaian state archive.62 The 
ability of a western capitalist corporation to represent and financially profit from 
the commemoration of an iconic moment, and to enforce copyright through their 
army of lawyers thus highlights the ongoing legacy of the economic inequalities 
underpinning colonialism.

In her work Material for a Film (2004–ongoing), Emily Jacir has created an 
archive of the life and death of the Palestinian intellectual, writer, translator and 
PLO representative in Italy, Wael Zuaiter. Material for a Film is a large-scale immer-
sive installation including archival material, sound, video, personal correspondence 
and photos that document the life and assassination of Zuaiter, who was murdered 
by Israeli Mossad agents in Rome on 16 October 1972, ostensibly in revenge for 
the murder of eleven Israeli athletes in the Munich attack of 1972.63 However, there 
is absolutely no evidence that Zuaiter was involved in the attack, and according to 
the many testimonies of those who knew him, he deplored violence.64 His death 
marks the first of Israel’s extrajudicial killings of prominent Palestinian intellectuals 
living in Europe.65

Jacir’s work takes its title from an elegiac essay by Elio Petri and Ugo Pirro, 
interweaving extracts of oral interviews with people who were part of Zuaiter’s 
life in Rome.66 Petri and Pirro, together with Janet Venn-Brown, Zuaiter’s partner, 
intended to use this material to make a film of Zuaiter’s life, but as Petri died shortly 
after the interviews, the film was never made. In 2004 Jacir took on the project and, 
collaborating closely with Venn-Brown, who already had her own personal archive 
of material from Zuaiter’s life and extensive notes on his assassination, they spent 
a number of years meticulously collecting and collating information on his life, 
using extracts from his personal papers, talking to his friends and family and going 
through his effects. The result is a “film”, a multi-media installation that contexu-
alises Zuaiter amongst the intellectuals, writers, artists and filmmakers he had con-
nections to, thus constructing a counter-narrative to the unsubstantiated narrative 
of the Israeli state that he was a terrorist. In this work, the personal story of Zuaiter 
becomes, in some way, a synecdoche of the story of all Palestinians: their dislocation 
and marginalisation; their depiction as the aggressor rather than victim. Combin-
ing extracts of music, personal correspondence, interviews with friends and family, 
photographs and Zuaiter’s writings, with information from police phone-taps, pho-
tographs of his death and the scene of his murder, and Venn-Brown’s handwritten 
list of the Mossad agents suspected of killing Zuaiter, Material for a Film is not only a 
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personal archive of a Palestinian intellectual and writer, but also an archive of dele-
tion, documenting the erasure of not only an individual, but a people.

The installation foregrounds the complex relationship between military and 
political power, the production of truth and cultural identity: the ease with which 
power constructs and disseminates the true, as well as the threat that the articula-
tion and assertion of a Palestinian culture poses for the Israeli state and the violent 
ends that they will go to erase it. Jacir ‘observes, selects, compares, interprets’; she 
produces artefacts, displays evidence, constructs a narrative. But to view Jacir’s work 
as a history is to institutionalise it, to negate its distanciation, to limit, contain and 
discipline its potential to challenge ideological and institutional structures. Kholeif 
describes it as a ‘recuperative reconstitution’ of Zuaiter’s life, but it is one with Jacir 
firmly embedded in it. This is not exposition or mimesis, it is ‘inventing through 
finding’. It does not disingenuously pretend to be a neutral recording of events; it 
is not a history. It is instead an intervention, a self-conscious realignment of, and 
challenge to, the politics of representation, in that Jacir recognises that ‘every image 
of the past that is not recognised by the present as one of its own concerns threatens 
to disappear irretrievably’.67

Contesting erasure

Jacir’s Tel al-Zaatar Project, in contrast with Material for a Film, is a work of archival 
restoration. While working in Rome on Material for a Film, Jacir was told of a col-
lection of documentary footage kept at the Audiovisual Archive of Workers’ and 
Democratic Movements in Rome. Among the footage were the outtake rushes 
from a documentary film Tel al-Zaatar (1977), which was made as a collabora-
tion between Palestine and Italy and shot by the Palestinian Film Institution – the 
only film that traces the aftermath of the 1976 massacre of Palestinians and Leba-
nese in the UN-administered refugee camp in Tel al-Zaatar, Lebanon – as well 
as other footage taken by the PLO’s film unit of daily life in the refugee camps. 
Jacir, working with her colleague Maurer and some young Gazan artists and film-
makers, began restoring the film footage – careful not to discard even fragments 
which were very damaged, reinforcing the importance that every scrap of archival 
documentation has for a people facing cultural erasure.68 These rushes and outtakes 
are valuable because they constitute hundreds of hours of interviews with survivors 
of the massacre and Palestinian Resistance fighters. Moreover, the significance is 
all the more important because through its depictions of the PLO infrastructure 
in the camps, the hospitals, schools, training centres etc., it functions as audiovisual 
testimony of a society – “the embryo of a future state” – the history (but not the 
personal memory) of which has been largely erased.69 The entire PLO Film Unit 
Archive which was housed in the Palestine Research Centre, Beirut was looted 
during the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982, leaving very little extant film foot-
age of Palestinian life and resistance in exile in Lebanon.70

Unarchiving or re-archiving as a form of erasure is, in a different context, exam-
ined in Jacir’s work ex libris (2010–2012).71 In this work Jacir not only revisits the 
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ways in which Palestinian culture and thus presence has been systematically erased 
by the Israelis throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, but she articu-
lates the way in which museumification – the means by which objects are removed 
and archived, subjected to the historicising gaze – transforms, confines and fixes the 
object, closing down alternative interpretations. She surreptitiously photographed 
with her mobile phone the incipits of Arabic-language books looted from Pales-
tinian homes, schools and libraries during the 1948 expulsion of Palestinians from 
their homes in West Jerusalem by Israeli forces and now contained in the Jewish 
National and University Library.72 Her unofficial photographs of them constitute 
an alternative archive, an archive extracted from between the substrates and layers 
of archival strata; an archive that resists and challenges hegemonic institutions and 
narratives of occupation; an archive that bears witness to the existence of a people 
who once lived in this land before they were ethnically cleansed from it.

However, in the silences and aporia of hegemonic archives, as well as in the struc-
tures of their classificatory systems, it is often possible to locate, in dissonance, the 
subaltern or the erased. In preserving the looted Palestinian books and then in clas-
sifying those in Arabic separately and not integrating them into the Jewish National 
and University Library’s other collections, these looted books essentially constitute 
a record of Palestinian cultural and intellectual life before their expulsion in 1948.73 
The topics of the books, various dedications, inscriptions, names of owners, and 
stamps of Palestinian libraries, printing presses and institutions provide evidence 
of the interconnected and vibrant Palestinian economic, educational and cultural 
society that existed before the Nakba.74 Such evidence complicates and challenges 
official Israeli attempts at memoricide and the historical de-Palestinianisation of 
Palestine through an erasure of the material evidence of Palestinian institutions, 
socio-political and cultural networks, and villages.75

The treatment of these looted Palestinian books by the Israeli state differs con-
siderably from the post–World War II response to books and property looted by 
the Nazis. The Monuments, Fine Arts, and Archives Division was established with 
the aim of repatriating cultural works after the war. Looted books were stored at the 
Offenbach Archival Depot while efforts were made to repatriate them to the librar-
ies and individuals from whom they had been looted. For example, the Library 
Rosenthaliana was successfully returned to the Netherlands.76 In contrast, although 
the looted Palestinian books were initially catalogued according to a sequential 
number and an abbreviation of their Palestinian owners’ names, by the 1960s they 
were re-catalogued and simply given the generic notation A.P. standing for Aban-
doned Property.77 This change in the system of classification marks an important 
shift that is mirrored in other actions taken by the Israeli state at this time designed 
to not only forestall any possibility of Palestinian return but to also contribute to 
the erasure of Palestinian culture.78 Up until their reclassification there was always 
a chance that the owners of the books could be traced and the books ultimately 
repatriated. Indeed, a National Library report dated 1949 provides a list of sixty 
Palestinians whose books had been “collected”. Many of these were widely known 
members of the Palestinian cultural elite who continued to occupy positions of 
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prominence in exile following their expulsion and to whom the books could have 
easily been returned.79 Jamal Zahalka, a member of the Israeli Knesset, requested 
that the books in the National Library that originally belonged to Khalil Sakakini 
be transferred to a cultural centre named after him in Ramallah. Zahalka received 
a response stating that a transfer could not be even discussed until he could provide 
a complete list of all Sakakini’s books in the library’s possession, an answer that 
effectively stalled any possibility of transfer and exemplifies Israeli tactics to frustrate 
attempts to maintain Palestinian culture and society.80

Rona Sela reads Israeli state photography archives in a similar manner. By strip-
ping the ‘imposed Zionist national context’ from the photographs, she ‘deciphers’ 
and ‘liberates’ ‘additional contextual layers – often contrary to the nature of the 
archive’. She contests the power of these archives, disrupts their power to con-
struct epistemologies and structures of meaning that reinforce the naturalness of 
the Zionist ideology and worldview, and makes visible the violence implicit in 
their construction.81 Sela looks at photographs in the Government Press Office 
National Photo Collection and the Photography Archive of the National Jewish 
Fund, which documented new Jewish settlements in ethnically cleansed Palestinian 
villages and farm land as part of Zionist propaganda, which sought to document the 
re-population of the land by Jewish families, to present the land as Israeli and Jew-
ish and not Palestinian. Demonstrating Jewish possession of the land was a means to 
counter the UN resolution ruling that the Palestinian refugees should be allowed 
to return to their homes, but what these photos indirectly also show is a Palestin-
ian absence. This absence, the displacement of one group of people by another, 
is foregrounded by the juxtaposition of the distinctive Palestinian landscape and 
architecture with the new immigrants, many of whom were still dressed in clothes 
from their country of origin; ‘the Zionist photographs become the mouthpiece of 
the Palestinian catastrophe’.82 In another example, Sela focuses on the archives that 
record the beginning of Jewish military photography in Palestine. Photography 
was a significant part of Zionist intelligence gathering on Palestinian villages and 
settlements that started from the 1920s, but it become institutionalised and more 
organised in the 1940s. Although these photographs were taken for military opera-
tional purposes, they provide possibly the last comprehensive documentation of 
the geographical distribution of Palestinians in Palestine before their expulsion: the 
photographs therefore stand as a testimony to the destruction of the Palestinians as 
a geo-political and cultural entity.83

Craze undertakes a similar process in his grammar of redaction How to do Things 
Without Words where he argues that the redacted sections [the visible invisibles] in 
a CIA report of the torture of Abu Zubaydah offer a certain, strange type of vis-
ibility. In this work he considers the logic of the state’s textual archive of torture and 
detention as a whole.84 His redacted grammar does not seek to unveil the redaction, 
but instead interrogates the logic of the veiling itself, including its contribution to 
the construction of public secrets, things we know about, but know we shouldn’t 
know too much about.85 Similarly, Algün Ringborn’s Library of Unborrowed Books 
(2012) focuses not on the borrowed and read books in public libraries, but on the 
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books that have never been borrowed, the disregarded or unconsumed knowledge, 
what the archive or library doesn’t tell us.86 She is interested in what falls through 
the gaps in systems of archiving, what gets lost. The unborrowed books are ‘repre-
sentative of the gaps and cracks of history . . . the cataloguing of the world and the 
ambivalent relationship between absence and presence’.87

Geyer’s video Insistence (2013) narrates a different instance of archival absence or 
‘inoperation’.88 The film narrates the lives of three women who were instrumen-
tal in the creation of The Museum of Modern Art, New York (MoMA), while a 
disembodied hand places down a series of postcards of images of the women, their 
lovers and artworks. Although the postcards could be archival documents, they are 
not; they are instead commercial reproductions. In the narration Geyer mentions 
how she was unable to find any correspondence between the three women, but this 
is not to say that there was not any. As an archivist tells her, this absence is not the 
result of non-existence but a consequence of women’s correspondence being seen 
as unremarkable, ‘trifling’, not of historical importance. The trivial and incidental is 
not archived; it is destroyed or unarchived.89

Archival absence

There is an absence in the Algerian archives. It isn’t simply a consequence of the 
French removal of the archives to France at the end of a vicious attempt to put 
down the Algerian fight for independence against their colonial oppressors. There 
is an absence of photographs, an absence of representation, an absence of histories 
of a post-independent Algeria, an absence that might be explicated in terms of a 
‘withdrawal of tradition’.90 There is no official archive of photography and very few 
photographs of the War of Independence (1954–62) or the subsequent civil war 
(1991–2002) taken by Algerians. Into such an absence Zineb Sedira’s work Guardi-
ennes d’images [Image Keepers] (2010) presents the personal photographic archive 
of Algerian photographer Mohammad Kouaci.91 Kouaci was a photographer for El 
Moudjahid, the official newspaper of the Algerian National Liberation Front (FLN) 
during the War of Independence and later, after independence, he worked for the 
Ministry of Information. The boxes of his photographs, which have survived under 
the guardianship of his widow, represent one of the few photographic collections 
that embody the gaze of the “insider” rather than the coloniser during the war.92 
His archive includes images of key people during the war, refugees fleeing, the 
exilic theatre and cultural scene in Tunisia, and everyday life for FLN fighters and 
refugees in the maquis – safe places in the mountains. In post-independence Alge-
ria he captured images of famous revolutionaries, leaders and thinkers who came 
to Algeria, such as Fidel Castro, Che Guevara, Patrice Lumumba and the Black 
Panthers.93

Yet the primary focus of Sedira’s video installation is not Kouaci or his pho-
tographs; it is instead his widow Safiye Kouaci, who herself embodies a ‘living 
archive’ both in her role as interpreter of the photographs but also in terms of 
her own recollections of life in exile in Tunisia and the role that the arts, culture 
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and sport played in the FLN resistance to French colonial occupation.94 Sedira 
has foregrounded similar living archives in her art before. For example, her 2003 
work Mother, Father, and I, in which she filmed her parents talking about their life 
in Algeria during the war before they emigrated to France. While both works are 
intensely personal in their focus on the life and memories of an individual, they are 
also political. A point clearly illustrated by the attempt of officials in Vallauris to 
close down Mother, Father, and I, which was showing as part of the Musée National 
Picasso’s La Guerre et la Paix because her mother talks about the rapes and torture 
committed by French soldiers and harki (Algerian collaborators with the French).95

Guardiennes d’images foregrounds the fragility of such personal archives – the 
photographs are not only collected, uncatalogued in boxes subject to environmen-
tal stresses and degradation, but as time passes, situating the photographs in wider 
social and political context becomes more problematic as Safiye ages: as time erodes 
the materiality of the photographs themselves, so too it erodes her memories.96 In 
choosing to make a film of Safiye and her husband’s photographic archive, Sedira 
wanted to intervene in the inevitable erasure of this collection. Her work, in effect, 
constitutes the collection of Kouaci’s photographs as an archive. Yet, despite the 
publicity her work has produced for the photographs and an increased interest in 
scholars wanting to work with the photos, they have still not found a permanent 
home.97 Safiye believes that most Algerians are not interested in the archive and 
‘disregard it because they do not understand the need to preserve such historical 
images’.98 Yet, is the reluctance of Algerian authorities, individuals or institutions 
to provide a home for Kouaci’s archive more a result of a ‘withdrawal of tradition’? 
Despite the physical availability of material remains that survived both the war 
of independence and the civil war, as well as the theft by the retreating colonial 
power, has there been an immaterial withdrawal of these photographs arising from 
the ‘surpassing disaster’ of the wars?99 It is interesting that Kouac’s archive has been 
incorporated into an art-work by Sedira who, while closely connected to Algeria, is 
part of the Algerian diaspora as she was born and brought up in France by Algerian 
parents who emigrated there in the early 1960s. Does her distance from the com-
munity of the surpassing disaster enable her to ‘perceive, read or listen, and gener-
ally use pre-surpassing-disaster art, literature, music and thought without having to 
resurrect them’?100

The distance provided by exile might also explain why Bruno Boudjelal, a pho-
tographer who consciously challenges the perception of documentary photography 
as objective, is responsible for one of the most affective photographic collections 
of the Algerian civil war. Boudjelal’s father was an Algerian who emigrated to 
France at the outbreak of the War of Independence, but Boudjelal only learnt of 
this in the early 1990s, after which he made frequent journeys to Algeria to reunite 
with a family he had previously known nothing about.101 The photographs he 
took and which constitute Jours Intranquilles [Disquiet Days] (2001) comprise family 
snapshots, landscapes, images of places marked by violence, scenes from windows 
and moving cars, and self-portraits.102 The Algerian civil war was largely undocu-
mented by photojournalists and the media. In the five years between 1993 and 
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1997, fifty-eight reporters were murdered, and photography was treated with great 
suspicion; as Boudjelal notes, ‘I’ve never been faced with such violence. . . . As for 
continuing to take pictures, I don’t even dare get my camera out’.103

During the civil war, in addition to the thousands who were killed, at least 
seven thousand Algerians disappeared, a silence that has, post-conflict, become 
institutionalised in law through the Charter for Peace and National Reconcilia-
tion.104 Families of the disappeared would have photographs of their loved ones 
re-printed as posters with other missing people as part obituary, part expression 
of grief and part request for information.105 Such posters function as a transi-
tory, fleeting archive of the disappeared. While an archive seeks clear representa-
tion, in Boudjelal’s photograph of a poster of missing people, he has deliberately 
blurred the faces and rendered the details indecipherable. His photographs do not 
focus clearly on the instant of suffering in a conventional photojournalistic man-
ner. His blurred photographs of the disappeared and his photographs of Bentalha 
five years after the massacre depict instead a space and instance of past violence, 
but a violence that continues to haunt the present.106 The distance engendered 
by such an approach counters the immediate and emotive scenes of suffering we 
see daily in the media with a more affective encounter that requires the viewer to 
inhabit the space and personally engage with the trauma and its long-term con-
sequences while also signalling the impossibility of a photograph’s ability to fully 
represent or contain suffering. Boudjelal’s technique works to consciously chal-
lenge the perception of documentary photography as providing an objective, trans-
parent representation of the real. The framing of his images by windows or doors 
reminds us that a photograph is always taken from a particular perspective, while 
the blurred images suggest photographs taken in motion, drawing our attention 
to the presence of the photographer. Instead of directing our gaze to that which is 
represented, they instead ask us to consider the relationship between the photog-
rapher and their surroundings. Boudjelal is not an external witness to events; he 
is immersed in them.107 Moreover, the blurred images remind us that Algeria (as 
everywhere) is a space and a people in flux – a place of becoming – there is not a 
single way to describe, narrate or explain. Disquiet Days provides a photographic 
archive of the civil war, but one which challenges the idea of fixed, objective, 
neutral representation, foregrounds the subjectivity of the photographer and the 
role of the audience in creating meaning, and acknowledges the impossibility of 
providing a fixed representation.

The ‘withdrawal of tradition’ and archival absence is also addressed in Katia 
Kameli’s film, The Algerian Novel (Chapter One) (2016).108 The film focuses on a 
father and son who run a street stall in Algiers selling postcards, coins, images of 
traditional Algerian costumes and reproductions of archival photographs to Algeri-
ans.109 The images begin at the start of the French colonial occupation in the early 
nineteenth century and depict an Algiers almost untouched by colonial architec-
ture. There are also photographs of key politicians from the first decade or so of 
Algerian independence, but tellingly there are no images from the period of the 
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civil war. There are very few foreign tourists in Algeria, and no outlets sell typical 
touristy postcards. So who buys these photographs and why?

With the removal of much Algerian archival material to France by the French 
colonial power and given the contested and problematic nature of much of the 
recent Algerian past, the stall acts as an informal, community archive, providing a 
space for ‘people’s personal search for materials to make sense of their country’s past, 
future and their own national identity’.110 It meets a perceived need for past-talk 
in a society in which, because of ongoing tensions, there is an absence of histori-
cal narration beyond the middle of the twentieth century in state institutions and 
school history.111 The images do not come captioned or framed in an already exist-
ing narrative; instead, the Algerians who frequent the stall interpret the images in 
contexts that are relevant to them; for example, they point out streets where family 
members lived and identify and discuss independence-era politicians.

The film is framed with two musical performances in the street: at the begin-
ning a group in Maghrebi dress playing traditional Algerian music and at the end 
a colonial-style marching band in uniform. This duality of cultural heritage is 
reflected in the bilingual street signs and shop names and the architectural styles that 
we see throughout the film, as well as the language spoken by the Algerians who 
were interviewed about the stall. Some of those interviewed are critical of the fasci-
nation that these archival images hold for their fellow Algerians. They argue that in 
using such images to build an identity, Algerians are either appropriating a colonial 
city or are hearkening back to an earlier pre-colonial era, neither of which exist any 
longer nor reflect what Algeria is today. They simply provide a dream of Algeria 
from before, a chimera of smiley men glossing over periods of trauma – a suggestion 
that Algerians are not at ease with their pasts and as a response are merely living by 
proxy through a substitute and dream-like history. This notion of a society that is 
unable to move forward and taking refuge in the past through a love of nostalgia 
‘to escape a bitter present and avoid projection into the future’ can also be seen in 
the work of Algerian artist Amina Menia, The Golden Age (2011–ongoing) and her 
series of ironic, orientalist paintings on tile.112

The works discussed here reveal and problematise the mechanisms by which 
archives discursively produce knowledge. One of the advantages of such artistic 
engagement with, and critique of, the institutional, authoritative and authorised 
archive is the uncertainty it encourages concerning the production of definitive, 
verifiable knowledge. The vernacular archives created by artists and activists offer 
instead more ‘tentative forms of suppositional knowledge’ that in turn make avail-
able alternative epistemologies and radical, future possibilities.113 Artists and activists 
not only resist the hegemonic power articulated through the narratives engendered 
by institutionalised archives, but they simultaneously work to produce and dissemi-
nate their own archives of resistance encouraging a multiplicity of heterogeneous, 
co-existing, often conflicting counter-voices that work to challenge the dominance 
of particular epistemological assumptions, and in so doing articulate new solutions 
for social and political injustice.
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CONCLUSION

Liberating from . . .

Throughout this book we have worked through some of the various effects of 
meaning produced by the phrase “liberating histories”. One strand of our project 
was to use it as a heading for evaluating the potential consequences of freeing his-
torical practices from their own disciplinary constraints, questioning whether the 
production of “disobedient” or “experimental” histories might inspire academic 
historians to adopt more innovative practices, and thereby “save” the discourse from 
what David Harlan called a ‘pyramid of irrelevance’.1 Starting off from a differ-
ent inflection, we used the phrase as a label to signal our preference for forms of 
vernacular past-talk that were not only different from orthodox history but that 
were resistant to history’s controlling disciplinary gaze. In a different sense still, we 
invoked “liberating histories” as a sign for discussing some of the many ways in 
which past-talk has been used by artists, activists and social movement groups in 
campaigns for socio-political justice, and as a means of contesting what are taken to 
be the ‘distribution of the sensible’, the ideological underpinnings of our contem-
porary social formations.2

More important than any of these ways of assigning meaning to the title of 
this book, however, is the idea of being free from history. We have argued that 
campaigns against injustice in the world can always be fought without referring 
to anything that might be recognised as a history or to something that might be 
conceptualised as a “historical past”. Responding to Said’s call to ‘furnish the world 
with some narrative evidence’ of the ethnic cleansing and massacres of Palestinians 
as well as the brutality of the Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands, many scholarly 
histories and historical analyses have been produced that respond to all the available 
evidence. These have effectively challenged both the hegemonic Israeli narrative 
of the 1948 ‘voluntary flight of the Palestinians from much of Palestine’ and the 
argument that the ‘politics of separation/partition’ and the ‘unilaterally imposed 
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domination, oppression and fragmentation of the Palestinian people and their land’ 
that this entails, is in reality a defensive measure and ‘a formula for a peaceful set-
tlement’, rather than a means of extending Israeli sovereignty further into occupied 
lands.3 And yet, such narratives maintain their hegemony despite the inconsisten-
cies between them and the available sources. The injustice and violence continues.4 
Thus, although it is the view of historians, and that articulated by the MacBride 
Commission, that ‘the facts speak for themselves’, it is obvious that this is not at 
all the case.5 ‘The facts’ serve dominant socio-political and economic interests and, 
as Sansour says, ‘[t]ruth is beside the point. Legitimacy is not a rational concept, 
it’s emotional, psychological’.6 Although the MacBride Commission found Israel 
‘guilty of acts of aggression contrary to international law’ both in its use of ‘forbid-
den weapons and methods’ and the fact it ‘indiscriminately and recklessly bombed 
civilian targets [and] deported, dispersed and ill-treated civilian populations’ dur-
ing its 1982 invasion of Lebanon, such practices continue today. Historians have 
“furnished the world with evidence”, but the world (which in this case really 
means America) has not taken notice. It is, however, quite possible to address the 
widespread injustices and violence in Israel/Palestine without recourse to history. 
The argument over Palestine does not, as Howard Halle states, revolve around ‘the 
question of just who is indigenous: the Jews who conquered the place three mil-
lennia ago, or the Arabs who did so 2,000 years later’.7 Rather, the conflict centres 
on historical presents; it is an argument about political authority, the provision of 
justice, human rights and an equitable division of resources for everyone who lives 
in Israel/Palestine and the occupied territories as well as those who have been 
forced from their homes and live in exile or in refugee camps.8 The ‘facts on the 
ground’ now – the mistreatment, exclusion and oppression of people now – are what 
are important and not the interpretation of old fragments of pottery, archaeologi-
cal ruins or ancient texts. For example, Birzeit University Institute of Law employs 
a framework derived from international law to challenge the occupation, ethnic 
cleansing, settler colonialism and apartheid practices inflicted on Palestinians and 
Palestine rather than a historical analysis of events. Access to basic human rights 
should not rest on the ability of individuals of communities to narrate an acceptable 
account of the before-now.

Similarly, the Kenyans who instigated a recent legal test-case against the Brit-
ish government – on the grounds that they had been tortured and abused during 
the British counter-insurgency in their country in the 1950s – were not seeking 
primarily to have their historical narrative recognised. Instead, the Kenyan Human 
Rights Commission, the Mau Mau War Veterans Association, the individual 
claimants and their legal representatives were working to secure legal and politi-
cal recognition that crimes had been committed against them and many others in 
Kenya during the “Emergency” period. In our view, rather than offer to provide 
oppressed or disadvantaged groups with a sympathetic historical account of their 
situation – or even to support them in producing such histories of their own –  
a more morally defensible position is to counter the assumption that anyone 
needs to invoke history as part of their appeal for justice, dignity or access to vital 
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resources. The cultural habit whereby claims for justice now are scrutinised in 
relation to assumptions about the historical past (the past of the historians) should 
be recognised as disadvantaging too many people, particularly in post-colonial 
territories where authorised history was long part of the ideological framework 
of colonisation and oppression that caused so many injustices in the first place. 
Although we accept that the archives that make possible the construction of his-
torical knowledge do not straightforwardly reflect material and political interests, 
we remain convinced that epistemological and political asymmetries are regularly 
constitutive of one another.

For this reason, we reject any general assertion that egalitarian and democratic 
political projects need to be supported by historical accounts of how injustices in 
the present came to be. Even radical, openly partisan or disobedient histories are at 
best optional resources that can be utilised within campaigns for justice. An ‘attitude 
of radical and critical disobedience’ towards how things are now is more likely to 
serve the needs of the present than are (disobedient) histories about how things 
once were.9 Historians might like to think that by discussing previous instances of 
social or political change they are encouraging belief in the possibility of analogous 
changes now and in the future, but there is no strong evidence that the produc-
tion of histories, or indeed the more recent growth of heritage practices, has done 
anything to prevent or even impede the worst kinds of excesses in the world: mass 
killings, violence against adversaries, people trafficking and slavery, extraordinary 
inequalities in access to safe housing, healthcare, food and water supplies, and so 
on. On the contrary, we find more persuasive the argument that history’s role in 
“explaining” the present through its construction of retrospective teleologies risks 
creating ‘the illusion that the world’s wrongness makes sense’.10

Liberating by . . .

In cases where appropriations or invocations of the past have contributed to projects 
of social and political change, they have usually done so with little or no recourse to 
the historical past. We have sought to show that various forms of past-talk are func-
tioning as alternative discursive spaces in which historians’ collective disciplinary 
power is being contested and in which politically empowering counter-discourses 
are being invented. In effect, forms of past-talk have been liberated by resisting his-
tory’s claims to authority over the past. As a result, the most imaginative and politi-
cally engaged uses of the past are to be found outside of the boundaries of orthodox 
history. Activists and campaigners have used various forms of vernacular past-talk 
to unsettle the temporary fixings of “common sense” that limit thinking about 
current political and social problems. In their innovative uses of past-talk they have 
speculated on the failure of representation and challenged the claims to truth and 
representational totality that are inherent in the institutional discourse of history. 
They have deconstructed the way in which histories are intricately bound up with 
relations of power, ontologies and processes of legitimisation. They have empha-
sised the heuristic benefit of plurality, contestation and intervention and worked to 
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produce practices that change ‘the contents of public discourse and the contours 
of public space’.11

As Mouffe explained, creating a democratic ethos necessitates ‘the mobilization 
of passions and sentiments, the multiplication of practices, institutions and lan-
guage games that provide the conditions of possibility for democratic subjects and 
democratic forms of willing’.12 The artists, (post)museum curators, radical archivists 
and filmmakers that we have discussed have shown how forms of past-talk can 
contribute to the creation of the kind of democratic ethos that Mouffe envisages. 
Experimenting with form, materials and representational tactics, and openly advo-
cating ideological positions in what they produce, such work can be understood as 
an attempt to “repossess” the past from academic history’s controlling disciplinary 
authority. Instead of perceiving this challenge to their authority over the past as a 
threat, we would like to see historians abandon their habit of subjecting all forms of 
past-talk to their own communally agreed-upon criteria for making truth claims. 
Productive resistance to history’s hegemonic functions has to come from within 
its own institutional practices as well as from outside. This does not simply mean 
reviewing methodological protocols, allowing new types of source material into 
what is taken to constitute the historical archive, or resolving to be more adventur-
ous in choices of representational forms (though we do, nevertheless, support each 
of these). It means historians working to challenge our own collective identity as 
experts who act as if we have been accorded final rights to adjudicate questions of 
meaning, value and truth in relation to the past. It means historians becoming truly 
self-critical, rather than critical of everything except the epistemological assumptions 
that underpin academic historical practices. As Davies put it:

If universities were really places for critical intellectual reflection (and did 
not manage the training facility franchise for the so-called “knowledge-based 
economy”), there might be, here or there, “Departments of Historics”, not 
Departments of History. Since, just as economics appraises commercial trends, 
politics the tendencies of governments, and literary criticism the output of 
creative writers, historics would, indispensably, unmask the affirmative forces 
of historical knowledge in its many public guises.13

Liberating of . . .

If the past is to be invoked at all as a dimension of contemporary “politics talk”, 
then it is best conceived as a store of alternatives that could be explored to help 
us imagine different ways of being, not as a platform that determined the shape of 
the present. Past-talk’s social functions should be evaluated in relation to the type 
of “liberating” effects they produce for groups and individuals. Past-talk can be 
used to pull apart hegemonic stories that narrate the present in terms of histori-
cal cause-and-effect, and which therefore naturalise current arrangements as the 
always-already determined outcome of “historical” processes; it can draw attention 
to past futures that were never realised; and inspire people to see that forms of living 
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that are presently dismissed as “utopian” and “impossible” almost took hold in the 
past. Conceived in these terms, the most useful forms of past-talk function along 
the lines of Derrida’s idea of a non-historical historicity as ‘future to come’, which 
in turn opens the way towards visions of new possible futures that are wholly other 
and undetermined by historians’ conventional ordering concepts.14 Of course, this 
kind of counter/actual approach to the past is contrary to the dominant epistemo-
logical codes of the history profession, for whom establishing “the facts of the mat-
ter” in relation to the past remains a guiding ambition.15 But in post-foundational 
thought, no signifying practices or codes can claim epistemic authority outside 
of the discursive system in which they operate. There is ‘no Elsewhere, no site of 
meaning and value’ that transcends discursive regimes and practices.16 Instead, there 
are semantic systems (including history) that operate, like all languages, according to 
rules that refer to nothing outside of these systems’ own conventions, and there are 
acts of enunciation. As a result, historians’ claims about the superior epistemic value 
of their discipline relative to other forms of past-talk are groundless.

To say that a fact can only be established as a fact by an act of enunciation within 
a semantic system, and never in a way that transcends the specificities of discursive 
regimes, is not to dismiss the constitution of facts as unimportant. It is simply to 
say that we do not believe that historians are more adept at establishing facts about 
the past than others who play different types of language games – such as lawyers, 
artists, filmmakers, journalists, political activists, novelists and the like. Leaving aside 
problems about how archives are constituted and endowed with epistemic author-
ity, we see no reason to believe that history as a discipline possesses reading practices 
for dealing with archival material that ensure more “true”, “rigorous” or “correct” 
outcomes of these readings than other practitioners’ ways of working with the same 
primary texts. Establishing facts that matter can only be done relative to a project 
in which those facts are generated and then positioned. In any case, even if it was 
possible to identify important facts in ways that transcended the specific discursive 
context in which such facts were constituted, deciding what those facts meant or 
how they should be used could only ever be an act of interpretation, and as Stanley 
Fish argued, interpretation is always an act of (community-constrained) construc-
tion, not retrieval.17

Therefore, when it comes to evaluating particular accounts or invocations of the 
past, we advocate the use of consequentialist rather than (flawed) epistemic criteria. 
Iterations of past-talk can be judged in relation to the kinds of effects that they 
produce or are likely to produce. They can be assessed in terms of whose interests 
they are likely to serve and how. As part of any such evaluation, producers of past-
talk will need to be able to justify what they have said about the past to different 
audiences. So instead of asking whether an account of the past is “true”, we should 
think about its reception among a range of interpretative communities – not just 
on epistemic grounds, but on ideological and aesthetic grounds as well. Following 
Rorty, rather than expect histories or other forms of past-talk to elucidate truths 
out there that we have not yet discovered, we should use it instead to ask: ‘are there 
ways of talking and acting that we have not yet explored?’18 It seems to us that 
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institutionalised or academic history is not the best way of answering or addressing 
this question. Instead, the engagements of artists, activists and creators of vernacular 
histories with the past seem to be more vibrant and promising.

On our reading of the situation, either the past is largely irrelevant to contem-
porary political questions, in which case the ways that historians provide intellectual 
spectacle by performing their scholarship and erudition do not matter much beyond 
the academic infrastructures in which they are situated. Or alternatively, the past is 
regarded as a dimension of our politics-talk now, in which case the task of decid-
ing how the past should be figured into deliberations about possible futures is too 
important to be entrusted to any single discursive practice such as academic history. 
Past-talk in its many and varied forms is more likely to produce the kind of con-
versations about “democracies to come” that we believe are needed in the world.
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