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Introduction: Where do we come from? Who are we? Where are we going?

Gareth Griffiths

“Where do we come from? Who are we? Where are we going?” is the title of one of Gauguin's most famous paintings, painted in December 1898. It was meant to be his last. After completing it, he later said, he intended to commit suicide but in the event he did not and continued to paint and to live on, presumably with these questions still unanswered. (Shackleford et al 2004, 168).1 I use the title from the painting here ironically. Although Gauguin was regarded with suspicion by the French colonial authorities on Tahiti, especially after he criticized the Governor and others in a satirical journal he edited, nothing in his life or art can be construed as offering a conscious resistance to colonialist ideology. His fascination with the world he discovered and celebrated in the islands of Polynesia was always tinged with the quintessential colonial fascination with the Other, with an exoticisation of the Polynesian people. Nevertheless, in the title of this painting one can see Gauguin striving to understand what connected his life and theirs, what they and he shared and where they differed. It is as if he is asking, were these beautiful but, as they were regarded in his day, “primitive” people his originaries, his human antecedents? Was their world the world from which his own had come? And if so what did this mean? Like his contemporaries at the end of the 19th century Gauguin clearly saw so-called “primitive” people as exemplars of an older stage of human history, with history itself seen as a sort of Darwinian progression, a simultaneous journey through both time and evolution: where do we come from? who are we? where are we going? But in these haunted questions we might see also the spectral traces of the collapse of the enlightenment confidence that had allowed the thinkers and artists of the late 18th and early 19th centuries to conceive of the human as a universal category. A category clearly and unambiguously defined by unquestioned and unquestionable characteristics, all flowing from the claim that reason was the defining core of humanity and that humanity's increasing capacity to "reason" was a sign of their progress in evolutionary terms from the “primitive” to the “civilized”. The same confidence allowed intellectuals from the time of Rousseau and Voltaire onwards to assert that through human reason the rights of human beings could also be defined and achieved. In Gauguin's despairing set of questions at the end of the 19th century that confidence can be seen to be crumbling and it is in the wake of this disillusionment that the modern struggle to define and achieve human rights has been conducted for a century or more since, right up until the present day.

The essays collected in this book are written in the aftermath of that long process of disillusion with that self-confidence in the definition and valuation of the human. As a number of the chapters in this collection show the modern documents that sought to define and institutionalize a universal concept of human rights did not emerge until a half-century after Gauguin's agonized questions and in the aftermath of two of the most devastating wars in human history. That we still debate and question these issues again more than half a century later illustrates both the persistence of this need to define the human and their inalienable rights and the increasing difficulty of doing so in any way that seems meaningful and acceptable to all the people it seeks to encompass. Most people recognize that the formal documents set out after the Second World War, especially the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights are the starting point of most contemporary assertions of human rights. These documents are framed within a year or so of the start of the post-war dismantling of colonial power that begins with the granting of Indian independence in 1947.2 In fact the Declaration itself has its origin in the processes within the UN to resist the re-imposition of colonialism at this time. This suggests a strong link between the two ideas: anti-colonialism and human rights. But even that link is disputable given the "imperial" role played by the new world powers to emerge post-1945, particularly the United States and the Soviet Union; this despite the fact that they both at the time protested their anti-imperialist stand. For this and other reasons in recent times the idea of human rights has been subject to direct criticism, with the very idea of human rights being seen as a tool used by powerful countries and institutions to justify intervention into regions of the world where those countries and institutions have strategic interests to be served. Other organisations have emerged that perceive these powerful forces as needing direct exposure or opposition, for example Wikileaks or Anonymous. These groups and protest organisations assert the need for a violent contestation over international policy and the control of the media and political institutions that deploy the idea of human rights. Organisations such as the WSF (World Social Forum) have emerged to oppose and offer alternatives to the international groupings represented by the institutions such as the World Bank and the IMF (International Monetary Fund) set up after the Second World War and in their view still dominated by the major powers represented in the meetings of the so-called G8 and G20 nations. Similarly the NAM (Non Aligned Movement), inheritors of the post-war attempt to avoid the Third World nations (as they were widely called at the time) being drawn into the Cold War, see themselves as offering a different and less controlled model than the United Nations, whose policies they argue are limited by the veto rights of the elite nation members of the Security Council. Alongside this clash of contending groups, and seeking to avoid direct involvement in the conflict between them, are other groups who also claim to represent the defense of human rights, such as Amnesty International, Médecins Sans Frontières, and PEN International. Such groups seek to act and speak out against all those they see as inflicting suffering and violence on the weak, whatever their source or cause, and to avoid engaging directly in a political struggle. Whether such a stance is or is not possible is not addressed specifically in this book but the implicit challenge this struggle poses to the idea of a unilateral and uncontested concept of human rights is implicit in many of the chapters here if only under erasure. The essays collected here do not answer these continuing problems concerning the concept of human rights. In fact, if anything, they suggest their ongoing intractability. But they insist too, despite these problems, on the need to continue to struggle to understand what human rights might be and how they might be defined and defended. The very difficulty the idea poses and the conflicting attitudes it arouses might, in the telling phrase used in a number of contexts by Gayatri Spivak, one of the most influential of modern critical thinkers and activists, suggest that for all its problematic nature human rights is one of those concepts “one cannot not want” (Spivak et al 1993, 28).

If I may locate these concerns within my own speaking positions, as perhaps all who engage in this debate must do, I would emphasise that as a white, western-educated, male critic my concern with these issues originates in my earlier work developing theories of the postcolonial from a relatively privileged position. Postcolonial theory takes as its starting point the validity of difference and the need to allow the voices of all people to be heard. But it also begins with a realization of how problematic the task of distinguishing those differences and recording those voices is in practice. Postcolonial theory then begins with a questioning of the idea of an unproblematic universal. Postcolonial theory is also concerned with locating discourses within the unequal structures of power, and like the discourse of human rights postcolonialism may be critiqued for the fact that it has been promulgated and sustained by Eurocentric institutions that are almost exclusively located within and dependent upon the dominant, post-war Euro-American powers. But if I may again quote Spivak, this time on the complex problematic that links the postcolonial and human rights discourse:

The usual thing is to complain about the Eurocentrism of human rights. I have no such intention. I am of course troubled by the use of human rights as an alibi for interventions of various sorts. But its so-called European provenance is for me in the same category as the 'enabling violation' of the production of the colonial subject. One cannot write off the righting of wrongs. The enablement must be used even as the violation is renegotiated. (Spivak 2004, 524)

In addressing the issue of human rights certain groups have been foregrounded as the subject of this practice, which in itself raises the issue of whether or not the concept itself is locked into a top-down vision of who defines its idea and who is defined by them and for what ends. The idea of the precariat, those groups whose existence is predicated upon ongoing and seemingly implacable precariousness, which threatens their access to basic needs such as food, water, health and safety from violence, is too often limited to groups defined only by race (e.g. blackness) or gender (e.g. women or LBGTI people), or both in conjunction. The first of these groups is often more heavily represented either in certain regions (the so-called undeveloped world more recently named the “Global South”, which have often though not always been seen as coterminous with the postcolonies) or in the diasporic migrants from those regions increasingly resident in the erstwhile colonial or neo-colonial metropoles. The latter, though not so obviously locatable geographically, may be especially vulnerable to cultural discrimination in regions which reject gender equality or even claim a phantasmagoric freedom from gender diversity of the kind represented by LGBTI people, as Chantal Zabus's chapter here discusses. In the essays collected here there is a strong focus on these regions for that reason and on the treatment of such groups there, reflecting the link this book sees between the concerns of earlier discourses such as the postcolonial and those of modern human rights activists. Of course, discriminations are as profound in every society but the emphasis on human rights is often directed from the erstwhile metropoles toward the post-colonies or “underdeveloped” regions as if they are to be the recipient of a support in suppressing these practices that is innocent of the power structures within which it plays out. It is for this and other reasons that human rights discourse has been justly critiqued in recent times. The increased discrimination against and demonization of specific religious groups that has emerged in recent times as a powerful factor in denying many people their basic human rights, often leading to their being forced into exile or killed, has made their persecution in their own regions and the role of the metropoles in reacting to this the most powerful new example of the abuse of human rights. The migrant diasporic groups in the metropoles referred to earlier do feature in some chapters here. But since this book was conceived and the chapters commissioned in late 2013 the size of this group has increased to an extent and with a speed that no-one then could have predicted. The appalling and discriminatory policies pursued under the euphemism of “border protection” by the country in which the editors live (Australia), policies that to our shame are now being held up by right-wing and racist groups in Europe and elsewhere as examples to follow, are the subject of some discussion in several of the chapters here. But the huge and increasing discrimination of the many people displaced by war and other forms of social violence for which the wealthy countries of the so-called west have to take much responsibility is clearly going to be a major focus in future work on the subject of how human rights are actually practiced. How those issues are recorded and how the stories of those people are told will be a major force in the future public discourse on human rights. The reaction of countries across the world to the unprecedented numbers of migrants fleeing conflict, violence and life-threatening poverty, frequently because of discrimination on ethnic or religious grounds within their own countries and regions, poses the most powerful questions for those who claim to support international conventions and treaties to protect human rights. Some might go further and ask whether or not the intervention into these conflicts by the countries that defined those conventions and set up the institutions to enforce them may have been a major factor in causing these abuses to proliferate so rapidly. How the human and expressive forms of narrative have dealt with and will deal with these issues will be crucial to our understanding of them and to our reactions and if we were able to commission more articles now in 2017 when this book was finalized this would clearly be an area to address. Even so many articles here imply that how we express and represent these complex issues may be crucial in creating the context that helps in resolving them

Of course we have also to acknowledge other gaps in the coverage of this book, though more will inevitably suggest themselves to readers and reviewers. One of the growing critiques of human rights discourse comes from animal rights activists. Their contention is not only that the human as a category comes into being through the false dichotomy between human and animal, leading to speciesism as a major discriminatory force, but also that this leads to an ongoing privileging of human rights over those of animals at a time when environmental destruction threatens to engulf all living forms on the planet. We acknowledge these powerful arguments, though we do not have a chapter that addresses them specifically. The other field that arguably should have been included is that of the rights of the disabled and the mentally ill. Discrimination against those suffering from the disability of a mental illness is a feature of all societies, and even when social forces acknowledge the need to address those inflicted as suffering from an illness their representation in media and popular public discourse is often still deeply prejudicial. The number of people suffering from such illnesses may or may not have increased, but the numbers acknowledged as requiring treatment and needing to have their human rights acknowledged is on the increase in every society. Both editors of this collection have a close family member suffering from a major mental illness, and as anyone in that position knows it is almost impossible to find anyone, who when the subject is raised, does not indicate that they have a family member or friend who suffers from a mental illness. The silence in many societies about such people is deafening and if in rich countries the provisions for dealing with these conditions are woefully inadequate in many poor countries they are virtually non-existent.

Not in any sense in justification of these omissions, nor even in mitigation of them, but to suggest the concern of the book that has emerged our focus here has been neither to present a discussion of the ongoing debate on the theories of human rights discussed above nor even to seek to give expression to all the forms that it has taken in the groups listed here. The question we sought to address was the role that "narratives" of many kinds have played in articulating or defining human rights, from the role narrative played in the very conception of the idea of human rights to the wide variety of forms that narrating human rights concerns have taken since then. We have also sought to address this across a number of regions of the world. Again the areas on which we focus, Africa, South Asia, Australasia and East Asia, suggest the lifelong interests of both editors in the ongoing effects of colonization, and the preponderance of a concern with texts in English reflect their own linguistic limitations. But within those parameters we have sought to define narratives in the broadest possible way. One of our principal assertions is that imaginative narration, the telling of stories, the transformation of the world by the act of imagining it and speaking it forth, is one of the most powerful tools that people can employ in searching for justice or in confronting and overcoming oppression. These imaginative tellings are not limited to written words or even to words at all. Images, pictures, cartoons, graffiti and music are all powerful ways of allowing silenced voices to be heard.

Narrative, and especially imaginative narrative (to avoid or rather to extend the limited capacity of literature and the written to include more forms of imaginative story-telling and human memorialization) is not in itself an unproblematic tool to employ in discussing and defending the concept of human rights. As Joseph R. Slaughter has noted, human rights discourse is imbricated in the idea of a progressive and rational view of humankind that formed itself around the idea of literature as the expression of human growth and development, exemplified in the so-called Bildungsroman (Slaughter 2007, 27). This enlightenment view of both literature and humanity has often been contradicted by the darker visions of 20th-century imaginings and 20th-century realities. The genre has thus seemed far less viable as the certainties of the 18th- and early 19th-century enlightenment ideas slipped into the darker spaces of late imperialism and 20th-century global warfare. But, as Slaughter asserts, despite the fact that 

the idealism of the classical, affirmative Bildungsroman seems to have lost much of its social and aesthetic appeal in the age of modernist irony and postmodern suspicion […] the genre retains its historic social function as the predominant formal literary technology in which social outsiders narrate affirmative claims for inclusion in a regime of rights and responsibilities. (27)

It is this continuing usefulness of this kind of classic enlightenment narrative, metamorphised into film documentary, that Asha Varadharajan draws to our attention when she relates how the film maker Leslee Udwin asserts that in her film about the Gulabi Gang and its leader Sampat Pal Devi

she wanted to “lend my energies to amplify their voice”—not help the voiceless find their voice or represent those who cannot represent themselves. […] Udwin indicates that her film was not about “those people over there” but the result of her desire to film both the “blatant breach” of any “kind of civilized” principles and the inspiration of a society in the throes of change. (145)

Varadharajan is alert to the dangers in the casual use of a term like "civilised" and the issue of Udwin's relations with powerful external institutions, in this case the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) who sponsored the documentary. She is also well aware that narratives such as Udwin's clearly continue to pose the problematic issue long addressed by postcolonial theory of whether or not it is ever possible for anyone to speak about the Other without speaking inadvertently for the Other. Yet for all these strictures narrative remains the tool that often falls most readily to the hand of those whose voices have been silenced by oppression. And as these chapters show time and again the form narrative takes has developed into many modern types, employing diverse forms and media. Philip Mead's piece on Alexis Wright shows how the current disputes over how to recover Indigenous agency through engagement with the politics of the dominant society can be explored through the power of speculative fiction. Her latest novel The Swan Book uses a science fiction mode to place Indigenous ways of thinking at the centre of a future world where Euro-American technological excess has overthrown the casual assumptions of the benefits of progress and modernity on which this social imaginary has been constructed. The silenced world of the indigene becomes the voice not of a past to be lamented but of a future in which the change inherent in diversity has to be embraced if humanity is to survive. 

These imagined narratives can give voice to those who are too often voiceless, but as David Trigger and Richard Martin, Kieran Dolin and other writers in this collection show they are crucial ways of recovering and developing the cultural imaginary within which both oppressed and oppressor have been formed. This cultural imaginary forms the unacknowledged ground upon which both oppressor and oppressed construct their social and legal being. It may be too simple to suggest unequivocally, as Shelley did in the early 19th century, that "poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world" but it may be true to say that the forms of legislation and the forces that bring it into being are deeply influenced by how people narrate the experiences of their world. Story, image, song and written or spoken memories all act to construct the cultural imaginary from which we derive our own identity and through which we seek, however inadequately, to perceive that of others, recognizing the ways in which they differ from us and the ways in which we share their concerns and needs.

It is arguable that what allows us to survive and develop as a species is not anything material, for example our ability to develop tools or to use language. As we reach out to broader ideas of where we stand as humans in the evolutionary pattern we recognise that other species have developed many of these characteristics. It is possible that it is the imagination that really allows human beings to behave in the ways they do, for good or for bad. Imagination allows human beings to conceive a reality different from that which they are experiencing and to understand their world as part of a changeable past and future. The exercise of this power to imagine allows human beings to manipulate their world in a unique way. This may be why we can cause so much devastation but it may also be the means by which we can take control of our future in positive ways. The imagination and its power, harnessed through story and memory, may be the most important aspect of our lives and the most neglected.

As this book comes to completion we see a world in which the defining certainties and authority of the mid 20th century seem increasingly remote. In late 2016, when this introduction was written, 65 million or more people had risked everything by fleeing to Europe in a desperate attempt to survive the violence of war and endemic poverty, both of which cannot be disassociated from the international relations of the last fifty years or more. In the wake of this event more people are currently displaced than at any time since the period immediately following the last so-called World War, the period that saw the attempt to regulate and define how human beings should deal with one another and how human rights should be defined and defended. Yet the protocols developed at that time seem less and less adequate, if they ever were. Legal and institutional forces seem unable to act as the human rights institutions and protocols the major world powers have promoted and defended for the last half-century or more collapse through increasing isolationism and cultural bigotry. In face of this political bankruptcy the task of imaginative narration becomes increasingly vital. Since public media fails to do go beyond "a feeling of empathy or compassion, and seldom crosses over into the realm of responsibility or action" as Sukhmani Khorana's chapter in this book argues, the role of narrative to promote an engagement that demands action and not just sympathy becomes crucial. It is the ways in which narratives of all kinds have tried to address this issue that forms the core of this book. 

The history of narrative and of the human imagination and the social role they have played is a story of persistence rather than conclusion, of unending effort rather than of triumph. Like human rights themselves the truths such narrative seeks to tell are perhaps inevitably deferred, always a promise of what might be rather than what is, a promise of what we seek rather than what we have achieved. The social role of narrative is always in this sense an engagement with the unattainable. As J. Hillis Miller put it:

The law is always somewhere else or at some other time, back there when the law was first imposed or off to the future when I may at last confront it directly, in unmediated vision. Within that space, between here and that unattainable there of the law as such, between now and the beginning or the end, narrative enters as the relation of the search for a perhaps impossible proximity to the law […] the function of narrative for those who have 'eyes to see or ears to hear with and understand' is to keep this out in the open. (Miller 1987, 25) 

Despite the limitations of narrative in addressing human rights, as these chapters show the telling of the stories of those whose rights have been curtailed continues with unabated vigor, variety and persistence. 

In this regard perhaps we are still dealing with the issue that confronted Gauguin a century or more ago, and as for him so for us the importance of imagination remains central to the human venture. For Gauguin the end of his century saw a collapse of confidence in the certainties of post-Enlightenment humanism, a collapse he could only record through an act of the imagination. Just so in our time the moral certainty and unquestioned claim to authority of legal declarations have seemed increasingly questionable as we confront the ongoing violence and inequality that has defined the early 21st century. And again it is in the stories and images we have made through which this crisis of morality and authority has been best perceived and may best continue to be engaged.
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1 	In the top left corner of the painting are the following words from which the title is derived: “D'où venons-nous ? Que sommes-nous ? Où allons-nous?”

2  	Though, of course, the revolt of the Spanish and Portuguese colonies in the Caribbean and in Meso and South America and their independence struggles began over a century–and-a-half earlier, while the American Independence War against Britain and the Haitian Liberation War from France date from the late 18th century.


Holiday snap

I look at myself

suntanned

a still serviceable body

somewhere in the Maghreb

and wonder

 

who is that nonchalant guy

holding a beach towel

as though to wipe away

so much deplorable history

printed in sand at his feet?

 

Camel or tank

tracks 

swished by the desert winds

of corruption and war

and the newer tsunami

 

of tourists.

Is he deaf to the rumble of tanks

that will come in three weeks

to the indiscriminate shelling

to the mercenary snipers

 

to the murder of those who are serving

his drinks

making his bed

too frightened even to whisper

lest he’s a spy? 

Andrew Taylor




Part 1: 
Narrative and Human Rights in the Contemporary Moment

 


Life, Story, Violence: What Narrative Doesn’t Say

Joseph R. Slaughter

“Go ahead and torture me. It will take my death to make me talk, and for your information I’m sorry for every bit of cooperation I have offered in the past,” I said. “First of all, your cooperation was achieved by force. You didn’t have a choice. Nor will you in the future: I am going to make you talk,” REDACTED said.

– Mohamedou Ould Slahi, Guantánamo Diary

To name, to give names that it will on occasion be forbidden to pronounce, such is the originary violence of language which consists in inscribing within a difference, in classifying, in suspending the vocative absolute.

– Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology

A plea to a jailer: “Please, I want you guys to understand my story okay, because it really doesn’t matter if they release me or not, I just want my story understood” (United States Department of Defense 2005, 14). The life-storyteller willing to trade the possibility of freedom for the release of his detention narrative is Mohamedou Ould Slahi, detainee #760 held in the US military prison at Guantánamo Bay (GTMO) since August 2002. The “guys” whom he wanted to understand his story were the Presiding military officers at his 2005 Administrative Review Board Hearing who would make a recommendation about Slahi’s continued detention at GTMO to someone referred to in the transcripts simply as the “Designated Civilian Official”—a rather perverse pseudonym, as Slahi himself suggests, for what amounts to a bureaucratic version of an “implied reader”. “I am not really upset”, Slahi claims, after being told that the Review Board had no idea about when a decision on his possible release might be made, “but [it is] just amazing that my life is going to be at the hands of one person called the Designated Civilian” (33). At the same Review Board hearing, Slahi announced to the presiding officers, almost offhandedly, the existence of an improbable manuscript composed on scrap pages of interrogation reporting forms: “I just want to mention here that I wrote a book while in jail here recently about my whole story okay. I sent it for release in District [of] Columbia and when it is released I advise you guys to read it” (18). Thus, with both the Board’s recommendation and the hearing transcripts at his or her disposal, the Designated Civilian would seem to hold the fate of both Slahi’s life and his life story in hand.

Although its author continues to be held in illegal detention at GTMO, the book whose release Slahi anticipated in 2005 finally saw the light of day in 2015, published as Guantánamo Diary, after a campaign of Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests prompted the US government to release a declassified copy of the handwritten manuscript. The book was published with “more than 2,500 black-bar redactions” of FOIA censorship and expansive editorial comments by journalist and human rights activist Larry Siems (2015, xi). The redactions pose a particular challenge to the editor and readers of the text, because they “often serve to impede the sense of narrative, [and] blur the contours of characters”, as Siems remarks (xiii). Indeed, the black spots on the story, which we might regard as forms of “textual bruising or scarring”, not only represent “dramatic patterns of [human rights] abuse” (Slaughter 2010, 209); they also give visible form to the coordinated assault on narrative that is a central—perhaps the quintessential—feature of contemporary US counterinsurgency policy. And yet, these anti-narrative acts of textual negation, as they frustrate understanding, ultimately reveal the depth of our will-to-narrative as they “excite our narrative imaginations to try to fill in the gaps” (Slaughter 2010, 212). In other words, by disrupting the longstanding liberal equation between life and narrative, they pique our humanist desire to see signs of life in every fragmented narrative, or to see signs of narrative in every trace of life. (This is not, however, one more appeal for surface reading; the pitfalls of the surface are no less risky than the dreams of deep meaning.)

In the context of our contemporary memoir culture of injury and survival, it has become something of an inspirational mantra to maintain that every life has a story. In fact, we have become so used to thinking in terms of “life stories” that the humanistic equation between life and narrative (that sees life as the source of narrative and narrative as the sustenance of life) can seem like a simple truism, rather than, say, a political commitment or a moral imperative. It becomes easy to overlook how contingent and recent a generic phenomenon the “life-story” itself is. Indeed, a quick search in JSTOR suggests that the term gained currency in the mid-19th century, when it could as readily be employed to recount the life cycle of plants as the biographies of people. However, because this equation between narrative and life may not be at all inevitable, it is striking how close narrative is to life—not in a mimetic sense, or even in a humanistic metaphysical or moral sense, but in an even more mundane spatial and temporal sense: the mere proximity of the words “life” and “narrative” in so much writing and speaking on law and violence. This is true not only in writings by philosophers, anthropologists, narratologists, and literary critics; life, insists Paul Ricoeur (1991) in “Life in Quest of Narrative”, is “a story in its nascent state [. . .] an activity and a passion in search of a narrative” (29; emphasis in original). But, the juxtaposition of life and narrative now also appears commonly in law review articles, human rights reports, humanitarian appeals, journalistic news stories, medical and psychological treatment guidelines, and military field operations manuals. 

Whether we read Slahi’s stated willingness to exchange his life story for continued imprisonment (presumably free from torture) as a rhetorical flourish or a sad commentary on the hopelessness of his situation, it nonetheless says something powerful about a fundamental will-to-narrative—about how much life wants to find expression in narrative, even at the expense of what we ordinarily value as freedom: the “freedom to pursue a storyline”, as Wayne Booth (1993) framed it so suggestively in his Oxford-Amnesty lecture (89). Although I have argued, following the life-narrative line of thinking that we find in Booth, Ricoeur, and so many others, that human rights represent a legalistic commitment to narrative (Slaughter 1997), I should say clearly that, as far I can discover, there is no explicit right anywhere to narrative, or a right to narrate as such—even if it remains an implicit assumption underwriting the law. And yet, the link between life and narrative seems so strong and so commonplace today that the idea is bandied about as if there were an unspoken natural right to one’s story. At best, however, narrative would be a right that derives from life itself—a fundamental right to narrate imagined as tantamount to a right to life. Still, the liberal assumption of a personal right to narrate one’s own story does a lot of work in the world today.

The relationship between life and narrative is triangulated by violence, which very often takes the form of law, or is subject to its command. In our contemporary moment, the laws, policies, and practices of national security and state secrecy have enormous effect on the composition and generic character of the bloodless prose of counterinsurgency, to modify the phrase Ranajit Guha (1988) famously used to describe the dominant historiography of political revolt “which excludes the rebel [insurgent] as the conscious subject of his own history” (77). With the bloodless prose of counterinsurgency, I refer to the massive (and growing) public archive of documentary texts from the US “war on terror” that includes redacted declassified documents relating to intelligence-gathering techniques, transcripts from the 9/11 military commission trials at Guantánamo Bay and elsewhere, official investigative inquiries and reports, as well as counterinsurgency and anti-terrorism tactical manuals. These official forms of the story employ various textual strategies that intend to exclude the bloody violence of the counterinsurgents—indeed, that will pervert every form of the humanist equation between life and narrative in order to effect that exclusion, to eclipse the violence of counter-terrorism. Our counterinsurgency efforts are fundamentally counter-narrative, disrupting the relay between life and narrative through violence that goes by other names and whose textual traces the counter-narrative violence seeks to erase in what amount to narrative mop-up operations. Such disruptive practices abide certain principles of formal composition and follow the (perverse) rules of counterinsurgency, creating narrative (or, more precisely, anti-narrative) mechanisms of concealment performed under the sign of disclosure, strategies of unnarration that go by the name of narration, eclipsis marked as ellipsis—untelling that is telling nonetheless. As part of what literary theory once called the violence of representation, these anti-narrative mechanisms may not be unique to “the prose of counterinsurgency” as Guha described it, but the ecliptic trope (itself often hidden) of the concealing disclosure predominates in a wide range of life-story forms that are characteristic of our age of perpetual counterinsurgency. 

A concise example of the sorts of “narrative violence” (Gana and Härting 2008) that render the prose of counterinsurgency bloodless can be found in the transcripts of the same Review Board Hearing where Slahi announced his desire to have his prison story released from prison. While giving his account of his experiences of abduction, extraordinary rendition, and detention, Slahi turns to recount the torture he suffered at the hands of American interrogators:

Around June 18th 2003, I was taken from Mike Block and put in India Block for total isolation. They took all my stuff from me. I complained to REDACTED because I thought she was a deceit [sic] lady. . . . I could end up dead or something . . . During this portion of the ARB, the recording equipment began to malfunction. This malfunction has caused the remainder of tape 3 of 4 tapes from clicks 3407 to 4479 to become distorted. The Detainee discussed how he was tortured while here at GTMO by several individuals. . . . [and] the alleged [sexual] abuse he received from a female interrogator . . . . The detainee wanted to show the Board his scars and location of injuries, but the board declined the viewing. The Board agrees that this a [sic] fair recap of the distorted portion of the tape. (United States Department of Defense, 26; emphasis in original) 

Disappeared from Slahi’s narrative are 1,001 clicks of torture, covering countless sleep deprived nights of narrating under duress. Instead of Slahi’s narration, we have an official (bold) record of the missing portion of the torture testimony and tape—an account of the missing account of violence, whose disruption and distortion are here attributed to routine mechanical failure rather than to the narrative violence of counterinsurgency or to the effective force of law. In a sense, the broken narrative (broken into by the official voice of law) “shares the violence of its object” (Gana and Härting 2008, 3) and takes on some of the qualities of violence that it fails to describe, thereby exhibiting textual echoes of the physical scars that the Board refuses to view on Slahi’s body.

Such disruptions to Slahi’s testimonial narrative violate “our collective sense of story and of justice”, as Larry Siems has said of the ecliptic redactions that blot out passages and pieces of the story in Slahi’s declassified diary (Siems 2015, xlix). If we feel that the broken tape recorder does violence to Slahi’s personal story, aggravating our sense of narrative injustice by undermining an imagined right to (narrate) one’s own story, this is because the awful banality of this particular violation shows just how precarious is (and how profound our faith in) the equation between life and narrative, and how dependent upon law. Historian Hayden White (1980) was getting at something like this connection between story and justice when he wrote that narrativity (or a will-to-narrative) “has to do with the topics of law, legality, legitimacy, or, more generally, authority” (17; emphasis in original). “Where there is no rule of law”, White insists, “there can be neither a subject nor the kind of event that lends itself to narrative representation” (17). If law, legality, and authority attempt to regulate violence, they also regulate narrative. Thus, I will pursue a hypothesis that is unexplored, but latent, in White’s analysis: that violence not only intensifies but has a generative role in the will-to-narrative. Slahi’s broken story of torture is impelled first and foremost by a desire to speak of the violence he suffered. Narrative seems to align with life in part because it “strains to produce the effect of having filled in all the gaps, to put an image of continuity, coherency, and meaning in place of the fantasies of emptiness, need, and frustrated desire”, as White put it (15). However, the images of continuity and coherence that narrative produces (in response to the violence of loss, imagined or otherwise) are themselves fantasies of plenitude that make life seem tantamount to narrative. Indeed, the pleasing humanist equation between life and narrative that we generally take for granted may mask an originary role that violence plays in narrative and the cruel irony that the life-narrative relay hinges on violence.

Stories That Demand to Be Told

Violence, enacted or threatened, has an important, if under-unexamined, role in many theories of narrative production. For example, sociolinguist William Labov (1997) revisited a storytelling paradox he identified nearly three decades earlier from audiotapes of life stories collected for a study of the limits of narrative in the face of a “sudden outbreak of violence” (397). Interested in “the use of narrative to deal with issues of life and death”, Labov describes the apparent double bind—what he calls the “reportability paradox”—of a narrator who has an extraordinary personal story to tell but who, because of the sheer incredibility of the events of that story, bears an especially heavy burden in terms of narrative credibility (397). As he puts it, “Reportability is inversely correlated with credibility” (407). For Labov, “the credibility of a narrative is the extent to which listeners believe that the events described actually occurred in the form described by the narrator” (407; emphasis in original). This particular form of narrative credibility becomes a specific problem for stories he characterizes as “serious”: “straightforward accounts of events that are asserted to have actually taken place” (407). 

Life and narrative are inseparable in Labov’s life narratives, entwined in his analysis through corresponding events and clauses: “A narrative of personal experience is a report of a sequence of events that have entered into the biography of the speaker by a sequence of clauses that correspond to the order of the original events” (Labov 1997, 398; emphasis in original). Thus, his paradox of “Reportability” has to do with the fact that an audience is being asked to believe that the story being told actually happened to the speaker. Although there is a seemingly simple relation between event and narrative report in this configuration, the social circumstances, condition, and context of the narrative performance matter for Labov, which means that his “Paradox” is especially a problem for moral-juridical narrative speech acts, or for quasi-juridical genres such as testimony, confession, and witnessing, where the credibility of the speaker is at stake and the report of the events has serious potential personal consequences, legal or otherwise. “Credibility”, then, in Labov’s analysis, is not so much a character trait of the storyteller as it is the name of a narrative effect, or, perhaps better, an achievement: the convergence (in the auditor’s or reader’s mind) of the world and the text, of experience and story, life and narrative.

“Reportability” is the other key term in Labov’s paradox, and it, too, is a quality determinable only in terms of a specific narrative. For Labov, the reportability of an event is due to its singularity (or infrequency) within a narrative, rather than to the uniqueness of the event in the world of experience, although the one may well reflect the other. Thus, the more uncommon an event (relatively speaking), the more “reportable” it is said to become within the narrative—the stronger its will-to-narrative. While the reportability of an event is (for Labov) primarily a quality internal to narrative, it nonetheless is inflected by the social context of the narrative act. Thus, the reportability of an experience is relative not only to other story events; it is also related to the expectations, desires, and assumptions of a specific audience about what is remarkable or not (and, thus, reportable or not) in a specific time and place. “Certain events”, Labov concedes, “will almost always carry a high degree of reportability; those dealing with death, sex and moral indignation” (1997, 406)—events that, at least in stories, often involve violence. 

As much as Labov wants to keep narrative and experience separate—in order to show, ultimately, that they converge in the narrative transaction with a reader or auditor—they consistently bleed into one another. Life and narrative are so deeply entangled in Labov’s discussion that one inevitably ends up talking about the other. And yet, we can envision the objective category that Labov calls “the most reportable event”, at least within (if not without) narrative: “A most reportable event is the event that is less common than any other in the narrative and has the greatest effect upon the needs and desires of the participants in the narrative (is evaluated most strongly)” (1997, 406; emphasis in original). This “most reportable event” is the most “unique” within a given personal narrative, the construction of which (according to Labov) “must logically and existentially begin with the decision to report the most reportable event” (406). What initially is proposed as a purely technical category (reportabililty) is now imagined to emerge first in the storyteller as a pre-narrative desire—a desire to tell or be told. Here appears a paradox that Labov does not unpack: from the perspective of narrative, the reportability of an event could only be determined after the fact, after its reporting, when it has been “evaluated most strongly”. From the perspective of life (or experience), however, the reportability of an event is determined in anticipation of the story—a pre-narrative judgment that Labov describes as a “decision”. The assumption that the condition of possibility for a (life) narrative is an initial decision to report the most reportable event seems almost inevitable, unless we can imagine a narrative that begins otherwise, with (for example) an involuntary impulse rather than a voluntary decision to narrate that seems to come from the force of life itself. Or, a narrative that begins with no choice at all, from the force of death (as my epigraph from Slahi suggests), where life itself is in the balance. 

For Labov, narrative seems to be a voluntary human activity impelled by a decision to give life experience the form of a story; for Ricoeur, life itself consists of “stories that have not yet been told, stories that demand to be told” (1991, 30; emphasis in original), which seem to begin from a deep involuntary drive, perhaps even a compulsion, to report (in Labov’s terms) the most reportable event. However, the kind of decision of which Labov speaks would be a second order regulation of an initial narrative impulse. Indeed, such a decision might just as readily impede a desire to narrate as amplify it. I will return to discuss this regulation of pre-narrative desire in terms of the force of law and of post-narrative disruptions in terms of violence. There is, of course, clearly a difference between stories that demand to be told (such as Slahi’s report of torture) and a demand that stories be told (the compulsion of torture itself), which perverts the ordinary narrative impulse. For now, however, I want to think about any imposition that curtails, constrains, or coerces the report of the most reportable event (before, during, or after the act of narration) as a form of violence.

The correlation between reportability and credibility can be inverted and rewritten (at some risk of oversimplification): the more extraordinary the narrative events or outrageous the narrator’s experience, the less the speaker’s personal authority or character can be drawn upon to verify the experience and validate the narrative. Labov judges the success of a personal narrative by its “capacity [. . .] to transfer the experience of the narrator to the audience” (1997, 415). Given that metric, the “most reportable event”—especially when it comes to acts of violence—has a surfeit of incredibility, in the face of which the narrator necessarily begins with a deficit of credibility. For Labov, it seems, the narrative itself is the medium and means to bring the disparity between the (high) reportability of events and the (low) credibility of the narrator into some kind of balance. Stated differently, this seems obvious enough to any enthusiast of storytelling: narrative is probably the best technology for making the unbelievable believable, the incredible credible, the unimaginable . . . memorable. And yet, we might already see in Labov’s “reportability paradox” the outlines of the terrible narrative burden that survivors or witnesses of horrific violence report bearing, given (among other factors) that violence itself is always “open to contestation as to its very nature or even occurrence, permanently subject to the force of denial” (Anidjar 2015, 436–37). Thus, the “reportability paradox” may capture something of the subalternizing effect of violence that enlarges the gap between the existential incredibility of the event and the narrative (or social) credibility of the speaker who seeks to report violence, making the subaltern (so to speak) silent. 

If we already know (intuitively at least) that narrative can make an audience believe that a particular extraordinary event did in fact happen to a particular ordinary speaker, what may be surprising—especially given the overwhelming influence of affect theory today, which tends to reduce the scope of the social work of literature, and narrative generally, to training sessions in empathy1—is Labov’s conclusion that the successful narrative transfer of personal experience to an audience is “only possible if the narrator reports events as objective experience without reference to the narrator's emotional reactions” (1997, 415). In a sense, then, the reportability paradox implies that narrative credibility is maximized by suppression of affective markers of subjective narration, or by the appearance of cold historicist objectivity that, as Hayden White has written, “feigns to make the world speak itself and speak itself as a story” (1980, 7; emphasis in original). In other words, in Labov’s account, narrative credibility most effectively rises to the level of the incredibility of life and death experiences when such stories seem to tell themselves, when they seem unmotivated by any voluntary decision to report the most reportable event, when narrative seems as natural as life itself—when, in a word, narratives appear un-narrated. 

That a story can seem to be unnarrated—that it can have the appearance of objective (scientific) fact, (religious) orthodoxy, or (legal) doctrine—is itself a curious anti-narrative effect of narrative. Unlike so-called empirical description, narrative implies perspective, a certain slant of storytelling that is always necessarily partial but that provides a principle for organizing a set of events into a series that seems to make sense. As Ricoeur has observed, narrative “emplotment” operates by producing “a synthesis of heterogeneous elements” (1991, 21). Leaving things out (ellipsis) is, then, an ordinary part of narration, and, therefore, the fantasy of fullness that narrative exhibits is created as much by elision as it is by drawing disparate entities and events together. The formal principles of narrative generally allow a reader to intuit something about what has been elided to construct a story. However, when excisions cannot logically be reconstructed by a reader, as with the trope of eclipsis, narrative suppresses the signs of its own narrativity and pretends to be something other than subjective storytelling, thus denying the contingency of its image of coherence. Such eclipses, when detected, are often read not merely as signs of violence (violence done to the narrative or the narrator, such as the break in the tape of Slahi’s account of torture) but as acts of violence (violence done by the narrative or the narrator to the occluded subject, such as the eclipsed agency of the insurgent in Guha’s prose of counterinsurgency—the silencing of the subaltern).

Violence Behind Narrative

Violence, Walter Benjamin ([1921] 1986) famously argued in “Critique of Violence”, has a functional relationship to law as the means by which it is founded and defended; it is also bound up tightly with narrative, according to much recent theory, which sees violence alternately as an effect (deliberate or inevitable) of narrative representation and as its originary, even compelling, force. Despite the long tradition in Enlightenment thought of presenting violence and narrative (or language more generally2) as mutually exclusive alternatives—the use of language is said to obviate the need for violence, and violence is understood to obliterate language—critical theory today generally regards narrative itself as enacting forms of violence, although thinkers are divided on the matter of where, exactly, violence and narrative interact. So, for example, the tropes of ellipsis and eclipsis are the kinds of “representational lacunae” that many characterize as narrative violence (Gana and Härting 2008, 4). Moreover, if we agree with Ricoeur that narrative organizes heterogeneity, then the ordinary elisions involved in forging links between different and discontinuous elements are part of the inevitable epistemic violence of narration, which is “intrinsic to the very act of representation” (Noys 2013, 12). Nancy Armstrong and Leonard Tennenhouse (1989) maintained this position in their influential introduction to The Violence of Representation: “the violence of representation is the suppression of difference” (8). Following these logics, the epistemic violence of representation turns out to be a form of non-representation, and narrative (through its integral acts of un-narration) would be the continuation of empirical violence by other means.3

On the other hand, the “semiotic production” of difference (rather than its suppression) is sometimes said to be an act of “violence [that] is en-gendered in representation”, as Teresa de Lauretis (1989) proposed (240). Arguing that “violence is inseparable from the notion of gender” (240), de Lauretis challenged Jacques Derrida’s own phallogocentrism in Of Grammatology, where he identified the inscription of difference as the “originary violence of language” (Derrida 1974, 112). The very act of naming, turning something into a linguistic sign, which Derrida calls “the violence of the letter”, splits the subject, introducing a division between the thing and its representation: “to think the unique within the system [of differences], to inscribe it there, such is the gesture of the arche-writing: arche-violence, loss of the proper, of absolute proximity, of self-presence” (112; emphasis in original). For Derrida, this “arche-violence” of language precedes the “empirical possibility” of physical violence (112), but it also precedes any act of narration with its possibility of epistemic violence. If we accept both the “violence of representation” critiques and the originary violence of language theses (and there are good reasons to confirm and contest both positions), then violence does double duty in relation to narrative—that is, violence lies at both ends of narrative. Thus, violence, involving both the inscription of difference and its suppression, is at once a pre-condition for narrative and its inevitable consequence, a reason for narrative and that which narrative enacts through elision and eclipse as it strains to give an account that seems full.

There is, then, no narrative without violence. At one end of narrative, the violence of difference sets the storytelling impulse in motion; at the other end, narrative executes violence as it elides the differences that are its enabling condition. In a sense, then, narrative (or the will-to-narrative) responds to the originary violence of language; driven by desire for coherence and continuity in the face of perceived loss, division, and disruption, narrative strains to answer White’s myth of emptiness with a fantasy of fullness. That is, the gap introduced by the violence of language, which “has severed the proper from its property and its self-sameness” (Derrida 1974, 112), opens up a space of difference across which narrative stretches to represent an image of coherence and, in the case of personal narratives of identity, to re-present to ourselves an image of our own continuity and self-possession. This is part of the reparative or incorporative work of narrative, which I have written about in terms of the normative ideological work of the Bildungsroman that “plot[s] the acquisition of self-narrative agency” and so sustains our everyday fantasies of self-authorship (Slaughter 2007, 214). However, if a sense of self-sameness is a fragile effect of narrative, its perceived “loss” is also a fantasy, because, Derrida insists, the subject is “always already split”, and so the imagined originary violence of language that divides the subject from itself engenders a false sense of “loss of what has never taken place, of a self-presence which has never been given but only dreamed of” (1974, 112). Nonetheless, this dreamed-of-violence (the fantasy of an originary linguistic violence that disrupted a primal wholeness that never was) compels our self-grooming narratives, “stories”, as Ricoeur writes, “which the subject could take charge of and consider to be constitutive of his personal identity” (1991, 30; emphasis in original). However, to take charge of narrative is not the same as being in charge of it, and, thus, we can “learn to become the narrator and the hero of our own story” without being able to become, in Ricoeur’s words, “the author of our own life” (32; emphasis in original). Violence may be notoriously difficult to define, in part because so many disparate phenomena are collected under its name; however, both epistemic and empirical forms of violence share at least this characteristic: they erupt suddenly to rend the illusion we ordinarily maintain that we are both the narrators and authors of our lives and stories. In other words, violence does not just disrupt the life-narrative relay; it interrupts biography, undercutting the fantasy of narrative self-determination by reminding us of a loss that we never suffered and yet never stop suffering (or repairing). Violence, then, makes it inescapably obvious that one (an individual, a group, or a people) may be the narrator of a life-story but never its author.

Concealing Disclosures

In Labov’s exemplary tale, violence plays this dual role as both the impetus for and the eclipsed center of narrative, appearing to organize the story but disappearing from the final account; it also threatens the narrative act itself, reinforcing Ricoeur’s insight that we can only retroactively assume the role of narrator for a life-story we imagined ourselves authoring. This very short story is typical, Labov says, of “the thousands of personal narratives” (1997, 412) he studied, and its handling of the most reportable event is especially telling in terms of its triangulation of life, narrative, and violence:

Harold Shambaugh, Tape A-304, Columbus, Ohio, 7/28/70	

(What happened in South America?) 

a 	Oh I w's settin' at a table drinkin' 	

b 	And—this Norwegian sailor come over 

c 	an' kep' givin' me a bunch o' junk 

	about I was sittin' with his woman. 

d 	An' everybody sittin' at the table with me were my shipmates.

e 	So I jus' turn aroun'

f 	an' shoved `im, 

g	an' told `im, I said,

	"Go away, 

h 	I don't even wanna fool with ya." 

i 	An' nex' thing I know I 'm layin' on the floor, blood all over me, 

j 	An' a guy told me, says,

	"Don't move your head. 

k 	Your throat's cut." (Labov 1997, 398–402)

The tape remains intact, but the narrative breaks at the act of violence. The “most reportable event” in Shambaugh’s narrative, the one that holds the greatest narrative and ethical interest for an audience and that also has the most vital consequences for the narrator, is also the most violent—the cutting of the narrator’s throat. An act of empirical violence drives the narrative, which seeks to give meaning to the disruption, but that event remains, technically speaking, unnarrated. Interestingly, then, the objectively most reportable event goes without saying, appearing in the story as a gap, the missing narrative link between the narrator’s saying “go away” and his “layin’ on the floor, blood all over [‘im]”. The gap is filled in, retroactively, not only by a third actor who announces “Your throat’s cut”, but also presumably by an audience who completes the plot, connecting the dots between the offended Norwegian sailor and the narrator’s slit throat. Within the narrative itself, however, in the place of the most reportable event—the originating violence—is a referential gesture toward that event (as we saw with Slahi’s disrupted taped testimony), “a report of the most reportable event” (Labov 1997, 414). As in classical Greek tragedy, the violence occurs off-stage, behind (metaphorically speaking) the backs of the audience, but, more importantly, behind (now literally speaking) the back of the narrator, who is cut down from behind.

In the wake of Trauma Theory, we tend to think of what escapes or exceeds narrative as the traumatic kernel of experience, violence that cannot be (adequately) represented—“the real”, for Lacan, which resists direct signification in language and is, therefore, the unrecoverable object of obsession and fantasy. Accordingly, the trauma paradox (or the terrible narrative paradox that produces trauma) would be that the least recoverable events are also the most reportable. In such a reading of Shambaugh’s narrative, “Your throat’s cut” becomes the functional equivalent of “Father don’t you see I’m burning” in Cathy Caruth’s reading of Lacan’s reading of Freud’s reading of a man’s dream about his recently deceased son (Caruth 1996, 91–112). From this perspective, the narrative gap in Shambaugh’s story that marks the violence—that is, indeed, the tell-tale sign of narrative violence conventionally understood—is both unnarratable and the incitement for the act of narration. Thus, violence is the root of the initial “decision” to report the most reportable event, producing a narrative that responds to the loss of voice with an image of the continuity of the speaking subject—a fantasy sustained only by the narrative violence it eclipses. 

The fact that the most reportable event goes unnarrated, does not give Labov pause; instead, he turns to a kind of reader-response account in which the audience (acting on its excited will-for-narrative) bridges the breach. Indeed, Labov’s explanation for the missing account of violence has nothing to do with trauma theory and everything to do with narrative efficacy, with the successful transfer of experience from narrator to reader. It is crucial, then, that the narrator and his audience are, at the end of the story, in the same position—floored, so to speak. We learn together, at the same (story) time, of the most reportable event through the startling announcement: “Your throat’s cut”. For Labov, it is precisely this shared objective perspective (or shared narrative experience) that makes the story credible. In Labov’s reading, the violent event is not psychologically or existentially unassimilable to narrative or a casualty of representation’s violence; rather, the violence is unnarrated in the service of narrative itself, for the sake of effective communication—that is, in order to commute the violence to the reader.

So much in Shambaugh’s story depends upon the act of extreme violence; violence and its unnarration play the decisive role, as much for Labov’s analysis as for Shambaugh’s reporting, not only in the mediation between life and narrative, but in the construction and effect of the story. If this story structure is typical, then it suggests that the unnarrated is an essential part of narrative, maybe even be the crux of the matter. Ranajit Guha had a similar insight when he claimed that astute historians could read subaltern insurgent agency in the elliptic gaps of the prose of counterinsurgency. In that regard, it is worth noticing what else is unnarrated in the ecliptic gap of Shambaugh’s story, which hides a terrible secret: the subsequent killing of the knife-wielding Norwegian sailor by one of the narrator’s friends (414). The unnarrated act of throat-cutting directly threatens our narrator’s life and his capacity for speech and narration; so, too, in the case of the Norwegian sailor, whose life and narrative have both been eclipsed by the unreported empirical violence of the hand and the epistemic violence of Shambaugh’s narrative. This vicious narrative circle, where narrative strains to repair one act of violence as it (seemingly) inevitably enacts another, implies not only that one cannot be the author of one’s life story, but that even being a narrator is a rather tenuous proposition, as precarious as any “right” to narrative and life itself. 

Compelling Narratives, Eliding Narratology

Labov’s paradigmatic story suggests that violence—empirical and epistemic—stands behind narrative, as the impulse for the story, as what threatens the possibility of narrative, and as what is elided or eclipsed by it. These same principles are behind the bloodless prose of counterinsurgency, which takes cynical advantage of the humanist equation between life and narrative in order to hide the acts of violence (empirical and epistemic) that are part of its standard operating procedure. Most of the thinkers I’ve discussed in this essay wrote from somewhere within the curves of the narrative turn in the social sciences and the so-called ethical turn in literary studies, when narrative and ethics apparently turned into one another. Some lessons from the narrative and ethical turns have been absorbed so thoroughly into common thinking about law and violence, that they return to us from rather surprising quarters—from, for example, official doctrine for US counterinsurgency campaigns. These policy documents follow the pattern of Shambaugh’s narrative, but in this case narratology, not just violence, is at the center of the story; that is, both violence and narrative theory are behind the story of contemporary counterinsurgency, and both have been eclipsed from the final account to create a fantasy of coherent war policy that seems to reaffirm our commitment to life and narrative. 

To much fanfare in December 2006, the US Army and Marine Corps jointly released the Counterinsurgency Field Manual, commonly referred to by its classification number as FM 3–24, the first wholesale revision to US counterinsurgency policy since the Vietnam War. Drafted rapidly in just two months by an unlikely team of military leaders, soldiers, journalists, human rights scholars, and academics (especially anthropologists), the new “Petraeus Doctrine” represented part of the military’s response to a series of embarrassing reports of most reportable (yet officially unreported) events that included pictures of detainees tortured and sexually humiliated at Abu Ghraib. In the manual, the military outlined a narrative approach to counterinsurgency that would, it claimed, “provide a more compelling alternative to the insurgent ideology and narrative” (2006a, 5–2). Historically, such documents are classified, but FM 3-24 was prepared for “unlimited” distribution, its release widely advertised by the Bush administration, and an uncopyrighted version of the manual was quickly published by the University of Chicago Press.

Promoting a kinder and gentler image of counterinsurgency, FM 3–24 weaponized narrative, narratology, and cultural studies; it instrumentalized literary humanism, with its loaded equation between life and narrative, pretending that US counterinsurgency doctrine has nothing to hide, since the non-violent methods it now emphasized for combatting insurgents were squarely on the side of narrative and, therefore, to all outward appearances, also on the side of life. As the manual explains in a section called “Paradoxes of Counterinsurgency Operations”: “Some of the Best Weapons for Counterinsurgents Do Not Shoot” (2006a, 1–27), chief among which is narrative. Thus, under the subheading “Exploit a Single Narrative”, the manual explains: 

Since counterinsurgency is a competition to mobilize popular support, it pays to know how people are mobilized. Most societies include opinion-makers . . . who set trends and influence public perceptions. This influence often follows a single narrative—a simple, unifying, easily expressed story or explanation that organizes people’s experience—and provides a framework for understanding events. (2006a, A-41)

Counterinsurgents, the manual insists, can reconfigure and reroute insurgent attitudes, identities, and beliefs by “exploiting an alternative narrative” that counters the insurgent narrative (2006a, A-7) or “tapping into an existing narrative that excludes insurgents” (2006a, A-41). In an uncanny echo of Guha’s observations about the gaps in the dominant historiography of counterinsurgency, the new doctrine proposed exploiting the epistemic violence of narrative to target insurgents by constructing narratives that exclude them, as if the essays in Selected Subaltern Studies constituted a grammar manual for the elision of insurgents.
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