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Violence, Representation, and the Nation

LEELA FERNANDES

I n recent years, the social sciences and
lhumanities have witnessed a bur-

geoning literature that has sought to address the relarionship between questions
ofpower, knowledge, and the politics ofrepresentation. Interdisciplinary schol-
arship in fields such as women's studies and postcolonial studies have examined
the ways in which straregies of representation are inrertwined in broader histor-
ical processes and may reproduce or disrupt rerations ofpower based on inequari-
ries such as gender, race, and nation. These questions have been particularly
significant when raised in relation to rhe representadon ofoppression and vio-
lence against various subaltern groups_

Scholars have grappled with two simultaneous and related issues in regard to
the study ofviolence and oppression. on the one hand, research thar has been
engaged in the srudy of questions such as ethnic, racial, religious, and gender
violence has sought ro understand and explain the causes ofviorence and examine
the possibilities of resisrance to such srrucrural forms of violence. on the other
hand, scholars have grappled with the ways in which such forms of violence can
be studied and represented wirhout reprod.ucing a form of epistemic viorence
(Spivak 1988) against the subordinated social groups srudied. In light of such
debates, notions of the'\eal" have become increasingly implicated and unsettred
through analyses pointing to ways in which the contingencies of conrext and
social location shape the production and representation ofrearity in curturar texts
such as film, fiction, and ethnography (Hesford and Kozol zoor). Flowever, for
scholars informed by such debates yet remaining committed. to the writing of
histories and ethnographies, an absorute jettison of any notion of the rear has
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research has examined the ways in which meanings of "rhe globaL'themselves are

often invenred and deployed through local cultural and nationalisr narrarives.

Thus the notion thar global or cosmopolitan cultural narrarives necessarily ran-

scend or desrabilize the territorially bound nation-srate is one that is placed in

question when processes of globalizarion are examined in specific empirical

contexts (Fernandes zooo). As Levy and Sznaider point out in the case of the

representation of the Holocaust, new global narrarives have ro be reconciled with

older national narratives in distinctive ways.

The essay further suggesrs that this interweaving ofnational and global narra-

tives in the case of the representarion of the Holocausr has broader implications

for scholars concerned with questions of violence, genocide, and human rights.

The authors show that both national and global narrarives of the Holocausr have

played a central role in shaping discourses around genocide and have helped

frame universal claims to human rights. Such processes invoke a broader debare

on the question of human rights and rhe politics of representation. In recent

years, for instance, feminist scholars and activiscs have debated the ways in which

movements and claims invoking a language of human rights have invoked subtle

yet important strategies of representation. on the one hand, proponents of a

human rights approach have pointed ro the srrategic importance of expanding

conceptions of human rights to include gendered violence (okin zooo). on the

other hand, critics have suggested that the language ofhuman rights has often

masked subtle national naratives and interests while presenting women largely

in Third World conrexrs as passive, essenrialized victims of their cultures (Bar-

low zooo).

Such debates have focused on rhe politics of gender and race in discursive

strategies that produce categories such as violence, genocide, and victims. How-

ever, these debates for the most parr have not addressed the significance of

representations of the Holocausr in framing the historical development of both

national and global debates on human rights. The study of the Holocaust and

Holocaust representation stands to present a crucial historical and comparative

framework that can inform feminist and postcolonial debates on the issue of

human rights.

The interweaving of national and global narrarives shapes the politics of

representation and the production of sociocultural memory in varyingways and

through a wide range of cultural forms such as film, fiction, museums, and oral

history. The implications of Holocaust representation , particularly in popular
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tations'power elT;crs-effects shaped both by rhe specific srraregies ofrepresen-

tation deployed and the specificities ofthe context in which rhe representation is
interpreted and received. when viewed from a rransnarional perspecrive, rhe
power effects ofrepresentation are not unitary, and they may even prove contra-

dictory. Thus, for insrance, Bandit Queens graphic depictions of rape and vio-

lence did manage to disrupt public silences on rape in the Indian contexr. yer

they also played into neo-orientalist srereorypes of Indian men in western

contexts.

The effects of strategies of representation in regard to stories of trauma and
violence are thus further complicated by rhe rransnational circulation ofcultural

forms' At one level, cultural representations and memories travel across national

boundaries. At another level,, their meanings are conringent on the local and
national histories of the communities that receive these forms and memories.

The challenge of representing Holocaust memory thus engages wirh and raises

particularly important issues regarding rhe politics of represenration and the
transnational production and circulation of such represenrarions which prove of
interest to a wide range ofintellectual 6eldsl sociology, bur also interdisciplinary

studies that focus on quesrions ofidendty, culrure, and politics.

A central issue arising in discussions ofviolence and representation concerns

questions of agency and resisrance. on the one hand, feminist scholars have
argued that rhe represenration ofvictims ofviolence as purely passive and. devoid.
of agency and rhe capaciry for resisrance may hold the danger of enacdng a form

of epistemic violence (Mohanty r99r). On the other hand, the case of exrreme

forms of violence such as genocide-where srructural, state-organi zed, violence

may severely foreclose the possibiliry for resistance-complicares rhe picture.

Einwohner's essay makes an important contribution to rhis debate rhrough an
analysis of organizedJewish resistance rhat carefully examines the social factors

and conditions conducive ro and inhibitive of participarion in various forms of
resistance. By examining the ways in which factors such as access to social

networks, gendet, and age shaped participation in the warsaw Gherto uprising,

the essay srresses the existence ofJewish resisrance during the Holocaust without
implicitly represenring nonparticipants as passive victims. Thus Einwohner's

sociological perspective engages with and informs broader debates oL agency,

resistance, and represenration rhar have shaped interdisciplinary research in
comparative contexts,

In 6elds such as feminist and postcolonial srudies, such debates have for the
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dificult project in the context of contemporary processes of cultural com-

modification, and one further complicated when witnessing is defned in relation

to perpetrators, as well as to victims. For scholars, this challenge raises the need

to think more seriously about the ethics of representation. The question that I

want to end with, then, is one that asks what kinds of ethical practices of

representation can be produced when considering the important issues the essays

raise about history, memory, and the Holocaust.

Methodological questions in the social sciences have usually tended to focus

more on questions of objectivity and scientific rigor rather than on questions

regarding the politics of representation. Meanwhile, poststructuralist criticisms

have tended to focus more on the power effects of representations, Yet the

significance of representing the Holocaust seems to suggest a need for a discus-

sion ofa form ofethical action that would need to be embedded in practices of

representation. All the essays I discuss here, for instance, touch on the sacredness

associated with the Holocaust, Taking seriously this sacredness would require

the development of a set of ethical practices that cannot be contained in the

narrower preoccupations with objectivity or power that characterize a great deal

of the contemporary social sciences. The larger question is thus one that would

ask how Holocaust memory and representations would need to transform exist-

ing methodological assumptions and discursive practices within the discipline of

sociology or the social sciences atlarge-a question that points to the significance

that Holocaust research holds for scholars working in both comparative contexts

and interdisciplinary fields of study.
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