
Introduction: War Capital Trauma 

The common agreement among the essays in this collection and our own 
work as conveners and editors is that for all its despoiled and tiresome quali-
ties, the thing about trauma as concept or “theory” is that it has no substi-
tute; nothing else stands by to replace the term or to focus our attention as 
it does.1 The time and space of the battlefield are everywhere and nowhere, 
and the fractal time of trauma exceeds notions that memory is contiguous or 
simple. In its century-old belief in the psychical roots of accidental or unjust 
suffering lies something that can help us to think again about endless war-
fare, predatory capitalisms, political malice, and unremitting, unmourned, 
and consequently, perhaps, otherwise incomprehensible violence. 

Yet what does the term trauma contribute to a political language? This 
question haunts the contributions to this thematic issue in substantially dif-
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ferent ways. That being the case, we have structured “War Capital Trauma” 
to clarify the stakes of the trauma concept. 

Some readers may feel discomfort about the propriety of the trauma con-
cept, given its European lineage, in discussions of the damage endured in 
places that are not European or settler societies. Other readers will object 
to the category on the grounds of its apoliticity, conceptual degradation, or 
analytic applications. Our investment, however, is to reimagine trauma the-
ory to enable a political intervention, one that can understand and address 
the inequalities and suffering that accompany war and global capitalism. 

Two essays in this collection interrogate the usability of the trauma con-
cept by re-imagining its physicalities and epistemologies. Ken Surin’s essay 
“Conceptualizing Trauma, but What about Asia?” proposes that trauma 
will become a useful part of the political idiom only when it is considered 
as an advance guard for a general discussion about politics and epistemol-
ogy. Surin’s points are philosophical, not performative or juridical. He use-
fully complicates vexed questions of “Asia’s” geopolitical situatedness and of 
whether syndromes and fantasies native to Asia are not perhaps singular to 
it. And, critically, he asks if the concept-metaphor of trauma itself might not 
be a category native to Europe and North America. But more than the well-
worn question of how specific fantasy is organized in specific communities, 
Surin argues more broadly for a move that he calls “theoretical deflation” 
of the trauma concept. Why not, he proposes, jettison scholarly politics that 
privilege language as such and reclaim, for political language, the physiol-
ogy of terror, hunger, murder? To become a useful category, the priorities of 
trauma studies would have to shift from conceptual and mentalist works to 
the somatics of physical abomination and terror. No longer primarily con-
cerned with the psychic terrain, Surin’s trauma would privilege the physi-
cality of unjust suffering. On this foundation, he suggests that trauma be 
paired with politicide. As political idiom, trauma is what happens when 
politics kills. 

Ranjana Khanna sets out to displace the trauma concept altogether and to 
substitute a concept of disposability. Rooted in literary criticism and literary 
expressions of truth, Khanna’s core point is that trauma assumes the integral 
or whole human. Trauma means the dislocation or plunder of the integral 
human subject, leaving in the space of the human a being deracinated. In 
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that regard, trauma had always been reserved for the minority of humans 
who could command or assert their integrity. For the rest of us — the slave, 
the impoverished, the woman, and the postcolonial — there has never been 
an expectation of wholeness. Thus chronic suffering is experienced not as 
deprivation but as the bare condition of life. On reflection, Khanna finds 
that given the preponderance of this latter experience in all human popula-
tions, political criticism would benefit more in our current conjuncture if 
we understood humanity as mainly disposable. It would consequently be 
best to give up the old Kantian insistence on dignity and the definition of 
humanity as those whose natural right is to the dignified life. Disposability 
is the condition of the human. That being said, it is not so much that trauma 
as a concept is inapplicable to some populations because they live in Asia or 
are Asians, but rather that the logic of the marketplace (late capital) deter-
mines the disposability of almost all humans, wherever they reside now. So 
it is that melancholia is the appropriate mode of decrying the dead and the 
terrors of the future because melancholia, a form of desubjectivation, is “not 
about the restoration of autonomy with dignity.” The end of trauma’s use-
fulness is not due to its shabby presentation as a pop concept but to the end 
of an era that could keep up the pretense of human dignity. 

After considering reasons why the trauma concept may be both indis-
pensable and problematic, we turn to three pieces that consider how trauma 
might be reshaped into a more serviceable form. Hyunah Yang’s “Finding 
the ‘Map of Memory’: Testimony of the Japanese Military Sexual Slavery 
Survivors” proposes that the stakes of the debate on trauma are epistemic 
and practical. But that is because, Yang writes, we who theorize trauma 
sustain an epistemological “moment of unpreparedness” even as the living 
facts of torture, rape, maiming, and silencing are directly in front of us. We 
cannot turn away, of course. But our incomprehension, our not knowing 
what to think or do about a former slave or war-ravaged soul, is, she says, 
“the opaque in our knowledge.” This moment of unpreparedness is made 
visible in the documents that Yang produces as she graciously introduces 
people so thoroughly violated politically that they no longer speak a com-
mon language. And it is present as a trace in the notes these people cre-
ate with the assistance of a team seeking to prepare them for testimony at 
trial. Yang and her co-interpreters work over the course of years to establish 
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a maplike epistemology and to provide ways by which those who would 
intervene in the name of justice might comprehend the violated persons’ 
disrupted bodily movement, repetitive recall of suffering, aspecific significa-
tion in language, substitution of poetic speech for exposition of torment, and 
so on. They translate these symptoms, if you will, into an organized demand 
for justice. Yang’s report shows what it takes, in one local register, to address 
traumatic symptoms with an appeal to legal justice, under conditions in 
which the word trauma plays almost no role epistemologically. Nonetheless, 
Yang depicts a space where the word might conceivably apply. 

After Yang’s invocation of unpreparedness in the face of sexual war crimes, 
Boreth Ly reports on a performance he gave at a scholarly conference —  
our conference — of a published work about his own survival during the 
murderous Khmer Rouge purges in Cambodia, where he was born. Ly 
bracketed the reading of his essay with recorded music and projected onto 
a wall a facsimile of the remaining pictures of his family and their home. 
He spoke and read and recited and embellished the published piece as the 
performance pulled him into a second seeing of the essay and the necessarily 
routinized repetition of the way his life had been forcibly evacuated so many 
decades ago. And then, as if he had never wept before, he began to sob. How 
heavily saturated the moment is with inexplicable loss. Appearing in this 
volume as a trace of that performance is a third attempt to see and a sharp 
meditation on our eyes  —  your eyes  —  of the witnesses. 

Tom Lamarre enacts another possibility in his “Born of Trauma: Akira 
and Capitalist Modes of Destruction.” Lamarre reaches into the mass cul-
tural phenomenon of cartoon books for his material to argue that concep-
tualized as a study of trauma, the manga Akira repeats the experience of 
mass atomic destruction in a singular way. Many visual novels and other 
pop genres reiterate the atom bomb event as a cultural trauma. Akira repeats 
the trauma in ways that open historical and critical possibilities. Movie and 
book versions of Akira consequently become a “working through” of our 
terror in the face of nuclear annihilation (realistically speaking, August 1945 
is probably only the first installment of what will be a multiple, catastrophic 
event). When Akira repeats the event of the bombing, it introduces a varia-
tion in which the A-bomb is replaced by an I-bomb embodied in a human 
child Akira. Traumatic repetition compulsion produces new logics, linked 
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to so-called disaster capital, and these new logics visualize for manga readers 
why our own moment of unsustainable, militarized capitalism is terrify-
ing and yet ripe with potential. Using the trauma concept as a speculum 
in seeing popular genres, then, provides a way to reshape the trauma con-
cept for immediate use in political critique. As Lamarre argues toward the 
conclusion of his piece, the Akira phenomenon shifts attention from sterile 
and compulsive reenactment of the past toward a future where the logics of 
disaster capitalism in the world are visible. And since visual communication 
in the animated format rests only tenuously on translation, it is legible to 
readers far beyond the conditions of its production, in Asia or Japan. 

Marilyn Ivy recasts the story of how trauma came to hold a place in psy-
choanalytic theories to show why it is an irreplaceable concept metaphor. 
Foremost in her tale are the three historical causes that stimulated Freud to 
theorize trauma in the first instance: sudden disaster, childhood seduction, 
and war. Then Ivy takes up trauma’s foundational dimension of deferral 
and its irresolute distinction of interiority and exteriority. Classical trauma 
theory, in her view, is not so much inapplicable to geopolitical Asia so much 
as trauma is generally a limit concept in cultural and political critique. 
Theoretically speaking, trauma’s “unplaceability” or lack of specificity in 
time and space are precisely what gives the concept analytic power. That, 
in turn, is how trauma “teaches us as much about the limits of representa-
tion as it does about the unspeakable violence that describes a catastrophic 
event.” Given this understanding, Ivy proposes that trauma invaluably opens 
ways of comprehending the logics and politics of contemporary Japanese 
nationalism. Specifically, she makes the case that among Japanese right-
wing elites, the 1945 defeat is experienced as traumatic to this day. Con-
sequently, nationalist theory pivots around repetitive scenarios that, these 
men believe, justify their remilitarization for a new war, a victorious future 
war that will wipe out the trauma of defeat and return “Japan” to “normal” 
status as an adult in the family of man. Ivy’s brief is to illustrate the suit-
ability of using trauma in this context. Reading current nationalist theory 
symptomatically, she explains how repetitiveness, fetishistic return to the 
scene of defeat, and the tendency of politicos to dismiss sexual criminality 
against comfort women all actually forward scenarios of future victory. The 
revelatory political powers of the generalized and amplified trauma concept 
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in Ivy’s formulation eat away at assumptions about stable representation or 
situated logics. 

The final two articles in this collection are concerned with the immediate 
moment and our own place in history. In each one there is a determining 
assumption that recognizing the historical “present” — knowing what time 
it is — places in the hands of the analyst a tool for reconsidering political 
possibilities. 

In “Crises of Money,” Pheng Cheah draws on autoimmunity to displace 
the older trauma concept, using as his referent the 1997 Asian financial cri-
sis, a current historical calamity. Pointing out that notions about the secu-
rity of the individual’s psyche are “templates” of historical forms of sociality 
and political community, he takes the position that there is a “necessary 
historicity of theory.” Frantz Fanon’s postcolonial project is for Cheah an 
illustration of the practical difficulties this cliché has imposed. Postcolonial 
societies, he argues, are actually not subject to Fanon-style postcolonial psy-
chiatric diagnoses at all. Cheah gives three reasons why. First, redress for 
effects directly traceable to colonialism actually lies elsewhere. Second, the 
psychopathology of colonialism and thus postcolonialism is not uniform; 
so-called postcolonialism of Algeria, in Africa, displays markedly different 
symptoms from Malaysia, in Southeast Asia. Third and most important, the 
postcolonial state emerges not from colonialism or the past, but within the 
future-oriented circuit of global capital accumulation. While this compul-
sory assimilation is notably geopolitically uneven, the conditions of postcolo-
niality are not determined in differential relations to the force of globalizing 
capital. In light of the periodization leading from colonialism to global capi-
talist circuits, the current substrate or template of the psychic is what Cheah 
calls the new autoimmune process. Joining governmentality and financial 
flows, the new physiology of power resembles autoimmunity because the 
very capital flows that breach the core of the Asian nations’ economies are 
exactly the medium of their rapid development. The laboring subject within 
the autoimmune system will be not a “subject” but a product effect, since 
there is no longer a ground from which one can be alienated. 

Rosalind Morris’s “Giving Up Ghosts: Notes on Trauma and the Pos-
sibility of the Political from Southeast Asia” positions the common project 
at its most comprehensive and generous. For the sake of the “possibility of 
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the political from Southeast Asia,” Morris ambitiously proposes to rethink 
trauma through the phenomena of ghosts and accidental politicization. 
Ghosts arise at scenes of unpredictable convergences and are not a func-
tion or effect of a geopolitical or any other context; so, she argues, they are 
not a representation but a trace. Moreover, the reported phenomenon of the 
accidental encounter as the basis of politicization among Southeast Asian 
bourgeois youth during the 1980s “redeems,” in Morris’s language, paral-
lel stories of ghostly encounters. In each — the ghostly haunting and the 
accidental politicization of the individual in the crowd — lies the invalida-
tion of so-called iron laws of development causality, and each, in different 
ways, provides an opening up to “liberation from historical determinism 
and its various teleologies.” Morris advocates that we adhere to the history 
of European philosophy when invoking conceptually loaded terms like his-
tory. Freud’s irreplaceable notion of psychic trauma is an effect of his taking 
violent oedipal distance from Kant’s elevation of Reason above the other 
faculties, causality above all forms of explanation. The trauma concept as 
Freud originated it may have presumed an integral identity, but its origins 
lie in a contention among philosophers over reason and teleology or histori-
cal causality. Yet even Freud is not the last word on Kant; European philoso-
phy is global now. Southeast Asian ghosts and the politics of the accidental 
crowd are, Morris suggests, a raison d’être for displacing the preoccupa-
tion with the wound in conventional trauma studies with the accident. Of 
course, rethinking the status of the accidental in the trauma concept also 
helps to illuminate why historicality cannot be understood as the projection 
of psychic personhood. At the same time, this reconsideration through the 
Southeast Asian political moves our attention toward what Morris terms 
“effectivity beyond representation,” an ethics based on the global politics to 
come. Finally, it absolves the political theorist from having to invent de novo 
an alternative to this impossible and useful trauma concept. 

All of the artists whose work appears here themselves transmit visions 
shaped in relation to political violence. Binh Danh arrived in Malaysia as a 
refugee, age two, as his family fled Vietnam on a boat at the war’s end. Later 
the family migrated to California. During his college years Danh invented 
a unique process for photosynthetically transferring photo images onto the 
surfaces of leaves. His first return trip to Vietnam inspired him to create 
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a revelatory body of work employing this technique, what he calls “chlo-
rophyll prints.” Surrounded by the subtle but ubiquitous physical remains 
of the war — bomb craters converted to rice paddies is one example he 
uses — Danh observed that memories of war devastation had been internal-
ized into everyday life. This led him to create chlorophyll prints, such as the 
ones you see here, drawing on archival images of the Vietnam-American 
War but using native tropical leaves. With this practice Binh Danh shows 
how the memory of people long dead and events long gone will continue 
to haunt the landscape. The artist grew up in a religious Buddhist family 
in which ritual focused on ancestors whose influence on the living mediate 
death. Morality, memory, and spiritual practice remain lifelong sources of 
inspiration and a primary source of his aesthetic vision. 

Of the same generation as Binh Danh, An-My Lê was born in Saigon in 
1960 and came to the United States as a political refugee in 1975. For almost 
ten years now, An-My Lê has explored photographically the major military 
conflicts of the last fifty years of American history: the war in Vietnam 
and the ongoing war in Iraq. Rather than offer images of actual war events 
and snapshots of material devastation, An-My Lê’s photographs focus on 
sites that figure as war zones in waiting or in perpetuity, sites where war is 
psychologically and “virtually” anticipated, determined, enacted, processed, 
and relived, such as the Vietnam War reenactments in Virginia and North 
Carolina and the US Marines’ training in a virtual Iraq in the California 
desert for the “real” war “over there.” Her images therefore offer another 
version of the wars that were and continue to be vetted and offered for mass 
consumption through the representative images from Vietnam or Iraq in 
the mainstream media. Between 1994 and 1998, An-My Lê traveled to Viet-
nam several times to photograph in peacetime the war-ravaged country she 
had fled twenty years before. 

Htein Lin, a decade older than Binh Danh and born in 1966 in Burma’s 
northern Irrawaddy Delta, joined political resistance in his early twenties 
at Rangoon University. This led him to join in armed resistance, guerrilla 
actions, flight out of Burma, fractional student political violence, and, after 
betrayals of various kinds, eventually repatriation back to Burmese author-
ity. In later years he was jailed again, and for several years he continued his 
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practice of performance art and figurative drawing for fellow prisoners. The 
artist expanded the range of his figurative art and technique of using scav-
enged, recycled materials, including bed sheets and cardboard. With col-
leagues Htein Lin staged street performances, and his paintings were hung 
in solo and collective shows. Most recently the artist has traveled to Japan 
and Malasyia, to Manila and Venice, among other venues. As in the case of 
Binh Danh, his art is shown internationally. Htein Lin works in London 
now and sees himself as an artist, not a political activist. Though he dis-
courages art that serves politics, he cleaves to the belief that political events 
inspire art, swallow up the artist. When, he explains, the artist emerges, he 
becomes the painting and no longer the painter.

The title of this special journal issue is “War Capital Trauma.” To get 
there, each contributor has worked through a fourth and uncelebrated term, 
epistemology. All the essays have either made an explicit argument about the 
relation of war or trauma to disaster capital, globalized capital accumula-
tion, or imperial capitalism, or proposed the postwar developmental state as 
the foundation underlying episteme. As for war, perhaps Morris says it best 
when she notes that prior to the events of September 11, 2001, the possibil-
ity that trauma might devolve into a broader, more future-oriented concept 
was high. Now, as the Bush policy of endless war in revenge for an alleged 
traumatic wound that a fantasized Islam has inflicted on the righteous is 
naturalized as a common-sense fact, we find ourselves in a tighter bind. 
The Schmittian logic is reestablished. War is justified with reference to the 
wound. And in the wake of war comes, as Lamarre points out, a predatory 
capitalism contingent on war and catastrophe of all kinds, human and natu-
ral. This move to take up trauma again is an optimistic move. Critique goes 
toward “effectivity beyond representation.” The project to rethink trauma in 
useful directions has to be seen as part of the coming politics. 

Tani Barlow and Brian Hammer, Guest Editors 
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Note 

1 “War Capital Trauma” began as a workshop held at the Walter J. Simpson Center for the 
Humanities in the spring of 2005. That workshop and this journal issue bring to an end 
the nearly decade-old Project for Critical Asian Studies. We are grateful to the Rockefeller 
Foundation, which supported the project for two rounds of grants, and the University 
of Washington for its generous contributions to our work (depts.washington.edu/critasia 
.home.html). Kathleen Woodward, director of the Simpson Center, provided a wonderful 
home for the project over the course of many years. Working closely with the director and 
her staff was a wonderful experience. Gillian Harkins and Bruce Suttmeier, who served 
as special issue reviewers, gave generously during the revision process, and we thank them 
warmly for their contributions to this issue.
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