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“Suffer Little Children”: The Representation of Aboriginal Disadvantage through Images of Suffering 
Children, and the Wages of Spectacular Humanitarianism1 
 
Joanne Faulkner 
 
Abstract 
 
Contemporary Australia is plagued by scandals concerning Aboriginal children, which gesture to a broader 
injustice to First Nations peoples. The cycle of abuse and reaction prompts two questions: (1) why are wrongs to 
Indigenous peoples brought to crisis through the situation of children?; and (2) why does the situation remain 
unchanged? Drawing on Lacanian theory and Debord’s account of the spectacle, this paper argues that colonial 
subjectivity draws upon the spectacle of wounded Aboriginal children as a source of self-knowledge (or 
enjoyment). It proposes that healing cannot take place, for First Nations and non-Indigenous Australians, before 
this ‘enjoyment’ is addressed. 
 

My suggestion is that that moment of ‘impossibility’ in recognising the sovereignty of Aboriginal laws, is the 
moment which provides Australians with the opportunity to ‘take responsibility in order to have a future.’ In the 
possibility of taking those steps, what could be created is an opening to a future which had not existed before.2 
 
Fantasy is basically a scenario filling out the empty space of a fundamental impossibility, a screen masking a 
void… As such, fantasy is not to be interpreted, only ‘traversed’: all we have to do is experience how there is 
nothing ‘behind’ it, and how fantasy masks precisely this ‘nothing.’3 
 
The spectacle is not a collection of images but a social relation among people mediated by images.4 

 
For the past 20 years, Australians have been intermittently enthralled by, and then forgetful of, spectacles of 
wounded Aboriginal children: from the tabling of the 1997 report Bringing Them Home (the Report of the 
National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from Their Families), to 
recent, shocking footage of Aboriginal children being tortured in incarceration. To be sure, in recent times 
awareness of injustices to First Nations peoples in Australia usually erupts into public consciousness in the form 
of representations of suffering Aboriginal children. These images mediate a social relation characterized by a 
national history of colonization: violence, dispossession, and neglect.  
 
The publicity afforded to the “Stolen Generations” through the appearance of Bringing Them Home arguably 
instigated this engagement with Aboriginality through the figure of the wounded child.5 The key element of that 
document’s success in galvanizing Australians’ sympathetic response was its inclusion of testimony by 
survivors, describing in their own words their experience, as children, of having been forcibly taken from their 
mothers into state custody. Survivors represented powerfully their juvenile confusion, fear, and pain, renewed in 
memory through testimony. News reportage, books, and films (most notably Philip Noyce’s Rabbit-Proof 
Fence, 2002) mediated these stories as a form of national confessional and catharsis. An underlying tenor of this 
reception, shared by both penitents and denialists, was that these events—if they occurred at all—at least 
belonged only to the past and would remain buried there.  
 
In accordance with the usual conduct of repressed material, however, episodes of scandal regarding 
mistreatment of Aboriginal children have returned recurrently to haunt the Australian consciousness since that 
first instance of publicity. In 2007—ten years after the tabling of Bringing Them Home, and in defiance of 
public calls to issue a national apology to the Stolen Generations—then Prime Minister John Howard deployed 
the army, federal police, doctors, social workers, and bureaucrats into the Northern Territory in response to lurid 
(and subsequently discredited) allegations that pedophile rings had been operating with impunity in remote 
Aboriginal communities. The Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER), more commonly known as the 
NT Intervention, mandated compulsory health checks for children, stripping back of land rights through the 
imposition of lease arrangements, income management, and strict prohibition of access to pornography and 
alcohol, all facilitated by the suspension of the Racial Discrimination Act (1975). This legislation received bi-
partisan support largely because of its appeal to the safety of children—thus any expression of opposition to 
these overreaching measures was mischaracterized as toleration of pedophilia.6 
 
Most recently—and on the eve of the passage of yet another decade since Bringing Them Home—a third 
scandal erupted as the national broadcaster televised explicit footage of guards terrorizing and torturing 
adolescent boys at the Don Dale Youth Detention Centre (again in the Northern Territory).7 Expressions of 
public shock and outrage led to a rapid response by Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull, who called for a Royal 
Commission into the Protection and Detention of Children in the Northern Territory. In so doing, the 
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government effectively addressed a general public sentiment that action should be taken, whilst also limiting the 
scope of scrutiny to children in detention in the Northern Territory, rather than issues endemic to Aboriginal 
communities under colonial rule more broadly (poverty, exposure to violence, poor access to healthcare, 
overrepresentation in the child protection and carceral systems). The vision of tortured adolescents captured 
public notice, whilst also deflecting attention from the systemic causes of the phenomena in question. 
 
In analyzing the social meaning for Australians of—and affective investment in—the exhibition of suffering 
Aboriginal children, there are a number of formal features that should be kept to the forefront of theorists’ 
attention: Firstly, these revelations of injury to children are often spectacular. In the ordinary sense of this term, 
such images are framed so as to enthrall and captivate viewers, shaking them from a sense of order and moving 
them to anger, sympathy, or guilt. Yet also germane to this scene is Guy Debord’s account of the spectacle as a 
repertoire of images that facilitates a social relation and that, in so enthralling its audience, shelters them from a 
genuine engagement with the social conditions that give rise to those images. Vision of children in poverty or in 
the process of being physically abused by prison guards at once unsettles and produces a sense of order, by 
prompting predictable political and legal responses.  
 
Second, the appearance of these images is repetitive, even cyclical. While each time it would seem as if a 
particular scandal emerges anew and isolated, as if sui generis, in fact a series of “scandals” may be traced back 
to the colony’s inception, their connection to one another forgotten with each “new” iteration. This forgetting in 
fact ensures repetition, as Australians fail to address the underlying situation towards which the images merely 
gesture. This “repetition of the same” acephalously grasps at signification, marking the fundament of the 
colonial situation enigmatically and in the absence of its emergence into representation or national reckoning.  
 
Third, these events are marked by an intensive, if fleeting, investment of humanitarian concern that rapidly 
drifts into a self-reflexive preoccupation with (national) identity—calling forth the kinds of state apparatus 
(senate inquiries, royal commissions, and so forth) that seek to draw on—or, conversely, construct—a true 
national character. The circuit of witnessing, identification, and finally expiation of guilt, follows a sure path: 
the nation’s connection to international rights conventions is duly touched upon, before the system attempts to 
insulate itself from “bad apples.” Likewise, the children at first attract sympathy due to their status qua child, 
before media outlets expose their “un-childlike” behavior, thus separating them from the protections usually 
afforded to that class. Finally, the shock elicited by the spectacle of the suffering Aboriginal child subsides once 
a formal response takes shape, and the rupture caused by the scandal is once again smoothed over by some 
modest, and token, legal remedy. 
 
The combination of repetition, enthrallment, and humanitarian self-regard that characterizes the reception in 
Australia of images and scandals of suffering First Nations children, signals that there is something fundamental 
such images represent, but which remains stubbornly unseen. I would contend that it signals an impasse in the 
relation between settler-colonial Australians and First Nations people that can only be viewed askance, through 
the cipher—or symptom—of the “wounded child,” regarded ambivalently in its child-being and its being-
Aboriginal. Abbreviation of injuries perpetrated against Aboriginal peoples into the neat figure of “the child” 
enables settler-colonial Australians to domesticate those wrongs in a manageable form. Yet while the focus on 
children enables a public sympathetic response to a people most usually demonized, it also serves to obscure the 
character of injustice (and limit the potential remedy) to First Nations people.  
 
For accepted ontologies of childhood, and the contexts deemed appropriate with respect to children, are 
themselves already colonized. The western notion of childhood that renders children sympathetic (innocence, 
blamelessness), also conceptually quarantines them from consideration of “adult” matters such as land rights 
and sovereignty. According to this schema, attempts to contextualize a particular spectacle of childhood trauma, 
politically and historically, are construed as the cynical politicization of children’s innocence. Emphasis on child 
victims represents colonizers’ crimes against First Nations people as only a moral issue, such that their political 
significance is minimized, displaced, and obscured by the association with childhood. By means of this focus on 
children (as well as a broader infantilization of Indigenous peoples),8 they are offered “thoughts and prayers” 
for their “misfortunes,” rather than political and material restitution of land, self-determination, sovereignty. 
 
Considering the focus on this particular figuration of the child as symptom not only brings to the fore a slippage 
between underlying national/colonial trauma and its “appearance” in diminutive and distorted form. It also 
enables a more adequate characterization of Australians’ affective response to these images. Particularly, it 
makes sense of the degree of unacknowledged enjoyment taken in these images: a dividend of pleasure—or 
more rightly more-than pleasure [plus-de-jouir]—accessed through the “scene” to which images of suffering 
children returns Australians: the primal scene of colonization. The idea that non-Indigenous Australians enjoy 
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images of suffering Aboriginal children is counter-intuitive and unpalatable. We can best make sense of this 
claim in terms of Slavoj Žižek’s (Lacanian) notion that subjects “enjoy” their symptom, in a manner that is felt 
as beyond pleasure, as it verges into unpleasure: pain or discomfort. This unrecognized dividend of pleasure 
suggests an unconscious process of subject formation, and the formation of intersubjectivity, that must remain 
obscure—unconscious—if it is to operate smoothly. Even, and especially, the most sympathetic response, in that 
case, is cut through with enjoyment that cannot be owned as such. 
 
The enjoyment taken in pain and loss—or jouissance—that so constitutes colonial relations in Australia is not 
recognized as such, and thus is difficult to bring under critical scrutiny. It is bound up with a history of the 
significance of childhood in modern Europe: a significance that allows subjects to comprehend various human 
capacities through a relation of spectatorship and complex identification with the child. By virtue of this history 
that gives the child to be an experimental field for testing and determining the limits of “the human,” the child 
figure is readily available as a site of enjoyment of limit experiences, and particularly suffering. This paper 
argues that colonial subjectivity draws upon the spectacle of abused and wounded Aboriginal children as a 
source of self-knowledge and -concealment (or enjoyment). Within this context, restitution, or what is obscurely 
referred to as “reconciliation,” is impossible. I argue that for this very reason, however, critical attention to this 
enjoyment may provide a way through the impasse: a traversal of the fantasy (or symptom) that marks this 
impossibility of relation, towards a livable future.  
 
I will first contextualize this significance of the suffering child with respect to the particularity of Australian 
settler-colonialism, before turning to Freudian and Lacanian accounts of a “beyond-pleasure” or jouissance as a 
way into understanding how the primal scene of colonization might give rise to an apparently benevolent 
attraction to the Indigenous other in torment. 9  I will finally bring Lacan’s account of the imaginary into 
conversation of Debord’s theory of the spectacle, in order to interpret the Australian reception of images of 
suffering First Nations children. 
 
The Child as a Target and Phantasm of Australian Settler Colonialism 
 
In delineating the difference between settler-colonialism and other of its forms, Lorenzo Veracini emphasizes 
the constitutive part of violence in the foundation of the settler-colonial state. This is not to say that violence 
does not feature in extractive colonialism—it most certainly does. Yet, the settler state is especially invested in 
denying its violent origins. “Political theory has often assumed that all political orders are based on an initial 
law-establishing violent inception,” he writes.  
 

However, settler colonial regimes occupy a peculiar position in this context because their violent foundation must 
be disavowed (this is one result of a recurring narcissistic drive demanding that a settler society be represented as a 
ideal political body).10 
 

Identification with the figure of the pure, white child in the Australian settler-colonial imaginary has been 
instrumental to this disavowal of colonial violence. Associated as “the child” was, by the end of the eighteenth 
century, with domesticity and innocence, the notion of the settler as a “wild colonial boy” facilitated an image of 
the settler as having arisen naturally from that land: as a “Robinson Crusoe,” manifesting their colonial destiny 
by transforming all they “discovered” into property. Accordingly, the particular quality of exploitation British 
colonization of Australia enacts suggests an investment in creating a “home away from home,” transmuting the 
strange and untamed into the familiar.  
 
As Goenpul woman Aileen Moreton-Robinson argues, the colonizers’ “sentiment of belonging” is mediated by 
a more fundamental connection to Britain, which sets in train a melancholic ontology of settler belonging in 
Australia profoundly different from First Nations belonging. As she invokes through Peter Allen’s lyric “I still 
call Australia home,” for non-Indigenous Australians “home” is a place from which one travels: an attachment 
imbued already with nostalgia—absence or lack—and assertion of privilege over another’s place through the 
deeming of it as having been empty, terra nullius.11 This brings us to the second element of repudiation of 
colonial violence enacted by settler-colonial Australians: a motivated forgetfulness of the existence of First 
Nations peoples. Rather than admit the violence by which the British “settled” the continent, Australians 
throughout their history have repeated “terra nullius” as if it were a serenity mantra, according to a variety of 
cultural expressions. Whether Australia represents itself as a predominantly white, Christian nation, or as a 
contemporary and successful multicultural state, the impression of harmony intended by each of these portrayals 
belies the original violence through which the colonies were established and downplays the continuing existence 
of First Nations people and cultures in Australia. 
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Whereas violence towards Indigenous peoples is denied (or, at best, viewed as extraneous to the national story) 
the extent of cruelty of the British authorities toward convicts is readily incorporated into Australia’s national 
imaginary, and in fact perversely contributes to this repudiation of the colony’s founding violence. For, while 
Australians identify with the convict rather than British colonial authorities, they/we are able to view them/our-
selves as victims instead of perpetrators of violence. Indeed, this cultural memory contributes to a national 
identity personified by a child that has been treated poorly and abandoned by its mother [country]: thereby the 
colonial is notionally released from the past sins of the parent. The “Little Boy from Manly” embodies 
Australia’s claim to be sui generis, “young and free,” uncorrupted by the complicated and difficult history of 
European nations. A cartoon first appearing in The Bulletin in 1885, this figure resonated with the emerging 
nationalist sentiment, and came to be redeployed by other cartoonists as a synecdoche for a young, innocent 
nation, vulnerable to the predations of other countries (especially Asia, to Australia’s north).12  
 
Such representations reflect Australia’s understanding of itself as a settler colony that was/is both vulnerable 
and bold. Likewise, colonizers view themselves not as rapists and marauders but rather as homemakers (and 
what could be more innocent?!). As it is a central pillar of the modern concept of “home,” identification with the 
child figure consolidates Australians’ self-understanding as a people who had sought nothing more than a 
comfortable place to “settle.” The lone household, a child playing within its safe perimeter, stands as an idyll of 
the colonial frontier. And unlike the United States, where warfare with Indigenous peoples features within the 
cultural imaginary, in Australia the presence of Aboriginal people is obfuscated—as if they peaceably stepped 
aside in deference to the white invaders’ sovereign claim. The settler-colonial purchases their/our domesticity 
nostalgically, even melancholically: at a distance from the “metropolis,” and at the expense of peoples with 
existing sovereignty. The image of the colonial Australian as innocent child-victim thereby operates as a “screen 
memory” for the violence perpetrated against Aboriginal peoples, displacing an acknowledgement of conflict 
and division with a nostalgic “memory” that establishes a scene of social harmony or regularity.13 Massacres are 
not only forgotten, but governments and the general Australian public also conspire actively to suppress 
remembrance of them,14 as well as the longer-term consequences of colonization.15  
 
As a counterpoint to the ascendant image of the white boy-child as metonym for a prospectively prosperous 
Australian nation, colonizers have consistently depicted Aboriginal peoples as a race in decline, the vector for 
that decline being the Aboriginal child of mixed descent. Aboriginal children—whose very existence signals the 
ongoing and future survival of Aboriginal peoples—became a site of heightened anxiety and intervention, 
elaborated variously according to the quotient of “blackness” in their blood. Western Australia’s Chief Protector 
of Aborigines A. O. Neville most clearly elaborated this anxiety in his 1947 tome Australia’s Coloured 
Minority,16 which laid out the intellectual justification for policies for which he had vigorously agitated during 
his tenure as a public servant. For Neville the child was an acute site of government intervention both notionally 
and materially, through what he saw as the imperative to breed out the “colour,” along Mendelian lines, through 
(1) the segregation of “full-blood” Aboriginal peoples, (2) controlled marriage of all Aboriginal people by the 
state, and finally (3) involuntary removal of “half-caste” children from their parents and communities (in 
practice, to institutions and white households as indentured servants).  
 
Neville’s recommendations accorded to a social Darwinist view, popularized by Herbert Spencer, that black 
races were constitutively inferior to the white race and consequently were bound to die out if placed in 
competition with them.17 The so-called “half-caste,” “quadroon,” and “octoroon” child, then, was for Neville a 
target through which some Aboriginal people could be “saved” by assimilation—that is, by “becoming white.”18 
Importantly, Neville understood this strategy of separation and intensive intervention to be morally justified—
even the most compassionate possible avenue—because according to his theoretical commitments the 
Aboriginal race could not survive. Under his plan, segregated “full-bloods” would be allowed to dwindle and 
eventually die out hidden from view; and children would be managed into the underclass of white society 
undetected. Neville and many of his contemporaries considered this strategy as a means to “smooth the dying 
pillow” of the “Aborigine.”19 This mode of “compassion” for Aboriginal people was thus indecently proximate 
to the massacres, as the founding fantasy of terra nullius motivated both. 
 
The mind-set Neville represents was materially elaborated through what is now referred to as the Stolen 
Generations: the forced abduction of fairer-skinned Aboriginal children throughout the twentieth century by 
opportunistic, coercive, and deceptive means—often when children were at school or in hospital, for instance. 
Authorities frequently told mothers that their child had died.20 Notwithstanding a national apology to survivors 
of the Stolen Generations in 2008, Aboriginal children continue to be removed into foster and out-of-home care, 
and many are incarcerated, at a vastly disproportionate rate. When these outcomes are acknowledged publicly at 
all, removals are framed as the most compassionate alternative available, and as a means to “save” the 
Aboriginal child. As recently as the beginning of 2018, popular breakfast television program Sunrise hosted a 
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“hot topics” segment composed only of white—and alarmingly ill-informed—panelists, who blithely opined 
that Aboriginal parents are incapable of caring for their children and adoption by “white families” needs to be an 
option.  
 

 
Figure 1: Sunrise tweet21 

 
Perhaps most shockingly of all, one of these panelists upheld the appropriateness of the Stolen Generations. A 
decade after the apology, some cultural elites are far from contrite about this dark chapter of national history.22  
 
While it is untrue that the Aboriginal child placement principle prohibits First Nations children from being 
removed into the care of non-Indigenous couples, this white rescue fantasy continues to animate interventions 
like the Northern Territory Emergency Response and the push for open adoption rather than fostering in NSW. 
Assimilation remains popular with the mainstream, and the fantasy of terra nullius still resonates powerfully for 
settlers as they/we make sense of the place of Aboriginal people in contemporary Australian society. But 
moreover, as I will examine shortly, this uncomfortable coalition between compassion and a will to see 
Indigenous peoples extinguished—even a pleasure in viewing them in a state of degradation or suffering—is 
constitutive of the Australian settler-colonial collective psyche and identity.  
 
Imaginary Identification, Law, and Jouissance 
 
The better to understand this subjectivity-constituting enjoyment of suffering, I want now to draw out how 
Freudian theory might make sense of the Australian imaginary. In so doing, I will also touch on sympathies and 
antipathies between Freud’s account of the psyche and sentimentalist moral psychology’s theory of compassion 
as what motivates ethical action. A key resemblance between them is the place of the child as a site of 
sympathetic identification and crucible for humanitarianism, through which the philosopher/psychoanalyst 
imagines and develops his own essence. 
 
Freud held for most of his career that the life of the psyche is organized by what he called “the pleasure 
principle,” according to which the organism seeks to keep energy within itself as constant as possible.23 This 
“hydraulic” account of intrinsic motivation theorized the psychic apparatus in terms of flows of energy. Tension 
within the system is increased by excitation or stimulation, which “neurones” within the nervous system work to 
expel or neutralize.24 Pleasure would thereby be conceived as the imperative to minimize “pain,” understood as 
an excess of stimulation or build-up of tension within the system. “Pleasure” is likewise viewed as a relative 
constancy of energy within the nervous system, or avoidance of stimulation. The “reality principle” intervenes 
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by placing pressure on the “neurone” emerging from outside, as well as internally, e.g., hunger and thirst. 
“Reality” (or what Lacan will call the Real) presents an obstacle to the pleasure principle: it invests the 
“neurone” with a tension it must expel, either simply, or by motivating the organism to address the discomfort 
arising from this stimulation (e.g., by procuring food). The attainment of pleasure in this way amounts to 
keeping at bay excitation, and its ultimate achievement might indeed be death, or the absolute cessation of 
stimulation. 
 
This negative understanding of pleasure finds antecedents in the tradition of moral psychology emerging from 
philosophical empiricism, for which the avoidance of suffering was established as the most fundamental motive 
of human action. For instance, David Hume wrote: 
 

Ask a man why he uses exercise; he will answer, because he desires to keep his health. If you then enquire, why he 
desires health, he will readily reply, because sickness is painful. If you push your enquiries farther, and desire a 
reason why he hates pain, it is impossible he can ever give any. This is an ultimate end, and is never referred to 
any other object.25 
 

This humanistic understanding of motivation as the avoidance of pain is added to a theory of moral sentiment 
for philosophers such as Hume, Bentham, Rousseau, and Smith, such that being able to feel others’ suffering 
with them forms the motivation of ethical behavior, or conscience.26 
 
Freud’s understanding of moral psychology, conversely, emerges from his turn away from his pleasure principle 
formation. For, he later came to challenge this modest conception of human motivation by theorizing the “death 
drive” as a tendency more primordial than the imperative to keep energy constant. The death drive refers to a 
primal pleasure in dissipation and destruction, and moreover self-destruction that motivates a multitude of 
human behaviors. The neuroses of veterans who recurrently relive their war trauma in dreams furnished a vivid 
clinical provocation for Freud’s reconsiderations. Particularly, repetition of unpleasant experiences, whether 
through traumatic memories or the transference (an ambivalent attitude toward the analyst, through whom the 
analysand re-enacts the relation to their parents), led Freud to question the pleasure principle, as in these cases 
subjects appeared actively to seek out painful experiences. While war veterans and neurotics provided clinical 
support of the death drive, however, it is Freud’s observation of his infant grandson’s play that has captured 
most interest in commentaries of Beyond the Pleasure Principle. 
 
While babysitting his grandson, Freud witnessed the child playing a curious game in which he threw an object 
away, while exclaiming what Freud discerned as “fort” [gone]. The game was later modified such that the child 
threw away a wooden spool on a string with the exclamation “fort,” and yelled “da” [here/there] upon retrieving 
it. Freud supposed that this was a coping mechanism for the boy, who was very close to his mother, but was also 
a “good boy” and so did not make a fuss when she left. Freud’s paradox was that the game was chiefly 
organized around the throwing away of the object, pleasure being derived more from its banishment than 
retrieval. He identified a pleasure in revenge upon the mother in this act: the boy actively sends her away rather 
than being left. The repetitive, even compulsive, nature of this activity provides its own dividend of pleasure in 
pain, through the more ancient movement of the death drive: dis-integration. 
 
In passing, I would like to indicate an affinity between this model child—who maintains his “goodness” by 
displacing the violence of his emotions regarding abandonment—and the “child” found in Australian colonial 
imagination. In the case of the latter, the repetition does not involve hurling and returning a wooden spool, but 
rather a game of repetition of “sending away” First Nations people, captured by the image of the wounded 
Aboriginal children. This connection becomes more patent once we look to the earlier tradition of moral 
psychology upon which Freud builds, which uses the depiction of suffering children to facilitate the cultivation 
of compassion. For Hume, the child’s suffering develops the onlooker’s sense of pity most acutely because 
children are less cognizant of others’ guile, and so more vulnerable to their wrongdoings. In this respect, 
children are represented as more deserving of compassion than adults, and as more apt models through which 
human suffering may be comprehended: 
 

‘Tis an aggravation of a murder, that was committed upon persons asleep and in perfect security; as historians 
readily observe of any infant prince, who is captive in the hands of his enemies, that he is the more worthy of 
compassion the less sensible he is of his miserable condition.27 
 

The difference in awareness between the child and its adult observer increases the poignancy of suffering, so 
that children become more fitted to demonstrating the limit experiences through which humanity tests itself. 
Through this image of the suffering child, the observer prospects his own humanity, his own subjectivity, in the 
ability to feel compassion. 
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Freud’s story of a “good boy” who derives pleasure by sending his mother away, conversely, provides Freud 
with a model for the death drive, which explained not only repetition neuroses, but also the installation of a 
moral conscience characterized by feelings of guilt. Where for Hume, Rousseau, and Bentham, morality is a 
socially binding force—akin to what Freud would call Eros, which accords to the logic of the pleasure 
principle—the “superego,” or conscience, is for Freud “a pure culture of the death instinct.” 28 It takes its 
pleasure in persecuting the ego and destabilizing the psychic system. And conscience’s origins consist in the 
ego’s interactions and identifications with its significant others: relations characterized by both intimacy and 
psychic violence, and which at once constitute and challenge the self’s coherence and autonomy.  
 
In a footnote to Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud coolly reports that the boy’s mother—Freud’s daughter—
died not long after the scene he depicts, and that the child “showed no signs of grief.” According to Freud, the 
macabre fort-da game foreshadowed this separation: the boy had already sent his mother away, and the game 
was itself a precipitous act of grieving. The enjoyment he derived from the pain of sending his mother away had 
helped form that ambivalent knot of conscience, which Freud names “superego.” Taking Freud’s teaching at 
face value, the game of banishing the mother is an act of self-injury, in imagination, through which the self is 
constituted. Yet, arguably, Freud’s witnessing of his grandson performed a constitutive role for his own re-
making, after the fact of his daughter’s passing: the suffering child a more poignant model for his grief process, 
and a proxy through which he could delve into his own psyche, at a safe distance. 
 

* * * 
 
In Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, Lacan reinterpreted the fort-da game to reverse its meaning, 
in a manner that lends a further, peculiar insight to the subject-constituting enjoyment of the other’s suffering at 
work in colonial relations in Australia. Here Lacan suggests that the child’s enjoyment does not consist in taking 
revenge upon the mother by actively rejecting her, as Freud had surmised. Rather, for Lacan, the child hurls an 
abjected piece of himself into the world, and through negotiation of the gap between inside and outside, 
establishes the architecture of his future dealings with others and reality. 
 

The ever-open gap introduced by the [mother’s] absence … remains the cause of a centrifugal tracing in which that 
which falls is not the other qua face in which the subject is projected, but that cotton-reel linked to itself by the 
thread that it holds—in which is expressed that which, of itself, detaches itself in this trial, self-mutilation on the 
basis of which the order of significance will be put in perspective. For the game of the cotton-reel is the subject’s 
answer to what the mother’s absence has created on the frontier of his domain—the edge of his cradle—namely, a 
ditch, around which one can only play at jumping.29 

 
Another way in which Lacan parses this is in terms of the objet petit a: the “small part of the subject that 
detaches itself from him while still remaining his, still retained.” The mother’s departure gives rise to a 
“Spaltung”—splitting or division—in the subject, which is played out through the fort-da game. The infant 
alienates a part of itself through this action, investing it into the world in answer to its felt loss, or lack. The 
mother’s departure thus precipitates a process Lacan refers to as “castration” (which characterizes all speaking 
subjects), and the child’s repetitive game is a manner of making sense where there is no sense—weaving a story, 
a fantasy, over the void.  
 
Apart from this disagreement with Freud’s interpretation of the fort-da game, this articulation retains the 
essential features of his death drive concept: the elements of a displaced (or unrecognized) enjoyment of pain, 
and repetition of a traumatic event. Lacan’s best-understood transposition of the death drive into his own 
structural-linguistic idiom again draws on typical observations of the child for its theoretical insights rather than 
clinical data. Lacan’s account of the “mirror stage” charts the infant’s attempt to differentiate its internal 
experience from the external world, to become subject to others’ regard socially. In this landmark paper, Lacan 
sets out his account of the imaginary as the sphere in which these differentiations and identifications between 
self and other first take place.30 The infant first makes out its capacities to become an individuated self once it 
recognizes its own reflected image. This first experience of its own boundaries and potential autonomy is felt in 
contrast to an internal experience of incoherence, and so is extremely attractive.31 Lacan emphasizes, however, 
the extent to which this impression of coherence is illusory, founded in an act of misrecognition 
(méconnaissance) of oneself as that image. Such misrecognition is a necessary prelude to the acquisition of 
language: In the “imaginary” realm of the mirror image, the child receives a foretaste of what it will later 
achieve in the “symbolic,” social sphere of adults.  
 
The mirror image maps these possibilities: as a Gestalt through which motor coordination is activated and a 
more stable sense of the body congealed. Constitutive of this development, however, is the gap between 
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experience and image: a gap that the child must find a way to manage, just as Freud’s grandson had devised his 
game to manage the gap between his fledgling autonomous self and the loss of self, occasioned by the mother’s 
departure. The spectacle of the self that the image promises leaves the infant’s internal experience wanting and 
will come to supplant it as a measure of the child’s relation to others. Yet an awareness of the lack that 
permeates its being—experience that makes no sense and cannot be adequately represented—remains, and the 
“gap” between experience and image endures as an affective backdrop for its social relationships. The subject’s 
instinctual incoherence, represented through the drama of imaginary identification, continues to persecute 
through fantasies of invasion, fragmentation and incorporation, omnipotence and paranoia. Identification is a 
violent struggle between self and other.32  
 
In “Aggressiveness in Psychoanalysis,” Lacan elaborates this conflict further in terms ‘transitivism,’ where “[a] 
child who beats another child says that he himself was beaten; a child who sees another fall, cries.” He 
continues: 
 

Similarly, it is by identifying with the other that [the infant] experiences the whole range of bearing and display 
reactions—whose structural ambivalence is clearly revealed in his behaviors, the slave identifying with the despot, 
the actor with the spectator, the seduced with the seducer.33 
 

The subject’s formation is thus a violent commerce through which it persistently confuses itself with the other. 
The relation to the other, indeed, is felt in virtue of an entanglement with their suffering: it is instituted as a role-
play, first as despot then as slave, actor then spectator, etc. 
 
There are resonances, in this account of shared suffering, with the prototypes for sympathy provided by the 
empiricist philosophers: most notably, Hume’s account of compassion as a communication of emotions, 
Rousseau’s understanding of sympathy as a capacity to imagine oneself in the place of the other, and, to a lesser 
degree, Smith’s elaboration of the impartial spectator (which may be interpreted as a sublimated version of this 
far more pathological identification with the other).34 Lacan emphasizes, however, the extent to which these 
relations of identification are marked by aggressiveness even, he says, “in relations involving aid of the most 
good-Samaritan variety.” 35 Moral sensibility is thus characterized by the death drive, or an indulgence of 
aggressiveness towards both self and other that remains unrecognized by traditional depictions of the 
development of sympathy, with the exception perhaps of Rousseau.36 For Lacan this is because compassion is 
caught within the structure of the “imaginary,” wherein the other is alternately idealized as one’s better self and 
demonized as the objet a—discarded material that, in turn, compulsively attracts and constitutes a threat to the 
ego. 
 
Let us pause here briefly to reflect on the implications of this theory for the psycho-dynamics of colonial 
Australia. First, if, as stipulated earlier, Australians imagine (misrecognize) themselves as abused and 
abandoned children, then sympathetic identification with images of abused and abducted Aboriginal children 
might be understood to support that fantasy. As with the infantile game of fort-da, the national identity 
repudiates the part of itself that does not make sense—is incoherent, lacking—relative to its ideal ego or mirror 
image. This unassimilable and distressing piece of incoherence—or what Lacan also calls “the Real”—is 
projected onto the other, rendering them as “the savage”: a threat to the integrity of the colonial subject. Yet, 
because this takes place in the register of imaginary identification, the confusion of identity characteristic of 
transitivism is also in operation. Settler-colonial subjectivity plays out its own sense of neglect and grievance 
through the proxy of the “native” child: its objet petit a, through which the subject negotiates loss and invests 
the abjected part of itself in the world. 
 
Lacan raises the ante further by arguing that this pleasure in aggressively confusing self and other is incited 
particularly by a desire to transgress “the law,” or the symbolic order that allots one’s place in the social system. 
Given that settler-colonization in Australia (as elsewhere) involves the refusal to recognize First Nations law (or 
lore), here, too, we may gain insight into the specific character of enjoyment of injury to Australia’s First 
Nations people. Particularly, it suggests an explanation for the apparent incapacity for governments and 
institutions to comply with “law” with regard to the treatment of Indigenous children, either in the form of 
recommendations delivered by inquiries or international conventions. 
 
For psychoanalysis “the law,” as with any social contract, prohibits certain kinds of enjoyment—most originally 
incest and a murderous jealousy of the father.37 Jouissance refers to the promise of a pleasure that is entirely 
unlegislated, and indulgence of which threatens to destroy the law. 38  Accordingly, Lacan also renders 
jouissance as plus-de-jouir: an excessive enjoyment experienced as a pleasure in pain. This pleasure is painful 
because it is forbidden, and conversely, pain may also be pleasurable because it promises a (forbidden) contact 
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with the instinctual self the subject had jettisoned as “other” through its formation. Jouissance is thus inherently 
ambiguous and ambivalent, destabilizing as it does the demarcation between self and other.  
 
This regulation of the self-other boundary that jouissance both witnesses and threatens is the site of spectacular 
identification that, I contend, has become an issue for colonial relations in Australia. Following Freud’s 
ambivalent ruminations on the command to “love thy neighbor” in Civilization and Its Discontents, Lacan 
suggests that this command itself beckons jouissance, as a desire accessible only by means of transgression, to 
enjoy the other as if they were oneself. As Freud puts this: 
 

their neighbor is for them not only a potential helper or sexual object, but also someone who tempts them to satisfy 
their aggressiveness on him, to exploit his capacity for work without compensation, to use him sexually without 
his consent, to seize his possessions, to humiliate him, to cause him pain, to torture and to kill him. Homo homini 
lupus [a man is a wolf to another man (Latin proverb)].39 

 
Lacan, following Freud, thus elaborates the exploitative, volatile, even violent, affective exchange that takes 
place in the “contracting” of sympathy, and in the space of fantasy that thirsts for a pleasure beyond “law.” An 
Australia that avows a desire for reconciliation with Indigenous peoples—a very specific articulation of the 
imperative to “love thy neighbor”—pursues this goal only with deep ambivalence. And enjoyment—in the sense 
of exploitation and ownership, as well as surplus pleasure—is always just beneath the surface of such overtures. 
An important element of the deep distrust governments and institutions engender in Aboriginal people concerns 
their failure correctly to apply even white law, let alone acknowledge the laws that ordered the continent prior to 
the arrival of Europeans.  
 
Aboriginal people are constructed as existing “outside the law”—and so as objects or targets of jouissance—in 
numerous ways. Firstly, this construction is achieved by a social imaginary that attributes to them a “natural” 
mode of life (or state of nature) that pre-exists law and political society. This is the conception of Aboriginality 
invoked by then Prime Minister John Howard when he referred to remote Aboriginal communities as a 
“Hobbesian nightmare of violence, abuse and neglect” and as “our own Hurricane Katrina,” during his push for 
federal government intervention in the Northern Territory. 40  Secondly, First Nations people are more 
proactively constructed as existing outside of law through legislative instruments that exclude or exempt 
Aboriginal populations from protection by law. In order to enact his intervention, for instance, Howard first 
needed to suspend the Racial Discrimination Act (1975) so that fundamental freedoms could be denied to 
Aboriginal people in designated communities—on the face of it temporarily, but ten years have passed and the 
intervention has even been extended.  
 
Third, these constructions of life without/outside of law avail Aboriginal people to colonial fantasies of surplus 
enjoyment, as objects of jouissance, and thus have led to extrajudicial acts of violence against them. Early in the 
life of the Colony, Governor Lachlan Macquarie established this scene by ordering his militia to “strike terror” 
in the people of the Gadigal, Dharawal, and Dharug nations, who had been waging a guerilla war on the colony, 
chiefly by burning settlers’ crops and stealing livestock. In the early hours of 17 April 1816, Captain W.B.G. 
Schaw, Captain James Wallis, and Lieutenant Charles Dawe killed fourteen Dharawal men, women, and 
children encamped in Appin near the Cataract River. Some were shot dead while others fled over the cliffs. The 
bodies of warriors Durell and Kinnahygal were hung from trees as a deterrent to resisting Aboriginal people.41  
 
Since that time hundreds of extrajudicial massacres of First Nations peoples have taken place in Australia, until 
the early part of the twentieth century, when Aboriginal people were corralled off their ancestral lands onto 
missions, and controlled by the Protectors of Aborigines.42 Aboriginal men, women, and children continue to 
die at the hands of vigilantes and overzealous corrections and police officers today, beneath the radar of public 
consciousness.43  
 
The Image and the Spectacle 
 
Where the child image is particularly prone to educe identification—ready to be used as a site of exploration of 
the limits of the self—it is arguable that the Australian media’s focus on violence inflicted upon Aboriginal 
children may invoke not only benevolent feelings and actions towards victims, but may also stir a violent 
pleasure, albeit subliminally. Read with Lacan, Guy Debord’s account of the spectacle may further refine 
understanding of this image’s role in mediating colonial relations in Australia, through an Australian social (or 
colonial) “imaginary.”44 For Debord, the spectacle designates an historical cultural formation that privileges 
images as sites of meaning and value, and which, for that reason, more effectively conceals the material 
conditions of the production of meaning and value. As a famous epigram from Society of the Spectacle states, 
“[t]he spectacle is not a collection of images but a social relation among people mediated by images.”45 In other 
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words, the spectacle as a regime of images—a data-dense and affectively intensified schema—communicates a 
message that is opaque and excessive in relation to the situation that gave rise to it. The spectacle is a 
deployment of culture through which social relations are mediated by “images,” understood as apparatuses that 
produce the illusion of hegemony and completeness (art, advertising, film, news media, etc.), while effectively 
separating and distracting subjects from their concrete relations to themselves and other subjects. The spectacle 
is in this way essentially depoliticizing and should be read not only in its ostensible significances but also—
more delicately and critically—in terms of what it conceals, obfuscates, and marginalizes.  
 
This fetishistic aspect of the image is heightened in the spectacle for Debord, wherein it comes to dominate 
social relations as an object of exchange, or commodity. In this way, in the interpersonal sphere, images soothe 
and distract from relations (with others) that are characterized by the competitive, hostile logic of late 
capitalism. Fetishistic, spectacular images also serve to render those relations both more and less meaningful, by 
saturating them with affect while evacuating and replacing their material significance (in the guise of 
embodying that significance).  
 
It would seem to me Debord’s theory of images tracks closely to Lacan’s conception of fantasy, through which 
subjects mediate a relation to “the Real”—that “unfamiliar,” unassimilable quantity, which threatens a coherent 
sense of self. For our purposes, images (fantasy) in the form of the colonial social imaginary, enable the settler 
to domesticate the strangeness of the continent and its peoples, by constructing the story of their belonging over 
the “gap” of the massacres and dispossession (a substantial lack of legitimacy) upon which white sovereignty 
supervenes. Images of pioneer children, signaling belonging, come to mediate and obfuscate the colonial 
relation by distracting from the underlying character and history of the relation between colonizer and 
colonized, and replacing that significance with the flattened hegemony of capitalism. The violence of that 
relation comes to be sublimated in the image, such that the image becomes an object of consumption and 
enjoyment, facilitating avoidance of an actual encounter with its underlying situation (in Lacan’s terms, “the 
Real”).  
 
The scandal participates in this accumulation of spectacles by crystallizing violence in a manner that distracts 
from the everyday violence of colonialism. Not only is the spectacle thus depoliticized, but the relations it 
represents are also disordered, as abuser confuses herself with abused, or, after Lacan, “the actor” is confused 
“with the spectator,” in a drama of identification and displacement that plays out the dialectic of belonging 
intrinsic to the colonial relation.  
 
With this dynamic in mind, let us now return to the context of the images in question; images with regard to 
which the Australian public has, in turn, been scandalized and oblivious; forgetful, and then shocked by their 
own forgetfulness. These images, and the relations they both obscure and signify, may be read in terms both of 
Debord’s understanding of the image as commodity fetish and Lacan’s account of the imaginary as a region of 
identification, conflict, and cruelty. Notably, the implications of this dual analysis are not only that images of 
children that encourage identification are thereby rendered available to jouissance. But also, the response to 
these images replaces and obscures a genuine engagement with the relations that produce them. While the child 
in modernity is especially available for sympathetic identification, these risks are intensified where 
acknowledgement of Aboriginal struggle is restricted to the suffering of Aboriginal children, in the absence of a 
broader account of the effects of colonial dispossession on Aboriginal people. 
 
The “Spectacle” of the Wounded Aboriginal Child 
 
Bringing Them Home brought unprecedented attention to the effects of policies governing the lives of 
Aboriginal people. It also gave place to popular culture representations of the Stolen Generations, most notably 
the Philip Noyce film Rabbit-Proof Fence (2002), which had large audiences in Australia and overseas.46 Films 
and books addressing Aboriginal themes have since tended to focus on children as their protagonists or chief 
plot devices (e.g., Australia [2008]; Samson and Delilah [2009]; Toomelah [2011]; Mystery Road [2013]), even 
where the removal of children is only peripheral to the narrative. 47 That a sensibility regarding issues of 
injustice to Australia’s first peoples has been cultivated through accounts of wrongs done to children is notable 
particularly in the context of the failure of appropriate response to the Royal Commission into Aboriginal 
Deaths in Custody (1987).48 While deaths in custody are a feature of an ongoing process of colonization, penal 
systems across Australia have failed to address this problem. Particularly, governments have ignored a key 
recommendation to imprison only as a last resort (Recommendation #92). Indigenous adults and juveniles are 
still incarcerated for minor offenses and policed more heavily than other cohorts within the community.  
 



 10 

In light of this, it would appear that Australians more readily form an emotional response to the suffering 
Aboriginal child than to the adults with whom such children share community, and eventually grow to become. 
Despite the moral outrage struck by the vignettes of stolen children (and childhood) shown in Bringing Them 
Home, this scene of violence against children continues to be replenished by ever more spectacular suffering 
and outrage. A decade after the tabling of the Inquiry’s report, Aboriginal communities were again sites of 
intrusive government intervention—the Northern Territory Emergency Response—renewed in the name of 
children’s protection, and in the aftermath of a spectacular staging of child sex abuse in media coverage of 
Aboriginal communities that it transpires was largely unsubstantiated. As another decade passes, the latest 
scandal against Aboriginal children emerged in 2017: the physical abuse by correctional personnel of 
adolescents incarcerated for minor crimes, again in the Northern Territory.49 The mise-en-scène of this scandal 
is security video footage aired by the national public broadcaster’s flagship news program Four Corners. 
International reportage compared this footage to the images of the torture and abuse suffered by prisoners at 
Abu Ghraib.50  
 
As shocking as this footage is, it is difficult to imagine such outrage by the Australian public or political elite 
had it not depicted physical abuse of children who, while incarcerated, are also under the protection of the state 
in loco parentis. 51 Indeed, the most prevalent response to these incidents has referred to victims’ status as 
children rather than as Aboriginal. Yet, the Don Dale “scandal” can also be seen as an entirely normal instance 
of the state’s tendency to take a punitive attitude to Aboriginal people who cross its path. We might then ask, 
following Debord, to what extent does the public assimilation of images of the Don Dale “kids” to the suffering 
child image, through which settler subjects cultivate compassion, distract from the politically difficult 
dimensions of these events? Particularly, to what extent does it distract from the character of the abuse of 
detainees at Don Dale as expressions of colonial violence? We might ask further, and perhaps more 
provocatively, to what extent is an enjoyment of this violence even intensified where its targets are children? 
 
The image of the suffering Aboriginal child has become so alluring to colonial Australian sensibility not only 
because of a history of ideas through which the child attracts sympathy most readily. These images reprise a 
movement of loss and violence constitutive of both European subjectivity and Australian identity. The 
precariousness of Australian national identity in its relation to colonial violence gives “the child” to be a key site 
of identification for non-Indigenous Australians, and of a troubled connection between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal Australians. “The child” is availed of this significance because, within the modern European 
tradition, “childhood” has been idealized as unspoiled by division and conflict: as a plenitude lost through the 
process of maturation, symbolizing the constitutive loss through which subjectivity is formed. Childhood’s loss, 
within this field, initiates desire, and the child itself comes to operate metonymically for the desire that 
inaugurates white subjectivity. Fantasies of separation, displacement, and recuperated completeness are only 
accentuated within the colonial context, where the invading subject attempts to establish its sovereignty 
precisely in its separation, or independence, from its mater-nation, and after its figurative abandonment. 
 
Yet for Aboriginal communities the child is the site of a far more substantial loss. It signifies not only 
metaphysical or psychological injury, but moreover, the near-destruction of family, community, and culture. 
These different significances of loss account for a fundamental misunderstanding on the part of non-Indigenous 
Australians that allows them to contemplate—even enjoy—their own sense of identity-constituting loss through 
the Stolen Generations story. This means that these stories end up testifying to settler Australians’ affective and 
psychological experience, rather than to their part in the attempted destruction of a people. The central role 
given to “the child” in the project to connect Australians to these crimes thereby enables an equivocation to take 
place between the political and the moral, and between the struggle to survive of subjugated peoples, and the 
intra-psychic struggles of white Australian subject formation.  
 
This resonance of settler Australian identity formation and the removal of Aboriginal children is further 
intensified and rendered spectacular, in Debord’s sense, through the scandals that have recurred since the Stolen 
Generations inquiry. In both the most lurid instances—the Northern Territory Emergency Response and the Don 
Dale footage—the rhetorical focus has been protecting children, thus furnishing urgency to the objective to 
restore integrity to the whole (nation). The violence and abjectness of each of the spectacles delivered to the 
public (physical and sexual abuse of children) reprise the imaginary scene of violent repudiation, incorporation, 
and loss depicted by Lacan, through which a self defensively prospects its relation to otherness. A national 
sensibility thus stages and processes anxiety regarding the violence of its origins through sympathetic 
identification with the victims of ongoing colonial violence: the confusion of abused and abuser maintains a 
stable sense of national self, and importantly, one for which change is not required. 
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It is Debord’s account of the spectacle, however, that best exposes how the political dimension of this 
appropriation is concealed. Consider how each of these ostensibly separate events unfolded in public 
consciousness, in a manner that captured the scandal and reproduced it as spectacle, through the recruitment and 
coordination of media, political, and legal response that serve to contain its significance.  
 
The scandal that precipitated the Northern Territory intervention “broke” through an apparent act of whistle 
blowing: a public prosecutor and an anonymous “youth worker” (it later transpired he was a staffer for the 
Minister for Indigenous Affairs) disclosed on national television that child sex abuse in remote Aboriginal 
communities was both endemic and perpetrated with impunity.52 The response was nothing short of spectacular: 
news crews beamed into Australians’ living rooms images of the third world conditions of children in the NT. 
Framed thus as a humanitarian crisis, emergency legislation was rushed through that sent in the military, as well 
as an army of doctors, social workers, and police, to surveil these Aboriginal communities. Beneath the surface 
of this spectacle, exemption from the Racial Discrimination Act (1975) was granted to enable changes to the 
regulation of welfare payments, law enforcement and land tenure arrangements. All of these changes were both 
concealed and consumed by the spectacle. As this legislation was to protect children—already fetishized as 
miniature representatives of the spectator’s “self”—opposition to such measures could not be tolerated: the 
solution had to be seen as beyond politics, rather, as moral imperative. As Debord states, “The spectacle is the 
moment when the commodity has attained the total occupation of social life.”53 In the spectacle, power operates 
by other means, where we do not recognize it as such. 
 
The Don Dale scandal follows similar contours in public consciousness. The images are aired on a highly 
regarded news program; Twitter responds; the Prime Minister spends a sleepless night and, astonishingly, 
pleads ignorance; a Royal Commission is announced at 7:30 the next morning. There was political fallout: the 
Northern Territory Premier, Adam Giles, fell as a result of his inept comments following the scandal, and his 
government (which had systemically failed to address the issue of the poor treatment of children in penal 
detention) lost the subsequent election.54 Yet the predominant register of this spectacle was moral, and the 
Royal Commission’s terms of reference were extremely narrow: limited to children’s detention in the NT, they 
therefore did not interrogate the system Don Dale symptomatizes. 55 The fetishistic potential of children’s 
innocence had less purchase in this case than it did with the previous iterations, concerning as it does children 
courts of law have found “guilty.” Yet its currency remains to the extent that visuals of their torture incite 
identification: particularly footage of boys being stripped naked, rendered utterly vulnerable, educes an 
ambiguous enjoyment through sympathetic response in its non-Aboriginal public, as they/we rehearse their/our 
own subjective constitution through that figure. 
 
Traversing the Spectacle 
 

What, then, does he who has passed through the experience … who has traversed the radical phantasy … become? 

56 
 
Given the acephalous repetition of trauma that marks Australian colonial relations, meaningful transformation 
would seem impossible, or at least improbable. Tanganekald and Meintangk First Nations woman Irene Watson 
characterizes settler recognition of Aboriginal sovereignty as “impossible,” but indicates an opening to radical 
change precisely in this impossibility: “to a future which had not existed before,” 57 through a moment of 
decision that would shatter the status quo and restart the chain of causation. For Watson, this impossible also 
ushers in “the moment which provides Australians with the opportunity to,” quoting Derrida, “‘take 
responsibility in order to have a future.’”58 
 
Such a point of “impossibility” or impasse is also signaled, according to psychoanalysis, by the existence of the 
symptom, through which the unconscious breaches the smooth surface of the everyday, showing in riddle form 
that which the system-consciousness cannot recognize: a “real” that animates the fantasy, but is too alien to be 
assimilated or symbolized.  

 
Fantasy is basically a scenario filling out the empty space of a fundamental impossibility, a screen masking a 
void… As such, fantasy is not to be interpreted, only ‘traversed’: all we have to do is experience how there is 
nothing ‘behind’ it, and how fantasy masks precisely this ‘nothing.’59 

 
In the Australian case, the “nothing” that is masked by the fantasy of childlike colonial innocence concerns 
sovereignty. The “Real” concerns the massacres and other instances of colonial violence that cannot be 
incorporated into the national story, despite a more or less continual campaign by First Nations activists and 
their non-Indigenous allies/accomplices to remember to Australia these constitutive moments.60  
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The spectacular image of the wounded Aboriginal child symptomatizes the impossibility of recognition that 
presently governs contemporary Australian life. The insistence of this symptom—its repetitive insurgence 
against the coherence of Australian national identity—brings to issue the repressed knowledge of colonial 
violence and illegitimacy of white Australian claims to sovereignty. The figure of the suffering Aboriginal child 
discomfits the Australian social imaginary’s parade of innocent, healthful white children. Attention is drawn to 
this figure only as long as it takes for it to be domesticated to the ordinary regime of images, to be rendered 
familiar and manageable by colonizer institutions (family services, health, and educational) and brought into the 
fold of colonizer standards.61 
 
But what would it take to pass through the fantasy of a childlike, innocent Australian nation, to interpret the 
trope of the suffering Aboriginal child as symptomatic of this fantasy/spectacle, and to acknowledge the 
illegitimacy and violence of settler Australian sovereignty? Moreover, echoing Lacan, what would Australian 
nationhood, having traversed that fantasy, become? Importantly, according to Žižek, the task would not simply 
be to interpret the symptom. To traverse the fantasy colonizers must “experience how there is ‘nothing’ behind 
it.” We/they must live the lack of settler sovereignty as the first principle of a future with First Nations people. 
 
Following Watson, the “impossible” of traversal would coincide with the moment Australians/settler colonials 
took responsibility for a future that accounted for the wrongs of the past. This would involve, first, embracing 
the experience of lack that characterizes settler colonial belonging by listening to—even privileging—the 
diverse discourses of First Nations people regarding justice. There is no one voice that speaks for First Nations 
people, yet every Australian government appropriates a particular Indigenous perspective that does not offend 
against the settler-colonial state, claiming it to be the voice of Aboriginal Australia.62 Doing justice to the 
principle of self-determination would mean attending closely to the spectrum of opinions in First Nations 
communities, and accepting that the solution for one community will not be fit for all communities: self-
determination means listening to, and then following the directions of, local Aboriginal community. 
 
Second, traversing the fantasy, and taking responsibility for the impossible indicated by images of suffering 
Aboriginal children, would involve Australians both publically and privately disabusing them/ourselves of the 
amnesiac harmony at which the desire for a national project of “reconciliation” currently tilts. The reconciliation 
and “Recognise” campaigns appeal to well-meaning non-Indigenous Australians because they evoke a desire to 
move forward together as one agreeable nation. Many First Nations people, however, express a strong 
preference not to be recognized through inclusion in the Australian constitution, because they resist being 
coopted to the settler sovereign claim that subtends that constitution. They insist, rather, on the negotiation of 
treaties between many separate nations, before engaging in discussion of constitutional recognition. 63 This 
refusal of the recognition paradigm also pushes back against the risks of assimilation to the dominant population 
through sympathetic identification, insisting instead on the difference between parties who are each nonetheless 
sovereign64 (albeit according to a critically reevaluated “sovereignty”).65 Negotiation of treaties would not be a 
painless process for non-Indigenous Australians, who currently take for granted their privilege to enjoy land 
according to settler Australian law, and to do so without their own belonging to the continent being placed in 
question. Yet to experience or live how there is nothing behind settler sovereignty is a process that radically 
problematizes non-Indigenous claims to Australia. This must, of necessity, be unsettling. 
 
Third is to acknowledge the enjoyment of images of suffering Aboriginal children, and its function to enable 
settler Australians to externalize ambivalence regarding their own separation from “home” and the fact of 
colonial violence. Traversing the fantasy involves accounting for the way in which “the other” has been 
instrumentalized to construct the “Australian” settler-colonial self, understood as complete and autonomous. For 
instance, that the Aboriginal child as object of violence is easily rendered compliant to white fantasy is clear, 
given its recurrent presence in media depictions of Aboriginality. 66 Recognizing how this figure functions 
within white fantasy as an object of enjoyment contributes to being able to tend “in a direction that is the exact 
opposite of identification,” to enable “the crossing of the plane of identification.”67 Traversing the fantasy and 
“crossing the plane of identification” means accounting for how this colonized other’s image is fabricated as a 
foil for the settler-colonial self, and so is implicated in its constitutive fantasy. This demands taking on board 
that the task of traversing the fantasy is inter- and intra-subjective, and not only public.  
 
One approach along these lines would be for non-Indigenous Australians to open themselves to perceiving how 
being an object of jouissance is experienced by Aboriginal Australians. A strategy sometimes taken by First 
Nations activists—and particularly men—is to play the part of the symptom as sinthome, which is, according to 
Žižek, “a signifying formation penetrated with enjoyment… a signifier as a bearer of jouis-sense, enjoyment in 
sense.68 This is achieved by enacting the excessive aspect of the colonizer’s jouissance: the aspect they/we 
cannot master. By enacting the part of the aggressive, hyper-masculinized figure of vengefulness characteristic 
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of the Black Panthers, which stands to accuse the colonizer of their crimes, activists both trigger and interrogate 
settler fantasy as the sinthome (the signifier as bearer of jouissance). To be at the receiving end of this 
expression of subjectivity is thus extremely unsettling, and interpellates the settler-subject precisely as colonizer 
in a manner from which one cannot flee (one cannot escape by saying “I’m not like the others,” “I don’t really 
belong to the colonizer class”). Being forced to assume this position can be a transformative process, enabling 
settlers, perhaps for the first time, to register First Nations subjectivity and experience. 
  
Such a gesture of reciprocity is in the spirit, I would contend, of Watson’s entreaty to take responsibility for the 
future through responsiveness to the other. It also is in keeping with Žižek’s account of traversal as an 
experience of the nothing that subtends the fantasy. Only once this nothingness becomes an acknowledged 
feature of colonizers’ lived experience will the settler society be able to find healing. Because make no mistake, 
whereas First Nations peoples have been made to suffer (their children even embodying suffering under 
colonialism), this pathology originated in the setter-colonial community that separated itself from its habitus and 
that, following Moreton-Robinson, continues to construct its home in Australia upon a void.  
 
“Reconciliation” is a concept toward which many Aboriginal people are skeptical, given that harmony between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous settlers has never yet existed. Still perhaps there could be reconciliation after 
truth: that is, after an encounter with “the real.” Only once the fantasy of settler sovereignty had been traversed, 
once the spectacle of the wounded Aboriginal child was no longer to recur like an infant’s compulsive, self-
soothing game… Only once First Nations peoples were recognized as sovereign custodians of their land and 
their own futures... After the event of colonization had been addressed and brought into the settler’s experience 
as a question regarding settler sovereignty: only then might “the impossible” recognition of Aboriginal 
sovereignty become actual. 
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