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1. Preliminary remarks  

This contribution explores the relationship between signs of violence, how they narrate stories, 

the effectiveness of the representation of violence both through images and narratives, and 

finally the relationship between bodily signs of experienced violence and justice. The evocative 

image that motivates my reflections is Broomhilda Von Schaft’s tortured back in Quentin 

Tarantino’s Django Unchained.1 This image is emblematic of the aesthetic and ethical 

considerations that I will be referring to here. The starting point for the terrain I would like to 

explore can be summarized in two broad categories of questioning, each corresponding to a 

section of this paper. I proceed in three steps: besides the two sections where I list some issues 

stemming from an in-depth analysis of the relationship between bodily violence and its need to 

be represented, there is a further section whereby I offer a conceptual schema that helps us to 

sketch possible responses. 

The ethical and philosophical-anthropological backdrop against which my reflections take 

shape is a reconsideration of the theme of vulnerability, which is too-often thought about as an 

intrinsic and invariant feature of humanity. Various social realities exacerbate vulnerability, 

including matters of socio-economics, culture, and race. Owing to these factors, many vulnerable 

individuals—historically and still today—are not given a voice in our cultural discourse. 

However, thanks to the reflections of an increasing number of moral philosophers, vulnerability 

has recently been redefined not only as permanent but as changing, thanks to the environment, 

broadly understood.2 These considerations can also apply to vulnerability to violence.3 When 

                                                
1 This movie has been widely discussed, especially owing to its historical revisionism. For an in-depth analysis of 
these aspects, see Black (2019). Responding to criticism immediately following the film’s release, Tarantino 
affirmed: «We all intellectually ‘know’ the brutality and inhumanity of slavery, but after you do the research it’s no 
longer intellectual any more, no longer just historical record – you feel it in your bones. It makes you angry, and 
want to do something… I’m here to tell you, that however bad things get in the movie, a lot worse shit actually 
happened» (https://www.theguardian.com/film/2012/dec/07/quentin-tarantino-slavery-django-unchained). 
2 While some authors, such as Judith Butler, insist upon the unavoidability of precariousness as a human trait 
(thereby referring to vulnerability as a «more or less implicit or explicit feature of our experience» (Butler, 2018, p. 
149), other authors recognize that intrinsic vulnerability is not the only such trait, depicting a more articulated 
framework by providing a «taxonomy» that entails «inherent», «situational», and «pathogenic» vulnerability 
(Rogers, Mackenzie, Dodds, 2012, p. 24). 
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given a voice, those vulnerable to violence can emancipate themselves from their chains. Having 

provided this brief conceptual backdrop, it should be clear that the representation of bodily 

violence—both in visual and narrative form—constitutes a way of having a voice and being 

heard. Those given a voice through this form of representation thereby realize a shred of 

empowerment within their state of vulnerability.   

 

2. Non-justifying representations of bodily violence  

If insignia inscribed upon wounded bodies are testament to violence inflicted, then what kind of 

representation do they call for? In turn, what would be the significance of this form of 

representation? Does it constitute an act of narration or one of mere, neutral, reproduction? What 

is the relationship between visibility and meaning? Is cinematographic or audio-visual 

reproduction enough to motivate action aimed at restoring justice? Can this kind of reproduction 

be equated with an act of permanent witnessing? Is the narration of the events that caused such 

violence a superfluous, justificatory, consolatory practice? The metaphor of signs that are in 

some way “written” on bodies immediately recalls the themes of writing and narrating. Bodily 

signs are difficult to erase; their depth is inscribed beneath the skin, while also being impossible 

to configure them within a meaningful narrative whereby every event finds its logical and 

chronological place. They rather look like interrupted symbols; incoherent, dissonant signs that 

are open to further inquiries and historical investigations, thereby constituting restless fragments 

in the flesh. Their bare existence implores that a story be narrated and re-narrated as a way of 

achieving elusive closure. 

This cluster of questions addresses the issue of representation as something necessary for 

giving voice to the violence suffered. At the same time, however, it implies that attention should 

be paid not to transforming representation into a justificatory practice, which configures and 

makes sense of what is and should remain senseless. Nevertheless, representation should not be 

reduced to the reproduction and dissemination of bodily signs of violence, since overexposure to 

them could lead to a kind of tolerance that extinguishes any possible ethical response. One 

possible reply to this conundrum is a refiguration of the concept of art to include what is 

                                                                                                                                                       
3 The issue of vulnerability to violence has been addressed on various occasions by Judith Butler in terms of 
precariousness. On her account, «vulnerability to destruction by others» that follows from a condition of precarity in 
all modes of political and social interdependency» is «an irreducible fact of politics» (Butler, 2012, p. 148).  
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currently called the “unrepresentable”4, an issue that will be further developed in the next 

sections. Art is not just endless reproduction of the same pictures, which ends up legitimating 

violence between humans; it is also creation. Indeed, it is in the creative gesture whereby we find 

the possibility of reviving issues of meaning, while avoiding the risk of explaining these issues 

away with justifying narratives. As such, artistic representation involves continual attempts to 

grasp meaning and it cannot help but perceive the senselessness of certain experiences, without 

abdicating the moral responsibility of representation, which constitutes a means of letting 

suffering voices be heard.  

Indeed, perhaps these experiences are where art begins. Far from spelling the death of art, this 

continual striving may constitute its authentic nature. So, can we continue to agree with Adorno 

when he maintains that art should renounce its serenity5 and try to grasp the irreducible 

dissonances and contradictions, which become evident in the representation of experienced 

bodily violence? Along this interpretative line, we might come to define art—in all its forms, 

both visual and linguistic6—as endlessly overcoming itself in search of that impossible balance 

between what is seen and what is meant7. From this perspective, questions regarding words 

become either necessary or superfluous when it comes to representing bodies acquire new 

meanings. If attention is paid to representation, then what is common to both words and images 

is that they are both capable of showing instead of telling. In addition to the often-touted slogan, 

«show, don’t tell»8, here lies an important legacy of a diagnosis made by Walter Benjamin:  
 

                                                
4 As a matter of fact, some scholars point out that evil cannot be represented, since any form of representation would 
entail a sort of justification. For representation is associated with harmonization; a composition of dissonances.   
5 In the essay entitled Is Art Lighthearted?, Adorno writes: «The statement that it is not possible to write poetry after 
Auschwitz does not hold absolutely, but it is certain that after Auschwitz, because Auschwitz was possible and 
remains possible for the foreseeable future, lighthearted art is no longer possible» (Adorno, 2019, p. 501). 
6 It is clear that there are many differences between varieties of art. Here, every form of art will be implied as a place 
of encounter of visibility and something that can be searched for beyond visibility. Susan Sontag relates to 
photography with the following words: «In an era of information overload, the photograph provides a quick way of 
apprehending something and a compact form for memorizing it. The photograph is like a quotation, or a maxim or 
proverb. Each of us mentally stocks hundreds of photographs, subject to instant recall» (Sontag, 2003, p. 20). 
7 As is well-known, Aristotle classified art among the poietic disciplines, that is, among those crafts aimed at 
producing something external to the subject. The artist was thus primarily an artisan. So, the creative process that 
implicated him is, to an extent, useful and effective. It could be said that art belongs to poiesis but fosters praxis. 
8 This slogan has become a mantra in contexts of creative writing, as well as in the storytelling approaches that have 
contaminated many sectors of our lives: from management and marketing, to team-building and so forth. If it is true 
that stories can be used everywhere thanks to their adaptability, then it is also true that the ethical import of 
narratives does not emerge from every kind of story. In order for a story to be a narrative with an ethical impact—
leading to empowerment, collective action, and, more generally, to practices of justice—emphasis should be placed 
upon fragments and incoherences, which are audible as mitigated cries. 
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Every morning, news reaches us from around the globe. And yet we lack remarkable stories. Why is 

this the case? It is because no incidents reach us any longer not already permeated with explanations. 

In other words: almost nothing occurs to the story’s benefit anymore, but instead it all serves 

information. In fact, at least half of the art of storytelling consists in keeping one’s tale free from 

explanation. Extraordinary, miraculous events are recounted with great precision, but the 

psychological context is not forced on the reader. He is left the freedom to interpret the situation as he 

understands it, and the story thus acquires a breadth that information lacks (Benjamin, 2019, p. 54)9.  

 

Taking a cue from Walter Benjamin, then, it is worth emphasizing that the efficacy of 

representation—whether visual, narrative, or both—lies precisely in its getting rid of the burden 

of explanation. For, explanation reduces the endless quest for meaning to a description of how 

events transpired; it is characteristically causal. This description is far for being the same as the 

quest for sense and meaning. Indeed, it over-saturates the realm of the visible by silencing the 

invisible. Like reproduction, explanation does not do justice to the need to have a voice. Many 

explanations are comparable to reproduced images: both phenomena leave no room for 

interpretation or questioning; they both anesthetize the audience and exchange quality for 

quantity.   

 

3. Rethinking the aims and scope of artistic representation: resisting transience and seeking 

justice through words and images  

Are bodies telling enough to trigger emancipatory paths? Is exposure to violated bodies 

sufficient impetus for imagining ways to restore justice and emancipate people from bondage? 

This cluster of questions concerns the transience of bodies and the signs of violence they bear. 

Though posed differently, these questions likewise lead us to investigate the role of 

representation and reproduction. When indefinitely reproduced through images, pictures, and 

videos, violence loses its negative impact. To be truly grasped and addressed, mere reproduction 

of bodily violence is not enough; instead of being reproduced, shared and repeatedly shown, 

violence should be represented and done so without claiming to find meaning in the experiences 

of suffering caused by violence itself. The issues addressed in this section aim to strongly affirm 

the need to denounce and give voice to the wounds; in order to achieve such an aim, images are 

                                                
9 Significantly, this quotation can be partly found in another essay by Benjamin: The Art of Storytelling (p. 35). This 
is from the same collection as The Storyteller.  
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insufficient. Indeed, we need to interweave words with pictures; to refigure the bodily place of 

violence, thereby giving it some kind of voice.  

These questions point to the importance of rethinking the relationship between images and 

stories from an ethical standpoint. Bodily signs of violence go beyond the realm of mere 

reproduction and switch into a demand of representation. This leads to a consideration of why 

recourse in stories and words is sought and which kinds of stories are appropriate for the telling. 

If images are not enough, then not every form of storytelling denounces and expresses the need 

for justice effectively. When art loses its openness to transcendence10, when explanation 

accompanies images, the words expressed become justificatory; we thereby understand “how” 

violence happened, which satisfies the folk mind, which thereby grows indifferent to the “why”. 

Thus, inappropriate narrative accompanying images run the risk of becoming a kind of 

anesthesia, a kind of emotional anesthetization11 due to repeated exposure to violent images (see 

Sontag, 197712).  

The function of art is not just reproduction nor mere representation as explanation: it can also 

serve as a call to action. This point warrants further inquiry. Many philosophical approaches to 

art, albeit in different ways, claim that the artistic object, or aesthetic experience, finds 

correspondence in the subject (in terms of feeling, sensation, or merely that it should stir the 

senses). The fact that some artistic experiences can lead to anesthetization is problematic, for 

they seem to fail the test of being an artistic object, viz. as prompting and motivating action 

beginning with an awakening of feelings upon which to reflect. While representing and 

exhibiting violence within the realm of art is possible, it is necessary to find ways of representing 

(both visually and verbally) that pay heed to issues of anesthetization.  

In this sense, art transcends itself. For, it is capable of questioning meaning while resisting 

insignificance and sterile repetition, which goes beyond the domain of ethical reflection. Art 

points to something different from itself; it cannot allow for representations that increase or 

cultivate indifference. As Aristotle maintained, art is production of something new; maybe, 

indeed, of something anew. To elaborate, we could say that artistic production is an object that 
                                                
10 The reference to transcendence here has nothing to do with the divine, nor the realm of religious spirituality. It 
simply refers to the unending process of signification, or, better yet, to the questioning of sense. 
11 While found in different contexts, an overexposure to violent images has been noted as one of the causes of 
desensitization towards violence (Krahé, Möller, Rowell Huesmann, Kirwil, Felber, Berger, 2011). 
12 As far as I know, Susan Sontag was the first to refer to anesthetization in popular culture, arguing that «images 
anesthetize» (Sontag, 1977, p. 20). The problematic relationship between images of pain and ethics has been 
recently addressed by Grønstad (Gustaffson, 2012). 
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permanently seeks meaning; a perennial demand for sense. These reflections likewise apply to 

signs of violence inscribed on the body, since representing them constitutes an ethical endeavor 

to which every authentic artistic production should be sensitive and open. The way in which 

violated bodies are represented should be carefully imagined, thought about, and performed, in 

order to avoid the aforementioned risks of anesthetization and justification. At this stage, it is not 

superfluous to wonder what criterion allows for a distinction between different qualities of 

representation. Such a criterion can only be formal: if represented, then signs of bodily violence 

foster interpretative attempts that turn out to be endless, and the chance of hearing suffering 

voices remains possible. On the contrary, if representation does not allow for complexity, but 

rather resigns to simplification, then that kind of representation can be considered too close to 

reproduction and runs the risk of an excess of visibility at the cost of the complexity of the search 

for sense. It seems to me that this criterion is in line with the aforementioned considerations 

leveled by Walter Benjamin. 

 

4. Instead of a response: some keywords as a proposal 

The questions raised at the beginning of this paper are far from being adequately treated here, 

owing to their depth and associated implications. Instead of trying to carry out such an 

impossible task, what I will do here is attempt to link those questions to one another through a 

set of keywords, which are themselves connected with one another, thereby forming a 

meaningful conceptual schema. The theoretical background against which these keywords 

acquire meaning and sense and can be understood as a synthesis of the issues recalled here, and 

can be summarized as follows. The question of bodily violence invites us to rethink the link 

between art and ethics from a distinctive standpoint. That is, bodily violence demands to be 

represented and narrated—even if only visually, not verbally—and the meaning of this demand 

lies in the fact that bodily violence is often a matter of injustice, the abuse of vulnerability, and 

precariousness.  

The problem with bodily signs of violence is their transience, which does not favor the 

persistence of memory and gives opportunity to the erasure of oblivion. The subsequent passage 

is the question concerning reproduction and representation, since a way of preserving the 

memory of bodily violence is to collect images of the wounds and scars, thereby giving voice to 

pain and honoring the circumstances of that violence. The aforementioned difference between 
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reproduction and representation lies in this: reproduction implies the multiplication of the same 

image (or very similar images), which can lead to an over-saturation of the visible, that, in turn, 

can lead to anesthetization, when not to a celebration of pain.13  

Furthermore, in referring to reproduction, it seems to me that there is a claim of neutrality: I 

am merely reproducing what I saw in order to bear witness to it. This turns out to be an illusion, 

since every human gesture of reproduction actually conceals an aspect of the event or its 

consequences. On the contrary, representation should be configured as a never-ending 

questioning regarding the “why”; its focus being not only on the “how”, viz. the violence 

suffered. Thus, reproduction is never merely neutral. It rather it fosters an ethical response and, 

along the same lines, moves from the aesthetic to the ethical, that is, it discloses the ethical 

dimension  underlying the art. As previously noted, representation has been repeatedly criticized 

since some authors deny the possibility of showing histories of violence without thereby 

justifying it. In this section, I propose to rehabilitate representation both in its narrative and 

visual forms. I do so by tackling certain problems that have emerged already in the previous 

sections.  

In order to carry out this task, the reflection I would like to propose is organized around five 

keywords, each corresponding to a specific step: irreversibility; irreparability; transience of 

stories written on bodies; their legacy in terms of a «thirst for justice»; and unrepresentability. 

Each one deserves more explanation. 

The first keyword is irreversibility: Images of tortured, chained, and lashed bodies bear 

witness not only to the irreversibility of the scars caused by wounds, but also to the way these 

traces of suffering can be erased by the passage of time. Moreover, even when the scars remain, 

the memory of what caused them may gradually diminish and disappear. In the end, nothing 

survives once the body has ultimately succumbed to death. This nullification applies to traces of 

violence such as scars. What remains of the story of a scar? Who will find justice for that pain 

and suffering? How will it be remembered and by whom? Who will reconstruct and deliver the 

memory of those events? Every artistic representation should address the threat of cancellation 

and function as a promise of irreversibility. The aim of this problem is not the attachment to pain 

or suffering, but, rather, the duty to remember that something invaluable has been violated. 

                                                
13 I will devote some further reflections to this aspect in the text below. 
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The second keyword is irreparability. Storied bodies, with signs impressed in skin, are often 

the trace of something irreparable i.e., utterly unable to be repaired. No fix exists to restore the 

loss of integrity and dignity, qualities that are, by definition, unquantifiable and priceless. Is 

forgiveness the best response to the irreparability of violence? Is a «world in fragments» the 

safest and most humane consequence of the bleeding wounds of history? Is there a place for 

reconciliation, or does it represent nostalgia for an integrity that denies something ever took 

place? Irreparability is closely connected with irreversibility. In both originating in an awareness 

that something irreversible has transpired, is it possible to understand micrological gestures of 

repair as always beginning anew; abandoning the illusion of the whole. Repair is only 

conceivable in the plural, viz. as infinite and endless acts of mending. 

Irreparability also signifies that past events cannot be included to form a meaningful story. 

Indeed, not only can there be no meaning, meaninglessness is the imperative. In other words, the 

definition of irreparability is that meaning must not be found. There is zero justification. No 

words can adequately express the violence inflicted; no narrative can configure, synthesize, and 

order the events such that sense can be made of them. Fragmented or incoherent narratives claim 

to be heard, cared about, and interpreted as prompts to restoring justice without the illusion of 

recreating the status quo before the inflicted violence, instead aiming towards a different kind of 

justice.  

Paradoxically, this is precisely what makes stories written on bodies more effective in the 

struggle against violence and injustice than other narrative forms. Scars or wounds are innately 

more difficult to process in relationship to meaning and therefore harder to justify. However, 

these signs are susceptible to being forgotten when the bodies that carry them disappear in time. 

In these cases, it is critical to employ a form of representation that does not stoop to horrorism or 

risk numbing people to the violence and pain. There is, however, no risk of justifying or 

ascribing meaning to the violence by subsuming the negative story within some higher 

teleological order. Clearly, though, not all narrative operates as justification; there are narrative 

forms that tend to denounce rather than justify. The question is how to distinguish them, and 

which traits can typically be ascribed to emancipating narratives. 

An interesting insight comes from Andrea Westlund, who focuses on victims’ stories:  
 

I suspect that victims’ stories often do not achieve narrative closure, moral or otherwise. I do not, 

however, think that we should see this lack of closure as a defect. I will suggest that the absence of 
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narrative closure may be central to the power of victims’ stories […]. In remaining both narratively 

and morally open, victims’ stories invite – indeed, demand – our participation in bringing about 

appropriate moral resolution (Westlund, 2018, p. 28)14.  

 

Among the other features of the stories that could accompany and support images, Westlund lists 

the following: «Victims’ stories are often fragmentary, ambiguous, disconnected, and (self-

consciously) vulnerable to distortions of memory» (Westlund, 2018, p. 31). Such stories can 

become armatures for the reproduced image. While not every reproduced image or 

representation can do justice to the story being told, the ethical imperative to locate these stories 

and give them voice remains. 

The third keyword is transience. Transience is contrary yet connected to irreversibility. 

Unlike irreversibility, transience is vulnerable to the passage of time, which seems to swallow all 

pain, suffering, and incidences of violence. Signs impressed on bodies are as transient as the 

bodies themselves: this is why emancipating forgotten stories from the past requires additional 

forms of memory beyond bodily scars. This reasoning constitutes the (ethical) grounds for 

preserving traces of bodily violence via audio-visual representation or narratives. Thus, 

vulnerability to the passage of time needs representation, and this latter does not necessarily 

mean justification or reversibility of tragic events. Transience is the phenomenon that makes it 

possible to consider irreversibility as a promise. 

The fourth keyword is legacy. Reflecting on transience leads to contemplating its potential 

antidote, the notion of legacy. When signs clamouring for justice are recognized as a legacy, they 

can become instruments of resistance. Legacy, then, is a kind of active memory i.e., a memory 

that literally acts as an incentive to resistance. What is the right balance between amnesia and 

anesthesia? The repetition and spread of violent images that has invaded social media and 

information channels has been taken to the extreme, making the metaphor of the «shipwreck 

with spectator» (Blumenberg, 1996) a reality. The more images of violence are viewed and 

shared, the more the spectator grows accustomed and less reactive to them. As a consequence, 

the representation of bodily signs of violence loses its original purpose; instead, it implodes in a 

self-referential mechanism stripped of its thought-provoking and question-raising power. Too 

much exposure engenders the opposite: disappearance. 

                                                
14 Westlund comments on Diana Meyers (2016) here. 
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Thus, there is an increased likelihood for what could be termed anesthetization, understood 

quite literally as a loss of sensitivity or feeling. The more repeatedly they are shown, the less 

impact signs of violence have on awakening consciences. The sheer quantity of violent images in 

circulation today poses a further risk: the sacrificial logic of victimization and the exaltation of 

pain. At times it seems as if human dignity only attracts attention when it has been violated, 

particularly through violence that produces pain and suffering. Public displays of pain and 

suffering become attention getting devices (here the thought goes to the movie Pity, by Babis 

Makridis, 2018). Victimhood acquires a status that presupposes and reinforces the existence of 

sacrificers and reveals the dangers implied in what has been defined as a «victimary mechanism» 

(see Girard, 1978). A legacy does justice to the victims not through remembering them as such, 

but by using remembrance as a powerful motivator aimed at reducing suffering. Last but not 

least, overexposure may feed people’s voyeuristic tendencies. Far from triggering liberating, 

emancipating and transformative action, voyeurism nails the subject to its condition as an 

unchangeable spectacle and feeds sacrificial logics, which end up increasing, instead of 

diminishing, suffering. 

The fifth keyword is unrepresentability. This term originally came to light in the context of 

Adornian reflections on art after Auschwitz. Its meaning shifts, however, when applied to stories 

of violence written on bodies; here, words are avoided—or, at the very least, managed with great 

care—because they run the risk of narrative configuration that justifies or consoles. These stories 

require redefining the ways violated bodies are represented. There are at least two issues at play. 

First, I think that the Adornian suggestion to renounce serenity – without sacrificing 

representing, denouncing, and a call to action – should not be limited to art. Instead, it should be 

applied more broadly to include the human perception of bodily signs of violence and suffering. 

Second, I think that drifting towards the unrepresentable can be dangerous for at least one 

decisive reason. It can be used as an excuse to cover or hide injustices that caused pain. More 

precisely, it may lead to resignation and perhaps worse, false equivalencies: everything that is 

shown within the frame is subject to the same rules of representation and is therefore justifiable 

in some way.  

The criticisms raised against representation as a form of justification have already been 

mentioned. To put it in other words, the main criticisms focus on the likelihood that the rules that 

govern representation could serve to domesticate the absurdity and throw open the doors to 
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justification. This applies to images as well as stories. Stressing this aspect should not, however, 

lead to an abdication of the duty to remember, denounce, and aspire to a fairer and more just 

world. As a matter of fact, not every story leads to narrative unity, nor every picture to 

resignation. There is an in-between space that is not simply a reproduction of reality nor merely a 

figment of the imagination, which can serve as a prompt for critically thinking about, and for 

reframing, recordings and memories. Among these experiments is that of Saidiya Hartman, who 

coined the expression «critical fabulation» (Hartman, 2008, p. 11). The latter is conceived of as a 

means for overcoming the difficulty, even the impossibility, of representing the lives of slaves 

whose few traces are conserved in the archives. The powerfulness of imagination—performed as 

fabulation—constitutes a response to the «limits of the archive» and of representation15,  and it 

plays a fundamental ethical role:  
 

The intention here isn’t anything as miraculous as recovering the lives of the enslaved or redeeming 

the dead, but rather laboring to paint as full a picture of the lives of the captives as possible. This 

double gesture can be described as straining against the limits of the archive to write a cultural history 

of the captive, and, at the same time, enacting the impossibility of representing the lives of the 

captives precisely through the process of narration (Hartman, 2008, p. 11). 

 

In addition, and related to these more obvious ethical issues, it should be pointed out that the 

unrepresentable is also self-contradictory. Rancière’s considerations shed some light in this 

regard. He underscores that, if there is an unrepresentable, it is closely related to the unthinkable: 

«It is then the peculiarity of a new mode of art – sublime art – to record the trace of the 

unthinkable» (Rancière, 2007, p. 111). Whatever is classified as unthinkable has already been 

entirely conceived of and associated with something that we cannot represent. According to the 

author, upon closer inspection, this experience does not deal with unrepresentability, but rather a 

(perhaps unending) search for a new representative strategy: «Proscription is then slipped into 

this impossibility, while being disclaimed, presented as a simple consequence of the properties of 

the object» (Rancière, 2007, p. 112). This interdiction is based on a «[…] Discrepancy with the 

representative regime. It expresses the absence of a stable relationship between exhibition and 

                                                
15 It is clear that, for Hartman, the issue of unrepresentability is neither a theoretical nor an ethical impossibility. It 
rather depends upon the incompleteness of the archives. 



Silvia Pierosara, Nordic Summer University 2020 12 
 

signification. But this maladjustment tends towards more representation, not less» (Rancière, 

2007, p. 137). 

My hypothesis is that unrepresentability is in some sense recapitulative with regard to the 

issues raised in this paper, since, as Rancière notes, it is a poorly posed problem. The imperative 

to represent becomes more immediate when faced with extreme pain and suffering, with bodily 

signs the most telling example of this urgency. They must persist and come to terms with the 

narratives. Their legacy must go beyond the transience of bodies to mobilize action and 

resistance. If we take the steps represented by the keywords discussed above – irreversibility; 

irreparability; transience; legacy; and unrepresentability – we are once again invited to consider 

the ethical surplus of visual arts and their similarities with narratives, the latter being far from 

unified and unifying once and for all. 
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