
UC San Diego
UC San Diego Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
Ritual Negotiations: Abjection, Kinship, and (Re)Performance in German-Occupied France 
and Post-Katrina America

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8qp3w72d

Author
Minniefee, Melissa Jane

Publication Date
2017
 
Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8qp3w72d
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


 

 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, SAN DIEGO 

 

 

 

Ritual Negotiations: Abjection, Kinship and (Re)performance  

in German-Occupied France and Post-Katrina America 

 

 

 

A dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction of the requirements for the degree 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

in 

 

 

 

Drama and Theatre 

 

 

by 

 

 

Melissa Jane Minniefee 

 

 

 

 

Committee in charge: 

 

University of California, San Diego 

 

  Professor Emily Roxworthy, Chair 

  Professor Julie Burelle 

Professor Nadine George-Graves 

Professor Rebecca Plant 

 

University of California, Irvine 

 

Professor Stephen Barker 

Professor Ketu Katrak 

 

2017



 

 



iii 

 

 

 

 

The Dissertation of Melissa Jane Minniefee is approved, and it is acceptable in quality 

and form for publication on microfilm and electronically: 

 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

          Chair 

University of California, San Diego 

2017 

 

 

 



iv 

 

 

DEDICATION 

 

I dedicate this dissertation to my husband, Rene’ Minniefee and my two children, 

Cheyenne Minniefee and Madison McGill. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



v 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

Signature Page …………...…………………………………………………….          iii 

Dedication………………………………………………………………………      iv 

Table of Contents……………………………………………………………….       v 

Acknowledgements…………………………………………………………......      vi 

Vita……………………………………………………………………………...      ix 

Abstract of the Dissertation……………………………………………………..      x 

Introduction……………………………………………………………………..      1 

Chapter One: Outsiders Within the National Spectacle…………………….......    28 

Chapter Two: Abject Kinship: Theatre, Family and Nation in German-Occupied  

France……………………………………………………………….......    85 

Chapter Three: Reimagine/Reperform: Mapping Internal Displacement in Waiting For  

 Godot…………………………………………………………................  130 

 

Chapter Four: Reperforming Displacement in Post-Katrina Performance .........  188 

Conclusion………………………………………………………………………  236 

Bibliography…………………………………………………………………….  242

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



vi 

 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

 I have had the privilege to work with outstanding faculty from the University 

of California, San Diego and University of California, Irvine. My sincerest 

appreciation goes to Emily Roxworthy who began this project with me in my second 

year of the program. She has been a mentor, advocate, psychologist, and friend 

throughout this process. I would also like to thank Julie Burelle for always defending 

my project, even when it appeared an insurmountable obstacle and for offering further 

interventions in my work. Thank you to Stephen Barker, Nadine George-Graves, Ketu 

Katrak, and Rebecca Plant for their insightful feedback and hard questions which 

pushed my research and writing further than I thought I was capable. 

 I would like to thank the generous support given to me by faculty and staff 

from the Department of Theatre and Dance. This includes Liam Clancy, Lisa Porter, 

Janet Smarr, John Rouse, and Mark Maltby. A special thank you to Marybeth Ward 

must be acknowledged for her outstanding service to all of her graduate students; she 

will always hold a special place in my heart. Thank you to Jim Carmody for offering 

the opportunity to co-direct Rocks in her Pocket, and for the inspirational hallway 

discussions.  

My fellow colleagues in the PhD program have been instrumental in my 

success creating a comradery unseen in many graduate programs. Thank you to Lily 

Kelting and Sonia Fernandez for forcing me to write in weekly group sessions at the 

best coffee shops. I would like to thank Heather Ramey for the many hours spent 



vii 

 

talking in the office, bars, homes, and over the phone, as her encouraging words paved 

the way for my success. I am grateful for Matt Chapman, Katie Turner, and Jon 

Reimer for offering feedback on some of the writing in this dissertation, keeping me 

sane in the process, and allowing me every opportunity to come to them for a 

supportive shoulder to lean on. Additional thanks to Maiya Murphy, Jade Power-

Sotomayor, Bryan White, Jason Dorwart, Laura Dorwart, Kara Rapheli, Sam Mitchell, 

Will Jones, Naysan Mojgani and Kristin Tregar for breathing life into the PhD 

program. 

 I must thank the incredible theatre artists, activists and people of New Orleans 

for always having the time to discuss all topics related to Hurricane Katrina. A special 

thank you to Mondo Bizarro for your advice and time in discussing the importance in 

creating ethical performances that address the social, economic, and climate concerns 

affecting the Louisiana people. 

 I have successfully completed the PhD program because of the teachers that 

came into my life at a very young age. As a first-generation student their teaching, 

understanding and drive inspired me to pursue my educational goals. I would like to 

thank my 7th and 8th grade Honors English teacher Maryann Ostermeyer who instilled 

in me a love for research at an early age and took me to The Old Globe to watch my 

very first professional play, Blood Wedding. Thank you to Ki Gottberg and Carol 

Wolfe Clay, two strong, fierce, talented, and loving theatre artists, professors, and 

mothers that I had the opportunity to work with in my bachelor program. I continue to 

strive to be more like them every day.  Additional thanks to D.J Hopkins and Shelley 



viii 

 

Orr who both took me under their wings while I navigated the Master’s program at 

San Diego State and the application process for the PhD program at UC San Diego. 

 I started the PhD program with two children, and if it wasn’t for my supportive 

family that helped take care of them on numerous occasions, the program would have 

been impossible to complete. Thank you to my mother who taught me how to work 

hard and love harder. I thank my dad for his generosity and for saying “yes” to the 

numerous babysitting requests. I also would like to thank my grandfather who taught 

me that a good man will love a strong woman. A special thank you goes out to my 

daughter Madison, who put up with me during this program for so many years, and 

who was always willing to give a helping hand around the house and with her younger 

brother. I am so appreciative to my best friend and walking partner Spring Mwangi 

who kept me laughing and grounded these past six years. 

 I am eternally blessed to have Rene’ Minniefee in my life as husband and best 

friend. He supported me in so many ways during this program. His passion for music 

inspired me to find a similar fire in my own work. His never-ending ability to calm, 

protect, enlighten, and push me past uncomfortable and bad moments can never be 

thanked enough. He is my rock, and an integral player in sustaining my soul while 

undergoing this doctorate. 

 Chapters 3 and 4, in part, have been submitted for publication of the material 

as it may appear in the anthology Performing the Family Dream Home, University of 

Iowa Press. The dissertation author was the primary author of this paper. 

 

 



ix 

 

 

VITA 

 

1998   Bachelor of Art, Drama, Summa Cum Laude, Seattle University 

2010  Teaching Assistant, Department of Theatre and Film, San Diego State 

University 

2011   Master of Art, Theatre, San Diego State University 

2011-2017  Teaching Assistant, Department of Theatre and Dance, University of 

California, San Diego 

2017   Doctor of Philosophy, Theatre, University of California, San Diego 

 

Publications: 

“Opening the Door to Refuse, the Golden Door” Theatreforum. Fall 2016, Issue 48. 

“Kamchatka: Who are they? Where do they come from? Why are they here?” 

Theatreforum Winter/Spring2014, Issue 44. 

 

Conference Papers: 

“A House and Open Road: Contextualizing Displacement in Waiting for Godot” in 

Working Session Site-Based Theatre as a Trans-Contextual Experience, American 

Society for Theatre Research, 2016. 

“Maternal Monsters: Spectacular Representations of Motherhood and Nation in 

German-Occupied France” in Working Session What is Worth Fighting For? 

Debating the Stakes Within Theatres of War. American Society for Theatre Research, 

2015. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



x 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Ritual Negotiations: Abjection, Kinship, and (Re)performance  

in German-Occupied France and Post-Katrina America 

 

by 

 

Melissa Jane Minniefee 

 

 

Doctor of Philosophy in Drama and Theatre 

 

University of California, San Diego, 2017 

 

Professor Emily Roxworthy, Chair 

 

 Ritual Negotiations: Abjection, Kinship, and (Re)performance in German-

Occupied France and Post-Katrina America examines how performance was used in 

response to two massive internal displacements wherein national subjects were 

described as “refugees”: the Exode in France during World War II and the exodus of 

New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina. I argue that internal displacement is a 

recognizable moment of abjection, a break in national identity, connected to the 

etymologic origins of the word “abjection” itself: to cast away. Internal displacement 

is abjection marked by the rupture between self and once identifiable connections to 
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family, home, community, and nation which enforces internal exclusion from the 

national kinship system. As the border to nationhood was encroached in internal 

displacement, France and the United States attempted to recover this abjected state 

through ritual negotiations: performances attempting to rework and test national 

belonging through a reimagined collective nationhood. France and the U.S. echoed 

each other in the evocation of spectacles that were used to reimagine their respective 

nation. France and the U.S, however, continued marginalization for their citizen 

subjects deemed as “refugees” through hypervisibility, disciplinary space, and 

voyeurism. The dissertation continues the examination into abjection and kinship by 

analyzing several plays and a memorial exhibit that negotiate with the overpowering 

narratives perpetuated through these national spectacles. The plays and museum 

exhibit demonstrate that restaging events, narratives, and imagery used to marginalize 

and control citizen bodies, can have the serious consequence of reperforming 

abjection. 
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Introduction 

Several hundred thousand people have been uprooted from their homes 

and communities and forced to seek refuge in more than 30 different 

states across America. Until such time as they are able to take up new 

lives in their new communities or return to their former homes, they 

will be refugees. - Associated Press Executive Editor Kathleen Carroll, 

September 2005 

 

France is rising up again. But a good number of French people refuse 

to recognize it. Do they really believe their lot is more tragic than it 

was a year ago? French people, you really have a short memory. Do 

you not remember the columns of escaping refugees composed of 

women, children, the elderly, all perched on vehicles of all kinds, 

advancing haphazardly, overwhelmed by fear and a desire to flee the 

enemy? –French President Philippe Pétain, June 1941 

 

 

The term refugee is a prevalent topic of discourse around the globe with 65.3 

million people forcibly displaced from their homes and 21.3 million refugees 

(UNHRC). The term continues to divide people across the world from various political 

and social platforms. The United States has faced growing concerns over national 

stability and the economics involved in opening the borders to refugees seeking 

asylum in our country. Questions have mounted over how to help, how much to help, 

and why, in an increasingly divisive national rhetoric that positions policy over people 

and security over helping others in need. With President Donald Trump halting the 

U.S. Refugee program for 120 days to reconfigure new vetting processes for entry into 

the country and a continued narrative that associates refugees with terrorism, national 
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 borders both physical and imagined are drawn that position an ostensibly more secure 

America at the exclusion of a national outsider. This narrative allows for the refugee to 

be valued lower than the possibility of an insecure or unsafe country, even when 

evidence proves that most terrorist acts in the United States are carried out by 

American citizens and not refugees. Refugees being positioned through this negative 

nationalist narrative is not new, although recent political rhetoric has certainly 

bolstered this narrative. Allison Jeffers in Refugees, Theatre and Crisis: Performing 

Global Identities identifies the performativity behind the refugee position. According 

to Jeffers, refugees are expected to perform as silent, passive victims within their new 

country’s borders, enlisting appropriate and coded behavior for acceptability by their 

new host country. This notion of the ideal refugee is exacerbated in current national 

discourse on refugee admittance. Refugees are stigmatized in our current political 

environment. The term by definition represents an asylum seeker from another country 

seeking admittance across a new national border. With this in mind, how then does the 

application of “refugee” to describe citizen subjects within the borders of their home 

country function? How does “refugee” in its use exclude citizens from a national 

kinship narrative that includes the rights associated with citizenship? This is where my 

project begins. 

This dissertation examines two historical massive internal displacements 

wherein national subjects were defined by “refugee” terminology: the Exode in France 

during World War II and the exodus of New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina. The 

project began as an exploration into the application of “refugee” as a descriptor for
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citizens within each country. As the project progressed, it was imperative to analyze 

the performative tactics used by France and the United States during and after the 

internal displacements that sought reconciliation and recovery of a national kinship 

narrative. Kinship narratives entangled with unity and security became spectacular 

platforms to promote nationalism while under occupation. My project began with this 

exploration, but delves into performances that explore and reperform internal 

displacements and breakdowns in national kinship. This examination includes various 

performative examples including propaganda, media, theatre, parades, and memorial 

exhibitions. The large scope of performance examples allows for a larger perspective 

of response to the refugee narrative that othered national citizens and sought 

recognition, reconciliation, or recovery for national cohesion.  

   “Refugee” was incorrectly applied towards the displaced in France and New 

Orleans. In the most basic definitions, the term “refugee” is situated in relation to 

national discourse. “Refugee” is synonymous with “foreigner,” “exile,” “expatriate,” 

among others, opposed against “citizen,” “national,” and “native” (“refugee” 

thesaurus.com). The United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) defines the 

parameters of the term “refugee”. They instruct that refugees are “persons fleeing 

armed conflict or persecution. They cross national borders to seek safety in nearby 

countries, and thus become internationally recognized as refugees with access to 

assistance from States, UNHCR, and other organizations. We say 'refugees' when we 

mean people fleeing war or persecution across an international border” (UNHCR.org). 

Currently the UN Refugee Agency has specified a separate term more applicable to 
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people that seek refuge within their home country’s borders. According to the UN 

Refugee Agency, “internally displaced persons”, or IDPs:  

[A]re among the world’s most vulnerable people. Unlike refugees, 

IDPs have not crossed an international border to find sanctuary, but 

have remained inside their home countries. Even if they have fled for 

similar reasons as refugees (armed conflict, generalized violence, 

human rights violations), IDPs legally remain under the protection of 

their own government – even though that government might be the 

cause of their flight. (Ibid) 

 

Unlike a refugee who has crossed a national border to seek protection as a foreigner in 

a new host nation, an internally displaced person stays within the boundaries of their 

homeland. The definition clearly states that the internally displaced person continues 

to seek refuge and resources from their own country (Ibid). The 1951 Refugee 

convention, which occurred after lack of support by countries to host refugees from 

WWII, identified rights and appropriate terminology for various refugee experiences 

(Gordon 240). The first known use of the term refugee was applied towards the 

Huguenots in France after the King removed the rights and privileges of French 

Protestants during the seventeenth century. The label refugee is intertwined in a 

historical legacy defined through citizenship and national identity. 

Defining citizen bodies as refugees during the Exode in France and exodus in 

New Orleans positioned citizens as foreigners within the nation. “Nation” in 

etymologic terms coincides with a sense of national belonging through one’s 

birthplace. The word “nation” originated in English from the Old French word nacion, 

which in turn originates from the Latin word natio (nātĭō) literally meaning "birth". 

The ties of kinship associated with nation tied to familial discourse (homeland, mother 
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country) embed national subjects within a supposed affirmation of rights associated 

with one’s nation through kinship rhetoric. The term refugee indicates an other outside 

of the national narrative associated with this kinship legacy. Through refugee 

discourse in France and New Orleans, citizens were defined as outsiders within their 

national borders. In the Exode in France and Hurricane Katrina exodus this refugee 

other was represented in narratives and imagery as chaotic, unruly, criminal, or 

unmanageable. National kinship proved exclusionary as citizens were mapped as 

others through a context of fear associated with an unruly refugee body.  

The French “Refugee”  

On May 12, 1940, German soldiers invaded France and marched into Paris on 

June 4, 1940, instigating a mass exodus of Parisians to the southern portion of the 

country. It is estimated that nearly four million people fled their homes and “just one-

fifth of the normal population remained; mainly the elderly, the infirm, and those who 

could not afford to leave” (Diamond 2). The many accounts and imagery from the 

Exode attest to the panic and chaos that manifested during the exodus. Marie-

Madeleine in L’Arche de Noé writes: 

In June 1940, Paris was a city in mourning… People loaded furniture 

and knick-knacks on to vehicles of all kinds, as houses were cleared of 

their contents passengers, furniture and objects alike, took shelter under 

pyramids of mattresses…In this sad frenzy of departure people rescued 

whatever possessions they could save… Weeping women pushed old 

people who had been squashed into prams; their children followed 

behind, overpowered by the heat. (Diamond 1) 

 

Outcast Europe: Refugees and Relief Workers estimates that 100,000 civilians died 

during the exodus, and 90,000 children went missing. The reunification process took 
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months for families separated during the Exode. Newspapers printed missing notices 

for those separated from their loved ones (Gemie 106). Narratives about the massive 

internal displacement in France acknowledged failed kinship through accounts that 

detailed fragmented families and insecure domestic space, such as Marie-Madeleine’s 

description above. Women and families took to the streets carrying the possessions 

they could fit in vehicles, bicycles, and wagons. The Exode exposed the failure of the 

French government in protecting the country’s citizens, manifested through 

dispossession from home and family. The chaos that ensued was a direct result of poor 

planning and communication, by government officials, of evacuation procedures in the 

event that Paris was infiltrated by German armies. Civilians were left stranded to fend 

for their own safety and survival because the French government fled the city without 

warning. When the masses of people took to the streets, many headed south to take 

refuge in southern cities not yet invaded by German soldiers; however, evacuees were 

often detoured by bombings, air raids, and refused entrance by neighboring cities.  

It was French citizens, mostly women and children, fleeing German invasion 

during World War II that were designated “refugees” in accounts from the time 

period. Although the Refugee Convention had not yet outlined the differences between 

refugees and IDP’s, the French origins of the term’s first known use directly link 

refugee terminology with revoked citizenship rights and privileges. The term’s use 

during the Exode performed a dissociation from the chaos mapping a border between 

French citizens and the chaotic others on the streets. Women, children, the elderly, and 

infirm were catapulted into this “refugee” rhetoric wherein French citizens not yet 
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forced into evacuations could separate themselves from those seeking refuge in their 

towns and neighborhoods. With men on the front lines, women and children and those 

for one reason or another seen as unfit for military positions were left without help or 

resources from their country. They were met with hostility from other French citizens 

and cast into narratives of otherness. The rhetoric used in France at the time of the 

Exode served to intermingle “refugee” with the dismantled kinship system visualized 

in the mass exodus. The refugee—national outsider and foreigner—thus was 

associated with the breakdown of familial kinship caused by government failure. 

The New Orleans “Refugee” 

Hurricane Katrina made landfall as a Category 3 storm on August 29, 2005 in 

Louisiana. It caused significant damage to the Gulf coast from Florida to Texas as the 

eye of the storm actually bypassed New Orleans. The mass destruction in New 

Orleans occurred due to 53 levee breaches after Hurricane Katrina made landfall. Over 

80 percent of New Orleans flooded with water levels between one and ten feet, and 

134,000 housing units were reported as damaged. When Mayor Ray Nagin issued a 

mandatory evacuation at 9:30 am on Sunday, August 28, 2005 some residents of New 

Orleans and the greater Louisiana area were able to evacuate. But, it is estimated that 

100,000 to 300,000 stayed in New Orleans with several reports indicating a lack of 

financial resources, transportation access, and prior experience with hurricanes and 

evacuation warnings as main factors for those who remained within the region.1  

Meals, Ready to Eat (MRE’s) were set up at the Superdome, which was meant to serve 

                                                             
1 It is estimated that 112,000 citizens of New Orleans did not own a car when Hurricane 

Katrina hit the area. 
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as a safe location for only 15,000 people. By the end of the day, 30,000 had arrived 

and more people were on their way. The flooding, however, caught many residents by 

surprise as Hurricane Katrina had in effect missed the city and was not a category 5 

hurricane as previously reported by the National Weather station. In the end, over 

400,000 residents were displaced by Hurricane Katrina (Plyer). The hardest hit 

neighborhoods, the Lower Ninth Ward and St. Barnard Parish, had every structure 

flooded by the hurricane waters.  

The first rhetorical instinct during Hurricane Katrina was to categorize 

residents who filled the streets or those who sought shelter in other states as 

“refugees”. It is clear in current definitions supported by the UN Refugee Agency that 

the term was incorrectly applied towards the displaced in New Orleans. Many scholars 

of various disciplines have explored why American citizens during this horrific 

disaster were branded refugees. 2  In nationally recognized disagreements with this 

terminology, high-profile pivotal figures such as Oprah Winfrey and Reverend Jesse 

Jackson denounced its use and racist undertones, leading many media outlets and 

public figures to reclassify New Orleans residents as “victims” and “evacuees”.3 In 

“Katrina, Race, Refugees and Images of the Third World,” Ruth Gordon argues that 

people were upset with the refugee term for describing the victims of Hurricane 

                                                             
2 Examples of newspaper clippings demonstrate how victims of the flooding in New Orleans 

were consistently labeled as refugees. Some examples are Chicago Tribune, Tuesday August 

30, 2005 “Katrina Wallops coast”, and The Atlanta Journal-Constitution (Friday, Sept. 2, 

2005).  
3 Reverend Jesse Jackson called the usage of refugee as racist and Winfrey noted a better term 

used for these people should be survivors and told the American public that an apology was in 

order. (Deluge 465). Several media outlets decided to ban the use of “refugee” after 

complaints. 



9 
 

 

  

Katrina because the term created an image associated with third world imagery. 

Gordon writes, “[C]ould it be that refugee has taken on the same undercurrents as 

Third World? The word’s definition has changed from peoples fleeing the worst forms 

of hate and oppression to, instead, the colored of the world fleeing their plight as the 

colored of the world” (Levitt 241). While more than 400,000 residents were displaced 

because of the flooding, it was African Americans who were most associated with the 

refugee term. Research was conducted that examined media articles in which either 

“evacuee” or “refugee” appeared in the news. The study concluded that “refugee” was 

the more popular term by a statistically significant margin of 68% to 32% over 

“evacuee”. The findings also included that “refugee” appeared within ten words of 

“poor” or “Black.” The media focused news stories on the masses of African 

Americans who had not evacuated New Orleans and were visible to the public.4 

Refugee as a descriptor word for the internally displaced performed the disconnection 

between African Americans and American nationhood. Melissa Harris-Perry in Sister 

Citizen: Shame, Stereotypes, and Black Women in America argues that “the refugees 

label had the effect of rhetorically removing black victims from national 

                                                             
4 New Orleans population demographics at the time of the storm were composed of 67.3% 

African American and 28.1% white. The city also has small populations consisting of 

Hispanics and Asians (Brinkley 33).  African Americans made up most of the non-evacuee 

population in New Orleans. According to several reports on non-evacuees, African Americans 

were far more likely to not evacuate because of lack of social networks outside New Orleans, 

lack of transportation, and financial resources. The storm hit at the end of the month when 

many New Orleans residents were waiting for their paychecks. Per Brian C. Thiede and David 

L. Brown’s report for Cornell University “Non-Evacuation during Hurricane Katrina: 

Examining the Question of Choice” African Americans were two and a half times more likely 

to not evacuate over white counterparts (9). While various ethnic and racial groups 

experienced loss from the flooding, African Americans were undeniably the majority of New 

Orleans residents viewed in media outlets and imagery during the storm. 
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responsibility, as though the consequences of the levee failure were to be endured by 

foreigners rather than Americans at the bottom of the same hierarchies of race and 

wealth that have contributed significantly to the disaster itself” (12). As Harris-Perry 

pointedly acknowledges, the refugee narrative spun the disastrous levee breaches as 

less negative because they had been inflicted on non-citizen, non-white bodies.  

Abjection 

My theoretical framework analyzes internal displacement as a recognizable 

moment of abjection, a break in national identity, connected to the etymologic origins 

of the word “abjection” itself: to cast away. Internal displacement is abjection marked 

by the rupture between self and once identifiable connections to family, home, 

community, and nation which enforces internal exclusion from the social and political 

system. In the fields of psychoanalysis and the application of abjection to literary 

studies, Julia Kristeva’s instrumental Powers of Horror asserts that abjection occurs in 

an act that “disturbs identity, system, order” positioned through mnemonic 

fragmentation, pain, and the confrontation with death (4). Abjection, as she discusses, 

is exemplified in the act of expelling. The ‘I’ subject is stabilized through the active 

separation from that which would threaten subjectivity, an act in response to threat, 

pollution, and infiltration. In her theory, Kristeva incorporates the separation between 

subject and the maternal as the epitomizing moment to map the subject “I”. In using 

Kristeva’s theory of abjection as a starting point, I argue that the Exode in France and 

New Orleans exodus were sites of national abjection distinguished by massive internal 

displacements that caused a breach in national subjectivity. This breach in national 
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kinship caused a liminal state of unbelonging that ignited the nation to focus on 

recovering a sense of collective national identity.  

Karen Shimakawa expands on Kristeva’s notion of the abject in National 

Abjection: The Asian American Body Onstage. Through a lens of nationalism and 

theatre, she argues that Asian Americans are abjects within the American nation. She 

defines this abjection through Asian Americanness as being in her words “both 

necessary to and mutually constitutive of national subject formation—but it does not 

result in the formation of an Asian American subject or even an Asian American 

object” (3). Shimakawa's work is significant in how I employ national abjection in 

France and the United States. In using her application of Kristeva’s theory to the 

national body, I expand abjection in this nationalist discourse by analyzing how 

internal exiles designated refugees exposed marginalized subjects in German-

Occupied France and Post-Katrina America.  This process of identification that 

labeled citizen-subjects as foreign outsiders implemented abjection as an othering tool 

to map national kinship. It designated who was afforded the rights and privileges 

associated within a national kinship system. In Shimakawa’s introduction, she 

acknowledges that the immigrant body in the early twentieth century encouraged 

national discourse through the “dire need of protection from infection” (7). 

Specifically, she locates this through the eugenic system wherein science, politicians, 

and sociologists worked to create a nationalist body. She supports her argument with 

David Palumbo-Liu’s work where he argues “the nation was imagined as a body that 

must, through fastidious hygienic measures, guard against what passes from the 
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exterior, excise the cancerous cells that have already penetrated it, and prevent any 

reproductive act that would compromise the regeneration of its species in an 

increasingly massified and mobile world” (24). As my project contends, the nationalist 

projects in German-Occupied France and Post-Katrina America used the immigrant 

body narrative perpetuated through refugee rhetoric applied to national citizens. These 

recovery projects enforced national kinship through control and containment from 

infection by designated “others” within the national imaginary.  The citizens 

represented by this refugee rhetoric—women and children in France and African 

Americans in New Orleans—became part of a recuperative national process to secure 

a fragmented national body. The recovery however, continued to perpetuate women in 

France and African Americans in New Orleans as threatening subjects within the 

nation. 

As the border to nationhood was encroached in internal displacement, France 

and the United States attempted to recover this abjected state through ritual 

negotiations: performances attempting to rework and test national belonging through a 

reimagined collective kinship system. The title of my dissertation Ritual Negotiations: 

Abjection. Kinship, Reperformance is inspired by Rebecca Schneider’s Performing 

Remains: Art and War in Times of Theatrical Reenactment where she complicates the 

linear capabilities often associated with temporality by arguing “the very pastness of 

the past is never complete, never completely finished, but incomplete: cast into the 

future as a matter of ritual negotiation, and yet undecidedly interpretive acts of 

reworking” (33). She describes ritual as that “which through performance, we are 
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asked, again, to (re)found ourselves—to find ourselves in repetition” (105). Through 

this mode of ritual, I also engage with Joseph Roach’s ideas of surrogation and Rene 

Girard’s theory of the sacrificial other located as “exterior or marginal individuals, 

incapable of establishing or sharing social bonds that link the rest of the inhabitants. 

Their status as foreigners or enemies, their servile condition, or simply their age 

prevents these future victims from fully integrating themselves into the community” 

(13). In this ritual model, national spectacles that employ borders between 

inclusionary subjects and the abject, are the same vehicles for transcribing a sense of 

collective experience within a nation’s boundaries. The narrative is furthered as a kind 

of ritualization of national formations wherein the breach occurs, followed by zone of 

liminality that seeks to find ways to strengthen, and rebuild the nation.  

The ritual act of national recovery in France and the United States was 

positioned through a marginalization of those deemed sacrificial to the system in order 

to strengthen the national body politic. This collective national project manifests the 

othering of citizens marked as unruly refugees in the internal displacement event. In 

each national recovery project, the “us versus them” narrative is perpetuated. National 

recovery in France and the United States attempted to reconcile citizen subjects, 

falsely defined as refugees, as necessary agents within the collective national body, 

against another subgroup marked as the real outsider: Jews in German-Occupied 

France and terrorists in the United States. It is in this ritual negotiation that I address 

the entanglements between German-Occupied France and America Post-Katrina. This 

is by no means a project that seeks to erase the very specific differences between the 
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two national projects, which I discuss throughout. Reperformance, as Schneider 

argues, is not about erasing difference or comparative analyses. In my usage of 

reperformance, America Post-Katrina and German-Occupied France are interrelated in 

the echoes that reverberate across time and space, back and again. Echoes are not an 

identical enactment of the original. Here I would be amiss to not mention how the 

echo is used to twist, turn, modify, distort and work in Suzan Lori-Parks The America 

Play. Schneider also discusses the echo in ritual performance as “To the degree that it 

remains differently or indifference, the past performed and made explicit as (live) 

performance can function as the kind of bodily transmission conventional archivists 

dread, a counter memory—almost in a sense of an echo” (105).  

Shimakawa argues performance is important for understanding the process of 

national abjection, the relationship between bodies and the acts of looking, being seen, 

and feeling. She argues “to maintain(s) the legitimacy of the dominant racial/national 

complex, the process of abjection must continually be reiterated or re-presented” (10).  

These modes of looking and being looked at, the control and manipulation of the gaze, 

is an important aspect of analysis in my work. I examine performances that are in 

conversation with the failed kinship system in national abjection resulting from the 

internal displacements. I argue that France and the United States enacted visible tactics 

to control how marginal citizens were implicated within national discourse. These 

tactics continued the process of abjection and controlled who was afforded the right to 

return the gaze. Performance and theatre are often used as analytical tools that 

examine, contend, debate, and attempt to understand the social, political, and cultural 
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events of their day. Theatre is a powerful political tool that educates, critiques, and 

subverts; but can also continue to marginalize, displace, and abject within national 

recovery. Thus, in the national recovery narrative perpetuated by the French and 

United States’ government, it is important to see how performances functioned in their 

own negotiations with these overpowering national narratives. It is imperative to 

understand how restaging events, narratives, and imagery used to isolate and abject 

citizen bodies can have the serious consequence of reperforming abjection.  

I have specifically chosen to engage with performances that I argue have 

become part of a national archive about each internal displacement and the subsequent 

occupation of both France and New Orleans, what Emily Roxworthy in The Spectacle 

of Japanese American Trauma: Racial Performativity and World War II calls the 

“spectacle archive”. The plays and performances analyzed in this dissertation are part 

of this spectacle archive. These performances engage with the restructuring of national 

belonging and become documentary mediums for a national collective mnemonic 

system mapping displacement, abjection and kinship. My investigation into these 

canonical performances also renders what has been made visible for consumption. 

Under strict censorship and a heightened surveillance system in German-Occupied 

France, narratives and imagery allowed to be seen by the national body must be 

explored to understand the work that these performances were accomplishing for both 

the French government (under the direction of the German authorities) and for the 

occupied audience. This type of analysis is necessary for performances about New 
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Orleans as they shaped, reconstructed, and visualized the interplay between national 

belonging and marginalization African Americans experienced following the storm. 

Scholars have analyzed the role of imagery and narratives in conjunction with 

national identity and how national identity is constructed through the boundaries 

between those who are labeled as part of the nation and those who are not. Benedict 

Anderson has noted in Imagined Communities, that nation is imagined through 

language, traditions, customs, and other cultural apparatuses that work to map 

collectivity and sameness within a border system. Anderson also argues that fear of 

marginalization is a necessary vehicle towards national visualization. He attends to the 

circulation of images and narratives as powerful practices in building and reimagining 

national formations. In “Gendering Nationhood”, Joanne P. Sharp claims that images 

in “national culture and character are ritualistic so that every repetition of [the 

nation’s] symbols serves to reinforce national identity” (98). The internal 

displacements in France and New Orleans instigated an immediate need to solidify a 

sense of national identity because the imagined national kinship narrative had been 

dismantled on a large and visible scale. The visibility in the breakdown of national 

kinship in France and the United States reinforced national belonging through 

performative narratives and imagery. The Exode from Paris and exodus of New 

Orleans were huge spectacles of internal displacement where citizen subjects were 

othered through “refugee” descriptors, thus, the narratives and imagery associated 

with each displacement cast those who were marginalized within national kinship 

from those who belonged. 
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My examination of German-Occupied France and the Katrina diaspora is a 

specific inquiry into the interplay between these two nationalist recovery projects.5 I 

argue that these two sites employed tactics to uphold nationalist ideals through 

spectacles that use the body and space as public and civic domains. These spectacles 

impose narratives and images to recover a sense of belonging after a set of events that 

demonstrate the fundamental foundations of Nation as fragmented and imagined. 

France under German occupation is the epitome of an imagined nation as it was ruled 

and governed by an enemy country but allowed for two years to construct a national 

identity through a pseudo government and president. Mapping the connections 

between this national imagining with America Post-Katrina establishes how these two 

sites echo the evocation of similar tactics to reimagine their respective nation. Guy 

Debord in Society of the Spectacle argues “The spectacle is nothing more than the 

common language of the separation.  Spectators are linked solely by their one-way 

relationship to the very center that keeps them isolated from each other. The spectacle 

reunites a separate, but reunites it as a separate” (29). The construction of national 

identity through spectacles is the main focus of Diana Taylor’s influential work 

Disappearing Acts. She argues that spectacles “function as the locus and mechanism 

of communal identity, the “imaginings” that constitute social systems. They reflect 

                                                             
5 I could have enlisted a broader spectrum of examples of internal displacement to trace or 

uncover how nations respond to the event of internal displacement, as it is a massive concern 

amidst many historical and contemporary diasporas.  The experience of internal displacement 

is not specific to France or America and is a global problem for many people around the world 

as the numbers indicate.  According to the UN Refugee Agency 28.8 million people are 

internally displaced currently around the globe with “about two-thirds of the world's forcibly 

uprooted people … displaced within their own country” (UNHCR.org). My project addresses 

echoes found between the two nationalist projects specifically.  
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and (re)produce the spatial configurations of the imagined community, establishing 

both the parameters and organizational structures” (73). In remapping the imagined 

nation, spectacle is implemented to encourage modes of reintegration into an 

illusionary unified body politic, a collective embodiment of national ideologies. I 

examine how spectacles in Debordian terms were implemented by France and 

America to recover a sense of national kinship that had failed during each 

displacement. These national spectacles continued to isolate and control the marked 

other body. The large masses located within one’s home country create the illusion 

that the collective, national body is under duress or in the middle of a catastrophic 

event. The refugee terminology applied towards citizens in that collective national 

body reveals the mechanics in reimagining the nation: marking those who belong and 

those who are marginal or even disposable.  

National recovery in France and the U.S. occurred through a language that 

associated the massive internal displacements as a crisis caused from infiltration by 

outside sources. Judith Butler and Athana Anthousian have argued, in Dispossession, 

“Crisis becomes a perennial state of exception that turns into a rule and common sense 

and thus renders critical thinking and acting redundant, irrational, and ultimately 

unpatriotic” (149). In essence the reaction to recreate nationhood through a narrative 

of crisis is itself a way to maintain the system through whatever means necessary. 

Crisis is imported to continue the marginalization of specific citizens by creating a 

spectacular space that surveils and controls. Containing and controlling the crisis 

intercepts all political acts and attempts to erase fear associated with the possibility of 
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infection, contagion, violence, and death. It is a ruse used to further implement an 

agenda defined as rebuilding the right kind of national space with the right kind of 

citizen body. Thus, using the narrative of crisis in recovery makes control and 

occupation the only reliable defense against continued national fragmentation. 

Although these internal displacements are disastrous, the crisis narrative 

directed through an emergency allowed German-Occupied France and Post-Katrina 

America to impose national agendas mapped through an enclosed, surveilled, and 

occupied state. It is the narrative of crisis and necessary control and confinement that 

establishes reasons to enact disciplinary space to create a recovered nation. In an 

interesting correlation between disciplinary space and plague narratives, Michel 

Foucault argues: 

The plague stricken town is an exceptional situation: against an 

extraordinary evil, power is mobilized; it makes itself everywhere 

present and visible; it invents new mechanisms; it separates, it 

immobilizes, it partitions; it constructs for a time what is both the 

counter city and the perfect society; it imposes an ideal functioning, but 

one that is reduced in the final analysis like the evil that combats, to a 

simple dualism and one kills that which moves. (Discipline 198) 

 

Foucault argues that the plague narrative and the crisis of large-scale sickness 

functions to create space wherein control and containment are necessary. In this 

narrative, borders are enacted to secure the “perfect society” from that which threatens 

it. This plague narrative was enacted during the internal displacements in France and 

the U.S., setting up infiltration in war or natural disaster as abnormal occurrences 

necessitating heightened disciplinary measures to ensure the sustenance of the national 

body.  Citizens infected with the crisis were placed outside the national kinship 
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collective through an othering “refugee” discourse. In national recovery, the “refugee” 

was deemed necessary to control for the security of national kinship. The privileges 

associated to certain citizen bodies were redefined within this system. This recovery 

effort echoed the narratives implied in the massive displacements: to control other 

“refugee” bodies and contain displaced kinship spaces through surveillance and 

policing. Infiltration and contagion narratives authorized power mechanisms to be 

implemented to control an emergency situation. 

The application of emergency to the situations of France in World War II and 

the levee failure in New Orleans enabled inhumane conditions for civilians in the 

name of safety, survival, and national security. Due to the emergency of German 

invasion, the French government left civilians without proper evacuation procedures. 

In New Orleans, it took days to get food or water to trapped residents and rescue 

attempts were halted due to the reported accounts of lawlessness on the streets. In 

Theatre and its Double, Antonin Artaud vividly describes a scene of power wherein a 

captain dreams about a permeating plague which allows him to trespass “not only 

upon the rights of man, but upon the simplest respect for human life and upon all sorts 

of national or international conventions which, in the face of death, are no longer 

relevant” (16). Under a rubric of emergency and survival, one actually instituted due 

to the rupture in national belonging manifested by internal displacement, disciplinary 

action is warranted as means to recover this fragmentation through a fear of its own 

demise and death, its loss of national identity. By situating citizen bodies as refugees, 

the internally displaced are thrust into a condition of abjection through, as Kristeva 
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notes, the inability to recognize systems of kinship. As perpetuated in both national 

projects, each nation projected an agenda to control bodies understood as unruly 

refugee others. Containment and control was enacted through disciplinary means 

disguised as a necessary response to managing the national crises. 

France’s future as a strong French nation even under German occupation, 

however, required women to reproduce and thus produce future French citizens. 

Women were seemingly given agency in the recuperation for France through their 

reproductive bodies after internal displacement had defined women as abject. This 

agency was marred in that the maternal body was represented as a perverse conduit to 

otherness. While the maternal body could reproduce French citizens, national recovery 

narratives indicated that the maternal body could also reproduce impure children or 

infect these future citizen-subjects with undesirable feminine traits.  Thus, the 

maternal body and the biological female body in its possible reproductive function 

was represented as needing patriarchal control for the resuscitation of a strong French 

national subjectivity. The maternal body thus became part of larger national discourse 

of purity. In this narrative, women were manipulated to follow a plan towards 

marriage and reproduction. The reproduction had to be controlled in order to produce 

a specifically pure French citizen. French citizenship, restricted under German 

occupation, established the reproducing maternal body as necessary but still a threat to 

the patriarchal national system. As scholars Miranda Pollard and Francine Muel-

Dreyfus, contend the feminine was associated with a threatening agent of infection. 

The feminine had the ability to infect the masculine and destroy the nation. So while 
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women were needed to reproduce, the feminine had to be contained and controlled 

within various kinship systems.   

The U.S government’s response to Hurricane Katrina established control and 

containment of New Orleans and the city’s residents. Hurricane Katrina was an 

identifiable event in the systematic and perpetual abjection of African Americans in 

the American national system.  The Federal Emergency Management Agency 

Homeland Security Daily Report from September 3, 2005 described the scene at the 

Convention Center, a second evacuation site: 

To cries of 'Thank you, Jesus!' and catcalls of 'What took you so long?,' 

a National Guard convoy packed with food, water and medicine rolled 

through axle-deep floodwaters Friday into what remained of New 

Orleans and descended into a maelstrom of fires and floating corpses. 

… More than four days after the storm hit, the caravan of at least three-

dozen camouflage-green troop vehicles and supply trucks arrived along 

with dozens of air-conditioned buses to take refugees out of the city. … 

In what looked like a scene from a Third World country, some people 

threw their arms heavenward and others nearly fainted with joy as the 

trucks and hundreds of soldiers arrived in the punishing midday heat. 

But there were also profane jeers from many in the crowd of nearly 

20,000 outside the Convention Center, which a day earlier seemed on 

the verge of a riot, with desperate people seething with anger over the 

lack of anything to eat or drink. (FEMA National Response 

Coordination Center) 

 

The description above indicates the ways in which narratives were used to position the 

IDPs from Katrina within a very specific abject and othering discourse. Citizens were 

called “refugees” and described through performative language that positioned them 

as not American. The city of New Orleans was presented as a city under siege separate 

from the U.S. implicated in narratives from military and emergency agencies that 

correlated crossing into New Orleans with moving into war-torn countries. 
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Utilizing Diana Taylor’s definition of scenarios as “culturally specific 

imaginaries-sets of possibilities, ways of conceiving conflict, crisis, or resolution—

activated with more or less theatricality” I examine displacement scenarios from 

France and the United States (The Archive 13). The performances engage with the 

images and narratives perpetuated during the internal displacements and in the 

national spectacles that manifested through national recovery agendas. Theatricality, 

Taylor suggests, exposes the construction of the scenario and “highlights the 

mechanics of the spectacle” (Ibid). France and the United States employed spectacles 

to enforce occupational spaces in response to crisis. While the spectacles enforced 

borders, devised ideal citizens, and politicized domestic space as a site for nationhood, 

I examine how the national spectacles translated to theatre and performance. In both 

France and New Orleans, representations of families and home became thematic 

engines and recurring imagery to examine an IDP status and national abjection. France 

and the U.S. integrated images and spectacular political acts to redraw nationhood in 

the entanglements with abjection and kinship.  With heightened visibility of the 

national kinship narrative both as failed response and in national spectacles, France 

and New Orleans experienced a theatrical renaissance. While the first chapter focuses 

on the narratives and imagery perpetuated through national rebuilding projects in 

France and the United States, the subsequent chapters look at performances that 

engage specifically with the narratives and imagery promoted in both sites.  

Chapter One: Outsiders Within the National Spectacle, maps the reconstruction 

of nationhood in German-Occupied France and Post-Katrina America. The chapter 
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analyzes several performances including propaganda posters, news coverage, parades, 

and speeches from French President Phillipe Pétain and U.S. President George W. 

Bush.  The various performances demonstrate how nation was secured through 

performative apparatuses that functioned as national spectacles. This analysis contends 

that these national spectacles were essential components in narratives of citizenship 

and belonging. Implementing a disciplinary space fostered through surveillance and 

control, this chapter addresses how the hypervisible “refugee” body was 

spectacularized in order to form a national identity in France and the United States.  

Marginalization, however, was perpetuated in the national projects with domestic 

space publicized as that which must be secured or demolished to build a greater 

national space. This chapter analyzes several performative methods that circulated the 

ideological narratives of nation and citizenship through a necessitating visibility. In 

other words, these two sites use the tactics of policing and surveillance as a means to 

control but also to build a greater nation, marking the public spectacle and visibility as 

the very means for strengthening the nation.  

During the German occupation, French theatre underwent an overhaul mainly 

due to the abolition of Jewish people working in the theatre. The theatre was also 

faced with obstacles including nightly bombings, imposed curfews, and extreme 

censorship from the Vichy government and German occupier. In spite of these 

obstacles, theatre flourished during the occupation including an insurgence of new 

playwrights and directors. Chapter Two “Abject Kinship: Theatre, Family, Nation in 

German-Occupied France” explores how theatre became an emblem for a mythical 
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French nation marked through a cultural containment of Frenchness. In this chapter, I 

closely analyze two plays of French theatre under German occupation: Albert Camus’s 

The Misunderstanding, and Henry De Montherlant’s No Man’s Son. I examine how 

these plays continued to use the circulated ideologies of Philippe Pétain and the Vichy 

government to construct an imagined French nation: including themes of infiltration 

and otherness in familial space, and the necessary sacrifice of monstrous women.6  

My third chapter, “Re-Imagine/Re-perform: Mapping Internal Displacement in 

Waiting for Godot” engages with the experiences of internal displacement in France 

and New Orleans through Samuel Beckett’s play Waiting for Godot. Godot is an 

iconic play within the theatrical community used in classrooms and performed on 

stages alike. The play has consistently undergone analysis attempting to answer 

questions left unanswered by the text, but it has been staged in many political contexts 

of catastrophe, war, crisis, and imprisonment. I argue that the image of two tramps in 

bowler hats doing nothing on a minimal setting filled with only a tree is a traumatic 

recovery of marginalization wherein Beckett’s original play represents the condition 

of abjection in internal displacement. The play echoes Beckett’s own experiences of 

the French exodus and German occupation which is the reason that it compels 

directors to stage it in political, social, and economic breakdowns. These experiences 

politicize the play and map it as an iconic representation of internal displacement 

within a discourse of liminal space and marginalized national bodies. The tramps are 

                                                             
6 Monstrous used as term directly from Barbara Creed’s influential work on abjection, film, 

and monstrous women. Also, see Ann Kaplan and Jane Ussher’s work on the monstrous 

maternal and feminine body. 
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in a continuous fight against their own abjection, but are still located under the laws 

and codes of a national imagining. Through textual analysis I argue that re-

performance of Godot renews this displaced position in the original play. The New 

Orleans site-specific production of the play that was staged in the aftermath of 

Hurricane Katrina, illuminates the internal displacement that is at the core of this play. 

It resurrects Godot as a political text informed by internal displacement and 

marginalization from the imagined nation. 

My last chapter, “Reperforming Displacement in Post-Katrina Performance,” 

examines two plays and a memorial exhibit that address the failed kinship that 

occurred in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. In the aftermath of Hurricane 

Katrina, performances began to question and analyze the experiences of internal 

displacement and the spectacles imposed on African Americans by the media and 

government during this time. Many of these performances used Katrina to intersect 

with questions of race in America, climate change, and marginalized communities. 

Many artists began a search for an accurate account of Katrina which gave way to a 

plethora of documentary theatre and films about the events. This chapter begins with 

Katrina: The K Word by Suzanne Trauth and Lisa Brenner, a verbatim theatre piece 

that presents accounts from the disaster through a “disaster tour” framing device. The 

second play, Trash Bag Tourist by Samuel Brett Williams, delves into questions about 

American kinship, families, and race relations in a community that offers help to IDPs 

from Hurricane Katrina. The third performance I examine is a memorial and 

informative museum exhibit titled “Living with Hurricanes: Katrina and Beyond” 
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located in the heart of the French Quarter in New Orleans.  I examine the stakes in 

these three performances that reperform displacement, analyzing moments of 

recognition and reclamation of the narratives imposed during the New Orleans 

evacuations towards the marginalized. The two plays and memorial exhibit use tactics 

of the spectacle secured through tourism narratives and staging. They continue to 

isolate and control the gaze negotiating between abjection and kinship in the American 

narrative. This negotiation between kinship and abjection represented in performances 

after internal displacement illustrate the echoes that exist between German-Occupied 

France and Post-Katrina America. 
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Chapter One: Outsiders Within the National Spectacle 

 

The massive internal displacements that occurred in the Exode in France 

during World War II and the exodus in New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina visibly 

ruptured national belonging. These displacements exposed the fragility and 

permeability of nation and the failed kinship system associated with nationhood. 

Nationhood implies certain rights and privileges associated with the bonds of national 

borders. Citizens in France and the United States, however, experienced abandonment 

by their governments in these internal displacements. The government in France fled 

before the Exode without notification to the citizens. In New Orleans, days passed 

before aid arrived to the area. This breach in kinship systems left massive amounts of 

national subjects marginalized and fighting for survival within their ‘home’ countries 

of France and the United States respectively. Reconstructing an illusion of fortitude 

and cohesion was seen as a necessity to secure and recover the failed national kinship 

displayed in these internal displacements. This chapter outlines the massive 

evacuations from Paris and New Orleans and examines how France and America 

attempted to manufacture a unified national body following internal displacement. 

With the breakdown in national kinship displayed in each internal displacement, this 

chapter also examines how narratives and imagery of family and home permeated both 

the failed kinship found in displacement and national recovery agendas. In each 
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national space, however, the recovery process occurred under military occupations 

that continued the fragmented state of the imagined Nation.   

This chapter begins with German-Occupied France to establish how recovery 

was imagined through national spectacles that performed a collective national identity. 

Much as France fought to retain a French national identity after German invasion and 

occupation, I argue that a similar desire to perform a collective American national 

identity was at the forefront of the response to Hurricane Katrina by the United States. 

Through propaganda, presidential speeches, laws, and media, national identity was 

performed in France and America as a strong and viable utopian vision. These 

spectacles, under a guise of national unity, continued to isolate national subjects who 

had been falsely categorized as “refugees” during the displacements. Spectacles 

operated to control and continue to marginalize the ‘refugee’ body that had been 

detailed in accounts of the Exode and Hurricane Katrina. The French and American 

agenda to control specific raced and gendered bodies marginalized as ‘others’ in the 

national imaginary were exposed in the narratives, images, and actions perpetuated in 

these national recovery efforts. 

The massive internal displacements in Paris and New Orleans were categorized 

as emergency situations built around a notion of exception.7  In Agamben’s States of 

Exception, he argues exception is the “original structure in which law encompasses 

living beings by means of its own suspension” (3). The internal displacement that 

occurred in France was due to an enemy invasion during a massive world war. The 

                                                             
7 For further information on exception, see Agamben’s State of Exception, Homo Sacer: 

Sovereigns of Power, and Judith Butler’s Dispossession.  
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disaster that befell New Orleans was due to a mixture of Hurricane Katrina, poor levee 

construction, decreasing wetlands, and the city’s location.8 Crisis and exception gave 

strength to reimagining national recovery because these two events were positioned as 

abnormal occurrences framed by war and natural disaster. This exceptionalism 

catapulted both events into realms of the iconic. Patricia Leavy in Iconic Events: 

Media, Politics, and Power in Retelling History defines iconic events as those that 

“acquire a mythic status within the culture, [and] come to dominate the cultural 

landscape through a proliferation of representations which flood the public space” (3). 

The evacuations from Paris and New Orleans have become iconic events that 

demarcate national failure in emergency situations. Numerous representations in 

performance, art, and literature among others have attempted to examine and 

understand this failure. In later chapters, I will explore these performative 

representations as acts that negotiate the borders and boundaries in national kinship.  

In the immediate aftermath of both internal displacements, recovery tactics 

attempted to create a collective national identity. I argue this performance to map 

subjectivity after the breach in national belonging, is a process located in the 

relationship between ritual and nation, intersecting through kinship systems. 

Anthropologist Arnold van Gennep in 1909 defined the tripartite process found in rites 

                                                             
8 New Orleans is surrounded by water with the Mississippi River and Gulf of Mexico 

surrounding it. As a large majority of the city is below sea level, flooding is a problem 

especially from hurricanes. Small portions of the city are actually at or slightly above sea 

level, including the infamous French Quarter, but these areas are very expensive in 

comparison to areas below sea level. New Orleans on a map displays how much of the vicinity 

is surrounded by water. With a majority below sea level, the city in comparison to the water 

levels surrounding can act like a giant bowl.  
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of passage, which was later followed by Victor Turner’s groundbreaking ethnographic 

work on rituals.9 This ritual process is outlined as first separation or breach, then a 

period of liminality that finds ways to strengthen, rebuild, and test new ways of being 

in the community, and finally reintegration. I argue internal displacement marks the 

breach in the imagined nation that causes fragmented national space. Internal 

displacement, as an internal expelling, marginalizes portions of the community, 

placing citizens in a national liminal space. Once this breach occurred in France and 

the United States, disciplinary space was employed in recovery as necessary for re-

securing nationhood. The nation reframed itself in the active pursuit to control the 

victims internally expelled in each displacement.  

As discussed in the introduction, the application of refugee as a descriptor for 

those on the run and seeking refuge within their home country implicated citizens as 

marginal through fear and terror associated with an unruly other located within the 

internal borders of each country. Since refugee by definition refers to individuals from 

another country, the term turns into a performative word used to write narratives of 

foreignness on citizen bodies. The word “refugee” suggests a stranger from another 

place seeking help and refuge. This was not the case in France or the United States. 

National subjects were described as refugees from within their own countries, 

manipulating citizens into an image of otherness.  Remaining inside their geographical 

national borders, victims of each internal displacement were characterized as 

outsiders-within, not fully recognized or represented as national subjects. The 

                                                             
9 See Arnold van Gennep’s book The Rites of Passage and Victor Turner’s The Ritual Process 

and From Ritual to Theatre for more information. 
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narrative created in the separation of national bodies from their place within the nation 

continued in France and the United States’ recovery projects. Nation could be strong 

once again with the containment and illusionary re-integration of these purportedly 

foreign others through disciplinary means disguised as necessary during crisis.  

Reenacting narratives and images to control the otherness associated with 

crisis through a renegotiation with national identity, spectacles manipulated citizens 

into believing that a truly unified collective existed, one united by national identity. 

Guy Debord in Society and the Spectacle argues that the spectacle functions to 

promote an imagined collective but “the individual is carefully fabricated in it, 

according to a whole technique of forces and bodies” (217). This imagined collective 

body positioned under a national umbrella helped to sustain the possibility of 

reconstruction even while under occupation. The spectacles implemented this illusion 

while reducing the collective to what Debord describes as individuals who have no 

power within the system that they so rigorously fight to rebuild and sustain. The 

spectacle functioned in France and the Unites States to further isolate through this 

hidden agenda. It defined citizenship through hypervisible tactics to control, coerce, 

and manufacture the borders built around national belonging.  

Peggy Phelan in Unmarked points out the limitations of visibility and the 

problems within ideas of recognition and reconciliation through visual representations. 

She points out that what is displayed can trick people into the illusion that it is an 

accurate depiction of the real.  The problems with visibility for Phelan go further than 

this misreading of representations as accurate. The represented image made visible 

sets up the spectator to be, as Phelan argues, “unable to see oneself reflected in a 
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corresponding image of the same, the spectator can reject representation as not about 

me.  Or worse, the spectator can valorize the representation which fails to reflect her 

likeness, as one with universal appeal or transcendent power” (11). Patricia Leavy 

supports Phelan’s argument about visibility in her analysis of iconography. Much like 

visibility, iconography, Leavy argues, “helps to solidify a sense of national identity by 

uniting a mass of geographically separate people through awareness of a common 

event and through the manner in which the event is narrated which may evoke currents 

of patriotism, ideas about democracy, or other values linked to nationhood” (9). It is 

the representation made visible and continuously reperformed that forms an imagined 

collective identity specifically linked to national belonging. The national spectacles in 

France and the United States performed a sense of unity in reimagining the national 

space, employed surveillance tactics to keep control, and mapped the ideal citizen 

body through continued hypervisibility.  

Even though internal displacement was a hypervisible state that showcased 

fragmented national space, the spectacles examined in this chapter continued to use 

the same mechanism—visibility—as a means to reconstruct nationhood. These latter 

spectacles used the marginalized victims of displacement along with domestic space in 

reconstructing an imagined national kinship system. The home is a spatial apparatus 

that facilitates belonging through the construction of kinship ties, community 

affiliation, and nation. Henri Lefebvre positions familial space’s importance as a 

marker of national identity wherein “social unity is able to reconstitute itself at the 

level of the family unit” (233).  In these internal displacements, domestic space 

became a symbol for the displaced state because the home was the point of fracture 
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between people and belonging. The Exode was defined by civilians that ran from their 

homes, out into the streets with whatever belongings they could carry. Dispossession 

from the home occurred because German soldiers trespassed the borders of the French 

nation. Although France was occupied by Germany for four years, the Vichy 

government used home and kinship to hold onto the country’s symbolic frenchness. In 

New Orleans, the infiltration of water into homes created the need to flee. The lack of 

aid and support from the government, however, exposed the failure in American 

nationhood. The loss of familial space for the New Orleans community at large in the 

aftermath of Katrina demonstrated the detachment from national belonging forced 

upon the residents, which helped to ensure the further breakdown of kinship ties. The 

home in New Orleans was an emblem that mapped abjection from the nation, and was 

used as a spectacular site to further the nationalist agenda to capitalize on the crisis of 

dispossession. In order to enact the status to belong in each national space and recover 

from the represented exceptional situation found in each displacement, domestic space 

was inserted into national reformation narratives and iconography. Home and family 

were core agents in national recovery narratives because an idea of home needed to be 

stabilized after displacement. Thus, domestic space within the spectacle was revealed 

as a political and publicized tool for reconstructing the imagined nation.  

Infiltration and Otherness in France 

The visual spectacle of the large-scale exodus from Paris to the southern region 

of France embodied a hysterical discourse mapped through femininity and otherness, 

producing marginalization.  Women, and men rendered weaker by illness, disability, 

and age, took to the streets attempting to escape the German invasion in June 1940. In 



35 

 

 

 

addition, as Hanna Diamond in Fleeing Hitler: France 1940 reports, “Although there 

were thousands of men and soldiers among those caught up in the exodus, the majority 

of Parisians who left home were women and it has been estimated that between a third 

and a quarter of those on the road were children” (5). The Exode represented the 

breach in nation through the visual breakdown of the family. Women and children 

were the majority of evacuees that fled advancing German troops. Julien Jackson in 

The Dark Years states that “living through the exodus was to experience a total 

disintegration of social structures” (120). Close to four million people left their homes 

during the exodus allotting a chaotic branding on the collective mass of bodies that 

took to the streets. Miranda Pollard has contended in Reign of Virtue that “there is a 

feminine quality found in the interpretations of the collective hysteria and panic of the 

Exode, indicating how disorder was signified by femininity” (30).10 Jackson’s archival 

research supports Pollard’s reading of the Exode, as he reports on specific gendered 

indicators, especially the use of the word rape, to describe the invasion by Germans 

and France’s subsequent defeat. Displacement became synonymous with a disordered 

mass represented by female bodies running from German infiltration. In Outcast 

Europe, Sharif Gemie, Laure Humbert, and Fiona Reid attempt to redefine the exodus 

by arguing that those fleeing were not chaotic and wild, but the narratives employed at 

the time painted the Exode in this light.11 Alongside the chaotic feminized discourse, 

the mass evacuation was also narrated through inhuman, animal descriptors such as 

                                                             
10 Pollard also interestingly continues to reference those on the run in the Exode as refugees. 
11 Interesting to note is how French sociologist Gustave Le Bon used femininity to 

characterize crowd mentality. He argued the “crowd forms an irrational, feminine collectivity, 

dominated by unconscious rather than conscious considerations” (Gemie 91). 
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beasts in a jungle, blind insects, ants, and sheep (Gemie, Humbert, and Reid 92).12 

Irene Nemirovsky writes, “This miserable multitude no longer had any human 

features, it was like a herd that had been put to flight” (Ibid). Positioning civilians on 

the street as animals dehumanized this collective body, linking animalistic narratives 

to the chaotic feminized “refugee” body. 

Rumors had caused some French to leave their homes before the Germans 

invaded, but as discussed in the introduction, many French remained until the invasion 

because government officials and news outlets had reported that France would 

successfully win the war. When the Exodus finally took place, preparations and 

information on evacuation policies had not been secured and transportation services 

were ill-equipped to handle the sheer force of people fleeing from their homes. Images 

of the Exode in photography and film frequently show the female body on parade: the 

maternal body, children in tow, carrying her sphere of domesticity in wagons, 

bicycles, and on foot. Stories unfolded throughout the region of the chaos in the 

streets, families separated and taking months to get back together, if at all, alongside 

fleeing bodies besieged by bombs from German and allied forces, pictures of dead 

mothers with children crying by their sides, and rumored stories of women who 

smeared mustard on themselves to ward off German soldiers who might attempt to 

rape them (Jackson 272).  

                                                             
12 These animalistic interpretations from the Exode came from a variety of sources including 

recent scholarship. Some of these include Alfred Fabre-Luce, Georges Friedmann, and Nicole 

Ollier. 
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As refugees from other countries fleeing Hitler’s invasions had made their way 

into the French landscape, the millions of French civilians who took to the streets to 

escape were quickly subsumed by the extant rhetoric of “refugees” and positioned as 

others outside national interest. Although the vast majority of evacuees were French 

civilians, they were visibly branded with a refugee narrative as unruly others and met 

with hostility from neighboring areas within France’s border. Without proper 

evacuation orders in place, many evacuees followed the crowds or simply headed 

south, putting copious amounts of new bodies into rural southern towns and cities. 

Towns immediately blocked entrance to these presumed outsiders, protecting their 

own limited resources. In Beziers, road blocks and check points were set up that only 

allowed those to pass through who had made previous arrangements for 

accommodations. This occurred in other towns including Narbonne, Carcassonne, and 

Toulouse (Diamond 132). Once admitted to specific towns, many found it hard to 

leave without written permission (Ibid, 133). In Outcast Europe Sharif Gemie, Laure 

Humbert, and Fiona Reid argue that the “common attitude was that the fleeing refugee 

was an inevitable counterpart of the purposeful soldier…the refugee crowd was a 

loose element, a potential challenge to the tightly disciplined wartime community 

celebrated in newspaper editorials and official announcements” (91). This “loose” 

refugee body out on the streets en masse represented by women and children, 

showcased the fragmented kinship system in France. The refugee rhetoric became one 

associated with unruliness and chaos, and continued in the aftermath of the exodus as 

possible reasons for defeat insofar as refugees who had clogged roads during the 

exodus were consistently blamed for inadequate troop mobility (Diamond 197). The 
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fleeing French civilians, mostly women and children, were thus positioned as a 

national nuisance.  

Reproducing the Nation in France  

After the exodus and while under German occupation, the French government 

located in Vichy began a recovery process for the nation. In this national recovery, the 

unruly refugee others represented by families in the Exode were to be contained and 

controlled to resurrect a strong French national space. The Vichy government 

manipulated images and narratives to represent woman as a tool for national 

resurrection. This ideal woman in France was defined through maternity and 

domesticity. The ‘woman’ in France became the iconic image to map idealized 

citizenship. In The Spectacle of Japanese American Trauma, Emily Roxworthy posits 

that a national myth of performative citizenship is based on the “performance of a 

codified repertoire of speech acts and embodied acts” (13). For French women, this 

performative repertoire consisted of reproducing children for the future of the French 

nation.13 Idealized citizenship was specifically mapped through gendered codes with 

men as producers and women as reproducers (Pollard 6). French recovery focused on 

the female body’s labor as reproducer of national subjects. Positioned as having the 

ability to infect the nation as a conduit to otherness through her reproductive qualities, 

the Vichy government enforced guidance and control over the female body. In 

Managing the Monstrous Feminine Regulating the Reproductive Body, Jane M Ussher 

argues: 

                                                             
13 Roxworthy’s work demonstrates how performative citizenship is a myth debunked in the 

“exclusionary discourse” that undergirds performative citizenship (14).  
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[W]oman is positioned as powerful, impure, and corrupt, source of 

moral and physical contamination; or as sacred, asexual and nourishing, 

a phantasmic signifier of threat extinguished. Central to this positioning 

of the female body as monstrous or beneficent is ambivalence 

associated with the power and danger perceived to be inherent in 

woman’s fecund flesh, her seeping, leaking, bleeding womb standing as 

site of pollution and source of dread. (Ussher 1) 

 

Ussher acknowledges the longstanding discourse that positions the biological female 

body as dangerous. The narratives from the Exode continued this discourse by 

representing the chaotic crowd through the female body and her children. The Vichy 

government propagandized the imperative need to contain and control the unruliness 

found in the female body as a possible reproducer of impure frenchness. This agenda 

was part of the larger mission set up by Vichy to recover the French nation through 

French families. 

For two years, 1940—1942, German forces controlled and occupied the 

northern area of France including Paris, while the southern portion, known as the free 

zone, was under the jurisdiction of the Vichy government, designated through an 

armistice between Germany and France signed on June 22, 1940. Acknowledged as 

the benefactor of the new regime and the so-called “father” of France, Philippe Pétain 

began a movement to mobilize the French people through a national campaign 

centered on a strong French family. Just three months after the armistice with 

Germany was signed, Pétain wrote in a magazine article that “The rights of families 

precede and override those of the state and also of individuals. The family is the 

essential unit; it is the foundation of the social structure. It is on it that we must build” 

(Frankel 34). The popular Vichy slogan Travail, Famille, Patrie (Work, Family, 

Fatherland) proliferated the association between the French nation and a strong French 
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family as it advocated national rebuilding through an ethical apparatus of hard work 

and domestic life. Although the Vichy government was located in the free zone, the 

French government was afforded the ability to perpetuate a vision for a new France 

throughout the occupied zones due to Pétain and the government’s collaboration with 

Hitler and the Nazi regime. By 1942 the entire country was occupied by German 

forces but the Vichy government remained intact until it was dismantled in 1944.14  

The Vichy regime actively manipulated imagery affiliated with the family to 

promote national recovery, with women of the nation and, most notably, mothers as 

the essential agents to fulfill their ‘natural’ role in this national movement. War 

causalities and work camps had caused significant reduction in the male population, 

thus national survival had to be restored through women’s bodies.15 Under the Vichy 

administration, the nation’s future was contingent on la femme au foyer, or a return to 

the home, which invigorated French identity through a symbol of home and hearth, 

fabricating an ideal female French citizen that would revive domestic space and 

reproduce new national subjects. The specific language Pétain used to construct a 

strong imagined French nation was tied to the dislocation from the home experienced 

by families in the mass exodus. The language associated with the revolution solidified 

                                                             
14 There were many differences between the occupied zone and the free zone. American films 

and the French flag were still visibly present in the free zone until 1942.In the occupied zone, 

however, curfews were enacted, swastikas were flown instead of French flags, and American 

cinema was banned. For historical research, I found Phillip Whitcomb’s France During the 

German Occupation, 1940-1944; a collection of 292 Statements on the Government of 

Maréchal Pétain and Pierre Laval and H. R. Kedward’s Resistance in Vichy France quite 

insightful. 
15 Statistics show 1.6 million French men in captivity. Most French men in captivity were 

between 20-40 years old, 57% were married, and 39% were fathers. (Fishman 182) 
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women’s role to act as agents for national recovery, reconstructing French nationhood 

through the restoration of strong kinship systems.16 The prolific linguistic analogies 

made between the family and nation demonstrate how recovery enlisted the family to 

solidify a French state under occupation. René Gillouin, a literary critic, journalist, 

politician, and writer influential in the regime, defined national recovery as that which 

“banishes from within itself or it strips of all leading influence the individuals and 

groups that, for reasons of race or conviction, cannot or will not subscribe to the 

primacy of the French fatherland” (Muel-Dreyfus 175).  

In German-Occupied France, the surrogation and sacrifice of the reproducing 

female body was used for national reconstruction. The female body was surrogate for 

rebuilding the nation because France had lost so many French in the war and prisoner 

camps. France relied on women to increase the numbers for survival. The mass 

displacement experienced by the French during German invasion enacted the ultimate 

breach of both borders and social norms. The legislative and propagandistic acts of the 

Vichy government sustained this liminal zone as they supposedly upheld an imagined 

notion of the French nation while maintaining the control and needs of German 

authorities. In each of these ritualistic stages of the occupation—the breach of 

displacement, the liminal zone of occupation and the liberation of France—the female 

                                                             
16 Examples of this language rhetoric can be found in every corner of social life in Vichy 

France because the national revolution was one categorized as a national rebirth. Francine 

Muel-Dreyfus in Vichy and the Eternal Feminine has given quite a few examples including 

women blamed for the nation’s demise for not following their role as women, and an example 

found in La Revue de la Famille that stated “any crime against the family, is a crime against 

the nation” (182). 
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body and, specifically, the maternal image were sanctioned and sacrificed through the 

idealization and demonization of a woman’s role in the devising of a nation.  

The dispossession from home by the female masses enabled the Vichy regime 

to capitalize on the internally displaced condition fostered by the desire to return to an 

imaginary home space under the extreme situation of internal displacement. Nicole 

Dombrowski in Women and War in the Twentieth Century argues, “Especially for 

women, displacement from home and often family ranks as one of the most subtle but 

life threatening forms of violence experienced in wartime. While change of place and 

transformation of social structures can create opportunity and advantage, they can also 

render women more vulnerable to violence” (27). The Vichy propaganda capitalized 

on this susceptibility to violence or even coercion associated with women’s vulnerable 

and unruly body.  By constructing an imagined but identifiable French nationalism 

through a theoretical home space, women could return and once again belong. The 

unproductive female body was often blamed for France’s defeat. German forces 

outnumbered the much smaller population of French soldiers. The low birth rate which 

had been an issue for France for decades before the war and the loss of men to 

previous wars were frequently blamed for France’s defeat (Pollard 99).  It was the 

duty of women to resurrect the nation through their maternal labor.  

Through propaganda, extreme reproductive laws, familial benefits, and the 

creation of Mother’s Day as a national holiday of rebirth and restoration, the Vichy 

administration positioned the maternal body as culprit of the nation’s surrender but 

also as the future foundation for a reemerging French nation. Both Miranda Pollard 

and Francine Muel-Dreyfus have argued that France’s emasculation through its 
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invasion by German troops led the feminine subject to be an active agent in national 

restructuring. In her chapter “Motherhood Demystified”, Ketu Katrak points out the 

tradition of motherhood as being one that can somewhat ameliorate the “outsiderness 

of patriarchal power” by bearing sons to “preserve male authority” (209). As Katrak 

argues, the “patriarchal ideology, in supervaluing motherhood, paradoxically contains 

and controls women. Female lives are governed by anticipation and attainment of 

motherhood” (213). The agency given to women in resurrecting the French nation 

through reproduction and motherhood was illusionary at it secured patriarchal control 

over the female body.  To encourage reproduction of national subjects and combat the 

population issue, laws were enacted before the war as well as during the Vichy 

regime. Birth control suppression, institution of birth premiums, and extra food 

allowances for those with children, improvement of services for working mothers in 

factories, and national criminalization of abortion (which under Pétain and the Vichy 

regime was deemed treason against the nation) not only made the act of reproduction 

possible but plausible.17  Likewise, maternity and the act of reproduction ensured the 

family’s survival because the more children in a household, the larger the protection 

and benefits provided by new government policies (Frankel 34).18  

                                                             
17  Pollard lists these as just some of the relevant legislative controls over the body of women 

(10-11).  
18 The amount of children in a household allotted for large increases in benefits that met basic 

needs such as food and shelter. Therefore, to have more children actually increased the ability 

to take care of the entire family. Different laws enacted include the Act of October 11, 1940. 

This act stated that men could not marry women who held civil service or industrial jobs. 

Hiring priorities were also given to fathers with more children in October 1940 (100-102). 
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 The national celebration of Mother’s Day solidified motherhood as the 

ultimate resource for resurrecting a strong national body. Mother’s Day was not just a 

day of celebration for families and instead became a national holiday marked through 

speeches, parades, and propaganda posters instigating the utmost importance of the 

mother in an imagined French nationalism. In 1941, Philippe Pétain stated in the 

Mother’s Day address to the French nation: 

And today, on our sorrow and suffering, you carry the heaviest cross. 

Mothers of France, hear this long cry of love that rises toward you. 

Mothers of our [war] dead, mothers of our cities who give your lives to 

save your children from hunger; mothers of the countryside who, alone 

on the farm, bring in the harvest, praiseworthy mothers and suffering 

mothers, I extend to you today all the appreciation of France. (Pollard 

48) 

 

Pétain’s speech located the maternal figure as a representative citizen for the French 

nation, crossing over divisions between German and Vichy jurisdiction. His speech 

mapped a unified national landscape even though the country was fragmented by an 

occupation of infiltrators and supposed enemies to the nation. The fatherland honored 

the maternal through the sacrificial role the maternal represented in national 

formation, defined by the maternal duty to surrender an individual identity in order to 

rear French children. Pollard has argued that “Women were given power and authority 

through their femininity,” affording mothers a certain amount of agency through the 

ability to reproduce national subjects, which marked the female body as the actual site 

of national production (39). In Pollard’s examination of Mother’s Day celebrations she 

notes that “The Fete was designed to privilege the sacrifice and duty of an apolitical 

constituency, to celebrate a natural and universal category that had resonance for all 

French men and women, in order to reorient, to familiarize public values and political 
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life” (48). The agency supposedly accorded to mothers was marred insofar as it 

perpetuated control over purportedly permeable female bodies by the fatherland. 

The maternal was amplified as an instrumental role to facilitate the nation’s 

future through the female body's ability to produce, but this reproduction was 

burdened by the requirement to reproduce a certain type of French citizen that 

displaced the racialized or weak body from the body politic.  Pollard argued, “Vichy 

did not seek to encourage unlimited female procreativity, but instead to set legitimate 

boundaries, channels, and objectives for sexual activity” (62). Therefore, the need for 

actual bodies was configured around the ability of mothers to reproduce French 

nationals, distinctions commandeered through ideologies of Nazi eugenics. The 

capability of building a new French subject rested on the maternal subject to fulfill her 

national duty by the giving of her physical body over to the Vichy regime, an 

administration that acted in accordance with German ideologies.     

The era’s propagandist posters legitimize the claim that German ideologies 

permeated the proposed rebuilding of French nationalism. Propaganda was instigated 

in order to envision German invaders as friends and further the work already 

accomplished in speeches, laws, and national celebrations. Propaganda posters helped 

to facilitate nationalist agendas of recovery through German ideologies using women 

as the ultimate symbols for French survival. For instance, in figure 1 the poster 

functions as a celebratory image for Mother’s Day. The mother figure holds and gazes 

at the child with admiration, pulling focus to the product of the maternal body: her 

child. The maternal figure instructs the onlooker to follow her gaze onto the child and 

it is the child who returns the audience’s gaze. Eye contact between spectator and the 
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image occurs with the child and through a festive smile demarcates the presence of the 

child as the celebratory subject. The mother in this image is a vessel for what is 

celebrated on Mother’s Day, which is her body’s productivity. She holds the child up 

in celebration, reverence, and as the subject to worship and praise. It is important to 

acknowledge both the blonde and fair skinned mother and child that give reverence to 

eugenic policies through the represented Aryan body. This connects the maternal to 

her subject child but it does so in the proper relationship idealized in nationalist 

agendas: the worship of the maternal product through the labor of the maternal body. 

While the female body used in these posters seems to legitimize a French collective, it 

is one specifically mapped on an Aryan body. This does not offer women subjectivity 

except as natural reproducers of fascistically imagined citizen-subjects. 

The propaganda poster “To rebuild France, you must give of your children” is 

a hypervisible mixing of German ideologies and French national reconstruction. The 

colors: blue, white, and red harken to the French flag, a symbolic national emblem. 

The child’s body is again the main focal point in the poster with the parent’s figure 

only a darkened silhouette.  The child presumably takes a symbolic place in the poster 

as the actual French nation. The child’s body is material used to restore France applied 

with a trowel, a tool used to push material into cracks and mend what is broken. The 

child as representation for a rebuilt France, however, is formed into a square that 

represents a swastika, the ultimate symbol of the Nazi regime. This swastika 

perpetuates the alliance of French and German ideologies structured within the 

boundary of one political body. The message is quite clear: a French nation would be 

constructed through German ideologies. The mother’s objectified role is to produce 
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national subjects for the political body, give them over to these ideologies, and remain 

on the periphery as a laboring body. 

The majority of propaganda posters do not focus on the mother as subject, but 

the products of the maternal figure’s labor: the child and the home, positioning the 

mother as useful object in the Vichy regime’s national agenda through her 

reproductive functions. Even in the national celebrations of Mother’s Day it is the 

labor and product of the maternal figure that is celebrated. Pollard argues that 

Mother’s Day “required a passive female presence—to be toasted or eulogized—but 

depended on a male ‘gaze’, on the public recognition of mothers by men” (45). It was 

the fatherland that paid tribute to mothers and flaunted its support for women who had 

sacrificed for the French nation. This gaze controlled the representation, turning the 

maternal figure into an idealized image for a French future: the reproducer for national 

interests. 

 Domestic Return 

The lack of French bodies and masculine subjects created a national space 

wherein the maternal became the substitute agent for nationhood to be resurrected. 

This was enforced through an idealized female body defined through reproduction and 

placed within domestic space. A symbol utilized by Vichy idealism, the maternal body 

became a ‘performed effigy’ for the nation, defined by Joseph Roach in Cities of the 

Dead as “fill[ing] by means of surrogation a vacancy created by the absence of the 

original” (36). The venerated mother symbolized the possibility for national rebuilding 

in a time of displacement, war, and enemy occupation.  The maternal body as effigy 

“provide[d] communities with a method of perpetuating themselves through specially 
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nominated mediums or surrogates” (Ibid). In this regime, the function of the maternal 

was to revive an imagined French nation and restore the population with rightful 

citizens. The maternal was a surrogate for national construction through its 

reproductive ability to replace the loss of physical bodies and rear able-bodied citizens 

for the French nation. The maternal in this recovery does not remain as surrogate 

because the reproducing role begins to displace the biological woman as a substitute 

once she completes her duty to produce future citizens. Her supposed reproductive 

agency as effigy will eventually end her instrumental purpose as national surrogate by 

producing children.  

 Domestic space in German-Occupied France was under constant surveillance 

because privacy allowed for the possibility of resistant factions to convene. Paula 

Swartz in her essay “Redefining Resistance” argues that during the German 

occupation private homes and familial kinship systems were “especially important in 

mobilizing women, because resistors were primarily recruited through family and 

socio-professional levels” (Higgonet 143). Understanding where unchecked privacy 

could enable resistors on multiple levels, homes were controlled through surveillance 

tactics and laws by Vichy and Nazi authorities. Home structures were branded with 

coded symbols that marked the identities of those living inside, offered this knowledge 

to people wandering by, and worked as a visible indicator for the surveillance state 

that encompassed all national subjects.19 Domestic space was constantly invaded by 

                                                             
19 Most prevalent were markings on home structures for people of Jewish descent. Other 

words like traitor were often used in singling out those who were seen as unfit within German 

politics. 
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gestapo checks, neighborhood interviews, and newly enacted laws. In 1941, the Vichy 

government created the Section Speciale to prosecute acts of “terrorism, anarchism, or 

social and national subversion,” and anyone knowingly assisting perpetrators through 

“the instruments of their crime, means of correspondence, housing, transportation, 

food tickets, or shelter” would be arrested (Higgonet 148).20 A safe private space away 

from the gaze of Nazism or the Vichy government was hard to attain especially when 

the smallest infraction could lead to questioning or arrest. Many French returned and 

left their residences several times during the occupation, while others remained in the 

south of France for the occupation’s duration. Dispossession was continued through 

the experiences following the Exode because life in the home was severely altered 

during the occupation. Lack of resources left households without food or electricity 

changing the entire French landscape and specifically Parisian life. The occupation is 

known as ‘the dark years’ for many reasons but, on the most basic levels, the lights in 

the city were dimmed due to coal shortages. Domestic space’s role in constructing 

French national space through kinship structures was also supported in laws and 

surveillance tactics applied directly to the family unit located within the home. 

Women could be arrested for desertion, a term usually connected to fleeing a battle or 

war, if they had left their homes for longer than a few months (Muel-Dreyfus 182).  

Scholars have described home space as a political apparatus, a site mapping 

desire and power. Una Chauduri positions the home as a significant nexus in 

belonging to the national community, a place of experimentation with subjectivity and 

                                                             
20 Originally in Avis 25 June 1943. Also in Gender Behind the Lines page 148.    



50 

 

 

 

identity as she argues, “The home as house (and, behind it the home as homeland) is a 

site of a claim to affiliation whose incontestability has been established by a thick web 

of economic, juridical, and scientific discourses” (12). In The Politics of Home, 

Rosemary Marangoly George substantiates the construction of home as a political act 

distinguished through a boundary-marking apparatus of inclusion and exclusion. She 

argues that “imagining a home is as political an act as imagining a nation. Establishing 

either is display of hegemonic power” (6). She calls attention to this imagined home 

space through the social systems surrounding the home including kinship ties, 

communities, class, and race determining that home is “the place where one is in 

because an other is kept out” (27). This argument positions home space as a political 

apparatus to construct all social systems through exclusion.  Likewise, Doreen Massey 

positions place as always mapped and constituted by what is on the outside. She 

writes:  

[T]he identity of place is in part constructed out of positive 

interrelations with elsewhere. This is in contrast to many readings of 

place as home, where there is imagined to be the security of a (false, as 

we have seen) stability and an apparently reassuring boundedness. Such 

understandings of the identity of places require them to be enclosures, 

to have boundaries and— therefore and most importantly—to establish 

their identity through negative counter position with the Other beyond 

the boundaries. …the identity of a place does not derive from some 

internalized history. It derives, in large part, precisely from the 

specificity of its interactions with the outside. (169) 

 

Massey argues that the home is unable to function as private space because it is a 

place always defined by that which it so vehemently tries to exclude. The home 

functions as a kinship site by imagining borders and boundaries tied to the subjects 
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who belong and those who don’t, just as the collective kinship of nation works to 

achieve this inclusionary/exclusionary discourse.  

 The ‘good’ producing maternal body represented the ideal female citizen, and 

through propaganda associated with the home, domesticity was politicized within 

national spectacles. In 1941, the official note d’information stated, “Behind the door of 

every French home, France continues to live, even in the Occupied Zone, even in the 

prohibited zone. It is still necessary that in each house lives a French family worthy of 

the name” (Pollard 35). This worthiness associated with a good French family was 

itself caught in a liminal status within nationhood. The official note d’information 

suggested that the French nation existed through a French kinship system located in a 

secure French family space. This family space, however, was under the authority of 

Nazi occupiers and the Vichy government that worked in accordance with German 

procedures and laws. Home space was utilized as a mechanism for propagandizing the 

traits of the French family needed to devise French national space under occupation. 

James A. Tyner in Space, Place, and Violence argues that home is where “[g]ender 

identities are formed from birth as children are both socialized and taught socially 

approved patterns of masculinity and femininity; in other words, appropriate gendered 

roles for men, women, children, and the family as a whole […] the home becomes a 

moral space” (42). In German-Occupied France, the home was constructed as a space 

wherein the strong French family could, with proper guidance and control by the 

Vichy government, recover French identity through the gender codes established by 

Vichy laws and propaganda. 
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In one propaganda poster example, domestic spaces and the female’s place 

within the home illustrates the role women needed to play to aid French national 

recovery. There are two home structures setting up a comparative composition 

between the house in pristine condition and the other dilapidated and unlivable in its 

current condition. Positioned under the Star of David, the house on the left has 

collapsed off of its foundation from a disarray of cluttered cultural, social, and 

political leanings. This house is barren, without life, and is surrounded by a thick dark 

plume on all sides. The poster dictates a national revolution through a representation 

comparing a failed French nation and the France that should exist. The house on the 

right epitomizes revitalized France with a strong foundation based on the Vichy 

principles of Work, Family, and Fatherland. This is a home space that is supported and 

balanced.  Smoke bellows from the chimney, a woman stands at the window, and the 

entire landscape thrives by representing the living. The house on the left has been 

infiltrated by impure otherness, while the house on the right stands strong in its 

represented frenchness. 

The poster connects the house to the nation and illustrates how nation is 

reconstructed through familial space. Work, family, and fatherland are represented as 

pinnacles for a strong foundation in creating French nationalism. Family creates a 

kinship network, a collective union on the smallest of levels. France’s recovery 

through order and discipline in familial space could resuscitate national kinship; 

however the recovery message in the propaganda was impossible because France 

claimed nationhood under German occupation. Families, also, had been separated by 

death, work camps, and lost loved ones and women often found themselves seeking 
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employment that took them away from their homes in order to survive the hardships 

associated with the occupation. Family would not strengthen a French nation but a 

German one. This propaganda performed a sense of nation through idealized 

citizenship that was ultimately only imagined.21  

The propaganda poster also illuminates a narrative associated with kinship, 

nation, and sickness. France had been consistently coined as a sick and diseased 

nation. French philosopher, Gustave Thibbon described Phillipe Pétain as “the 

physician who watches at the bedside of France” (Muel-Dreyfus 256). France’s 

association with disorder was depicted as leading France into the country’s demise 

alongside the small population. The ‘crisis’ was established through a sickness that 

enabled surveillance and control tactics as recuperative methods for the country. This 

national plagued space that had befallen France perpetuated in propaganda established 

Pétain as the father figure.  The masculine father figure could resuscitate France by 

controlling and fixing national space. The country’s newly imagined motto that 

included the word ‘Fatherland’ exhibited the importance of this father figure within 

the nationalist agenda. With women blamed for the German invasion, the masculine 

father figure was envisioned to cure the dilapidated French home and family, and thus 

restore the nation. Thibbon states “a period of strict authority will be necessary for the 

national restoration. […] A deep wound calls for a tight, durable-and uncomfortable-

                                                             
21 By 1944, 44,000 women worked in Germany so the imagery associated to the woman 

keeping the fires lit in the home was imagined and not a possibility under German occupation. 

(Pollard 166) 
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bandage” (Ibid). Disciplinary space offered hope in Thibbon’s statement by curing the 

sickness that had found its way into French familial space and the nation.  

The “Ugly” Liberation 

During the liberation from German occupation, parades of women had their 

hair shorn for alleged “horizontal collaboration” (i.e. sexual relations) with German 

soldiers, which continued the narratives imposed by the national revolution under 

occupation.  These women known as tondues were paraded down the streets or in 

public squares sometimes painted with swastikas, beaten, or undressed during the 

liberation of France in 1944. In what was titled “The Ugly Carnival,” assumed female 

collaborators had their heads shaved. This act diminished the possibility of inciting 

arousal in French men by taking away sexual power associated with women’s hair. 

Publicly shamed, tondues became an emblem for a visually corrupt female body, one 

that consorted with the enemy and possibly contaminated the French nation with 

German blood. Viewed as a way to remove the cancerous hold of the Vichy 

government and German control, the parade of tondues held at sites around France 

reinforced the clean and proper body narrative ironically allied with Vichy politics and 

Nazi eugenics. These women were shamed because they had allegedly enacted a 

betrayal against the nation by polluting an idea of frenchness. In the liberation from 

German occupiers, the nation continued to revere the codes enlisted under the 

occupation—mapping a national identity through the female body and specifically the 

monstrous maternal body that needed to be contained and controlled in order to protect 

the purity of the French nation.  
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In an effort of social atonement, the female body performed as a sacrificial 

surrogate for a public in need of an emblematic symbol to eradicate any preconceived 

notions of collaboration with the Germans. Victor Turner argues that the ritual process 

of reintegration is one that “involves a sacrifice. Literal or moral, a victim as 

scapegoat for the group’s ‘sin’ of redressive violence” (From Ritual 71). This public 

spectacle emphasized the enemy-infiltrated female body relegating French repentance 

on surrogate unruly women. These feminine others were shamed because their 

reproductive possibilities could infect the nation with non-French bloodlines and this 

shaming was necessary to reconcile a spirit of French nationalism. Although many 

people who survived the occupation and were not part of the French Resistance could 

be seen as German collaborators, women bore the brunt of public shaming and 

criminality for working with or having relationships with German men. Women were 

often lumped together in the tondue parades as conduits for German infection. Some 

women persecuted in these parades were married and had given birth to children by 

German soldiers, others were rumored to have had some sort of improper relationship 

with one, and some had merely worked for a German businessman. 

Women depicted in this hypervisible public shaming act encouraged Allied 

forces and French people to perceive the French nation as resistant to their German 

occupiers.22 The French enlisted these women as sacrificial stand-ins for the country at 

                                                             
22 During the liberation, French people had posted an interesting welcome to the allied forces 

that were liberating them. This flyer stated that the French were not collaborators and victims 

to German occupation and that the French were so happy to have been liberated from the 

Germans. Jean Paul Sartre even went so far as to categorize collaboration itself during 

occupation as a feminine trope. 
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large. René Girard defines the sacrificial victim in Violence and the Sacred as 

“exterior or marginal individuals, incapable of establishing or sharing social bonds 

that link the rest of the inhabitants. Their status as foreigners or enemies, their servile 

condition, or simply their age prevents these future victims from fully integrating 

themselves into the community” (13). Although René Girard has suggested women 

were hardly ever used as sacrificial victims in ritual, I argue the tondues represented 

this sacrifice because they had been placed as outside French subjectivity.  It was 

impure women who were deemed the corrupting force threatening French nationhood. 

This ritual act reinforced the necessary abjection of women who had the power to 

pollute the body politic. They had to be separated from ‘pure’ French national subjects 

in order to fight against perceptions that France was filled with German sympathizers. 

Women’s’ bodies were physically altered through head shaving and publicly put on 

display for the liberated country to revel in a collective French identity by marking the 

tondue outsider. This shaming act continued after the actual parade event, since the 

growing-out process for hair spans a long period. The tondues with heads shaven were 

visibly cast out from the national community. This demonstration of collective French 

liberation, however, merely continued narratives perpetuated in Vichy and German 

ideologies. This act marked the impure othered national subject through the body of 

unruly women. Thus, the reintegration into French nationhood occurred through the 

sacrificial abjection of unruly women who did not embody an imagined French nation 

of resistors. 

Failed Kinship in New Orleans 
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The images of destroyed homes following the flooding in New Orleans during 

Hurricane Katrina exposed the city as a site on the margins. In Katrina’s aftermath, 

houses were branded, explored, toured, and spectacularized, positioning the house as 

an emblematic image of internal displacement and abjection from national belonging.  

New Orleans is a city framed by its associations as a liminal space mapped through a 

romantic in-between status where the cultural collisions in the area have allowed for a 

laissez-faire way of being. It is a city that relies upon this romantic liminal discourse 

for tourism and celebrations alike, manifested through an intense kinship system and 

cultural exchange that fights to hold onto its own narrative. The most common story 

told throughout tours and exchanges with locals is that New Orleans is different from 

American cities. Tourists who visit New Orleans will hear how African slaves were 

allowed to meet in Congo Square (now a part of Louis Armstrong Park) on Sundays in 

order to sell goods, make money, practice and perform traditions. New Orleans is 

remembered as one of the first places to allow newly freed slaves to purchase 

property. New Orleans’ legacy not often explained in the many tourist destinations 

located within the French Quarter is the longstanding familial ties represented by 

multi-generational families residing together. Louisiana has the largest population of 

native-born residents in the entire country. Lynn Weber notes in Displaced: Life in the 

Katrina Diaspora that, “attachment to place translated into strong and spatially 

concentrated social networks among many of the displaced” (15). 

Hortense Spillers in “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe” has argued that the 

dislocated kinship system afforded to black bodies is traced to the history of 

enslavement wherein “kinship loses meaning, since it can be invaded at any given and 
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arbitrary moment” (218). Through the destruction of familial space, the breakdown of 

kinship was exacerbated in the rescue and rebuilding efforts associated with the 

Katrina crisis. After the long excruciating wait for help, when the opportunity to 

evacuate was finally a reality, families were split up from each other and sent off on 

different planes and buses to various undisclosed destinations, as depicted in the 

documentary film Desert Bayou.23 The hurricane flooding had taken away belongings, 

homes, property, communities, and people. In a supposed mode of recovery, in the 

hope for safety, “rescue” was enforced through the infiltration of the black family 

through a dispersal of black bodies already fragmented from their homes, and 

estranged from loved ones and community. These rescue attempts exemplified the 

lack of importance placed on the black family by the nation and propagated their 

status as outsiders within the nation.  

Severed kinship in the breakdown and dispersal of African American families 

during Hurricane Katrina triggers associations with the events during the Exode in 

France. Aren Arenstram in Tapestry of a Debacle describes a scene of utter chaos and 

panic during the massive French exodus as Adolf Hitler’s troops advanced towards 

Paris:  

About 20,000 people are massed in front of the station, most of them 

seated on their belongings.  It is impossible to move and the heat is 

unbearable. A woman standing near us has fainted. Two policemen 

force their way through and carry her off over the heads of the crowd.  

Children are crying all round and the many babies in arms look like 

they’re being crushed to death.  The police officer in charge of the 

entrance gates orders all babies to be handed over to the police inside.  

                                                             
23 The ripping apart of kinship was alluded to in Spike Lee’s documentary When the Levees 

Broke as an echo of the lack of importance placed on the black family beginning with the 

slave trade.  
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This human baggage is gradually passed over the heads of the crowd by 

outstretched arms, and the babies are assembled on a table within the 

station gates, until the mothers can get through to collect them.  (40) 

 

This account suggests an interconnection between the spectacles of the failed kinship 

system during the Exode and the recurring images that appeared during Hurricane 

Katrina in New Orleans, including the mass of people, the unbearable heat, children 

separated from their families, and the semantics of human baggage. This connection, 

however, does not negate the differences between the two sites as distinctly 

manifested in the forcible invasion and facilitated breakdown of African American 

families by the American government. The government controlled all evacuation 

operations unlike the Exode wherein the government fled to safer destinations leaving 

citizens to fend for themselves. The evacuations in New Orleans separated families 

from each other and transported them to locations across the nation without any 

knowledge of their own destination or the locations of lost loved ones.  

Home as a private safe space was dismantled in New Orleans and fully realized 

on a national scale as a public political site within nationalist structures. The ease of 

infiltration into the home from the natural disaster, allowed by the malfunctioning 

levee system, unveiled the imagined and failed national kinship system that seemingly 

foregrounds citizenship. Disaster capitalism quickly emerged by those in charge of the 

recovery process, cementing community and familial space for African Americans as 

undesirable and expendable. P. Craig-Taylor in “Through a Colored Looking Glass: A 

View of Judicial Partition, Family Land Loss, and Rule Setting” has claimed that the 

specific importance of the house and home to African American communities in New 
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Orleans is constructed through a symbolic and practical relationship compounded in 

belonging to the nation as citizens: 

For African Americans, the viewpoint of land as “sacred” is directly 

tied to a people’s movement from slavery to freedom. In judicial 

partition cases where the retention or divestment of land title is 

determined, a valuation framework which only employs an economic 

model does violence to the historical significance land has played in the 

lives of African Americans. Land for many African Americans may be 

the most important symbol of achieving some level of equality in 

American society. (737)  

 

This argument demonstrates how property ownership established the opportunity for 

newly free people to transition into a citizenship role within the nation. The legacy of 

home space through property ownership was an extension of a newly appointed social 

status and passed down through family lineage, linking familial rights to nationhood. 

The house as spectacle during the Katrina crisis in recurring news footage and images 

offered a glimpse into the house as a recognizable image of the abjected space of 

displacement. It dismantled the illusion that the house was a private and secure sector 

separated from the political and national sphere.  

Home space is a powerful tool to map belonging to a kinship system and the 

home as a site for resistance and constructing subjectivity for African Americans has 

been argued by bell hooks in Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics.  She 

states, 

Black women resisted by making homes where all black people could 

strive to be subjects, not objects, where we could be affirmed in our 

minds and hearts despite poverty, hardship, and deprivation, where we 

can restore to ourselves the dignity denied us on the outside in the 

public world […] it was about a construction of a safe place where 

black people could affirm one another and by so doing heal many of the 

wounds inflicted by racist domination […]  For when a people no 

longer have the space to construct homeplace, we cannot build a 
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meaningful community of resistance. […] Homeplace has been a site of 

resistance.  Its structure was defined less by whether or not black 

women and men were conforming to sexist behavior norms and more 

by our struggle to uplift ourselves as a people, our struggle to resist 

racist domination and oppression. (42-43) 

 

hooks alludes here to the New Orleans diaspora and the American national agenda to 

recover a collective nationhood marginalizing African Americans from their homes, 

each other, and their communities. The ‘crisis’ in New Orleans offered disaster 

opportunists and government officials the chance to infiltrate, seize, and manage what 

was left of New Orleans homes, straining the ability to resist or sustain communities 

within the diaspora.  

Insurgents and the War in New Orleans  

The hypervisible tactics of national recovery through abjection utilized during 

the Exode echoed the recovery of an imagined American collective after the exodus in 

New Orleans Post-Katrina. Hurricane Katrina set in motion a nationalist recovery 

project that used crisis as means to implicate African Americans as unruly criminal 

refugee bodies through hypervisible national spectacles. These spectacles, while 

seemingly uniting a cohesive collective body of American nationhood, continued the 

long history of implicating African Americans as marginal citizens in this country. 

The refugee rhetoric used to demarcate French citizens as others and the national 

recovery agenda to control the female body mapped as a conduit for infecting the 

nation with undesirables, was reenacted in American nationhood that sought to abject 

‘refugee’ others and control purported unruly bodies through national spectacles. 

African Americans, however, were not categorized like French women as conduits for 
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infection and contagion but rather as unruly, feared others that needed control in order 

to stabilize the American nation. 

News coverage that befell the disaster in New Orleans came on as quick as the 

actual flood waters from the breached levees. Recurring footage documented the 

agonizing pain and suffering New Orleans residents endured and the full-scale damage 

to the city’s landscape. Melissa Harris in Sister Citizen notes that “seventy percent of 

Americans reported that they paid very close attention to news of the hurricane- nearly 

twice as many as said they paid close attention to the war in Iraq” and a majority of 

these Americans were getting this information from television sources (37). Harris 

argues that, “[a]lmost exclusively, it was the suffering of black people that was 

broadcast to a national viewing audience” (9). As the Katrina disaster unveiled the 

longstanding structural border placed between African Americans and U.S. 

nationhood, the images from Katrina coverage broadcast on television screens 

throughout the nation perpetuated the abjection of African Americans within the 

nation-state. The mass media spectacularized African American survivors as unruly 

refugee others, which helped to support the United States government response to 

control the Katrina crisis through military occupation. This narrative was secured 

through the media’s unrelenting coverage that depicted black bodies in an abjected 

state of pain, death, criminality, and ultimately as foreign others outside of national 

belonging. 

 Television news coverage and newspapers across the nation reported and 

framed the events of Hurricane Katrina as a voyeuristic experience to look at abjected 

black bodies. Images from the Superdome, the main evacuation center in New Orleans 
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during Hurricane Katrina, displayed thousands of mostly African Americans trapped 

inside or abandoned in the heat, all without adequate food or water supplies. Other 

images included bodies covered in sheets or floating in the flood waters all over the 

city, elderly residents neglected in the streets, people trapped on top of roofs begging 

for help, and crying children held by exhausted parents. These were the images of 

African Americans viewed on the television in the days following Hurricane Katrina. 

The horrific events experienced by fellow American citizens offered the nation a 

revelatory opportunity to recognize the systemic racism that led to the marginalization 

and disposability of African Americans in this country. The iconography from this 

disaster, however, continued to place black bodies as unrecognizable national victims.  

On September 12, 2005 Time magazine released a Special Report issue titled 

“An American Tragedy”. On the front cover of the magazine is an image of an African 

American woman looking away from the camera, mouth open seemingly screaming 

for help. The dark, wavy water is up to her thighs, she has a small white bag stuffed 

with items floating on the water next to her, and she is holding the back arms of a 

wheelchair submerged in the water. In that wheelchair is an elderly African American 

woman who seems to be partly sitting in the chair while her legs float on the water. 

This cover epitomizes how media attention to Hurricane Katrina was positioned 

through a national gaze onto the suffering of black bodies. Although the cover 

attempts to draw a relationship between black bodies as part of a tragic American 

narrative, it ultimately fails through the mediatization of black bodies as others 

through this hypervisible suffering. In “Disaster Pornography: Hurricanes, Voyeurism, 

and the Television Viewer,” Benjamin R. Bates and Rukhsana Ahmed argue that 
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“presented images are manipulated to tell a particular kind of story” (Bates 189). This 

story perpetuated through media coverage enlists the spectacle as isolating, separating 

the viewer from the viewed. Ahmed and Bates support this in their conclusion that 

“Instead of seeking a deep understanding of the other, media coverage allows us to 

observe the other from afar and keep ourselves out of moments of relationship with 

them as valued others” (Bates 187). Much as women in France were under the 

patriarchal gaze of the fatherland, the media coverage from Hurricane Katrina 

continuously linked blackness to a state of abjection. Blackness was viewed as an 

internally marginalized status, an expelled ‘foreign’ mass located within America’s 

borders. The nation consumed these images continuously as these were made visible 

to the national public through constant media coverage. In the case of Hurricane 

Katrina, these images were used to position the separation in nationhood between 

those citizen subjects privileged to gaze upon these representations, and the abject 

others on the other side unable to return the gaze. 

The American flag was a recurring icon in imagery throughout the Katrina 

coverage, including tattered flags hanging from demolished home structures and the 

now infamous image of the older African American woman wrapped in the flag. The 

images of American flags alongside the imagery from New Orleans unveiled the 

contradictions that underwrote the situation in New Orleans. The juxtaposition with 

the flag represented the stark separation between African Americans and their 

supposed rights attained through American citizenship. The flag was used as emblem 

for failed American citizenship.  The recurring images showcased the suffering New 

Orleans residents endured, which isolated the victims from other national citizens 
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through the spectacularization of their suffering. The flag represented this failed 

American national belonging epitomized by the African American woman wrapped in 

it. Her juxtaposed suffering and weathered body wrapped securely by the pristine flag 

notably contradicted the very narratives the flag represents. The continued visibility of 

suffering black bodies promoted a border between those people on television and 

those viewing the disaster, placing ‘them’ outside of ‘us’. In Black Looks: Race and 

Representation, bell hooks argues, “There is a direct and abiding connection between 

the maintenance of white supremacist patriarchy in this society and the 

institutionalization via mass media of specific images, representations of race, of 

blackness that support and maintain the oppression, exploitation, and overall 

domination of all black people” (2). These hypervisible images on our television 

screens and in newspapers continued the abject status of blackness. As the national 

public watched African American citizens in a state of decay and death over and over 

again, blackness was construed and constantly renegotiated as problematic otherness. 

African Americans were portrayed as a collective nuisance who didn’t evacuate and 

follow orders when they should have and even by some as victims of God’s righteous 

wrath.24 These images worked to separate Hurricane Katrina victims from the rest of 

the nation. The viewer looked at the imagery in media coverage not with a sense of 

national collectivity, but one that positioned the spectator as American and the black 

body as refugee other. 

                                                             
24 The most famous example came from Reverend Franklin Graham, son of Reverend Billy 

Graham who claimed that the city was destroyed because of its immorality. Others agreed 

including Pastor John Hagee, Jennifer Giroux, President of Women Influencing the Nation, 

and many others. This was an opinion discussed on many news outlets.  
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David Marriot in On Black Men outlines how photographs from lynching enact 

a prolonged spectacle of black bodies. Marriot argues that the lynching act preserved 

in photography “acts as a visual terror” becoming an iconographic image linking black 

bodies to inhumane figures through their mutilation (9-10). I argue this linkage is 

resurrected in the constant visual encounter with black bodies in inhumane states 

during Hurricane Katrina. One could argue these images render visible the 

disposability of African Americans operative in the United States and thus enable 

steps towards change in this newfound awareness. I argue that indeed these recurring 

images do visibly document the structural racism in the United States, but only 

through the continued spectacle of disposability linking black bodies to suffering, 

death, and decay. Regardless of sympathetic responses to the images, the ceaseless 

circulation of imagery sustained blackness in abjection. 

The propaganda tools in German-Occupied France functioned similarly to the 

media images during Hurricane Katrina. They worked as a political tool to visualize 

power through representations that solidified the displacement necessary for national 

belonging. In France the propaganda worked as an aid to instruct French people to act 

in accordance with German and Vichy ideologies. The producers held power through 

what Rey Chow has called “technological fascism,” promoting the consumption of 

these ideologies through the images.25 The message in the propaganda image 

instructed, coerced, and defined the parameters in German-Occupied France for 

                                                             
25 Rey Chow argues that technological fascism “indicates the production and consumption of a 

glossy surface image, crude style, for purposes of social identification even among 

individuals” (15). 
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French citizenship, which mapped distinct roles for citizen subjects. During Hurricane 

Katrina, the images presented by the media echoed this power dynamic found in 

propaganda representations. The media worked as propagandists that enacted the 

visual representation of abjection at a hypervisible national scale and for a large 

viewing public. These images did not just document a crisis that befell America; they 

instructed the nation to look at the foreign ‘other’ body sustaining a border between 

those framed as refugees and American nationhood. 

Rebecca Schneider reveals the theatrical power that lies within the encounters 

between the photograph and the viewer, writing that “the future subsists not only in 

the photographic moment of the shot, but in our complicities in encounters with the 

still, or ongoing, or live mode of return” (162). Using examples from Abu Ghraib’s 

torture images, she argues that the act of shaming that has occurred in those photos 

returns in the future viewer’s “moment in which we are caught looking” (162). The 

images taken during Katrina and encountered in every medium possible during and 

after Katrina, were not only devices that continued blackness as abject in their 

documentary function, but as Schneider argues above, in their performativity as a 

material theatricality based on who is looking at the photograph.  These images act as 

a shaming device for the American public to recognize our position in African 

Americans’ marginalization. They separate the viewer from the image. The viewer has 

agential power to reencounter the photograph, and for African Americans, especially 

residents in New Orleans, the photograph acts in Marriott’s words as “a visual terror,” 

a reminder of their marginalization within the nation. 
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The mass mediatization continued to link African Americans as outsiders in 

dire straits, foreigners, and criminals. Reports of looting quickly dominated the media 

landscape as journalists focused on the destruction in New Orleans neighborhoods and 

violence enacted by purportedly unruly African Americans. Fires broke out, stores 

were robbed of goods, and rumors of rape and murder entered the accounts disclosed 

in the Katrina experience. Mayor Ray Nagin ordered rescue attempts to be halted in 

order to help control the chaos in the streets and National Guard entered the city and 

turned it into an occupied space. The cityscape was described by many in the media as 

a war zone or third world country. In one example Anderson Cooper from CNN stated 

“…it feels like Sri Lanka, Sarajevo, somewhere else, not here, not home, not 

America” (Deluge 204). The New York Times reported “New Orleans has become an 

armed camp”. For MSNBC, Brian Williams reported on September 18, 2005: 

It is impossible to over-emphasize the extent to which this area is under 

government occupation, and portions of it under government-enforced 

lockdown. Police cars rule the streets. They (along with Humvees, 

ambulances, fire apparatus, FEMA trucks and all official-looking 

SUVs) are generally not stopped at checkpoints and roadblocks. All 

other vehicles are subject to long lines and snap judgments and must 

PROVE they have vital business inside the vast roped-off regions here. 

If we did not have the services of an off-duty law enforcement officer, 

we could not do our jobs in the course of a work day and get back in 

time to put together the broadcast and get on the air. (Williams “Daily 

Nightly”) 

 

The city was under occupation by military control, patrolled by National Guard, 

privately hired military groups like Blackwater, and gangs of armed white men who 

formed to protect the city from supposed criminals. Looting existed but the alleged 

looting by African Americans was represented as lawless acts by criminal bodies, not 
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as American citizens trying to survive a catastrophic event.26 National guardsmen 

raised rifles against the victims in New Orleans as if the military was there to keep 

order over criminal foreigners rather than help American citizens. The gruesome 

accounts of rape and murder at the Superdome were declared mostly rumor once 

investigated.27 The narrative of the unruly criminal ‘other’ body positioned blackness 

as out of control.  

No Exit 

Much as towns in France had refused evacuees from entering, New Orleans 

residents that attempted to cross a bridge into the adjacent neighborhood of Gretna 

were met by a police force brandishing firearms. The Gretna police actually shot over 

the heads of American citizens as they tried to escape the flooding from the breached 

levees. The difference from the French Exode was that the military was not keeping 

evacuees from entering neighboring towns but a way to confine them in New Orleans. 

Military and police forces also stopped people from exiting New Orleans in 

Plaquemines Parish and Westwego.28 Louisiana Governor Blanco ordered exit points 

                                                             
26 See Harris’s Sister Citizen for a revealing photo comparison between African Americans 

‘looting’ a store and white Americans represented as looking for food.  
27 This is not to discount the many women who still charge that they were raped during 

Hurricane Katrina, but it does discount the gruesome stories of bodies found in freezers and 

babies raped in Superdome bathrooms. Accounts of deaths in the Superdome include six, four 

from natural causes, one suicide and one drug overdose. National Guard Colonel Thomas 

Beron stated “don’t get me wrong, bad things happened, but I didn’t see any killing and raping 

and cutting of throats or anything…ninety-nine percent of the people in the dome were very 

well behaved” (Deluge 193). 
28 In Plaquemines Parish, dozens of sheriff's deputies raised shotguns and pistols to turn back a 

convoy of school buses attempting to take storm victims to safety at the Naval Air Station- 

Joint Reserve Base in Belle Chasse. And in Westwego, arriving evacuees had two choices: 

Leave immediately, or go to an overcrowded shelter with few supplies where armed guards 

accompanied by a police dog prevented anyone from leaving. 

http://www.nola.com/katrina/index.ssf/2005/09/bridge_exposes_racial_divide.html 
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across the city to be patrolled and as historian and cultural analyst Douglas Brinkley 

states in The Great Deluge, “As the days passed and the week wore on, many believed 

they were being held prisoner and that the government was trying to kill them. Neither 

conclusion was entirely unreasonable under the circumstance” (473). Stephanie 

Houston Grey argues the actual containment during the Katrina crisis was a way of 

producing “isolation and management of ethnicity above other priorities” (Marable 

131).29 The victims were positioned as unruly wild bodies that needed the military and 

government to keep the peace, and yet it was the failed levee construction by the 

Army Corp of Engineers that had placed them in this particular state of terror. In 

response to the events that unfolded in New Orleans following Hurricane Katrina, any 

exit points out of the city were shut down and trapped New Orleans residents within 

the city.  People were imprisoned inside the cityscape, and removed from 

opportunities to find resources for survival or a safe place outside of city parameters. 

Fear of infiltration that could lead to the spread of violence and depletion of resources 

was directly managed through the visible but fabricated construction of New Orleans 

African American residents as criminals and unruly others. As David Brinkley writes, 

                                                             
29  K. Animashaun Ducre seeks to establish the unremarkable nature of the Katrina crisis as 

yet just another example of the historical relevance of racialized spaces. These spaces are 

demarcated through historical patterns: deed restrictions, slum clearance, and racial violence; 

containment: isolation of others from those in power; and social control: surveillance, and 

institutionalization. Ducre argues this internal colonization positions Katrina as just another 

part of America’s racial history. For more information on Ducre’s essay, see Manning 

Marable and Kristen Clarke’s Seeking Higher Ground. 
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“the citizens just flailed about as if trapped in a huge spider web with nowhere to go. 

As Jean-Paul Sartre said, ‘No Exit’.” (Deluge 265).30  

Containment was deemed necessary and enacted through military occupation 

while evacuations were implemented and controlled under the government’s 

jurisdiction. President George W. Bush’s address from The Rose Garden at The White 

House on September 3, 2005 made it apparent that the militarized occupation was the 

most important agenda item in the reconstruction of New Orleans. 

Right now there are more than 21,000 National Guard troops operating 

in Louisiana and Mississippi, and more are on the way. More than 

13,000 of these troops are in Louisiana. The main priority is to restore 

and maintain law and order, and assist in recovery and evacuation 

efforts. In addition to these National Guard forces, the Department of 

Defense has deployed more than 4,000 active duty forces to assist in 

search and recovery, and provide logistical and medical support…. 

Today I ordered the Department of Defense to deploy additional active 

duty forces to the region. Over the next 24 to 72 hours, more than 7,000 

additional troops from the 82nd Airborne, from the 1st Cavalry, the 1st 

Marine Expeditionary Force, and the 2nd Marine Expeditionary Force 

will arrive in the affected areas. (Bush, “President Addresses the 

Nation”) 

 

The sheer size and numbers allocated to the area under a recovery agenda pointed to 

militarization as a key component in re-stabilization. The most striking part of Bush’s 

speech was the order in which the recovery priorities were listed. Law and order 

through military forces were listed before assistance and recovery, which exhibited an 

entire speech built around the necessity of military occupation to control the chaos in 

                                                             
30 This connection with Sartre’s play written and performed during the German occupation 

undeniably links the space of New Orleans with the captivity of hell located in Sartre’s play, a 

liminal space of abjection where the characters have found themselves expelled because of 

their implied crimes against a kinship system that forcibly traps them in an imaginary 

domestic space.  
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the New Orleans area. Although the president refrained from using the term “refugee” 

in his speech (as there had already been some backlash with the term) his military 

agenda abjected New Orleans African Americans through this rubric by responding to 

the disaster with military occupation.  

 The military occupation of New Orleans did not end once evacuations were 

complete and order was secured on the streets. With an insufficient police department, 

the military occupied New Orleans for almost four years. Brigadier Gen. Gary Jones, 

who commanded the Louisiana National Guard's Joint Task Force, summed up the 

goal of the military body within the city on September 2, 2005, when he stated to the 

Army Times newspaper that "This place is going to look like Little Somalia. We're 

going to go out and take this city back. This will be a combat operation to get this city 

under control” (Brunsma 27). This statement by Brigadier Gen. Jones gives insight 

into how New Orleans was viewed by military personnel as a combat mission. His 

statement reads as if New Orleans had been seized by a foreign enemy but, in fact, the 

city had experienced a traumatic and horrific natural disaster. Efforts by the heads of 

the government, military, and media all focused efforts on depicting New Orleans as a 

war zone.  This narrative took precedent over helping New Orleans evacuees. Jones 

also chose to compare New Orleans with Somalia, selecting an African nation out of 

all the active war zones he could have chosen. The racial undertones behind this 

comparison marks blackness as that which needs to be controlled in New Orleans. 

This narrative was supported by the mission statement for the area, printed in the 

Army Times as a fight against “the insurgency of the city” (Chenelly). The enemy was 

not the flood waters from Hurricane Katrina or oil companies and government 
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officials who had exacerbated the disaster, but African Americans who had allegedly 

caused problems for the city and created an insecure space. Curfews and laws were 

quickly enacted in New Orleans including the confiscation of all firearms from 

civilians. Employing militarization to control a war zone filled with insurgents, 

national recovery mapped the imagined American nation through the continued 

abjection of African Americans. According to this logic, national identity could only 

be stabilized by securing the internal others located within the nation’s borders.  

The fear of infiltration by these defined foreign others continued well into the 

actual evacuations and beyond, as American cities took in victims from the flooding 

and met them with imprisonment, containment, and animosity. One of the most 

notorious comments came from former first lady Barbara Bush, the sitting president’s 

mother, who described the scene at the Houston Astrodome in her words as scary 

because “they all want to stay in Texas.  Everybody is so overwhelmed by the 

hospitality.  And so many of the people on the arena here you, you know, were 

underprivileged anyway, so this is working very well for them” (Barbara Bush Calls 

Evacuees). Bush’s statement, problematic on multiple levels, assumed the evacuees 

had better living conditions in the Astrodome, sleeping on cots, then back in their 

home state. Her statement and fear associated with the evacuees remaining in Texas 

revealed the ultimate mechanism in national rebuilding: the continued abjection of 

African Americans as marginal others to American citizenship.  

Many evacuees found similar responses in host cities across the nation. The 

documentary film Desert Bayou addresses the immediate treatment that flooding 

victims endured upon their arrival in Utah. Having spent days awaiting aid from their 
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country and finally securing safe travels to a destination outside of New Orleans, 600 

evacuees were met at the airport and strip searched for weapons, drugs, and 

paraphernalia.31 The evacuees were viewed as dangerous infiltrators into Utah by state 

officials, who in interviews had stated that the searches were carried out because they 

had heard felons might be on the plane. Thus, instead of treating the evacuees with 

dignity, respect, and empathy because they had experienced traumatic events, they 

were positioned as intruders into Utah, a state with only a small constituent base of 

African Americans. Once searched the evacuees were housed on a military base and 

imposed with strict rules and curfews. Most Hurricane Katrina victims were not 

viewed as fellow citizens in desperate need of help but as outsiders, threats to the 

state’s resources and population. African Americans who had been through a horrific 

ordeal and lost their homes, communities, and families were re-inscribed as 

threatening criminal bodies. They were national abjects, internally expelled and seen 

as threatening. Under a rubric of helping fellow Americans, a disciplinary space of 

surveillance and containment was administered due to the fear of those designated 

criminal and unruly others.32 

                                                             
31 An interesting note is that the people on the planes were not told they were headed to Utah 

of all places until the plane began to make its descent. 
32 This film is problematic in its function at exposing how the displaced from New Orleans 

were treated in Utah. It sets up how defining the displaced as drug addicted felons was wrong, 

and then documents the experiences of two African American men attempting to come to 

grips with their new Utah surroundings. They both have criminal records and problems with 

drug addictions. The choice to document these two men over the many others who arrived, I 

argue, continues the exact narrative the documentary seeks to dismantle from the beginning. It 

is a re-perpetuation of the stereotype of New Orleans African Americans as drug addicted 

criminals. The two men appear nice and work hard at trying to fit into their new surroundings 

and win their battle against drug addiction, which is commendable. If the actual work of the 

documentary is to curtail the wrongful stereotypes employed by Utah officials, however, then 
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Attempting Recovery 

On September 15, 2005 (17 days after Hurricane Katrina made landfall) 

President George W. Bush’s primetime speech from Jackson Square was televised 

across the nation. His calculated word choices and encouraging rhetoric of citizenship 

and belonging seemingly attempted to erase the iconographic image associated with 

Bush after Katrina made landfall.33 Much of the speech seemingly functioned as 

inclusionary discourse that mapped New Orleans residents as part of the American 

collective and as means for a distanced President to seem in touch with a large 

constituent base of now dispossessed people. The president included a metaphor 

linking second line parades to American national narratives, a longstanding historical 

and culturally significant New Orleans African American tradition.34 Bush’s address 

to the nation began with a description of the destruction and he informed the American 

people that the water from the flooding had still not subsided. His speech, however, 

was televised from a dry Jackson Square, a main tourist hub in the French Quarter.35 

Bush became the narrator for the American public and detailed firsthand experiences 

of the destruction and flooding that had been observed on television screens and in 

print media.  

                                                             

how does focusing on two individuals who fit into these stereotypes successfully dismantle 

them?  
33 This is in reference to the image of Bush staring out the window of his private jet, Air Force 

One, far removed from the destruction. 
34 This reference was possibly a way for the president to be acknowledged as one who knew 

the historical and cultural lineage associated with the city. 
35 The French Quarter is a controversial site because it is above sea level and has a 

longstanding history with the rest of New Orleans as a site of privilege. Many people in the 

area believe that the flooding in 1927 was due to a deliberate bombing of the levees to ensure 

the French Quarter would not flood.  
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Bush’s speech rather triumphantly marks national spirit through an enterprising 

strategy to build…stronger, better, and bigger than before.   He states it is “a powerful 

American determination to clear the ruins and build better than before. In the task of 

recovery and rebuilding, some of the hardest work is still ahead, and it will require the 

creative skill and generosity of a united country” (“Bush: We will do What It Takes”). 

Bush mentioned how recovery needed to address the lineage of racial discrimination 

and poverty in New Orleans. It was with the continued manipulation of recovery as 

something that builds higher, bigger, better, with more business, more home 

ownership that fed into an all too familiar narrative of disaster capitalism. Since 2005, 

$81 billion has been allocated to New Orleans to aid in making the city a bigger, better 

one. As promised, federal funds and militarization came to New Orleans for economic 

development and recovery. However, this enactment of a bigger, better New Orleans 

did not focus immediate recovery for the hardest hit neighborhoods in New Orleans. 

7000 teachers were fired and the public school system was converted to private charter 

schools. Public housing was demolished and turned into mixed-income housing, with 

only eleven percent of the families who lived in public housing prior to Hurricane 

Katrina returning to it.36 Many neighborhoods such as Treme and Bywater—once 

affordable havens for lower income families—saw an influx of young, white 

entrepreneurs and artists that caused a rise in rents such that 54 percent of the entire 

New Orleans population pays more than 35 percent of their total income towards rent. 

                                                             
36 There are just 2,006 public housing units available, versus the 12,270 pre-Katrina. There are 

13,013 families on the Section 8 waiting list, which has been closed since September 2009 

(94.7 percent of those families are black). 
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Although New Orleans is still a predominantly African American city, over 100,000 

former residents did not return after Katrina, most of these reported as middle class 

families. The recovery and progress imagined in these national spectacles came to 

fruition for the New Orleans vicinity, but African Americans were forcibly abjected 

through a continued separation from citizenship rights. The agenda continued to 

displace African Americans from the kinship system mapped through national 

belonging. The influential book The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism 

by Naomi Klein intersects reconstruction within narratives of catastrophe and crisis. 

Although her book is part of a much larger project, in analyzing the New Orleans 

diaspora, she correctly points out that the goal of rebuilding within disaster capitalism 

is never to actually fix what was destroyed in a restoration process.  Klein argues the 

actual goal in rebuilding is “erasing what was left of the public sphere and rooted 

communities, then quickly moving to replace them…” (10). Considering the 

implication of the ‘unprecedented’ crisis in much of the discourse on Katrina from the 

levee flooding, the possibility for mass construction, new business ventures, and 

money infiltration underlined Bush’s speech. This speech worked as a propaganda tool 

to enforce a strong American national narrative inclusive of New Orleans as an 

American city, but continued to separate national accountability from African 

Americans’ marginalization and recurring abjection. 

Although this was an address about Hurricane Katrina, Bush wasted no time at 

inserting his War on Terror agenda while calling for militarization of the area. Bush 

stated that federal funds would be used for allotting housing for police, firefighters, 

and other service personnel that were assisting in the recovery process (“Bush: We 
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Will Do What It Takes”). With home space allocated for those policing and rebuilding 

the area, the speech promoted a national recovery project through the enablement of 

military occupation. Entire neighborhoods were wiped out by the flooding, leaving 

residents without livable space, but funding was prioritized in this speech for those 

there to keep the peace. With this in mind, Bush’s immediate inclusion of September 

11th alongside the triumphant American spirit narrative, defended an agenda that 

created a solid national body though controlling the internal exiles of the country so 

that the country could come together to fight against the real enemy. 

In a time of terror threats and weapons of mass destruction, the danger 

to our citizens reaches much wider than a fault line or a flood plain. 

The system, at every level of government, was not well-coordinated, 

and was overwhelmed in the first few days. It is now clear that a 

challenge on this scale requires greater federal authority and a broader 

role for the armed forces — the institution of our government most 

capable of massive logistical operations on a moment’s notice. Four 

years after the frightening experience of September the 11th, 

Americans have every right to expect a more effective response in a 

time of emergency. We’re going to review every action and make 

necessary changes, so that we are better prepared for any challenge of 

nature, or act of evil men, that could threaten our people. (Ibid) 

 

This presidential performance placed the dispossessed and marginalized at the mercy 

and hands of the American dream once again. America as a unified national body 

would overcome the tragedy experienced in New Orleans together and fight against 

the real national enemy, terrorists. This narrative attempted to erase the actual 

marginalization and disposability that occurred against New Orleans residents. It 

removed accountability through a resurrection of an imagined American nation and 

located victimization by American hands as secondary or not even possible when ‘we’ 

as a national body strive to fight terrorism. The tools used by the American 
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government to ‘rescue’ and stabilize the situation in New Orleans was in fact the same 

militarization tactics used to fight terrorists. By perpetuating this collective American 

national myth with his War on Terror agenda, Bush erased what might be called the 

War with Terror enacted on African Americans within U.S. borders. This imagined 

national collective resurrected the narrative strategy used in German-Occupied France 

to construct French nationalism by incorporating women back into national discourse 

after the Exode. French nationhood under German occupation relied on a national 

collective to fight against the pollution taught by Nazi eugenics, associated with Jews. 

Bush used this national kinship narrative to seemingly reincorporate a collective 

national body against a far greater threat for America: terrorists.   

Management to control the African American kinship system in New Orleans 

was seen during the first official second line parade that occurred after Hurricane 

Katrina on January 15, 2006 in Treme. 37 The second line was an opportunity for 

members within the community to congregate in a massive group and walk the streets 

together. Many displaced returned to New Orleans specifically for this parade, while 

others found members from their families and neighborhoods in attendance.38 This 

second line parade attempted to subvert the spectacularization imposed on black 

bodies during the exodus using visibility as a strategy against disposability. Before 

this second line performance, African Americans in New Orleans were represented as 

a collective image of disposability, death, and decay, repeatedly broadcast through 

                                                             
37 Second line parades refer to the group of people who follow behind the first liners of 

musicians and dancers.  
38 A video of the first official second line Post-Katrina can be viewed at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=owAvYNY6WPc  
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mediatization and political agendas. The second line parade attempted to replace these 

images of blackness, with a mass image of African Americans power and life. 

Somewhat contrary to Phelan’s argument, Judith Butler and Athena Athanasiou argue 

for the power in visibility as a tactic for fighting against dispossession. Butler states, 

“The ‘We are here’ that translates that collective bodily presence might be re-read as 

‘We are still here,’ meaning: we have not yet been disposed of.  We have not slipped 

quietly into the shadows of public life: we have not become the glaring absence that 

structures your public life” (196). The revival of the second line parade used 

hypervisibility as a powerful tactic to amass on the streets and control the image of 

collective blackness that had been spectacularized in the media. Since separation from 

families and communities were a driving force in the continued abjection following 

Hurricane Katrina, the second line parade performed a realization that the kinship 

system that had been supposedly dismantled had not been erased. 

 The hegemonic power system seemed to realize the resistant potential of the 

second line parade as it attempted to revitalize the area and reinvigorate the destitute 

residents from New Orleans. Ostensibly due to a shooting that took place after the 

event, fees for street performances increased dramatically. These higher fees were not 

charged across the board for any public street gathering but only for ones specifically 

related to African American New Orleans traditions such as second line parades, 

Mardi Gras Indian events, and Social Aid and Pleasure clubs. The newly imposed fees 

were at a rate five to ten times the rate for other Mardi Gras street parades. The rate 

increase was framed as necessary to curtail violence associated with these traditions 

through greater police presence, once again promoting the narrative that African 
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Americans were criminal bodies needing control and containment. Anyone who has 

been to the French Quarter during Mardi Gras or any parades leading up to Fat 

Tuesday can testify to the necessary police manpower needed on the streets; acts of 

violence have often resulted from people coming together in all of these events.39 

Therefore the reason given for why fees were increased for street gatherings by the 

African American community specifically is not sufficient. The fees, I argue, sought to 

dismantle the power attained in this visible demonstration by African Americans. The 

displaced African American community in New Orleans was using their kinship 

performance tradition to subvert the spectacularization imposed by national narratives 

that had marginalized them through rhetoric to control the alleged unruly criminal 

body. The visibility of the second line worked to reintegrate the displaced and reform 

New Orleans communities. It offered reclamation for African Americans in New 

Orleans to perform their traditions as a collective and in doing so fight back against 

the disposable other image perpetuated by the events of Katrina. In the recognition of 

this power, policing and surveillance attempted to dismantle the kinship recovery 

specific to the displaced communities in New Orleans by containing it and keeping it 

under control. 

Conclusion 

                                                             
39 Those who hosted second lines and events across the New Orleans city immediately began a 

process of suing the local government who had put the increased fees in place. Only recently 

with Mitch Landrieu as mayor and his consistent fight to separate any violence that does occur 

during second lines as not part of the tradition, has there been some change in how police in 

the area encounter these traditions. 
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 This chapter has shown how both France and America used spectacles to 

implement national recovery after massive internal displacements. These 

displacements represented the myths in national belonging and the ease with which 

that status could be manipulated for national reconstruction. Categorizing citizens as 

refugees during the displacements demonstrated how marginalized citizen subjects had 

been thrust into a narrative of otherness and abjection. As abjection is a constant 

process of casting away that which the nation fears could disturb its very definitions, 

German-Occupied France and the United States enacted a multitude of responses to 

control and contain the unruly other, the abject, and dispossessed space within their 

national boundaries. Spectacles reconstructed newly imagined national collectives that 

had failed in providing a national kinship system to a massive marginalized 

population. France and the United States, however, utilized the tactics located in each 

internal displacement to further nationalist agendas in reconstructing a national 

narrative that perpetuated this marginalization.  

 The connections between these two national projects go beyond a comparative 

case study. These two national recovery agendas are specifically intertwined in the 

reperformance manifested in the United States after Katrina that acted as an 

interlocutor to German-Occupied France. As Schneider argues, the incompleteness 

found in ritual negotiations extends the past into the future and vice versa without 

erasing the differences in each site.  Abjection like negotiation is a process with a goal 

but its very usage constitutes open-endedness. Abjection continues because the 

process of abjecting is never complete, with the abject remaining on the periphery, 

always threatening the borders of national identity. Throughout this dissertation, I will 
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continue to explore how performance has been enacted as a tool to map the desire for 

national recovery and a sense of placement within nationhood. As the failed national 

kinship system defined the internal displacements in France and America, 

performance that engaged with belonging to the national body often staged encounters 

with familial systems and spaces. I examine how these performances work to locate 

those marginalized in each nationalist recovery. I will analyze the argument Silvija 

Jestrovic makes in Performance, Space, Utopia: Cities of War, Cities of Exile that 

“counter spectacles” can occur within systemic spectacles manifested through the 

function of the spectacle. Jestrovic notes that “even if a counter spectacle could only 

come into being through a borrowed, albeit subverted, language of a spectacular 

power, and even if at the end of the day, the counter-spectacle gets sucked into the 

powerful, seductive and irresistible integrated spectacle, its importance is crucial as it 

still provides critique, ethical parameters and the possibility of intervention” (15) . I 

will uncover where performance encourages or intervenes in the discourse used in the 

national spectacles examined in this chapter. Julia Kristeva argues, “The abjection of 

self would be in the culminating form of that experience of the subject to which it is 

revealed that all its objects are based merely on the inaugural loss that laid the 

foundations of its own being. There is nothing like the abjection of self to show that all 

abjection is in fact recognition of the want on which any being, meaning, language, or 

desire is founded” (5).40 Performance in both sites continued to use failed kinship as a 

                                                             
40 This emphasis in italics is mine and not in Kristeva’s original work. 



84 

 

 

 

driving force in the negotiations between displacement, abjection, and national 

belonging.   
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Chapter Two: Abject Kinship: Theatre, Family, Nation in German-Occupied France 

What is now called for is not propaganda for the moral order but a 

theatrical renaissance that will portray exultation, joy, and a formation 

of national myths. 

-Mary Ann Frees Witt   

 

 

This chapter examines how theatre in France, after the Exode and under 

German occupation, explored the kinship narratives and imagery that mapped French 

national identity. I begin with a brief analysis of theatre during the occupation that 

details how the experience upheld a sense of French culture and national identity. The 

chapter then follows with dramaturgical analyses of two plays as impetus into a larger 

discussion of how theatre collaborated and intervened with the spectacles of kinship 

promoted during the occupation. Henry De Montherlant’s La Fils Personnes 

(translated as No Man’s Son), and Albert Camus’s La Malentendu (translated as The 

Misunderstanding) both meditate on dysfunctional families and impure domestic 

space. Each play examines fragmented and failing kinship systems contaminated with 

mother characters that inhabit domestic space outside of patriarchal authority. The 

father figures in both plays are either absent or have attempted a reunification with the 

family after separation. The children in both plays must deal with the ramifications of 

thematic estrangement. By each play’s conclusion, the mother character and her kin 

are sacrificed as resolution. 



86 

 

 

Montherlant’s No Man’s Son and Camus’s The Misunderstanding demonstrate 

the intertwined relationship between kinship and national narratives, and thoroughly 

engage with systemic illusions and fears associated with mothers’ roles within the 

kinship system. In both plays, the playwrights represent the mothers as unruly and 

impure. Through individualization, sexuality, and violence, the mother characters 

disturb kinship codes. They represent the feared other that exists outside patriarchal 

control and containment. Without leadership from strong father figures, these 

monstrous mothers destroy the fabric of the family. Their feminine vices left 

unchecked by masculine control permeates into the family destroying possibilities for 

a utopian future and ensuring a necessary purge of impure maternal figures for social 

recovery. Montherlant’s No Man’s Son and Camus’ The Misunderstanding explicitly 

map the perceived horror that occurs when the monstrous mother is not appropriately 

abjected from her kin’s subjecthood. 41 The mother figure represents the exiled subject, 

excluded from the very nation she embodies. 

As discussed in Chapter One, representations of family and domestic space 

played an essential role in recuperating a sense of frenchness in the fragmented and 

occupied national space. Politicized and institutionalized, family was the foundation 

for French nationalism. Sociologist Frédéric Le Play asserted that “social reform 

needed to begin by reinscribing individuals within larger wholes, the first of which is 

                                                             
41 My use of “monstrous mother” refers to Ann Kaplan’s use of the term in Motherhood and 

Representation where she defines the monstrous mother as opposed to the self-sacrificing 

ideal maternal figure and locates the monstrous as “the paradigm of the fearsome, dominating 

mother” (13). The usage is also part of the monstrous trajectory Barbara Creed argues in The 

Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism, Psychoanalysis. 
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family” (Robcis 27). Although this was not a new phenomenon in the French state, the 

Vichy regime heightened the relationship between family and nation used as 

propaganda for its political agenda. The 1941 Vichy Constitution exemplified how 

social and familial markers constructed French nationalism. Article 52 in the 

constitution stated, “The State considers first and foremost the individual in relation to 

the groups in which he belongs. […] These groups are the organic elements of the 

Nation and the State” (Robcis 48). Expanding on this concept, article 53 foregrounded 

the family as the core social agent, stating, “the family is the basic social group. It 

ensures the material continuity of the Nation and develops the moral feelings 

necessary to its greatness” (Ibid). The Vichy agenda to mend a fragmented France 

capitalized on the depopulation crisis that had befallen the country for decades and 

used kinship and family as interchangeable symbols for the nation at large.   

While scholars Miranda Pollard and Francine Muel-Dreyfus have detailed 

quite extensively how gender functioned in German-Occupied France, especially 

notions of the feminine and motherhood, they omitted the prominent role theatrical 

performance played within this gendered national identity in their studies. Using their 

work as foundation for understanding how Vichy propaganda utilized the masculine 

and feminine in kinship systems, I uncover the entanglements on the theatrical stage 

between kinship and nation that regimes in power perpetuated across France. It is 

important to analyze how Vichy and German ideologies worked in stage productions 

because French theatre defined a collective French kinship during displacement and 

occupation. 
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Mapping Frenchness in the Theatre 

The theatre was highly successful during the occupation years, often 

considered a theatrical renaissance for French theatre.42 Although under high scrutiny 

and censorship from both the Vichy and Nazi regimes, theatre flourished as droves of 

French citizens and German soldiers attended nightly performances that continued 

under the threat of bombings, raids, blackouts, curfews, and other possible 

cessations.43 In The Drama of Fallen France, Kenneth Krauss acknowledges “both the 

record breaking rise in theatre profits and attendance during the period, far greater 

than before the occupation” (112). He purports that theatre was seemingly a safer 

place for French people during the occupation because movie houses were under far 

more scrutiny by the Germans and even a good spot for Gestapo checks that “might 

conscript spectators for involuntary labor service in Germany” (Ibid).  

The theatre scene in German-Occupied France included a repertoire that 

consisted of numerous productions from the theatrical canon, including many Ancient 

Greek plays and Shakespeare productions. The theatre responded to the exodus and 

occupation through re-encounters with already established myths and legends. Leo 

Forkey in “The Theatres of Paris During the Occupation” argues that “the popularity 

of the myth and legend might also be accounted for by the fact that they represented 

order, stability and tradition in a period of disorder, instability and political chaos” 

(303). Historical plays, Forkey seems to suggest, offered audiences comfort and 

                                                             
42 French playwrights popularized during the occupation including Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert 

Camus, and Jean Anouilh are studied in classrooms and produced worldwide. 
43 Thirty-three theatres reopened by the end of 1940 (Forkey 299).  For further information, 

Frankel’s Collaboration and Resistance Images of Life in Vichy France is a great resource. 
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security through familiarity with established playwrights and well-known play texts.  

Historical plays offered counter arguments to the plethora of new censorship policies 

that overtook the theatre. Plays from a distant past could offset censorship concerns by 

relying on their historical contexts to separate productions from contemporary politics. 

Theatre practitioners may have found these already established myths safer options for 

production, but many adaptations mediated on themes addressed within Philippe 

Pétain and the Vichy governments’ circulated ideologies. Some of these included 

privileging the collective over the individual, rural space as opposed to urban space, 

and meditating on themes of infiltration and otherness. Several now infamous 

productions used these established plays, myths, and legends to directly engage with 

the political ambiguity in French nationhood found within displacement and 

occupation. While I do not necessarily counter Forkey’s argument that audiences 

sought out theatre they could find solace in, it seems apparent that many of these 

productions were also chosen based on similarities with France’s political state and the 

culture at large. Adaptations from these historical plays during the German occupation 

set up discussions over the role of kinship and social relationships. Part of the 

recognizable canon to American audiences includes Jean -Paul Sartre’s The Flies and 

Jean Anouilh’s Antigone, which was performed 465 times between 1944 and 1945 

(Forkey 304). The most striking connection in many plays during this period was an 

emphasis on family roles within the structure of social and national politics.44 These 

                                                             
44This was found in theatrical works regardless of political association or affiliation to the 

Resistance or in Vichy collaboration. The myths and legends most often performed include 

Greek tragedy, (specifically the families of the House of Atreus and The House of Thebes) 

and Joan of Arc. Greek tragedies alone were performed more than 200 times in German-
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plays in effect highlighted the connections between the theatre and frenchness enlisted 

during the occupation within kinship narratives. Although the performances used these 

well-known ancient myths, the productions continuously questioned, acknowledged, 

and staged kinship structures that engaged with nationhood, belonging, foreignness, 

and gender narratives.45  

As many national holidays and celebrations no longer occurred during the 

occupation, Forkey argued that theatre replaced them (302). Theatre became a 

surrogate performance of French identity mapped through theatrical culture. With the 

loss of national holidays and a way for French people to celebrate and cultivate French 

life, theatre was a site made and attended by French people. Theatres represented a 

                                                             
Occupied France. France During the German Occupation lists many of the major theatrical 

productions by year during the occupation.  
45 The following is a short but pertinent summary of The Flies and Antigone. The Flies 

questions freedom, duty, belonging, foreignness, and death. Orestes comes to Argos his home 

town and finds his mother Clytemnestra with the man who has killed his father. The town is 

filled with flies as the rot of death, decay, and remorse have taken over the city. The citizens 

of the city do as they are told by their king, who follows Zeus. Orestes along with his hate 

filled sister Electra, sneak into the palace and Orestes murders both the king and his mother. 

Electra immediately feels guilty in her part of the murder, but Orestes does not. The flies, 

represented by women, feed off Electra’s guilt and try to enforce Orestes to succumb to his 

guilt. Zeus arrives to play his hand at getting Orestes to give in to remorse. Orestes in the end 

chooses exile from his city and leaves only after telling his people of the burdens he has 

placed on himself to help his city start anew. Anouilh’s Antigone, an adaptation of the Greek 

play by Sophocles, questions family duty over state law, passion over reason, right versus 

wrong as the character Antigone decides to give her brother a proper burial even though 

Creon, the king has forbid it. Positioned from the beginning as living outside a normative 

gender, Antigone places herself in a call to action for her duty to her brother. However, in this 

fight, she pulls away from her sister Ismene and her soon to be fiancé, Creon’s son. The other 

female roles in the play are positioned through women who do as they should. Ismene is 

beautiful and primps herself and does not want to help her sister until the act has been 

complete. The Nurse is the matronly figure who takes care of Antigone and her sister. The 

Queen, narrated by others, is an absent woman who knits all day and finally in the end slits her 

throat after finding out her son’s bitter death.  Ismene’s fear of public persecution keeps her 

from helping her sister in rebelling against the state and giving her brother a proper burial. 
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communal space where groups of people could congregate while under the 

surveillance of German occupiers and the Vichy government. The theatrical 

renaissance during the occupation supports French theatre’s significance as a site that 

nurtured frenchness.  

Vichy and German governments used legislation to contain and control 

theatres within a French and German cultural apparatus.  46 Kenneth Krauss argues that 

the theatre sustained a purer French product because other art forms were under far 

more German authority. German eugenics, with the aid of Vichy policies, however, 

infiltrated French theatre. Through the scholarship of Jeremy Josephs and Patrick 

Marsh, Krauss identifies several laws that sought to erase French and non-French Jews 

from public visibility. These laws included curfews and denied anyone of Jewish 

descent accessibility to public spaces including parks, museums, cinemas, and the 

theater. On June 6, 1942 legislation banned Jews from working in the theatre (Krauss 

71). The removal of Jews from the theatrical experience constructed a very specific 

political site for French nationalism mapped through the impure narratives propagated 

by racial discrimination. French citizens who identified with Vichy policies blamed 

“the decadence of the theatre upon Jewish commercialization” (Forkey 300). 

Removing French Jews from creating and administering theatrical works perpetuated 

the stage as a space to map political ideologies. Theatre had an impact on this 

                                                             
46 Under the German occupation, theatres were nearly all reopened by January of 1941 under 

the German organization Propagandastaffel, but in 1941 a small group including Gaston Baty, 

Charles Dullin, Louis Jovel, and Pierre Renoir worked as liaisons between the theatres and the 

above mentioned German organization. The Vichy government established COES 

(Organization Committee for Public Performers) in July of 1941 to protect theatre as French 

space (Whitcomb 912). 
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pure/impure ideology set forth in Vichy and German policies. The theatre was a space 

for cultural exchange. It was a space used to manifest frenchness while in a 

fragmented national imaginary. Visible markers that mapped the “impure” French 

citizen, including the yellow star on clothing worn by people of Jewish descent, 

removed rights associated to the civic state by removing French Jews from citizen 

spaces. The representations made legible and visible to French citizens was important 

in reconstructing a specifically pure French identity. Theatre was a space for French 

citizens to gather and uphold French culture. Anti-Semitism and eugenic legislation 

inserted this pure French ideology into the theatrical space. 

Ann Kaplan in Looking for the Other: Feminism, Film, and the Imperial Gaze 

indicates the intrinsic relationship between national identity and narrative.  She writes, 

“Viewing nation as narrative puts emphasis on how nation is articulated in language, 

signifiers, textually, rhetoric. It emphasizes the difference between the nation state as a 

set of regulations, policies, institutions, organizations and national identity—that is 

nation as culture” (32). Although Kaplan’s argument pertains to cinematic examples, 

theatre during the occupation performed national identity by holding onto a sense of 

French culture. As representations of family and motherhood sought to recover an 

imagined French nation, the stages across the country represented an important site for 

national recovery, creating spaces that perpetuated myths of an imagined French 

nation. Krauss acknowledges how politicized the theatre was during the occupation, as 

“people seated in the house were listening more carefully” (34). Krauss sites examples 

to support this argument including an audience that roared in laughter during a play 
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that made a snide remark against a character named Adolphe (Ibid.).47 The theatre as a 

site for French identity was capable of drawing a national space of frenchness. Patrick 

Marsh writes, “on entering the theatre, one was among Frenchmen taking part in an 

essentially French experience which the horrors of war could not, temporarily at least, 

affect” (Krauss 143.)  Marsh indicates the relationship between theatre and French 

nationalism. Theatre was a space that enlisted ideas of community and cohesion in the 

fractured space of nationhood after displacement and under occupation.   

Monstrous Surrogates 

The female characters in No Man’s Son and The Misunderstanding exist 

outside of patriarchal authority, beyond regulation. The return of the male figure 

drives each play thematically.  The plays produce an underlying terror projected on the 

non-abjected mother who contaminates the products of her maternal body and inhabits 

disintegrated domestic space. Kristeva in Powers of Horror asserts: 

The power of pollution (the threat of illness or death through the 

conjunction blood-fire) thus transposes, on the symbolic level, the 

permanent conflict resulting from an unsettled separation between 

masculine and feminine power at the level of social institutions. Non-

separation would threaten the whole society with disintegration…. Fear 

of the uncontrollable generative mother repels me from the body; I give 

up cannibalism because abjection (of the mother) leads me toward 

respect for the body of the other, my fellow man, my brother. (78-79) 

 

Kristeva implements this argument through the making of distinct and separate 

identities. Fear manifests the active repelling of the mother as means to identify as 

separate from the mother. This fear is connected to pollution, in that what pollutes in 

                                                             
47 The play was titled 29 degrés à l'ombre and the line was quickly changed after the 

audience’s reaction. 
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Kristeva’s terms is the non-separation of masculine and feminine. Thus, to have an 

identity, an identity that encompasses a new kinship family, one must abject the 

mother. At their core, each play constructs Kristeva’s argument onstage.   Left to her 

own devices, these maternal characters and their children, who act as extra limbs for 

the mother’s desires, create a kinship legacy that has infected the children and their 

living spaces with uncontrolled feminine perversion. The violence engineered against 

the masculine in these plays realizes the fear of this infecting feminine associated with 

French nationalism during the occupation.  

Through this abjection, the maternal figures act as surrogates for the apparent 

lack of masculine authority in the space of the play. This imagined subjectivity allows 

the maternal body to become a sacrificial offering to the nation and represent Rene 

Girard’s notion of the monstrous double. The integration of womanhood in national 

restructuring, defined through the reverence of idealized motherhood, creates a space 

wherein the maternal can become the embodied monstrous double, sacrificed for the 

possible return of a balanced state of national belonging.48 Chapter One examined this 

political strategy in reference to the tondue parades during the “Ugly Carnival”. These 

parades, I argued, reperformed the purifying agendas of nationalism pushed by Vichy 

and Nazi policy. They placed blame on purported unruly women and performed 

national pride through a sacrificial ritual against them. Joseph Roach in Cities of the 

Dead mingles Girard’s monstrous double theory and the performative nature of 

                                                             
48 Girard admits women would seemingly fit into the rules that defined sacrificial social 

members in rituals, but he asserts women’s kinship ties and the fear of vengeance from the 

woman’s family kept them from becoming a sacrifice.  
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violence to assert that violence and the aesthetic is an “unproductive expenditure that 

both sustains the community fiction that real borders exist and troubles it with the 

spectacle of their immolation” (41). Using Girard’s theory of the monstrous double 

and Victor Turner’s application of the term to ritual play, Roach concludes:  

The double displaces violent desire to an agenda of disguises…the 

sacrificial victim must be neither divisive nor trivial, neither fully part 

of the community nor fully outside of it; rather he or she must be 

distanced by a special identity that specifies isolation while 

simultaneously allowing plausible surrogation for a member of the 

community. This occurs in a two-staged process: the community finds a 

surrogate victim for itself from within itself; then it finds an alien 

substitute, like an effigy, for the surrogate. This is the monstrous 

double. (40)  

 

Roach’s argument above is pertinent to how the mother characters in these plays enact 

surrogation roles as response to absent masculinity demonized through their 

estrangement from an idealized family structure. Regardless of the political agendas 

behind each play, they each reconcile destabilized kinship through the sacrifice of 

mothers and their children. The two plays I analyze do not attempt to ignore the 

situation in German-Occupied France. Instead, they set up dialogues with nationalist 

notions that encoded proper gender behavior to secure a sense of frenchness with the 

French family necessarily at the core. 

The mother characters in each play inhabit domestic spaces in liminal zones, 

segregated away from law, order, and control. The Mother in The Misunderstanding 

lives and works at a boarding inn frequented by travelers passing through the town. 

The inn seems to exist in a different moral universe plagued by violence. Marie, the 

mother in No Man’s Son, is an exile in the free zone of France, a liminal national 



96 

 

 

space outside patriarchal systems of control. Jane Ussher in Managing the Monstrous 

Feminine: Regulating the Reproductive Body contends that: 

[I]t is discourse, and the enacting of femininity within a highly-

regulated framework, which produces notions of the ‘natural’ 

reproductive body having particular effects, reifying the woman who is 

in control of the unruly reproductive body as a creature of substance; an 

ideal to which we, as women, should aspire. Women who fail in this 

control, who fail to perform femininity within the tight boundaries 

within which it is prescribed at each stage of the reproductive life cycle, 

are at risk of being positioned as mad or bad, and subjected to 

discipline or punishment, which masquerades as treatment or 

rehabilitation to disguise its regulatory intent. (4) 

 

True to Ussher’s formulation, the life cycle is an important framing device within 

these plays, alluding to proper gendered practices propagandized during the 

occupation. The mother characters in both plays have given birth to children, thus 

upholding France’s nationalist preoccupation with woman as reproducer for the 

nation. Reproduction has not made them monstrous, but instead positions them as 

proper citizens within the national kinship system. Instead, the mothers’ monstrosity 

links with the children’s inability to abject the mother. In No Man’s Son, the mother 

Marie has raised her son, Gillou on her own. When Gillou’s father returns to the home 

after a long absence, the father attempts through the entire play to force Gillou to 

recognize Marie as a corrupting force of femininity. In The Misunderstanding, it is the 

children’s desire to uphold kinship relationships that secure the demise of the entire 

family. The mother’s in each play are not regulated by masculine figures and pollute 

the kinship system through seemingly improper entanglements with their children.  

I have chosen to analyze No Man’s Son and The Misunderstanding specifically 

because they are part of the theatre canon from the German occupation, yet are not as 
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well-known to American theatre practitioners or audiences. Written and performed 

during the occupation, I argue these two plays reperform displacement and national 

recovery through the gendered dynamics of French nationalism during this time. 

While analysts disparaged No Man’s Son as propaganda for Vichy ideologies and 

hailed The Misunderstanding as a French Resistance piece, each play fosters the 

message that kinship is an integral component in French identity.  Montherlant’s No 

Man’s Son takes place during the occupation, a rare immediacy for theatre during this 

time.49 Camus’s The Misunderstanding does not use the occupation as blatantly as 

Montherlant, but I argue internal displacement and national occupation is embedded in 

the play. The plays utilize the theatre to further spectacularize the role of the maternal 

body in national identity constructed through the political and patriarchal voice of the 

imagined fatherland. 

No Man’s Son 

Henry de Montherlant’s No Man’s Son opened on December 18, 1943 at St. 

George Theatre and was published the same year.  Directed by Pierre Dux and 

designed by Marcelle Tassencourt, the play starred Henri Rollan (George), Michel 

François (Gillou), and Suzanne Dantès (Marie). Montherlant’s play is set during the 

occupation and stages the return of a part-time father to the family unit. The German 

invasion has sent all three members of the family into exile. In exile, the family 

reunites under the same roof for at least a small portion of time. The family is depicted 

                                                             
49 Many plays during the occupation were revivals of older works and classics. With 

censorship a concern for theatre practitioners, contemporary issues were rarely framed within 

the current national landscape, much less producing a play that blatantly used the occupation 

as a central setting. 
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as flawed and dysfunctional. Marie, the unmarried mother, desires to return to her 

hometown because she in unhappy in exile. Her son Gillou takes after his mother and 

has even taken up her propensity for reading celebrity magazines. Gillou’s father 

George returns to persuade Gillou that his mother is a bad influence on him. The 

father George spends the entirety of the play attempting to forge a fatherly connection 

with his son and separate Gillou from Marie’s infecting femininity.  

In Montherlant’s No Man’s Son the mother character Marie epitomizes the 

abject maternal position through the voice of the playwright. Montherlant depicts her 

monstrosity through her selfishness, sexuality, and complicity in the emasculation of 

her son. Marie is a mother due to a pregnancy that occurred from an affair with 

George. Economically supported by George, Marie raised Gillou until he was twelve 

on her own. An escaped prisoner of the war who has fled to Marseille, George visits 

her and their son on weekends. Throughout the play, Marie constantly acknowledges 

her unhappiness as a displaced person, surrounded by a space she does not fit into with 

only three suitcases filled with belongings. She insists on returning to her family home 

in Havre located in the occupation zone where she will be happy once again. The 

possibility of a liaison with another man with whom she has received letters is Marie’s 

motivating force to return to Havre. Marie’s individualistic drives establish her as a 

bad mother willing to put both her son’s wellbeing and her own at risk for the 

possibility of a sexual rendezvous. The play describes Havre as a hazardous location, a 

place of nightly bombings, sickness, and the rumored locale of an English invasion. 
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Thus, Marie willingly endangers her child for her own sexual needs putting 

motherhood second to her own desires. 

Marie’s selfish desires mimic the warnings of Phillipe Pétain in several 

speeches he gave during the German occupation. The Vichy regime campaigned for a 

spirit of community over the importance of the individual. In an excerpt from 1941 

titled Individualism et Nation, Philippe Pétain stated “What the people need to 

understand so as to never forget it is that individualism, which it used to glorify as a 

privilege, is the source of all the ills from which it almost died…The individual, if he 

claims to detach himself from the maternal and nurturing society, dries up and dies 

without bearing fruit” (Muel-Dreyfus 23). Individualism and selfishness demarcated a 

violation against the nation, described through maternal imagery in this quote, which 

would lead to an inability to live a fulfilling life ending ultimately in a death marked 

by unproductivity. As noted previously, the maternal positioned as a symbolic national 

kinship symbol was also that which could lead to the further destruction of the French 

nation. The collective political body needed to return to a social kinship system with 

the security of the father figure as overseer.  

The Vichy government promoted the nation’s resuscitation by demanding a 

strong French family with a domesticated maternal figure to secure the home front.   

Vichy politics necessitated control and containment over the female body and tasked 

females to rebuild French nationalism through their reproductive bodies. At the same 

time, branded as outsiders by the refugee narrative and mass displacement during the 

Exode, Vichy rendered the female body capable of producing undesirable citizen 
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bodies. France’s recovery depended on recuperating woman from this outsider, 

refugee status. The ideal French family needed women to maintain nationalism 

through her ‘natural’ order as a citizen reproducer. The refugee stigma applied to 

women during the Exode situated France’s defeat and the chaos associated with the 

mass exodus on women’s previous attempts at thwarting her body’s natural 

inclinations. By focusing on her individual needs through working outside the home, 

not having children, and not getting married to help fortify France’s kinship system, it 

was argued that women had allowed the German infiltration to occur. This argument 

positioned women as culprit to the defeat, to mass internal displacement, and to the 

subsequent occupation. Pétain displayed women as unruly and outside the national 

kinship system by following individual desires to function outside the parameters 

embodied by womanhood’s association with wives and mothers. Masculine 

disintegration was also a risk. During the occupation, narratives described men who 

had been part of the Exode through feminine tropes that attempted to counter their 

masculinity with weaknesses associated with femininity. Fleeing national subjects, 

males and females, were categorized as feminine others through an argument 

associating the feminine with defeat, marginality, infiltration, and occupation. A 

strong kinship system would reform a national political body through idealized gender 

practices.  

Marie’s selfishness disassociates her from the ideal maternal image associated 

with the propaganda of the Occupation because she initiates her own desire and places 

it above the needs of her son, displacing her maternal body from its ideal function as a 
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nurturing mother. In an exchange between George and Marie, George accuses Marie 

of not having the ability to recognize certain traits of her son. George states, “So you 

don’t know, even now, that when he’s asleep, the sweat comes out on his face, while 

his body remains dry? No, you didn’t know! Any more than you had noticed, during 

the twelve years, that he had a little stain, as of wine, on the bend of his left knee. It 

needed me to reveal that to you, the third day after I found you again” (Montherlant 

189). George’s accusation positions Marie as a monstrous mother because she does 

not notice the idiosyncrasies of her son’s body, a body she has had privileged access to 

for years. As a part-time father, George is the all-knowing male figure who continues 

to expose Marie’s inadequate performance of motherhood.  

A production still from No Man’s Son visualizes the encounter between the 

three characters onstage during this scene as Marie and George look at their sleeping 

son and discuss their roles in his life.50 The photograph shows the son lying on the bed 

with Marie in very dark clothes sitting beside him. She assumes the posture of the 

doting mother, located near her son and looking at him while he sleeps. George on the 

other hand stands above the two of them. His height in the photo in relation to Marie 

and Gillou, creates a separation between him and the rest of the family. George’s 

stature appears to visualize his looming presence over mother and son, the two bodies 

bonded by proximity and physicality in the photo. A light from a nearby lamp in the 

room casts Georges shadow against the wall. With his elevated status and larger than 

life shadow, George’s body assumes a power position over Marie and Gillou and casts 

                                                             
50 The production stills and programs for the two shows were accessed from the Bibliothèque 
nationale de France’s online library catalogue. 
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a gaze down onto them. Voyeuristic, this photograph implicates George as the 

authorial gaze. His body and its shadow peers onto the other two characters creating a 

double embodiment between his character and patriarchal surveillance. 

Throughout the play, George demonizes Marie because of her apparent 

emasculation of their son.  According to his father, Gillou’s mimicry of Marie erases 

his masculine identity, as he mirrors her preoccupation with celebrity magazines as 

well as her lackluster engagement with the world around them. In another photograph 

from the production, George sits in a chair peering down upon his son who sits below 

him on the ground. George’s hand rests on Gillou’s shoulder but Gillou continues to 

stare at a magazine. George slumps in his chair, a direct juxtaposition with the clean 

and tailored suit he wears. His posture and solemn facial expression presents George 

as disheartened with his son’s preoccupation with pop culture magazines, which 

symbolizes his unhealthy likeness for George. His hand resting on Gillou’s shoulder, 

however, demonstrates an active physical attempt to regain a connection between 

father and son, and thus establish the masculine authority figure and his kinship 

lineage.  

George berates his son’s emasculation and connects his son’s apparent lack of 

masculinity to discussions on the state of the nation. Describing his son as a wimp, 

George states that the nation needs “toughs” rather than a “nation of ninnies” and later 

in the play calls out the triviality of the entire nation of young boys growing up in this 

time (Montherlant 198).  George states, “You see there you are! Always answering 

frivolously. And worse than frivolous. ‘To get out of something’: that’s your whole 
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ambition, all you boys of 1940” (Montherlant 200). Not only does George’s statement 

connect Gillou’s emasculation with national demise, it situates this emasculation in a 

specific year: 1940 marks the exodus and massive internal displacement in France, the 

conquering and infiltration of France by German forces, and the beginning of 

occupation for the French people. George’s criticism of Gillou directly links Gillou’s 

described feminine vices with France’s defeat.  For George, Gillou symbolizes the 

infiltration and displaced condition of France. He represents deteriorated masculinity 

resulting in defeat. George relates this to Gillou’s proximity to Marie, as she has raised 

him to be just like her: “You are always echoing someone or something…you echo 

your mother” (Montherlant 209).  

The deputizing of the masculine subject as guardian of the strong nation 

defines the maternal feminine body as lacking proper control and direction and thus 

able to coerce, infiltrate and even consume masculinity. The play posits an unnatural 

relationship of boys and their mothers without the influence of a masculine father. The 

play portrays Gillou’s masculine identity as compromised due to the lack of father 

figures in his life to ensure separation from and abjection of maternal pollution. 

George criticizes Gillou stating “...those flabby hands of a little Parisian, those white 

hands of his, too slender, the hands of a child brought up by women” (Montherlant 

214). George’s statement is a direct indictment of the feminine. It is Gillou’s 

association with his mother that creates frivolous, lazy, and cowardly boys that will 

fail at becoming the masculine social subjects George believes France needs. George 

attacks the French through the embodiment of feminine perversion. Francine Muel-
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Dreyfus argues that the hierarchal structure of the family is the core of political/social 

reformation wherein “the child would encounter the initial model for all hierarchies 

and would learn how to integrate himself into a society of orders” (199). Gillou’s 

appropriation of the maternal polluted his masculine body and this is undeniably 

located in his association with a French body. George positions Gillou as an example 

for male youth in France.  George makes this comparison because of Gillou’s 

emasculation through the maternal, but he also calls attention to Gillou’s specific 

status in internal displacement. The war and subsequent internal displacement created 

large amounts of matriarchal households. Most men had left their homes to fight the 

war. George states: “You are a deserted child. That’s your destiny. Indeed, most of the 

children in France are deserted children” (Montherlant 220). Desertion molded this 

son into a national subject of waste, furthered in the penetration and occupation of the 

emasculated country. Desertion and internal displacement in this statement occurs 

with lack of masculinity and good mother figures. Alongside George’s previous 

comment that placed his son in connection to 1940, the start of occupation, George 

refutes Gillou’s membership standing within French social kinship systems.  The lack 

of the masculine and the overwhelming associations to the feminine through the 

improper non-abjection of the maternal led all the children to dysfunctional desertion.  

Sickness in Exile 

Marie complains about her displaced experience in the south of France 

constantly. Her desire to move with Gillou into a possibly violent space characterizes 

Marie as a hysterical woman, cemented by the two male characters referring to Marie 
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as crazy throughout the play. Gillou upholds his mother’s wishes even when he 

discovers the truth behind Marie’s desire to return to her family home. He does not 

confess his findings to his father until he himself alludes to Marie’s hysteria. At the 

end of the play Gillou begs to stay with his father, attempting to recover a physical 

proximity to a masculine figure. “She’s crazy,” Gillou complains, but George only 

reprimands Gillou by turning his back on him, surrendering him to the possible 

dangers of the occupation zone and to continued companionship with Marie 

(Montherlant 230). At an earlier moment in the play, George is overcome with tears as 

their son sleeps and is comforted by Marie, who promises to keep his emotional 

breakdown a secret from Gillou, but one month later she confesses George’s actions to 

their son. Her wavering between word and action presents her character as flighty and 

untrustworthy. Marie has disturbed her son’s identity because she has feminized him 

and turned him into a version of herself. She has disturbed the social order by creating 

an emasculated subject for the nation, a nation that has no use for her son.  Although 

George fights to overcome the feminine that he feels has contaminated his son, once 

defeat is imminent and he is incapable of fortifying the permeable body of his son, 

George contends, “A child, and it’s mine, is making me ashamed for mankind…The 

soil is bad.” (Montherlant 210). The symbolic reference to soil and land in conjunction 

with Gillou is yet again another blatant connection between the national land and 

Gillou’s body. Soil is the foundation of national space, demarcated through boundaries 

and borders that map the imagined nation. The bad soil connects Marie and her 

infecting femininity left unsecured by masculine control to national land. Gillou is too 



106 

 

 

much like his mother, and, because of this, he is unfit to fulfill his role within the 

structure of national kinship. 

Montherlant seems to render George a heroic figure in this play as he fights to 

establish his desires over his son’s emasculated body. The title of the play’s—No 

Man’s Son—suggests Gillou’s emasculation has not only fragmented him from his 

father, but has demolished Gillou’s place within the social structure of the family and 

the larger national kinship system. Gillou is marked as belonging to no man and 

associated with the ambiguousness of the internally displaced, one positioned through 

the body of his mother and his failed enactment of abjection towards the maternal. 

 Marie bolsters the need for the father figure within the social construction of 

the family as she relies on the guidance of men for her economic survival as well as 

the satisfaction of her sexual desire. Her son is mapped as a site of femininity, and 

only within the action of the play—the father figure’s return to his son’s life—does the 

realization of the monstrous maternal take place. The mother becomes a symbol of the 

emasculated nation of France in need of a father figure or male counterpart to control 

and protect her displacement from her homeland. Without constant surveillance and 

control she cannot live a sustained life. She can corrupt the home and thus the nation 

through her own feminine wiles. George cannot regain the authority over this home 

because he is only a fragmented masculine voice that occasionally visited.  

George makes several remarks alluding to Marie as a representative for France. 

In one example, George reminds Marie: “You have given me powers over you. You 

have given them to me formally, since you signed a deed delegating to me paternal 
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rights over Gillou” (Montherlant 204). George assumes power over Marie through his 

paternal right to Gillou. As the mother, Marie’s identity is marked through her son and 

the patriarchal father. Marie’s rebelliousness in fulfilling her own desire to vacate her 

exiled living condition and George’s hold over her, enacts a tragedy of loss and 

destruction for the maternal and her child. This formal paperwork affording George 

rights over both Marie and Gillou echoes the armistice deal among the German Axis 

power and France delegating the power over the French people to Germans. With the 

land linked to a discourse of femininity, a land penetrated and occupied by an other, 

the ideal national subject exists through patriarchal control. Marie is surrogate for the 

emasculated French country. She signed her rights over to him in the recognition of an 

armistice deal, but, according to Montherlant, she has not appropriately performed her 

role. She has infected the family with femininity. The possibility to reconstruct Gillou 

into an ideal masculine national subject rests on the presence of masculine authority 

and maternal obedience to that authorial figure. Marie’s willful defiance of George’s 

wishes removes any possibility for redemption in the play. 

 In Montherlant’s play all the characters live as exiles within their home 

country, but Marie’s constant desire to return to her family home is directly associated 

with her body and bodily desires. Marie’s position as an exile has sickened her body 

causing Marie to take medication for her ailments, and the landscape of her new home 

frightens her (Montherlant 178). Many exile studies scholars have noted the 

romanticized notion of belonging and return for those who have experienced exile. 

Paul Gready, in Writing as Resistance: Life Stories of Imprisonment, Exile, and 
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Homecoming from Apartheid South Africa, has argued that “Home for the exile is an 

imagined country created through layers of memory, nostalgia, and desire…The 

exile’s new world never fulfills his expectations, and his old world…grows sweeter 

with distance, and its sweetness makes him more bitter” (219). Marie perpetuates her 

role in displacement through her inability “to be fully at home in the present 

…undermin[ing] the commitment to a future belonging elsewhere” (Gready 154).  She 

ignores the impossible return to her previous homeland because it no longer exists as 

she remembers. The play classifies Marie as a monstrous mother in her desire to 

escape internal displacement, placing both her son and herself at risk.  

 Publicized as a collaborationist theatrical piece, No Man’s Son positions exilic 

consciousness as monstrous because the nation cannot survive within the ambiguous 

space of perpetual displacement. Gillou’s emasculation and Marie’s inability to 

survive within a new national identity casts the two characters as waste, throwaways 

that can be consumed by impending sacrificial violence. They do not enact a power 

position within this new structure, but instead weaken it, becoming nostalgic symbols 

for the French nation. Diseased and weak, the old French nation is not a space for 

longing and hope but one that exists in a state of abjection. The new nation of France 

was instructed to build around the father figure, and masculinity, alongside the 

surrogated home of German occupation. Diana Taylor in Disappearing Acts: 

Spectacles of Gender and Nationalism in Argentina’s dirty War has claimed that “The 

man creates himself through the annihilation of woman; community is solidified 

through the spectacle of ‘feminine’ sacrifice” (21). The play enacts Taylor’s claim as 
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it positions Marie and Gillou as necessary sacrifices for social stability. Through the 

sacrificial offering of Marie and Gillou to the occupation zone, George and thus the 

fatherland are stronger. George states at the end of Act III: “I have sacrificed him to 

the idea I have of man. She has sacrificed him to the need she has of man. Each of us, 

she and I, kept talking of our own sacrifice. And he alone was the one to be sacrificed. 

Woman’s son? No, no man’s son. No man’s son, like the others. …No it isn’t to her 

I’m offering him up. I’m offering him up to a principle” (Montherlant 227). The father 

sacrifices his kin so that man can survive. According to George, although Marie’s fate 

will most probably have the same outcome as Gillou since they both will move into 

occupied territory, Marie is not a sacrifice. The true sacrifice George states above is 

the product of her reproduction, the male child who does not live up to the masculine 

standard national discourse. George’s statements abnegate Marie’s kinship status as 

mother and her social rank as a national subject.  The play minimizes the sacrifice of 

the maternal figure because the social structure of the French family depends on 

maternal sacrifice. Per Montherlant, Marie does not represent the ideal mother role; 

she has failed in this regard and her potential demise is not to be understood as 

dramatically tragic. Maternal sacrifice is expected to remove further damage, abject 

the maternal from the subject, and eradicate the penetrable feminized body. 

Unrecoverable masculinity is the tragedy. There is no thematic engine driving the play 

if George’s presence as a masculine figure in Gillou’s life cannot revitalize and coerce 

Gillou into understanding his close relationship to his mother has infected him with 

femininity. George attempts throughout the play to reveal this to Gillou with the 
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hopeful conclusion that Gillou will be able to usurp a masculine role again. By the end 

of the play, Gillou recognizes this, but for George, his son’s revelation has come too 

late. Marie and Gillou exist as nostalgic symbols for a France that must come to terms 

with a new reality forged by recovering the failed kinship found in this space. Within 

the play’s structure, this realization comes too late for Gillou, thus Marie and Gillou 

are separated from George and moved into an occupied space of control and 

containment. 

Playwright Henry de Montherlant had connections with Vichy and Nazi 

policies and was uniformly accepted as “the cure for France’s decadent theatre” (195). 

Christian Michelfielder in “Le theatre de Montherlant” argues Montherlant’s 

dramaturgy is one that “burn(s) with a flame that purifies” (47-53). This argument 

coincides with the Vichy political register of occupied France and in a speech 

Montherlant delivered before Germans invaded the country, he spoke on “the 

‘decadence’ of France, the ‘feminine’ and ‘christian’ conformity, weakness, and 

cowardice of the French people” (Witt 200).51 Kenneth Krauss in The Drama of 

Fallen France argued that Montherlant’s “idealization of masculinity and childhood, 

his glorification of sport and war, his Nietzschean cruelty and contempt for women, all 

seemed consonant with fascist culture” (172). Krauss, however, dissected the play’s 

dramaturgy through Montherlant’s biographical status as a pedophile connecting the 

playwright’s private life with an unhealthy relationship between Gillou and George. I 

argue that this play supports the political agenda that mapped national recovery 

                                                             
51 Montherlant delivered this talk on November 29, 1938. 
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through the sacrifice of the monstrous maternal and her familial lineage as the only 

way to secure French national kinship.  

The play works as a piece of propaganda to code appropriate behavior for 

masculine and feminine subjects within the kinship system. George is a failed father 

figure who, through his absenteeism, has allowed Marie to infect his son with her 

femininity. Images from the production used to promote and review the play suggest 

the continuous power dynamics lost among the characters in this failed family. In one 

photograph from the production Marie sits in a chair while George stands next to 

center in a well-tailored suit. He is the visual emblem of strength in his suit with the 

hierarchal composition in the photograph indicating him as leader in this family. This 

picture juxtaposes the play text that reveals the awkward dynamics between George 

fighting for his authority over the two other characters. While few production stills are 

available, the ones that remain leave traces that document the hierarchal importance of 

the triangle of bodies on the stage.  The kinship system revealed in the play represents 

the broken family. Marie and George are not married and Gillou is a product from 

their affair. The adult characters have led to this domestic fragmentation through 

immoral acts outside of wedlock. French nationalism narrated the necessary 

foundations needed to stabilize the family with a husband, wife, and children in homes 

creating a strong foundation weaved by the heterosexual symbolic family structure. 

Although domestic space is represented as outside the parameters of German influence 

in that it is a space in the free zone during the occupation, it is through this liminality 

that frenchness is represented as possible.  
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  In German-Occupied France, the family was enlisted as the means by which 

French nationhood could survive and thrive. This fabricated sense of French 

nationalism was used as a mechanism to control the crisis branded under enemy 

occupation. French national identity was constructed through its linkage with the 

strong French family as seen in examples throughout the country. One such example 

found in Les Prisonnieres et La Famille stated that “France will truly, durably recover 

only if the French family first recovers” (Higgonet 187). As discussed in chapter one, 

the French family was inserted into discourse pertaining to laws, holidays, and 

indoctrination practices educating young men and women on idealized gendered 

practices. This propaganda instructed women and men on how to act, dress, and 

behave to insure a place within the strong family social unit. The propaganda 

instructed females to fulfill their biological functions by procreating within a 

heteronormative married couple. Male members of the social unit were also instructed 

on securing French nationhood as supported by propaganda as well as Olympic-style 

games that promoted masculinity, physical prowess and strength, and family 

leadership. Pamphlets dispersed by Vichy as part of an outreach campaign to young 

men read “Happiness?  A wife, a home…children” (Higgonet 186). These tactics 

instructed French citizens on their place within the familial structure that constructed 

and sustained a strong French foundation within the liminal national space of 

occupation. It created a fabricated sense of French national kinship while under 

German occupation. 
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It is important to restate how, during German occupation, femininity was often 

used as negative adjectives and descriptors. Maternity and reproduction of citizens 

marked the revolution for French nationalism, but this intertwined with narratives that 

attached femininity to notions of unruly behavior, impurity, and contagion. While 

women were needed as agents to produce national subjects, they were also equated 

with flawed aspects of national identity and French society. Vichy government under 

German occupation continually instructed and coerced women through propaganda 

and legislation. Theatre was not immune to using the feminine in conjunction with 

unruly behavior (inscribed through a larger scope of historical rhetoric then the project 

of this book but a part of the occupation years).52 Fascism and Nazism both aspired to 

idealize males as the ruling elite and worshiped masculinity. 

These plays mapped the feminine other by demonstrating what could occur if 

female bodies remained ungoverned. The uncontrolled female body and domestic 

space that lacked male supervision was a key component in recovering French kinship. 

Thus, kinship stability and security upheld French nationalism and the social order by 

enlisting specific requirements for the French family. This included both a mother and 

a father in the family unit.  La Famille des Prisonneurs stated “[…] we talk a lot about 

mothers and undoubtedly they play an essential part; but a home without a father is not 

a home, at least not a happy or viable one” (Pollard 101). The play permeates with 

masculinity as the only possible savior for familial recovery but in the play 

masculinity ultimately fails at reconstituting kinship. Failed masculinity in the play 

                                                             
52 Even Jean Paul Sartre makes the comparative connection with collaboration defined as a 

feminine psychological example. (Jackson) 
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points to the inherent contamination of domestic space with unchecked femininity 

causing grotesque formations of familial life. The family unit is not resolved by the 

end of the play. The play ends with Marie and Gillou leaving for the occupied zone 

after George’s final rejection of his son. The occupied zone is defined as dangerous 

within the play, especially where they are headed, but they remain as figures of 

abjection that could at any point return. Their move into the occupied state is a hopeful 

resolution to secure the French family with either impure, unruly social members 

expelled, or, at the very least, placing these bodies back into a national space under 

high control.53 

The Misunderstanding  

In Camus’s The Misunderstanding, the monstrosity of the mother and, later, of 

the daughter, establish the feminine as a marked other that is embedded in a liminal 

zone wherein duty and sacrifice turns the family unit into a grotesque display. 

According to Ann Kaplan’s reading of Kristeva in Motherhood and Representation, 

“If woman culturally is defined as the one at the margin between culture and chaos, 

order and anarchy, reason and the abyss, then she typifies abjection” (43). This state of 

abjection unfolds in the play through the perverse family dynamics portrayed through 

the mother’s corruptive capabilities. These capabilities directly associated to 

                                                             
53 The program for the performance also worked to promote gendered practices for women as 

mothers and feminine subjects. Filled with advertisements for perfumes, clothing, and baby 

carriages, the program highlighted the essential components considered ideal for women’s 

bodies. Before audiences attended the show, Montherlant had provided the audience with a 

prologue also published in the press during the production. This prologue attempted to give an 

insider’s view to the world of the play through the press. (Krauss 169). 
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motherhood need suppression and all kinship lineages associated with her maternal 

body need to be eliminated.  

 The play first opened at the Théâtre de Mathurins in Paris on August 24,1944. 

The play was published in 1943 but its premier occurred right alongside the liberation 

of Paris.54 The play is set in a non-specific European country town where the Mother 

and Martha, the daughter, own and work at an inn. The two women kill men who stay 

at their inn and live off their victims’ money. Mother’s son, Jan, appears after a long 

separation from his home, but never admits to either character that he is their 

estranged kin. After a period of questioning by Martha, she sets out to murder the new 

guest even though her mother has asked to take the night off from killing. Martha sets 

the act in motion as she becomes frustrated with Jan who continuously transgresses the 

regulations of allowable conversation implemented by Martha and, thus, she persuades 

her mother to finish the murderous deed. After the two women kill Jan, a manservant 

character hands them his passport where they discover the truth of Jan’s kinship ties to 

the two of them. With this knowledge, the Mother exits the stage with the intention to 

commit suicide and eventually the daughter Martha follows suit.  

In The Misunderstanding the women’s economic survival depends on the 

consumption of male members of society, but this is not where the dramatic problem 

of the play lies. The fact that they kill traveling male outsiders for survival is a detail 

given quite early in the exposition. The misunderstanding that occurs is that they 

murder a member of their own family. Violence is both a result of the estranged son’s 

                                                             
54 It closed for a brief time for the liberation and reopened. 



116 

 

 

return to his family home as well as the landscape of the play. The Mother and Martha 

are implicated as polluting the social order through violence enacted on kin, not on the 

multitude of strangers that have crossed their paths. This important dramaturgical 

nexus of the play directly links back to national narratives that positioned France’s 

resuscitation on kinship.  

Henri Lefebvre in The Production of Space contends that nationhood implies 

conditions of market and of violence (112). Representative of the kinship structure in 

the play, the inn illustrates the relationship between market and violence. The Mother 

and Martha’s economic status is tied to their domestic space wherein they enact 

violence on their rich male guests. Lefebvre states “Sovereignty implies space and 

what is more it implies a space against which violence, whether latent or overt is 

directed —a space established and constituted on violence” (280). The Mother reveals 

this connection to the inn. Through her dialogue, the audience ascertains how the 

violence began with her husband who is no longer in the picture, the absent father 

figure that left the residue of violent acts on the family home. The mother and 

daughter must take care of this land and they do this through the lineage of violence 

left over from the male figure. The inn thrives on this violence handed down by men 

through women and passed on to the next generation. Violence is a part of the space, 

but the tragedy lies in the son’s return to his mother, fueled by desire to reconnect with 

her and his misguided intentions to not revealing himself to his family right away.55 

They see him as an outsider, not as one of them. With the two women left to their own 

                                                             
55 The play was dubbed a tragedy of communication by Sonnenfeld. 
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devices, the final killing of their own kin corrupts even the normative violence found 

at the inn. The two women characters inhabit an unstable environment without 

patriarchal authority and thus have tainted and destroyed kinship possibilities.  

The two male characters have authority to change the outcome of the play. Jan, 

the son, is the dramatic compass that the play revolves around. He has the ability to 

control the situation because he is the one with the knowledge to do so, but he chooses 

not to reveal himself to his family, thus leading to his own murder. In a production 

photo from the premiere, Jan hovers over Martha, his sister. He smiles and looks down 

on her and she peers in his direction but does not actually look at him. This production 

photo establishes the relationship between the two characters with Jan as the character 

with power. Martha maybe seen as a powerful agent within the play because of her 

role in Jan’s eventual murder but her violent activities have not given her  freedom to 

leave the inn or to live a sustained existence. Her agency is illusive because Jan does 

not enact the power he holds and the play unfolds as a tragic tale for the entire family. 

The other male character in the play is the non-speaking manservant character. 

Although he does not have a voice within the play, he constantly gazes upon the 

actions in the scene and gains full knowledge of Jan’s identity. Therefore, both male 

characters in the play have the knowledge to control the situation. In terms of 

knowledge, they are the insiders and they alone understand the situation presented to 

the audience.  

The female characters, on the other hand, lack this authorial knowledge are 

expected to instinctually recognize their fellow family member in accordance with 
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purportedly natural laws of kinship.  The mother’s incompetence in recognizing her 

son demonstrates her monstrosity, as indicted by this dialogue:  

THE MOTHER. In any case, when a mother is no longer capable of 

recognizing her own son, it’s clear her role on earth has ended. 

MARTHA. No. Not if her daughter’s happiness remains to be ensured. 

And, no less than my heart, my hopes are shattered when I hear you 

speaking in this new, amazing way—- you who had taught me to 

respect nothing. 

THE MOTHER. …a mother’s love for her son is now my certainty. 

MARTHA. So you are not sure that a mother can love her daughter? 

THE MOTHER. It’s not now that I want to wound you, Martha, but 

love for a daughter can never be the same thing. It strikes less deep. 

(Camus 120-121) 

 

In this dialogue exchange between mother and daughter, the Mother confesses the 

severity in not recognizing her own kin. The Mother genders kinship relationships 

towards the masculine, giving the masculine a more important status. The Mother’s 

maternal inadequacy towards her son has negated her motherhood role. The fault in 

the play comes to rest on the mother’s shoulders, not on the male characters in the play 

that could have changed the tragic outcome. The Mother character has not been 

afforded a subjectivity outside of her maternal classification. She has no name except 

for Mother in this play. Although she runs an inn, her role is mother. She has failed in 

this role: she has corroded the family home and lineage with enduring violence, and 

she has misrecognized her son leading to his murder. 

Martha’s role is different in the play as she becomes the monstrous surrogate to 

her mother’s teachings, pushing for violence even when her mother wants “to give it 

up for the night” (Camus 98). The Mother describes herself as tired and getting older. 

Routine seems to be the reason she still enacts murder. Unlike her mother, Martha 
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enacts violence for the possibility to relocate and escape the inn. In the following 

scene, Martha confronts her Mother attempting to persuade her to kill one more time. 

Martha states: 

MARTHA (emotionally). Oh, mother, can’t you understand? Once we 

have enough money in hand, and I can escape from this shut in valley; 

once we can say goodbye to this inn and this dreary town where it’s 

always raining; once we’ve forgotten this land of shadows—ah then, 

when my dream has come true, and we’re living beside the sea, then 

you will see me smile. Unfortunately one needs a great deal of money 

to be able to live in freedom by the sea. (Camus 79) 

 

It is Martha who still desires a better place in the world around her and through 

this desire coerces her mother into completing Jan’s murder. Martha is the first 

person to point to the Mother’s inadequacies, admitting to her mother that 

although the inn is described as very tidy and clean, she “could do better” 

(Camus 78). Martha pressures the mother figure into action through the legacy 

of learned violent behavior. 

Although Mother should recognize her own son, Martha misses the 

opportunity to gain insight into Jan’s connection during her intensive questioning of 

him. Martha executes a full interrogation of her soon-to-be discovered brother. Her 

inquiries about his name, profession, familial ties, and a multitude of other questions 

ensure that he is the perfect victim. While Jan finds the intense questioning to be 

strange, he concedes to give Martha just enough vague information to keep his secret 

from unfolding. In a production photo from this scene, Jan and Martha sit at a table 

across from each other. They both look up at each other. The two characters engage in 
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a power play from opposite ends of the table. This power play set up between man and 

woman coincides with an outsider/insider narrative found in the text.  

The Misunderstanding plays with this narrative of outsider and insider 

especially in relation to the audience’s perspective. Jan is the obvious outsider to the 

inn and the characters onstage. He is a victim in the play because of his outsider status. 

He is dressed in a nice suit, as opposed to Martha and the Mother who are dressed in a 

gypsy peasant style with blouses, long skirts, vests, and Martha has a bag that hangs 

off her waist tie.  This physical difference in costume sets up Jan as separate in class 

and wealth from the characters at the inn. Jan, however, holds the knowledge to 

change the course of events and the audience gains insight to the play through him. 

Jan’s outsider status is incorrect: he is a family member. Jan is the outsider to the 

theatrical onstage world; but he is connected to the audience in an insider pact of 

knowledge. To the Paris audience, Martha and the Mother take on a strange liminal 

status of belonging and unbelonging. Their home/inn is located in an obscure locale 

and their costumes are not representative of urban space or the French audience.   

Martha’s hopefulness versus her mother’s passivity further alienates the 

maternal into a domain of the other even in this vague land of monsters. Elinor Fuchs 

in Land/Scape/Theatre suggests “Alienation is never in general, never of course; it 

uses a specific mode and moment of production as a means of alienating the subject, 

estranging those moments of ‘innate’ desire to produce the possibility of different 

modes of identification” (292). Fuchs argument suggests that alienation itself is a tool 

used to perpetuate itself. Alienation is not a state of being but a producer of various 
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identifications. Alienation in The Misunderstanding works in the same vein. Both 

women at one time or another have acted out their innate desires of violence-to kill, 

which would position them as alienated subjects in a space where murder was inclined 

to be monstrous. In this liminal landscape of the inn, a dwelling marked by strangers 

passing through, murder is somewhat tolerated or even sought after to have a better 

life. Martha’s violent acts and betrayals of those around her, including disobeying her 

mother’s wish for inactivity, occur because Martha states she is entitled to more than 

the inadequate lineage handed to her through her familial ties. The mother’s enactment 

of murder, however, is a habitual outcome of the years of violent encounters removed 

from a goal or good reason behind her actions. Both Dreyfus and Pollard discuss the 

role of education in German-Occupied France that instructed young girls on how to be 

good national subjects which included good wives and mothers through domesticity. 

In this play, the lineage between mothers and daughters are presented as corrupt, a 

kinship legacy infected by violent education and masculine absenteeism.  

The action of the story must destroy and remove the maternal body. This body 

represents the monstrous concoction of violence passed on through her maternal 

legacy. After the death of Jan, his wife Marie arrives at the inn and confronts Martha 

on her husband’s whereabouts. After finding out her husband has been murdered by 

his own family, Marie states “Neither you nor your mother will ever be more to me 

than vague, fleeting faces that came and went in the course of a tragedy which can 

never end” (Camus 131). Marie and Mother both exit the stage and the play suggests 

that they both kill themselves. Once their bodies are stripped from the narrative, the 
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women become shadows expunged from the landscape and removed from the ability 

to continue their crimes against humanity. A product of maternal reproduction, Jan’s 

murder emerges as a sacrificial totem to this landscape. The maternal figure and her 

entire kinship legacy has been wiped clear from the space. 

Plagued Space 

Although Jan promotes an exilic consciousness of obligation and duty to return 

to the family, the mother’s grotesque characterization reveals the truly exiled national 

subject. In Staging Place, Una Chauduri locates the perspective of detachment in 

exilic consciousness: 

The home as house (and, behind it the home as homeland) is a site of a 

claim to affiliation whose incontestability has been established by a 

thick web of economic, juridical, and scientific discourses—which also 

construct the meaning of exile. It is a usefully ambivalent meaning: on 

the one hand, exile is branded by the negative of loss and separation; on 

the other, it is distinguished by distance, detachment, perspective. For 

the individual, the poetics of exile offers a mechanism whereby 

suffering is exchanged for a certain moral authority, personal rupture 

for aesthetic rupture. (12) 

 

In this quote, Chauduri explains the many systems in place that position home 

as site of familial kinship and national kinship. She acknowledges how those 

very systems define exile as separated from this claim of belonging to home. 

Chauduri’s argument is most pertinent in how exile works for the displaced 

individual in the interstices of nostalgia for place and the ability of separated 

perspective.  

  The inn is a space located in the interstices of domestic home space and 

domestic economic space. It is in a non-descript town that others pass through 
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and it is the Mother’s occupation to nurture and take care of her guests for the 

night. The Mother represents an exilic displacement facilitated by the land and 

the burden of survival categorized through loss and separation from her 

husband and son. Through her violent acts she has created a deprived 

atmosphere in the loss of human life and yet, she is the detached voice heard 

throughout the play. As her daughter evokes hopefulness in relocation, the 

mother understands her displaced condition as she creates her home space 

through collected memories, filled with an unspecified number of victims. The 

mother’s detachment from a motivation behind her murderous deeds 

establishes an association of the maternal to violent encounters wherein the 

home is not a safe space but an ambiguous domestic site of terror. 

The inn is a site of violent domesticity located in a space of the in-between 

removed from a societal framework that would impose moral authority. There is no 

mention that prior or pending investigations exist for either woman. They have 

evidently escaped any convictions or suspicions by police or other authority figures. 

Thus, the violence of consumption for monetary gain and a better life somewhere else 

exists without interference from outside sources. This space of the in-between, 

however, is a diseased place marked through a corrupted kinship system and Marie’s 

wanton desire to escape.  

Albert Camus has an interest in corrupted and diseased spaces. In his preface 

to The Misunderstanding, Camus discusses the feeling of “claustrophobia” represented 

in the play, which he states is in direct relation to being in the mountains during the 
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occupation. While he admits in his preface that audiences did not connect to the play, 

he states that some of the “ambiguity to the dialogues” was supposed to make the 

audience “feel simultaneously at home and out of his element” (viii). This sense of 

haze between belonging and unbelonging, inside and outside, thematically driven 

through kinship, directly relates to internal displacement, as Camus himself explains.  

This preoccupation with plagued spaces continued in many works by Albert Camus, 

most notably his novel The Plague.56  

The analysis of Camus’s novel gives insight into the plagued space he sets up 

in The Misunderstanding. Albert Sonnenfeld analyzes Camus’s The Plague and writes 

“isolation of individual inhabitants is but a fragmentary symptom of the quarantine 

imposed on the city as a whole [...] Moreover the plague, is at its most insidious not at 

the dramatic moment of a victim’s death but its slow, almost imperceptible power to 

demoralize the still healthy population” (117). Sonnenfeld’s analysis of Camus’s novel 

directly encompasses the work of the inn and the dysfunctional kinship system in 

Camus’s play The Misunderstanding. Martha and the Mother inhabit the space of the 

inn, a site of decay and death that has contaminated the characters’ moral universe. 

Isolated from society, they both victimize travelers who enter this plagued space. 

Those that travel to the inn are also isolated individuals, separated from family and 

loved ones that may problematize Martha and Marie’s violent system. They both seek 

out victims based on their isolation from kinship systems that could cause alarm for 

                                                             
56 Camus staged The Plague as a play under the title State of Siege. He made the plague into a 

military dictator that he dressed in a grey Nazi uniform and this character appeared onstage 

giving a four-page inaugural address about the new rules and regulations citizens should abide 

by and adhere to in their behavior (Tulane Drama Review 118). 
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missing or lost family members. The two women’s interactions with others from 

outside the inn are only through a temporality associated to the inn as a place to stop 

on the way to somewhere else. By stopping at this isolated space, travelers take risk 

with their lives. Poisoned by Martha and the Mother, the violent space consumes the 

male members of society who seemingly enter under healthy conditions and prove to 

be worthy victims through their isolation and economical status. The two characters’ 

deaths follow suit in the play’s resolution with their own violence consuming their 

lives.  

While Jan’s theatrical dead body onstage is visible to the audience, Martha and 

the Mother’s suicides purportedly take place offstage and are only spoken about by the 

characters. This non-visible self-sacrifice against the mother and her kin is similar to 

Montherlant’s No Man’s Son discussed previously in this chapter. In Montherlant’s 

play, Gillou and Marie leave to travel to the war torn and occupied area of her 

homeland, but their future remains unknown. Martha and the Mother both speak about 

their suicidal intentions but the audience never views their deaths. The play ends with 

Jan’s wife, Marie, confronting Martha after returning to the inn in the hopes to 

discover a reunited family. Instead she finds out of the monstrosity enacted against her 

husband. Once Martha exits the play with the assumption that she will be taking her 

life as well, the only female survivor in the play, Marie, asks God for help and the 

elderly manservant, who works at the inn and has never spoken a word throughout 

arrives to the scene. In a later version of the play the Manservant answered Marie’s 

call for help:  
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MANSERVANT. What’s all this noise? Did you call me?  

MARIE. ‘Oh’ I don’t know. But help me, help me for I need help. Be 

kind and say you will help me. 

MANSERVANT.  No.    (Camus 134) 

  

Although Marie is married to Jan, she is unconnected from the familial ties that bind 

the other three characters together. She is an outsider to this familial unit which is 

perhaps why both she and the manservant remain intact at the play’s conclusion. She 

represents the ideal female subject as she plays the good wife. She does not stand in 

Jan’s way in his return to the family home. She obeys his request to stay away from 

the inn until the time is right. Ironically, if she disobeyed her husband, she could have 

interrupted the murder and the resolution would have been family reunification. The 

play ending does not allow this resolution. In the final scene, Marie, as the last female 

character onstage asks God to arrive and help. The Manservant character arrives, and 

he is unwilling to help her. The scene subjugates the feminine body to the masculine 

gaze. The female characters have power in this play: power as inn owners, power to 

inflict violence and cause harm, power over weaker masculine figures. But this power 

is associated with their unruliness and susceptibility towards impurity as women and 

mothers.  

Conclusion 

The representations of these ‘bad’ mothers within the context of these two 

plays depict the important and necessary control of maternal bodies through the 

patriarchal voice. Although these representations destabilized the maternal ideal 

strategically spectacularized during the occupation, their monstrosity continues to 

reinforce pure kinship perpetuated by Vichy and Nazi regimes. This pure kinship 
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strengthened and solidified a strong French family by utilizing the reproductive 

abilities of the maternal body to propagate population growth.  It was thought that 

strong and masculine father figures had to actively control the maternal as a marked 

territory. Otherwise, the kinship units would corrupt and contaminate social systems, 

most importantly national kinship. Both texts position the essentialist precursors of the 

feminine body— nature, reproduction, nurturing— as sites of horror that imbue the 

nation with undesirables who must be omitted from the political landscape. They 

intersect with liminal national space in an enemy-occupied country. It is important to 

note that the maternal figure is not one used specifically by the Vichy regime in 

concocting a national imaginary for France’s recovery. The Vichy and Nazi regimes 

both integrated this idealized maternal model to construct a national identity during 

the occupation (as nations have historically imagined themselves through the bodies of 

women in sacrificial offering and as emblematic symbols for the mother country). 57 

These plays are only two examples staged during Occupied France that 

incorporated narratives and themes relating to family and kinship. They meditated on 

                                                             
57 The program accompanying the play was filled with images related to gender roles and 

home space. The first advertisement in the program is a cartoon drawing for De Riaz. A 

woman is sitting at her vanity applying makeup powder to her face. Eyes almost closed she 

looks at herself in a small hand held mirror.  the left corner, a man stands smoking with a 

sinister look on his face, eyebrows curved down inner sides. Next is an advertisement for a 

baby carriage with a baby inside, but no mother to be found. The message in the ad: Voiture 

d’enfant voiture qui vous plaira in script on top with the word FRANCIA in bold between the 

two lines. This is on the corresponding page with the four cast photos. Another advertisement 

to purchase treasury bills for France’s recovery illustrates a man chopping down a tree with an 

axe and female workers carrying branches through a snow-lined landscape. There is a house in 

the background. These advertisements are important to note because they are a part of the 

performance. They directly inhabit narratives associated with the play including major themes 

of kinship, motherhood, the male gaze, and national home space. 
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contemporary questions of French nationalism, identity, and the liminal space of 

occupation. Although both plays step into a world of dysfunctional frenchness through 

the family, neither play reconstitutes the French family in final denouement. While 

they have this minute intervention in countering national narratives found within 

nationalist spectacles, they each position motherhood and the space of domesticity as 

agents of infiltration and otherness needing control, containment, and ultimately 

should be expelled to allow for the reintegration of a strong national space built 

around a strong national family. As the popular Vichy slogan professed suffering 

purifies.  Each play attempts family reunification that ultimately goes horribly wrong 

because reunification is marred through the absence of patriarchal authority. The 

monstrous maternal left to fester in her abjection marks her children with this legacy. 

The return is failed and impossible. The suffering does not purify by recovering the 

French family but in snuffing out impurity.  

These representations of motherhood and failed kinship systems, accompanied 

by the spectacle of the Exode and Vichy policies, display the inescapable social 

construction of the maternal subject in French nationhood. Theatrical representations 

revived the maternal body’s susceptibility to infiltration and a threat to national space.  

While the ideal mother had the productive ability to make a nation, the father figure 

needed ultimate control to ensure an uncontaminated, pure French nation. The 

subversive maternal figures embodied monstrous doubles and diseased kinship 

systems. They did not uphold nationalist agendas of purity and were employed as 

sacrificial subjects for national security.  
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The two plays analyzed specifically in this chapter speak to the events of their 

day. Both were written, developed, and performed during the Occupation, signaling a 

theatrical apparatus lodged into the experience of internal displacement and the liminal 

zone of occupation. In this respect, these plays (as well as many others during the 

Occupation), become part of the ritual negotiation between a sense of national 

collective and the failures in kinship through displacement and occupation. The 

consistent reperformance of kinship displayed across stages during the occupation 

intertwine with the failed national imagination.  
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Chapter Three: Re-Imagine/Re-perform: Mapping Internal Displacement in  

Waiting for Godot 

  

 

 Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot has been famously summarized by Vivien 

Mercier as a play where “nothing happens twice” (Boxall 13). Waiting for Godot, 

however, is continually presented in performance as something that matters, a play 

that speaks to innumerable catastrophic events and life upheavals including war, 

apartheid, and imprisonment. Jon Erickson in his article “Nothing to be Done?” 

suggests that Beckett speaks specifically to war zones because “the space of war as the 

failure of politics frames a very basic element of political hope in human relations for 

something to take the place of unending and arbitrary violence, to end the torturous 

waiting in a landscape where social meaning has been erased” (259). Although the 

inaction and sense of meaninglessness throughout Godot has categorized it under such 

distinctions as absurdist, existential, and postmodern among others, the historical 

relevance of the play with the experiences of the mass Exodus of 1940 and the 

subsequent four-year German occupation of France should not be discounted.58 

Beckett’s Godot is haunted by the events of the Exodus and Occupation. I argue this 

play is a representation of the fragmented and sometimes ambiguous state of national 

                                                             
58 Thousands of Parisians fled Paris during the Exode heading south once the government 

declared that the Germans were invading the city, Beckett and his wife Suzanne were a part of 

this exodus. 
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belonging experienced in France during this time. Through this contextual 

engagement, the world of Godot is resurrected by means of a remembering of the 

displaced condition, one that politicizes the play within the discourse of an occupied 

liminal space and the marginal status of national bodies that are still located under the 

laws and codes of a national imagining. In this context, the play creates a world that 

has succumbed to inaction through suspicion and surveillance where the possibilities 

of moving beyond displacement are denied. 

 Paul Chan’s site specific performance in 2007 of Waiting for Godot in the 

Lower Ninth Ward and Gentilly neighborhoods of New Orleans cultivated the textual 

connections of displacement in the play by exploring the marginalization of American 

citizens after the devastation of Hurricane Katrina. In Performing Remains: Art and 

War in Times of Theatrical Reenactment, Rebecca Schneider argues for the ability of 

reenactment to speak through time where “the past remains both as a trace and as a 

matter for the deferred live of its (re)encounter” (45). This re-performance of Godot 

positioned the play as a touchstone of the displaced position in New Orleans through 

the historical reawakening of Beckett’s original text. The production utilized the topic 

of inaction to delve into the appalling inactive responses by government officials and 

agencies towards the communities of New Orleans affected by this crisis, where the 

majority were in poverty stricken and African American communities.  In an effort to 

reconstruct an identity of community through the theatrical process, the production 

explored the ways in which a narrative of belonging could be reimagined and 

reclaimed, but it also reenacted the internally displaced condition. Through cross-
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racial casting choices, the incorporation of references that were symbolic to the 

community, and the site-specific spatial makeup of New Orleans as a backdrop, the 

production established a desired reconnection to a subjectivity marked in citizenship. 

This desire was conducted through the recognition of the site and people of New 

Orleans as marginalized citizens: national subjects falsely represented as problematic 

refugees. 

Staging Waiting for Godot in the aftermath of massive internal displacement of 

New Orleans restores the original play to an expression of the condition of 

displacement. Rebecca Schneider discusses this non-linear touching of time in her 

argument that “Reenactment troubles linear temporality by offering at least the 

suggestion of recurrence, or return, even if the practice is peppered with its own 

ongoing incompletion” (30). I argue that this reenactment of Waiting for Godot in 

New Orleans re-performs a narrative of displacement found in the original text and in 

this engagement with the play, the relevance of Godot as a play about the displaced 

condition is reimagined. Through this reworking of the play and the touching of time 

between these two sites, the remains of the original text are excavated illuminating the 

inherent historical structure of displacement found in the play. This crossing of the 

two sites does not obliterate the specificity of each site that fosters difference, for 

Schneider states, “to touch is not to become coextensive, to fully become that which is 

touched or which touches, but it is to (partially) collapse the distance marking one 

thing as fully distinct from another thing” (35). A mapping of the specificities of 

displacement as a fundamental core of the text highlights the entanglement between 
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the historical lens of German-Occupied France and the devastated site of New 

Orleans, but does not erase the longstanding violent displacement of African 

Americans at the core of the American nation or the specific horrors of Nazism. 

Instead, this remapping of displacement between the text and the New Orleans 

production profoundly reactivates a scenario of displacement from both experiences 

through violent reencounters of marginalization within the national imaginary.59 

New Orleans Godot: Among the Ruins 

 Two years after Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast Paul Chan, Creative 

Time, and the Harlem Renaissance Theatre staged free site-specific performances of 

Waiting for Godot in two New Orleans neighborhoods affected by the flooding. With 

the specific spatial makeup of New Orleans as backdrop, the production conducted an 

inquiry into national exclusion. Although a controversial production with many in the 

New Orleans community, on a national level, Chan’s Waiting for Godot is often the 

textbook example accepted as Post-Katrina performance.60  The site-specific 

performances unmasked perceived citizenship rights for American citizens and 

revealed the failed narrative of national kinship within the United States. The 

production was originally conceived and performed at the Harlem Theatre in New 

                                                             
59 Here I use Taylor’s idea of the scenario that predates the script and “makes visible, yet 

again, what is already there: the ghosts, the images, the stereotypes” (28). Taylor argues that to 

reactivate the scenario one must:” conjure the scene, wrestle with the social construction of 

bodies in particular contexts, encapsulate the setup and action, formulaic structures that 

predispose certain outcomes and yet allow for reversal, parody, and change” because the 

scenario is about reactivation rather than duplication. 
60The production was criticized for having a large production budget while residents lived in 

dire conditions. 
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York after the director Christopher McElroen was inspired to direct Godot upon 

seeing a photograph of two men floating on a door during the flooding of New Orleans 

from Hurricane Katrina (Smith 2). Paul Chan reached out to the director and the 

collaboration began. Upon Chan’s first visit to the devastated areas of New Orleans he 

noted the uncanny similarity of his visual surroundings to the Beckett play, and in an 

artistic statement wrote, “The longing for the new is a reminder of what is worth 

renewing. Seeing Godot embedded in the very fabric of the landscape of New Orleans 

was my way of reimagining the empty roads, the debris, and, above all, the bleak 

silence as more than an expression of mere collapse” (Chan 26). Employing the 

landscape of the city as the backdrop of the play, and the inclusion of specific markers 

of the local community, the production established a discourse of the marginalization 

of the site of New Orleans and spoke to the displaced people of the city as actual 

citizens of the nation. 

 Through several production choices the space of the play specifically inhabited 

the landscape of New Orleans. The theatrical event began before the performance with 

gumbo served to the patrons, as well as a second line parade that led the attendees to 

their seats. Once the performance began several attempts were made to create a sense 

of cohesion among the audience, New Orleans, and the seemingly ambiguous Beckett 

script. The casting of New Orleans native Wendell Pierce as Vladimir, the inclusion of 

a Satchmo impersonation, a tap dancer, and the Mardi Gras Indian Chant “Hey Pocky 

Way” all attempted to create a community vibe among the spectators and the play.61 

                                                             
61 Satchmo is the nickname given to New Orleans native and icon Louis Armstrong who is as 

much a cultural icon in New Orleans as the famous Mardi Gras Indians. 
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The site-specific production utilized the actual destitution of once-thriving 

neighborhoods to establish the relationship between the communities’ devastation and 

the recognizable theme of waiting in the play. As the actor Wendell Pierce who played 

Vladimir attested, “I think one of the stars of the play was actually the setting” (Cox).  

Chan hinted at this awareness when he stated “New Orleans is a stage, literally. Our 

stage is in the street” (Maloney 2). This landscape of the city became part of the play 

as the streets and dilapidated houses allowed the production to explore more than a 

defined setting of displacement. The landscape performed the very essence of waiting 

thematically present in the play marked through its vacancy. Wendell Pierce, the actor 

who played Vladimir, declared “People identified Godot as FEMA…but we knew that 

Godot symbolized our very existence which had disappeared; our neighborhood was 

no longer there, and we feared it would not return” (Smith). Therefore, the 

quintessential nonexistent character in the play, Godot, stood in for all that was lost 

politically, culturally, socially and possibly forgotten for good, as the play created its 

space among the ruins of the city of New Orleans. 

Mapping French Landscapes through Time and Space 

In Samuel Beckett: Waiting for Godot/Endgame, Peter Boxall writes, 

“Beckett's work is released into a space in which political and material realities are 

cleared away to reveal the universal linguistic mechanics that lie behind and before 

life in the world” (135). An analysis of Waiting for Godot interrogates Boxall’s 

assertion of political and material erasure by uncovering textual references to a very 

specific spatial makeup through the landscape of France. Through this investigation of 
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Beckett’s play, often examined by its universal and malleable appeal, I reconstruct the 

play’s direct conversation with the experiences of German-Occupied France, a 

condition of subjectivity signified by displacement, surveillance, and occupation. This 

analysis is not to suggest a definitive mode of interpretation of the play, but to 

illuminate how this play articulates the political and social realities of German-

Occupied France.  

In particular, the events of Beckett’s life during the Exodus and in the 

following years of the occupation can be traced through a mode of displacement and 

exile which creates an important historical lens in which to read Waiting for Godot. 

Samuel Beckett and his wife Suzanne fled Paris twice, once during the mass exodus of 

1940 for a few months, returning to Paris until 1942, and then again until the end of 

the war.  In Damned to Fame, James Knowlson recounts Beckett’s first unrelenting 

journey into the south of France which included a few bags of clothes and personal 

effects, and an arduous experience of sleeping on benches, staying with friends, and 

traveling by foot and train through various French locales including Vichy, Toulouse, 

Bordeaux, and Cahors. In Cahors, the couple could not go any further due to the 

exhaustion of Suzanne and as Beckett himself wrote to a friend upon Suzanne’s 

inability to carry on, “The last time I wept was in Cahors, in 1940” (274-275). They 

went back to Paris after a short time because of rumors that Germans were not 

mistreating the French, but fearing the possibility of Beckett’s discovery as a member 

of the French Resistance in 1942 they fled again and made a home in Roussillon until 

the end of the war.  
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Some scholars have delved into the historical importance of Beckett’s life as 

possible material for Waiting for Godot, and a few scholars have specifically analyzed 

the text through this historical remapping of the play.62  A. Clare Brandabur and 

Marjorie Perloff are two scholars that have contextualized Beckett’s text through 

historical analysis. Brandabur argues for a postcolonial reading of Godot and uses this 

to observe the dynamics of power in the text especially the slave/master relationship. 

Brandabur’s analysis situates Godot within a discourse of imperial and oppressive 

regimes that does include Hitler, but also Stalin among others. Perloff suggests that the 

text functions around a discourse of war and situated in a dialogue of the specific 

binary between passivity and activity. 

Although Lois Gordon in Samuel Beckett in Context makes an interesting 

choice in categorizing the difference of day and night in her accounts of Roussillon 

life, she does not correlate this structural division of day versus night specifically back 

to the play, even though Godot is framed by this division of time. Gordon describes 

the activities of the day in Roussillon as mundane, filled with work-related tasks, 

                                                             
62 Several historians have alluded to the historical facts of Beckett’s life found in the play. 

Lois Gordon’s chapter “World War Two” in Samuel Beckett in Context states “Godot was a 

product of the war and his response to the complexity of human goodness and evil. It was 

about the most basic elements of survival in an unpredictable universe and the obligation to 

reaffirm one’s humanity by helping and protecting strangers and those loves from gratuitous 

suffering” (110). Gordon however, does not actually analyze the text of Godot and instead 

traces out Beckett’s experiences during the war through a historical lens. Gordon mentions the 

play in a few references. For example, she traces the look of the landscape of Roussillon and 

then in parentheses will quote one line from the play. Andrew Gibson in Beckett spends a few 

pages framing Godot as a play related to Beckett’s “wartime experiences” (103), but he only 

delves into a few instances key to his understanding of the play, including the examination of 

Lucky’s speech as a piece of Vichy propaganda. David Bradby’s Beckett: Waiting for Godot 

mentions in a short paragraph some of the historical underpinnings of sleeping in ditches, 

hunger, and food rationings that may have inspired the play but he hastily moves away from 

this reading of Godot. 
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where people farmed and picked grapes, but the night belonged to the Maquis and was 

fraught with danger (116-118).63  According to historians, Beckett took part in some of 

these Maquis activities, including the destruction of railways (117). This context of 

daily life in Roussillon can be read through the awareness of specific zones of time 

throughout Godot.  In Act 1 of Waiting for Godot, one of the small indicators of stage 

space in the play is the noted time of evening. Evening is itself a liminal temporal 

moment hanging between day and night, as the day is still apparent but the night is on 

the horizon. In the text, the day is reserved for waiting. The characters talk, fuss with 

their boots, and pass the time. The only events of the night are given through accounts 

of beatings to Estragon.  

VLADIMIR: May one inquire where His Highness spent the night? 

ESTRAGON: In a ditch. 

VLADIMIR: (admiringly) A ditch! Where? 

ESTRAGON: Over there. 

VLADIMIR: And they didn’t beat you? 

ESTRAGON: Beat me? Certainly they beat me. 

VLADIMIR: The same lot as usual? 

ESTRAGON: The same? I don’t know. (Beckett 7) 

 

The night is positioned through violence where one is most certainly attacked 

by others. There is a danger in the idea that so many others are waiting to inflict pain 

on Estragon and it manifests a world where he can’t be sure if these others that beat 

him were the same group as before. The nighttime ritual in Estragon’s world is painful 

torture. Later in the play Pozzo warns Vladimir and Estragon, “But I see what it is, 

you are not from these parts, you don’t know what our twilights can do?” (Beckett 24). 

                                                             
63 The Maquis were French Resistance fighters who used guerilla tactics during German-

Occupied France. A further explanation of the Maquis can be found on page 116-118 of 

Gordon’s book. 
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Although Pozzo puts forth the desire to explain this statement to them, he becomes 

distracted and the warning is never fully realized. Twilight is an indication of what is 

inevitably coming in time. The night is dangerous but Vladimir questions on 

numerous occasions: “Will night never come” (Beckett 22) because the night is a 

signifier of movement in time. It establishes that one day of waiting has passed and 

time is elapsing. There are happenings in the night, although horrific but something 

substantial nonetheless occurs outside of the daily waiting and supposed mundane 

events of daylight wherein the characters wait because that is what they have been 

instructed to do. These nightly occurrences are only referenced by the characters and 

not made visible to the audience, furthering a connection to rumor and the clandestine 

nightly activities of the Maquis. 

The landscape of France is specifically marked in the text through historical 

references to Beckett’s own experiences as an exile in the south of France during the 

occupation. In the French original En Attendant Godot, several indicators of the 

specific French spatial apparatus of the play can be identified. The two tramps, 

Vladimir and Estragon designate several regions of the country in their dialogue 

including references to Normandy, the Rhone, Vaucluse, and La Planche. Each of 

these references constructs a recognizable French space that contends with the vague 

country road the tramps occupy, erasing the ambiguity of the country road by 

signifying the French countryside. In an exchange of dialogue between Vladimir and 

Estragon, Vladimir recounts the experience of picking grapes for a farmer named 

Bonnelly stating, “Pourtant nous avons e’te’ ensemble dans le Vaucluse … Nous 
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avons fait les vendages, tiens, chez un nomme’ Bonnelly, a Roussillon” (Beckett 

104).64 Beckett worked for a man named Bonnelly during his stay in Roussillon after 

leaving Paris for the second time in 1942 (Knowlson 344). Vladimir’s further 

description of the red-colored landscape of the mountainside confirms the spatial 

reality of the play to the south of France and Beckett’s life there. James Knowlson 

confirms this connection as he describes the area of Roussillon as “high on a hill with 

imposing cliffs of red ocher that fall sharply away to its north side. Even the soil of the 

gardens is red” (291). Therefore, the original French version of the play was not 

necessarily formulated around a dialogue of ambiguous space, but rather a specific 

locale of Beckett’s own displaced position on the periphery of a concrete spatial 

landscape of France.65 Thus the setting of the play as a country road works as this 

liminal space existing in the nowhere and the in-between of a locatable France.  

The Open Road 

With the mapping of French places the signification of the road should be a 

space of movement, but within the dynamics of this play and the displaced characters, 

the road is marked as stagnant. Although Vladimir and Estragon are tied to the road, 

the other characters in the play are mobile, entering and exiting the scenes, using the 

road as means of movement. Vladimir and Estragon do not quite fit into the setting of 

the play because their immobility on the road juxtaposes the actual use of road space 

                                                             
64 Translation: Yet we have been together in the Vaucluse... We did the grape harvest as it 

were for someone named Bonnelly in Roussillon. 
65 Although most published English translations remove the references of Bonnelly and some 

of the names of French places, the description of the red landscape as well as a few of the 

region’s names remain intact. 
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as a means to get from one destination point to another. They do not move, they stay 

in one place as others enter and exit the space around them. During the Exodus of 

Paris, the roads leading to the south of France were riddled with hurdles as the 

evacuation of the city bombarded the roads with varying types of transportation 

including cars, bikes, wagons, and pedestrians. Congestion and stagnation on the roads 

were also caused by bombings from planes as well as the recurrent scene of well -to-do 

French who pulled their cars to the sides of the road to have a picnic before moving 

forward (Diamond 56). This actual scene of displacement is reenacted in the play as 

Pozzo stops with his servant Lucky and has a picnic of chicken and wine alongside the 

road. The visual image of wine and chicken places Pozzo in a different class status 

from the root vegetables Vladimir and Estragon have been eating in the play. The 

image of the picnic on the side of the road was a common sight for the displaced 

people fleeing Paris an image, I argue, that French patrons of the play would recognize 

as both a marker of class as well as a remembrance of the events of the Exode. The 

encounter with Pozzo and Lucky before the picnic ensues furthers the tramps’ status as 

outsiders: 

POZZO: Waiting? So you were waiting for him? 

VLADIMIR: Well you see- 

POZZO: Here? On my land? 

VLADIMIR: We didn’t intend any harm. 

ESTRAGON: We meant well. 

POZZO: The road is free to all. 

ESTRAGON: That’s how we looked at it. 

POZZO: It’s a disgrace. But there you are. (Beckett 16) 

 

This exchange between the tramps and Pozzo not only positions Pozzo as a 

landowner, but an owner of the land that Vladimir and Estragon occupy solidifying the 
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two characters as outsiders who do not belong in the space of the play. Pozzo defines 

the road as a space of infiltration by undesirables. He dislikes the freedom the road 

allots to anyone passing through, an unwelcomed access to his land. Vladimir and 

Estragon perpetuate the problematics of this open-access because they use the road to 

wait for Godot rather than use it as a mode of travel from locale to another. Further 

problematizing this is the fact that Pozzo is the one who is on the move as he enters 

and exits the scene with his baggage in tow. The dynamics of the scene point to a 

fragmentation of belonging and place wherein the landowner is on the move and the 

tramps are unable to move along. There is a fear in this scene related to the real 

dilemma of displaced persons monopolizing the landscape, stealing, ravaging, and 

being bothersome to others. The fear of ostracization is apparent later in the scene 

when Vladimir pointedly raises the exclamation “We are not beggars!” in response to 

Estragon asking Pozzo for money to get by in Act 1 and later in Act 2 when Pozzo 

questions if they are bandits. Vladimir and Estragon do not belong in this space and 

through their exclusion they must defend themselves against an unwelcomed response.  

Vladimir and Estragon’s inability to belong within the mapped French 

landscape has been noted earlier in the play when Vladimir states “Hand in hand from 

the top of the Eiffel tower, among the first. We were respectable in those days. Now 

it’s too late. They wouldn’t even let us up” (Beckett 7). This line demonstrates the 

exclusion of Vladimir and Estragon from the most recognizable landmark of French 

culture: the Eiffel Tower, a place where they once held a position on the top and now 

are not even allowed to climb it. Their status has changed; they once belonged and 
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now they are excluded from the symbolic stature of the Eiffel Tower. These characters 

are positioned as ultimate outsiders to a landscape to which they once belonged and 

now are so far removed from it that they ultimately fight against their own exclusion. 

As they make excuses for their place on the road, the characters work to remove any 

association with marginality and the bothersome categories of beggars or 

highwaymen. 

Marginalized Citizens and the Haunting of Ghosts 

The dynamics of mobility are an important reality in the events of Hurricane 

Katrina in New Orleans. The evacuation order before Katrina hit allowed those with 

the ability to leave, the opportunity to get on the road and seek shelter in a safer 

destination, but for many economically disadvantaged residents who did not have a 

means of transportation out of New Orleans, they were abandoned in the city. The 

people who stayed were repeatedly dismissed as unruly for not following the order to 

evacuate which is echoed in Beckett’s text through the immobility of Vladimir and 

Estragon’s position on the road. Reverberating this unwelcomed disorderliness, the 

desire in the text by the characters to negate an identification with resource 

consumption upheld in refugee narratives, speaks to the marginalized people of New 

Orleans as citizens that should be taken care of within the borders of their supposed 

nation. 

The looming notion of violence and fear associated with being outsiders or 

pillagers of the landscape analyzed in Godot speaks to the realized mode of 

displacement found in New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina. The threat of violence 
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came from every corner of the displaced city. Escape from the flood waters might 

have led to the possibilities of violent encounters with police, looters, or other citizens 

who were all under the effects of a traumatic experience of mass displacement. The 

rumored acts of violence, from the multitude of rapes at the “safe” evacuation zone of 

the Superdome to the shooting of people attempting to cross the bridge from New 

Orleans into Gretna by police contained the cityscape of New Orleans in a space of 

unbelonging. The people of New Orleans were imprisoned inside the space of their 

own displacement, unable to escape, and were feared by people outside New Orleans’s 

perimeter as ravagers to their communities’ resources. Residents of New Orleans were 

located as ultimate outsiders.  

  Performances of the Godot production were held on two weekends, each 

weekend in a different location. Performances were first staged on a desolate road that 

was once a house-lined street in the predominantly African American neighborhood of 

the Lower Ninth Ward. Vacancy and emptiness haunted the now rural atmosphere of 

overgrown weeds and solitary porch stoops. Robert Mugerauer in “Toward an 

Architectural Vocabulary” reveals porches as performative liminal spaces inhabiting 

the space of the in-between. He states, “The porch marks a threshold. The rise of the 

porch is the rise to the level of the household, a transition in spatial form and meaning. 

The shift is from the ‘rest of the world’ to another place of manner of being. The porch 

joins different worlds […] The porch brings about and extends a between, reconciling 

outside and inside {..}” (Briganti 266). The absence of houses attached to porches 

marked the erased remnants of what once existed in these neighborhoods and the 
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failure at reconciliation. instead performed the inevitable inability of movement into a 

privatized personal space because this was nonexistent in the New Orleans landscape. 

As Dalt Wonk in Gambit Weekly noted regarding the performances in the Ninth Ward 

the “levees, a lonely stretch of road and the ghosts of houses past played supporting 

roles” (Nov 13 2007). Through the entirety of these performances in the Lower Ninth 

Ward, the levee that gave way during the Katrina disaster was seen in the background. 

A structure symbolizing destruction for the community, the levee haunted the 

production not only as a reminder of the events of Katrina but also as an indicator of 

where rebuilding efforts had been focused. The structure of destruction most noted for 

its poor workmanship was the image of recovery in this devastated area as efforts had 

been made to rebuild it. That which remained in the Lower Ninth Ward was only the 

remnants of what once existed. 

The second performance site was in front of a dilapidated house in the Gentilly 

neighborhood. The house used for the production was a skeleton of what one might 

call a home. Shutters hung off their hinges, a broken window leaned against the front 

façade, and the entire structure was in disrepair. During the performance, characters 

used exterior and interior areas for playing space, including exchanging dialogue 

through windows and doorways. At one moment in the performance Estragon spray 

painted the word Godot! on the front of the house with orange spray paint. Estragon’s 

action overtly referenced recovery efforts whereby search crews in New Orleans had 

branded houses with orange spray paint after supposedly entering and searching the 

property. These markings included the search team name and how many bodies were 
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discovered inside. Godot’s name as stand-in for this branding, a character never seen 

through the entirety of the play but whom the tramps continue to wait for, 

performatively constructed a space of loss which highlighted government agencies’ 

failed rescue and recovery efforts.  It facilitated a reencounter between the aching need 

for Godot to arrive with both the search crews’ branding and residents’ street blogging 

that took place Post-Katrina.  

Although the functionality of the house had been obliterated by Katrina, its 

previous role as a home to someone haunted the space. The tramps’ ability to infiltrate 

and maneuver through the house pointedly acknowledged the larger dislocated kinship 

system. Due to the site-specific nature of the production, the audience engaged with 

the house as both theatrical setting for the play and as a familial site where someone 

once lived. This imperative doubling situated the characters of Godot as marginal 

beings. They are located in an uninhabitable house that possibly belongs to someone 

else whose identity is questionable and whereabouts unknown. Home, thus, was a 

space of unbelonging, ambiguity, and fragmentation. The house was notably insecure 

and unprotected from outside intrusion, through characters’ maneuverability in the 

home and the audience’s voyeuristic proximity.  Although characteristic of the private, 

the house is a tangible piece of property that creates the status of a land owner. 

Therefore, when the characters move around the house peeking out from the windows 

and doors, their place in the house is questionable and maintains their status as 

displaced bodies. They do not quite fit or belong in this uninhabitable house that   

belongs to someone else, whose identity is questionable and whose whereabouts are 



147 

 

 

 

ambiguous. They are able to enter and move around the house which furthers the 

perception of this house and the row of houses that continue down the road, some just 

as vacant and uninhabitable, as public space able to be entered without authority. 

The incorporation of the house in this play reveals through its vacancy the 

marginalization between subject and nation. Home space gains power in the larger 

structural political system through the illusory manufacture of borders. The events and 

aftermath of Hurricane Katrina erased these imaginary borders of “home” in New 

Orleans. The performances represented this eradication as characters entered and 

moved around the structure.  They physically transgressed physical borders of 

inclusion and exclusion. The border between a private home space and public view 

was dismantled in the staging as audience members publicly peered onto an actual 

uninhabitable house. Secure private home space in New Orleans was a problematic 

reality during production. During tech rehearsals, the homeowner of the house in 

Gentilly approached the creative team because he had not given them access to 

produce the play on his premises. The team informed him that they had been granted 

permission by another individual, falsely identified as the homeowner. The production 

was allowed to continue. Thus, this house and the row of houses that continued down 

the road, some just as vacant and uninhabitable were exposed as public spaces: 

insecure, borderless, and theatrical.  

The demolished house revealed the marginalization between citizen-subject 

and the nation. In these performance sites the house was either visibly present but in 

decay, or disappeared into the landscape leaving only remnants of its foundation. The 
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loss present in this theatrical space represented the disappearance and deterioration in 

the relationships among the inhabitants, their communities, and the United States. 

Dwelling remains located the fragmented state of internal displacement and 

deconstructed national narratives that functioned to promote a collective belonging. 

Specific to the plight of the internally displaced person, the home country marginalizes 

the national subject. The home country, in this case the U.S., advanced this 

displacement with an inability to foster a productive response to its marginalized 

citizens. The incompetent response to Katrina by every level of government agency 

perpetuated the outsider status applied to New Orleans communities.  The destruction 

and lack of government aid in recovering the Lower Ninth Ward, still an issue today, 

was visualized in the emptiness during these performances. 

This production touched on ways in which the house was not private, but a 

very public avenue for recognition, politicization, and realization of the internally 

displaced condition. The use of the infiltrated vacant house or empty street percolated 

into larger questions of place and status amidst the dominant hegemonic structure of 

power. It left the tramps in a mode of waiting, two marginal citizens who inhabit a 

space of displacement ghosted in ambiguous nothingness. They wait for an eventual 

inclusion into the national body politic that never comes within the structure of the 

play text nor the New Orleans production. Furthermore, as the house still had not been 

rebuilt two years after Katrina, this displacement was sustained as remains part of an 

ongoing process dispossession isolated from the events of Hurricane Katrina. It 

directly represented the failure of authoritative recovery agencies. 
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Public space is a powerful tool that can revolutionize systems of disposability, 

but in the same vein, it can also further this systematic divide as in the disaster of 

Hurricane Katrina.  The house, in this example, became a civic site, publicized and 

politicized as a means of the drawing of unbelonging to the nation. The anthology 

Performing Site-Specific Theatre: Politics, Place, Practice reminds the reader that 

public space is not neutral and once the home becomes an emblem of a specific social 

space, the home cannot be considered neutral private territory. Looking onto this 

house during this production touched on the ways in which the house was not in a 

realm of the private at all, but a very public avenue for recognition, politicization, and 

realization of the internally displaced condition. Furthermore, as the house still had not 

been rebuilt two years after Katrina, this displacement was sustained as an ongoing 

process isolated from the events of Hurricane Katrina, and now coupled with the 

failure of authoritative agents.  

Abject Bodies 

Marjorie Perloff’s article “In Love with Hiding: Samuel Beckett’s War” argues 

that Waiting for Godot was originally positioned as a meaningless text because it 

allowed a national amnesia of the events of World War II. This original interpretation, 

she suggests, conditioned both analysis and play response on a crisis of meaning rather 

than a contextual engagement with history. Perloff’s historical analysis of the play 

influences my understanding of the specific contexts of the world of Godot, however, 

Perloff’s dismissal of the relationship of displacement to the material body suggests 

her analysis of the text does not move past the historical relevance of the play and into 
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a discourse of the condition of displacement. Perloff states: “There is no necessary 

connection between a sense of alienation, absurdity, and the meaninglessness of life 

on the one hand, and Beckett’s unrelenting curious emphasis on natural and bodily 

functions, on the other” (4). I disagree entirely with Perloff’s disassociation of the 

alienated condition from the material body. On the most basic of levels the 

dispossessed and displaced in the event of alienation must come to terms with the 

functions of the body through a mode of survival including hunger, sex, food, etc. Her 

statement disconnects the displaced body from the state of abjection, a state that marks 

the status of the displaced body. 

Abjection is the very embodiment of the displaced body supported by Julia 

Kristeva’s theories of abjection in Powers of Horror. The event of displacement 

ruptures the association of self to markers of identity. Whether it is nation, 

community, family, or home, the displaced body has been excluded from the very 

fabric of the system, torn from an understanding of belonging and moved to a space of 

marginality. Kristeva states in her book, “what is abject, on the contrary, the jettisoned 

object, is radically excluded and draws me towards a place where meaning collapses 

[…] A something that I do not recognize as a thing. A weight of meaningless, about 

which there is nothing insignificant, and which crushes me” (2). According to this idea 

meaninglessness is constructed through the act of a drastic displacement that causes 

pain and the meaninglessness that occurs is not something to be labeled and set aside 

as immaterial, it is a substantial aftershock of the displaced body, and therefore the 
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reactions of the displaced body through the acts of abjection: the fluids, the wound, the 

corpse, the blood are consistent with a state of alienation.  

In National Abjection, Karen Shimakawa identifies abjection anchored in a 

state of foreignness and immigration, one that must be guarded against by the national 

body politic. She argues that the abject is unable to be permanently expelled because 

of the abject status made necessary in the continued complex systems of race, power, 

and domination. Both internal displacements of France and New Orleans attest to the 

associations made between foreignness and the bodies of the evacuees as they were 

repeatedly positioned as refugees. It is important to acknowledge that the very essence 

of displacement is discernible through a state of abjection, one that is realized in both 

the New Orleans production of Godot as well as the original text. My inclusion of 

abjection is not to discount Perloff’s assessment of the historical merit of Beckett’s 

play. On the contrary, it is to support Perloff’s rereading of Godot through a historical 

lens and to further dismantle the interpretive stance that Godot is a play where nothing 

happens. However, my argument calls attention to the play’s defining discourse of 

displacement marked through abjection. 

Beckett’s propensity for using dialogue to relate the status of the material body 

to suffering speaks to the exclusionary positionality of the characters. Didi and Gogo 

are forced to succumb to the painful and horrific boundaries of their bodies throughout 

the play. From the outset of the play, Estragon and Vladimir converse over their own 

physical suffering from Estragon’s pained and swollen feet to Vladimir’s problems 

with incontinence. As Estragon finally removes his boot, hopeful for an ease to his 
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pain, Vladimir quips: “There’s man all over for you, blaming on his boots, the faults 

of his feet” (Beckett 8). Estragon’s pain is not associated to the object, but to the 

physical limitation of the body linking it to a state of abjection. The play contains 

numerous textual images of abjection including talk of nightly beatings, the sore on 

Lucky’s neck from the rubbing of the rope, blood from Estragon after being kicked by 

Lucky, and the overall exhaustion of many of the characters. Each of these moments is 

constituted around an unsuccessful object that creates pain in the characters or an 

unsuccessful attempt to connect to one another. The boots should not harm the body, 

the rope should not be used as a tethering device between people, Estragon’s approach 

to Lucky should not garner an attack, and Estragon should not have to experience 

beatings while attempting to sleep. The pain associated to the boots, the rope, and the 

violent encounter with Lucky noted above is induced through physical movement 

which then reduces the capabilities of the pained body. These moments point to the 

characters’ undesirability, their inability to successfully attempt movement, and their 

utter stagnation in a state of displacement.  

In the perpetual waiting for Godot to arrive, Vladimir and Estragon’s bodies 

take center stage full of filth and pain; they are unable to escape this existence through 

the awareness of unstable mnemonic experiences. The characters cannot precisely 

remember the events of the day before or the people they have met along the way. 

Even within the dynamics of the two-act format of the play the uncertainty of 

experience from Act One to Act Two disengages the reliability of familiarity. The two 

tramps are unable to fully remember anything that has occurred throughout the play 
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and it is the audience who acts as witness to previous events. Kristeva argues 

“Abjection is elaborated through a failure to recognize its kin; nothing is familiar, not 

even the shadow of a memory” (5). The tramps’ constant questioning of their 

experiences leads to an unsuccessful ability to fully recognize the uncanny. Although 

Vladimir and Estragon are recognizable to each other in this space, their relationship 

and events they have shared are ambiguous and never fully concrete. Are they lovers, 

old friends, or family: this is never fully determined through the play. Past stories 

shared between them establish a history that is never fully realized and dismantles the 

ability to read their relationship through a specific lens. Instead the characters seek 

each other out as surrogates for various roles-roles they do not fit- enhancing the 

characters’ foundation through exclusion and ultimately the abject. As markers of 

national estrangement, Vladimir and Estragon’s amnesia represents the necessary 

rubric of forgetting needed to render national imaginaries legible.  

The abject is further fashioned in the play through the awareness of death and 

the characters’ previous confrontations with the corpse. Two examples in the play 

manifest this reality through the visibility of the corpse as both a past and present 

occurrence. In Act Two Vladimir and Estragon disagree about a past event where they 

both worked picking grapes and discuss parting ways, but the possible departure from 

each other quickly turns to a conversation of death.  

ESTRAGON: The best thing would be to kill me, like the other. 

VLADIMIR: What other? (pause) What other? 

ESTRAGON: Like billions of others. (Beckett 40) 
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In this moment, the profusion of death is declared in just a few lines of dialogue, but 

the act of death is positioned through the killing of multiple others. Vladimir questions 

Estragon’s statement until the multiplicity of bodies in death is marked and Vladimir 

responds: “everyone must carry a cross” (Ibid). Not only does this exchange of words 

place multiple acts of death as a haunting of the past, but it locates them in a proximity 

to the act as the dead bodies exist because of the past actions of Vladimir. This 

proximity to the corpse is furthered a few pages later when Vladimir poses a question 

to Estragon:  

VLADIMIR: Where are all these corpses from?  

ESTRAGON: These skeletons.  

VLADIMIR: A charnel house! A charnel house! 

ESTRAGON: You don’t have to look. 

VLADIMIR: You can’t help but looking. (Beckett 42) 

 

Confronted with corpses, an ultimate state of abjection, the two characters cannot look 

away and are forced to stare into the very state of abjection, a deteriorated body of 

remains. As Kristeva notes: “refuse and corpses show me what I permanently thrust 

aside in order to live. These body fluids, this defilement, this shit are what life 

withstands, hardly and with difficulty, on the part of death. There, I am at the border 

of my condition as a living being” (3). The encounter with the corpse breaks down the 

boundary that prevents “death infecting life” (Kristeva 4.) 

 The infection of death throughout the play points to an understanding of the 

ambiguous and liminal space of the displaced and excluded body. Forced into a state 

of waiting where a choice of action may affect the outcome of the meeting, the two 

tramps spew and expel words, tend to pained bodies, and talk of suicide, but they 
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never act on it for to act on the suicide in Kristeva’s terms creates a “grandeur of 

amorality” (4). Instead, to remain in an ambiguous state by confronting death through 

the gaze onto the corpse, the body is engulfed in displacement, a haze of unbelonging 

and unfamiliarity of the world positioned by the deject. Kristeva argues:  

The one by whom the abject exists is thus a deject who places 

(himself), separates (himself), situates (himself), and therefore strays 

instead of getting his bearings, desiring, belonging, or refusing…A 

devisor of territories, languages, works, the deject never stops 

demarcating his universe whose fluid confines-for they are constituted 

of a non-object, the abject…. (8) 

 

 It is this essence of dispossession and displacement that maps the bodies of the 

characters in Godot. Vladimir and Estragon never move towards a function outside of 

waiting because they have been instructed to do so by the deject Godot. Although the 

plot is filled with activities, the characters do not use these activities to formulate 

desire, a sense of belonging or an act of refusal, but instead use their activities to 

continue to wait, to continue the painful physicality of waiting. These activities link to 

a space of displacement that is immoveable as it marks the liminal and ambiguous 

state of waiting as the only real possibility in a state of abjection. 

The Abjected Black Body 

Chan’s production of Godot in New Orleans emphasized the relationship 

between abjection and the black body by casting Vladimir, Estragon, and the character 

of the boy with African-American actors. The cross-racial casting of the play provided 

a dialogue around the historical relationship between the spectacle and the black body. 

The enactment of violence on the black body has and continues to be a source of 

public spectacle and parade. In Appropriating Blackness, E. Patrick Johnson suggests, 
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“Black bodies in pain have been an American spectacle for centuries” (44). The events 

in the wake of Katrina attested to this idea as the demise of a city associated with 

blackness and images of the loss of black bodies reinforced blackness into a scene to 

be watched on the nightly news. The pained black body was inescapable as images of 

the events of the Katrina disaster pointed out the dehydrated, starving bodies dying on 

the streets. The spectacle of these bodies was constructed through a gaze of otherness 

dismissed from their supposed own communities. There was nowhere for them to go. 

There was no escape. The Gretna police refused to allow the people across the bridge, 

the evacuation centers were so crowded that the image of the people became one of 

unwelcome and unbelonging, literally on the streets waiting among the dead and in 

their own decaying bodies. The black body was also spectacularized as the imminently 

violent, uncontrollably animalistic black body seen through the footage of looting and 

accounts of rape. The bodies that were presented in these images formulated a mass of 

blackness that problematically re-engaged the black body within a narrative of 

blackness as encompassing of all black bodies. As Harvey Young in Embodying Black 

Experience verifies “the black body, the accumulated and repeated similarities of the 

embodied experiences of black bodies, is a body that is made to be given to be seen. It 

is a projection that is always on display, always on stage, and always in the process of 

its own exhibition” (135). Therefore, blackness becomes that which all African-

Americans are positioned through, a trope of representation that not only controls how 

all black bodies are seen, but points out the inherent spectacle of the black body. In 

Scenes of Subjection, Saidiya Hartman moves the definition of blackness away from 
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its association with identity and towards the “social relationship of dominance and 

abjection” (57). The social arrangement she postulates is found at the center between 

the two, “a contested figure at the center of social struggle” (Ibid). The Katrina 

catastrophe re-inscribed blackness under the dynamics of a dominant power discourse 

where those who did not have agency were left to fester in the abject. 

The specific racial casting choices in the New Orleans production examine the 

ways in which the pained black body is the image of displacement through a 

performance of remembrance. Lives were lost, communities destroyed, and the 

mnemonic engineering of the play focused on a literal performing of the remains of 

this desolate city. As Wendell Pierce stated in the NPR interview “Godot Gets Big 

Easy Treatment”, this space was “hallowed ground” (Cox). The casting of Vladimir 

and Estragon with African-America actors administered a location of the black body 

through a constant awareness of displacement. In the play they are the two characters 

who do not belong to the landscape around them, vagabonds that wait on someone to 

stop their incessant status of inaction. They are the two characters whose bodies are 

constantly marked in pain, living in a world of physical violations from nightly 

beatings. Casting African American actors in these roles specifically marks the black 

body through the violence enacted on it and situates this pain through a status of 

exclusion. The characters’ experience pain because they are in a placeless world where 

they spend their nights in a ditch, urinate in the outside, and wear the same torturous 

boots every day. They suffer because they do not belong and are marked in a 

continuous state of stasis. In Godot the pained body becomes a visual symbol of 
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marginalization associated with Hurricane Katrina’s victims. The production sought to 

highlight the events of Katrina and the long-lasting livelihood of a people marked as 

marginal citizens through their pained bodies, rendering visible the constant exclusion 

of black bodies through this heightened event of displacement. 

Suspicion and Surveillance 

The internal displacement of the people of New Orleans and the ongoing 

struggle to find a place of belonging within the boundaries of the American nation 

created an atmosphere of mistrust as the people grappled with unfulfilled promises 

from insurance companies and ineffectual responses from government agencies. New 

Orleans’ residents also had to come to the realization of their place within the 

dynamics of their own devastated landscapes as National Guard patrolled the streets, 

curfews were instituted, and the entire city was under wary scrutiny by the nation. 

This mode of suspicion and surveillance found in the displacement of New Orleans 

echoes the textual engagement of Godot with the fear and persecution associated to 

German-Occupied France.   

Surveillance and suspicion were elements of everyday life in German-

Occupied France as France was under the jurisdiction and power of Nazi Germany. 

Although the Vichy regime was imagined as a French government it too worked with 

the Germans to help perpetuate the Nazi agenda. The elusive identification of friend 

versus foe fragmented the country especially amidst the many political labels given to 

French citizens: the most common defined as collaborator or resister. Even today, the 

argument of who should be branded as either remains a constant negotiation in 
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scholarship of those interested in the occupation timeframe, although many scholars 

are now troubling this too black-and-white binary. Germans used methods of fear and 

surveillance to coerce collaboration, keep the French in an immobile state of 

cooperation, but also to uphold Nazi ideologies. The Germans allowed the French to 

maintain an idea of a French nation through the existence of the Vichy government. 

Although there were strict laws, curfews, horrific problems with starvation, and 

lurking dangerous situations throughout the occupation, there was also a strange 

continuation of filmmaking and theatrical enterprise. The surveillance system enacted 

by the Germans pushed the country in on itself, magnifying the borders of the country, 

delineating new lines of political control.  Michel Foucault in Discipline and Punish 

points to the role of amplification in the use of panopticism. He states that the “aim is 

to strengthen the social forces-to increase production, to develop the economy, spread 

education, raise the public morality; to increase and multiply” (208) . This was the 

ultimate role of the Vichy government as it formulated a propaganda movement 

(solidified by its relationship with the Nazis) to exemplify the true French citizen, one 

that worked hard for the nation, reproduced future subjects, and kept the social 

structure free from contamination. Surveillance became the ultimate construction of 

social identity as the awareness of the gaze and the violent consequences of subversion 

were a distinct factor of every action.  

  Suspicion and fear immobilizes characters and furthers inaction in Waiting for 

Godot.  A large component of the play encompasses uneasiness in the ability to trust: 

dissecting information and interrogating the characters. The entire thieves 



160 

 

 

 

conversation between Estragon and Vladimir early on in the play represents the 

possibility that there are unaccounted for missing narratives in public opinion. 

Vladimir questions “And only one speaks of the thief being saved. Why believe him 

rather than the others?” (Beckett 9). He answers his own question later by inferring 

that there is only one narrative that is delivered to the people, although there should be 

four, and everyone believes the one they have been given. Vladimir acknowledges the 

untrustworthy but propagandizing empowerment of one-sided information 

understanding its incompleteness. Although this dialogue begins to elucidate the trope 

of suspicion in the text it is fully realized through the tramps encounters with supposed 

strangers.  

The interactions between the tramps and Pozzo solidify an ultimate fear of 

others. Before Pozzo enters the stage, Vladimir and Estragon hear a cry and run off to 

the wings as they await for whatever or whoever is infiltrating their space. They are in 

this exact location because they have been told to wait there for Godot, so an 

indication of someone’s arrival should not necessarily lead them to hide, instead under 

these circumstances, the assumption should be made that this noise is the arrival of the 

person they have been waiting for. The act of hiding uncovers fear resulting from the 

unknown. When the tramps first meet Pozzo and he inquires about the identity of 

Godot, the tramps sidestep the question giving little information about Godot. It 

becomes a game of sorts as they stumble over what to reveal to this stranger (16). The 

other is continuously marked out of fear in this play.  
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Although Vladimir and Estragon are delegated as outsiders while they wait on 

the road for Godot, it is Pozzo and Lucky who are feared the most. When Godot’s 

messenger boy enters the stage and strangely references Vladimir by the entirely 

different name of Albert, they question the boy as to why he did not approach them 

sooner with the correspondence from Godot. Vladimir acknowledges, “I know he was 

afraid of the others” (Beckett 32). The boy confirms that it was Pozzo and Lucky who 

he was frightened of which leads the tramps to question if the boy is “a native of these 

parts”(Beckett 33). This interrogation, which includes Estragon calling the boy out as 

a “liar” points to the unclear lines of trust in the space of this play. If the boy is from 

these parts as he states then Pozzo who supposedly owns the land should be someone 

the boy has knowledge of at the very least, and Pozzo would not be marked as an 

other to him. However, the boy is afraid of these ‘others,’ which creates a space of 

distrust not only of Pozzo and his now suspicious positionality as owner of this 

occupied space but also of the boy. The few pages of dialogue that follow this 

interaction enact a cross examination of the boy by Vladimir on his relationship to 

Godot, his brother, and to the boys sleeping habits. This line of questioning is pursued 

to establish a sense of the boy’s identity, to figure out if the boy can be trusted, and to 

obtain dependable information. The message that the boy delivers from Godot holds 

Vladimir and Estragon in a state of immobility and waiting, for it is the boy who 

informs them that Godot cannot come today but maybe tomorrow. Without this 

message the two of them may have considered leaving, but instead the boy’s message 
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of a possible encounter with Godot in the future reinforces the tramps’ state of 

perpetual waiting.’ 

The mode of suspicion becomes racially charged in the New Orleans 

production as the character of the boy who enters at the end of each act is played by 

two different African Americans. The fear promulgated by the boys towards the only 

two white characters created a powerful questioning towards land ownership in this 

city. With the gentrification of the New Orleans area soon after Hurricane Katrina, the 

neighborhood and community was restructured into a constant renegotiation of 

belonging. With this in mind, the idea of an outsider becomes an ambiguous status 

depending on who defines the term. Another implication of this casting is the 

suspicion of the image of white mobility and ownership, in short, the suspicion of the 

structure of domination that places the black body as the marginal or foreign other in a 

community wherein white characters who move in and out of the landscape claiming 

rights to property should be suspect.  

Another moment in the text marked by suspicion is Vladimir’s uncertainty 

towards Pozzo’s new state of blindness in Act Two, which solidifies a suspicion 

towards Pozzo’s character. Vladimir states: “I wonder is he really blind… It seemed to 

me he saw us” (Beckett 57-58). Throughout the play Estragon and Vladimir cannot 

decipher or hold on to a real sense of unity of events, knowledge or purpose. There is a 

constant questioning of what has occurred, what they are doing and why they are 

doing it. The camaraderie and commitment between the two advocates for a 

relationship based more on frustration than mistrust. When the tables turn to the other 
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characters in the play, the inability to remember or to give an answer that coincides 

with the established events destabilizes the space and positions the other characters in 

a frame of uncertainty. A fear lies in each of these characters’ authenticity leading to a 

fracture of trust in information and knowledge. If it is the information and knowledge 

received that links these tramps to this space, then the space of inaction and mode of 

waiting becomes untrustworthy. 

The importance of surveillance for Vladimir and Estragon are pointedly 

remarked in two moments of the script. The first occurs after they converse over their 

expectations from Godot after they have asked him for something. It is determined 

that Godot is going to check with friends, family, agents, correspondents to see if their 

request is something that can be fulfilled. Their conversation quickly turns to rights. 

ESTRAGON: We’ve no rights anymore? 

VLADIMIR: You’d make me laugh if it wasn’t prohibited. 

ESTRAGON: We’ve lost our rights? 

VLADIMIR: We got rid of them. (Beckett 13) 

 

Vladimir and Estragon are the only two characters in this scene. Only one of the two 

of them could inform on the other for going against the law. Vladimir’s very stifled 

laugh and talk of prohibition secures them in a mode of self-surveillance wherein they 

follow the law because the system of surveillance built upon suspicion is so 

pronounced that it becomes an innate internal response. In his discussion on the 

system of surveillance Foucault suggests, “There is no need for arms, physical 

violence, material constraints. Just a gaze. An inspecting gaze, a gaze which each 

individual under its weight will end by interiorizing to the point that he is his own 

overseer, each individual thus exercising this surveillance over, and against, himself” 
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(Discipline 155). Although Estragon is present, there is no one else seemingly around 

that would turn them in for violating the rights that they have given up, but Vladimir 

still prohibits himself from responding with a good-hearted laugh. Vladimir raises the 

point that their rights were not taken from them, but they relinquished them and now 

abide by the prohibitions and laws out of a mode of self-surveillance.  

In Vladimir’s speech towards the end of the play this mode of surveillance is 

cemented in the unresponsiveness of the characters as he expresses his inability to 

know anything, the events of the day, and the probability of what has occurred: 

But in all that what truth will there be? He’ll know nothing. He’ll tell 

me about the blows he received and I’ll give him a carrot. Astride of a 

grave a difficult birth. Down to the hole, lingerly, the grave digger puts 

on his forceps. We have time to grow old. The air is full of our cries. 

But habit is a great deadener. At me too someone is looking, of me 

someone is saying He is sleeping, he knows nothing, let him sleep on. I 

can’t go on. What have I said? (Beckett 58) 

 

Vladimir’s speech recognizes the function of surveillance and how it works in a 

system of foreign occupation. Vladimir has been the one character throughout the play 

who consistently questions the information that he has been given by the other 

characters. He holds fast to his beliefs of his encounters in previous moments even 

though everyone who surrounds him cannot recall those same moments. However, 

Vladimir constantly reminds Estragon of their place in this world on the side of the 

road with the tree. They are to wait for Godot. In the above quotation, Vladimir 

questions the validity of holding onto his daily activities and encounters as they will 

most likely occur in some respect again. In the end there is always someone looking at 

him, the gaze is upon him, and this invisible gaze is empowered through the control 
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surveillance garners over Vladimir’s body.  Surveillance confines Vladimir into a zone 

of inactivity wherein the moment he realizes he has publicly announced an inability of 

continuance under a mode of surveillance, he questions his own authorial words. 

Inclusion/Exclusion 

The internal displacement of New Orleans facilitated through the infiltrated 

vacant house or empty street and the displaced, abject black body, percolates out into 

larger questions of place and status amidst the dominant hegemonic structure of 

power. Under the realization that outsiders of New Orleans were often deemed 

suspicious, inauthentic, or unbelonging by members of the New Orleans community, 

Chan attempted to fight against these notions by instigating community involvement 

from the beginning of his production of Waiting for Godot. With the performances of 

Godot in the very neighborhoods affected by the flooding, Chan created a space of 

dialogue around displacement and used the theatrical spectacle to ground the black 

bodies of the actors in the spectacle addressing African Americans as active subjects 

in an imagined national community. These were not performances that sought to 

distance the audience from the play but instead implicate the events of Katrina in 

every directorial choice. E. Patrick Johnson argues “Voyeurism and performance [are] 

linked through the idea of being seen and not seen, culture on display but at a 

distance” (8). However, the voyeurs here were implicated in the production as they sat 

amongst an audience of people that continued to experience the traumatic 

disappearance of their communities and families, who waited to be recognized as 

citizens of their home country.  
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Henry A. Giroux argues in “Reading Hurricane Katrina: Race, Class, and the 

Biopolitics of Disposability,” public space can enact change towards a system that not 

only controls lives but privileges some lives over others.66 Audiences could not ignore 

the catastrophic events of Katrina that excluded African Americans from national 

belonging. Audience members were seated in the midst of the destruction. African 

American actors cast as Estragon and Vladimir surrounded by these domestic ruins, 

stuck in an inactive hopefulness that someone would arrive, supported the racial 

specificities of this internal displacement. Pozzo and Lucky were played by Caucasian 

actors who had the mobility of a bicycle to enter and exit the theatrical setting. The 

audience, which was filled with New Orleans residents as well as many people from 

outside the city, experienced the traumatic reperformance of national exclusion. For 

some audience members these performances reenacted personal experience, while for 

many others their role as witness led to a critical examination of their part in an 

American kinship system that allowed this displacement to occur. At one point in the 

production, Wendell Pierce remarked that there had never been so many white people 

in the neighborhood. This statement called attention to the intrusion of the white 

members of the audience into this once predominantly African American 

neighborhood. As witness, the ability to avoid the catastrophic events of racial 

disintegration within the national imaginary was denied, and the audience was asked 

                                                             
66 Although his call of action is in the using of university space to make a stand and explore 

the dynamics and topics of disposability, his notion of public space reveals the power implied 

in performance and of public space. 
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to not only stand witness to the ongoing marginalization of the emptied familial space 

that was before them but to be implemented in it.  Shimakawa states: 

[O]ne abjects (that is, becomes a deject) through a process of looking at 

(which may or may not result in seeing) that which is designated abject 

and recognizing one’s own bodily relation to abjection…. also a way to 

conceive of that process from the perspective of the one being looked at 

(or looked past/through), the one inhabiting the body and space of 

abjection and that this constitutive and dynamic relationship between 

seeing and being, between seeing and feeling, is what makes 

performance a particularly fruitful site at which to examine the process 

of national abjection. (19) 

 

Therefore this performance of displacement, of seeing black bodies in a state of 

abjection once again, stimulates a possibility of realization for the one who is the 

deject, but may allow for a moment of return by the abject black body.  

The communal experience of the production attempted to recognize the 

subjection of the people of New Orleans but to somehow find renewal in the 

reenactment of displacement. In “Eating the Other,” bell hooks points to the necessity 

of consuming images of the other to maintain domination over that other, positioning 

blackness in relation to pleasure, death, and decay. For hooks, an oppositional gaze 

exists, one that can subvert and act as a site of resistance but it is one formulated 

through recognition as well as politicization. The performance of Godot constructed 

an ability of the internally displaced of New Orleans to become immersed in their own 

community dynamics of domination. For example, the character of Pozzo was played 

by a white male in a nice clean suit who carried a megaphone and at times took to 

speaking to his surroundings through it. Positioning Pozzo in this manner mimicked 

the power dynamics of the politician to the people who arrived and talked a bit, then 
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moved in and out of the cityscape quickly and efficiently. Although Pozzo carried 

bags and blue tarps with him on his adult tricycle implicating his character as a victim 

of the flooding; his mobility ensured his escape. Vladimir and Estragon however were 

marked through their fixity to the space, literally a part of the remains of the city. 

Through this visual encounter of the black body stuck in correlation to the decay of the 

space around them the performance became significant in its awareness of events, not 

in providing a rebuttal to the marginalized status of the mass of black people of New 

Orleans. Saidiya Hartman suggests that the impact of performance is “in creating a 

context for the collective enunciation of this pain, transforming need into politics and 

cultivating pleasure as a limited response to need and a desperately insufficient form 

of redress” (52). She defines redress as a “re-membering of the social body that occurs 

precisely in the recognition and articulation of devastation, captivity, and 

enslavement” (76).  

The play attempts to redress the pained black body as the figure of 

displacement by experiencing communally one space where violence towards the 

black body was enacted. Through this remembering together, the performance can 

lead to a cathartic moment for the audience of experiencing the trauma once again but 

the play does not change the status of the internally displaced. If anything, it leaves the 

tramps in a mode of waiting, two marginal citizens who inhabit a space of nothingness 

and wait for an eventual inclusion into the national body politic. once the production 

ended and the actors took their bows, they proceeded to all turn around together and 

walk off into the dark distance of the backdrop of New Orleans until invisible to the 



169 

 

 

 

audience. As they passed through the empty space around them their bodies 

disappeared into the void marking the final consumption of all the characters into the 

devastated landscape. 

  Although the communal experience of watching the play in the neighborhoods 

of a destroyed national identity positioned this play as an insider’s look to the specific 

problems of the community of New Orleans post-Katrina, Paul Chan and many 

collaborators on this project hailed from places outside of the area. In “Waiting for 

Godot in New Orleans: Modernist Autonomy and Transnational Performance in Paul 

Chan’s Beckett” Alys Moody suggests “the diffuseness of the collaborative networks, 

their dispersal across time and space, undermined the possibility of a community 

founded in identity, reimagining community as a contingent site of dialogue and 

exchange” (541). However, the necessity to locate the performance as an authentic 

voice for the community created through the site-specific locale and directorial 

additions to the performance prioritizes the importance of the cultural identi ty of New 

Orleans in this theatrical exchange. Chan’s awareness of the need to push for 

community acceptance of his production focused the theatrical event into a 

longstanding discussion with the community that began months before the actual 

performances and continued well after. For months, Chan met with community 

members, schools, administrators in the hope for a welcoming response to the 

production of the play. His work paid off as he successfully staged Godot.67  

                                                             
67 However, he has come under scrutiny for some of the choices made during the 

performances. This included very long lines to see the show, several people from the 

community having to be turned away because of lack of room, as well as critiques regarding 
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However, the choice to broaden the spatial theatrical relationship of Godot 

outside of the performances created a strange reemergence of exclusion. A large 

concern with the performances was grounded in the varying experiences of audience 

members. The audience consisted of many people from out of state alongside New 

Orleans residents. Desiring an authentic New Orleans experience, the production 

began with an extremely long line of patrons, wherein some were not granted 

entrance. The line was served a quintessential New Orleans cuisine: gumbo and 

escorted by a second line parade. This one example fruitfully acknowledges the 

communities’ concerns of an outsider producing a play in the devastated New Orleans 

landscape. Standing in a long line, two years after Hurricane Katrina, was a different 

experience for a New Orleans resident and a New York theatre-goer. Long lines meant 

waiting, a reason Godot was produced in the area. Waiting to not receive a FEMA 

trailer or check, waiting to get money back from insurance companies. The fact that 

people lined up hours before the free performances and did not get into the production 

is a huge issue under displacement circumstances. While the production used site-

specific locales, the incorporation of gumbo and a second line parade will undoubtedly 

be experienced differently for a native New Orleans individual as opposed to a tourist 

to the area. Thus, while the production sought to expose national exclusion for New 

Orleans people, it also reperformed displacement in its management, situated 

somewhere in the liminal space between disaster tourism and redress. 

                                                             

the allocation of funds from his Shadowfund campaign that went back out into the 

community. 
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Creative Time posted signs in different spaces around the community with the 

words “A country road…. a tree, evening” the stage directions from the beginning of 

the play. The visibility of the signs positioned the varying places, as Chan has noted, 

through an awareness that Godot could be performed at any site in the many 

communities of New Orleans. However, the signs themselves were not foregrounded 

through an explanation of their existence and thus marked a strangely ambiguous tone 

to the signs as a site of performance. The words on the signs for the most part contend 

with the actual landscape as they were posted within the boundaries of the community 

and thus, the signification of the term ‘country’ was already a contested word to 

describe the landscape surrounding the signs. Moody suggests these posters 

“foregrounded precisely the ways in which Godot was unlike New Orleans, placing 

the shattered urbanism of the city in parallel with the decidedly rural setting of Godot” 

(552). However, the signs worked as a precursor to the performance itself as they 

amplified the juxtaposition with the New Orleans’s cityscape creating questions of 

origins and meaning. 

Anyone who was aware of the play might have recognized the signs as the 

stage directions from Godot; however, for many people still trying to survive in this 

landscape, these signs were an ambiguous unknown that placed a further exclusion on 

the people of the community. Signs came out of nowhere signifying something but 

what exactly could not be discerned as these signs marked a dis-identification of the 

spaces around New Orleans in their very performativity. As discourse continued about 

the performances on radio shows and in newspapers the signs became a marketing tool 
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for the play and finally made sense in the landscape once the actual performance 

occurred. Although the use of these signs worked to engage discussion before the 

production was staged, they still reinforced an atmosphere prior to the production 

between those who were “in the know” and those who were not. The public exposure 

of the signs furthered the exclusion of those unknowing the references into a further 

mode of exclusion from the already devastated and displaced landscape around them 

reestablishing a national narrative of exclusion in the imagining of the public 

landscape through the authorial jurisdiction of an outsider of New Orleans. 

The need to continue public exposure of Katrina outside of the site of New 

Orleans after the performance including the publishing of Chan’s Field Guide and an 

art installation at Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) that featured many of the props 

and some documents from the performances and the events of Hurricane Katrina 

relocates the narrative of displacement away from those involved into the larger 

national imaginary. The change from the site-specific performance in New Orleans to 

a broader public magnified the boundary between those who held power and those 

who did not. Credit to Chan must be given for including unfavorable responses to his 

production in his Field Guide as well as attempting to facilitate strong community 

interaction with Godot and further promote discussion with the larger national 

populous of the mass displacement of New Orleans. However, it is important to note 

that in Chan’s appropriation of the narrative of displacement, he becomes the authorial 

figure of the narrative. The MOMA exhibit would not have been something that 

perhaps the people of New Orleans would have gone to see and most visitors to the 
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museum would not have attended the performances; thus, there is a disconnection 

between the performances and their documentation. The result then is the promotion 

of a reencounter with displacement through an authorial figure marked not through the 

displacement but as an outsider to it. As a well-respected artist and producer, Chan 

had the ability to facilitate national discussion, but in doing so, he possesses the 

narrative that is perpetuated. 

Feminine Echoes and Erasures 

The necessity of opening the discourse of the marginalized body as a marked 

other through the often-used descriptions of the events of the Exodus of 1940 and 

evacuations of New Orleans as chaotic and hysterical, pointedly uses a semiotic 

connection to the hysterical female body. The female body’s associations to the 

hysterical can be traced throughout history and in each of these mass movements the 

bodies of the displaced have been positioned through an infiltrating and invading 

force. The link between blackness and feminization in rhetorical descriptions and 

narratives has been detailed at great length by many scholars who have founded this 

association through the objectification and spectacle of both female and black 

bodies.68 This association has been confirmed through the surveillance of the black 

body as one studied and relegated as a marked other to the citizenship of white men. 

                                                             
68 Particularly Ella Shohat’s insights into the connections between “woman” and “native” in a 

narrative of those in need of rescue, research, and specifically “as figures of threatening 

darkness (…) must be controlled through the systematic unearthing of the hidden” (150). 

Joseph Roach in Cities of the Dead established this connection in a process that erases labor 

and instead places focus on value as objects and possessions. Tavia Nyong’o in The 

Amalgamation Waltz has also positioned the feminized black body as an object of study (88) 

and E. Patrick Johnson delves into the relationship of black bodies with castration and 

emasculation in Appropriating Blackness. 
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Although I do not wish to facilitate the erasure of specific differences of blackness and 

feminization especially within the American national imaginary, the association of 

marginalization and exclusion marked in how the black body and the female body has 

been at times often described through similar discourse is imperative to acknowledge 

due to Chan’s use of Godot to mark the displaced black body in New Orleans, 

alongside Beckett’s vehement denial of the female body’s place within its structure.  

There are no female characters in the play and this erasure of female bodies 

and altered representations of the feminine in Waiting for Godot have come under 

scrutiny by many scholars seeking to address the inherent masculinity of the script. 

Many suggest that the erasure of the female from the text enacts a fluidity of gender 

identifications that enables a freedom from the binary constraints of female versus 

male. In Beckett’s Masculinity Jennifer Jeffers argues, “Beckett rejects and writes over 

a naturalized masculine subject position” (95). Furthering Jeffery’s argument, Mary 

Bryden in “Gender in Transition” claims that in Godot “gender begins to shed any 

consistency as a predictor of behavior and attitude. […] What is remarkable about 

both these plays, [Godot and Endgame] therefore, is not any supposed rehabilitation of 

women, but rather a steady erasure of specificity of gender patterning” (Boxall 133). 

However, the characters of this play are occupied by male bodies; this argued 

destabilization of new acceptable terms of gender identity is still placed through a 

visual apparatus of masculinity taking place through the bodies of men.  

Despite the absence of women in the play, the historical record shows the 

influence of the male/female relationship on Beckett’s writing of the play.  During a 
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rehearsal for Endgame it was Beckett who established this relationship dynamic when 

he stated that “Clov and Hamm are actually Didi and Gogo later on in life…well 

actually Suzanne and me” (Bair 484). Through this statement by Beckett the 

characters Didi and Gogo can be linked with Beckett and his wife Suzanne. Beckett 

has also referenced the painting Mann und Frau den Mond Betrachtend: Man and a 

Woman Observing the Moon as another inspirational source of the play (Brandabur 

143). Both motivating sources for the play include a female and male subject but the 

female subject of these sources is erased in bodily form as all the characters in the play 

are men. 

Although Beckett has positioned his inspiration for Godot either on purpose or 

by accident through the dynamics of a female to male relationship, it is Beckett who 

originally fought against any kind of cross-gender casting of his play. The Beckett 

estate has had a long history of fighting with productions that cast women in these 

roles. Beckett’s own comment “Women don’t have prostates” and his fight against the 

interchangeability of gender locates the characters as distinctly male (610). Beckett 

has also fought against the cross-racial casting of the play but allowed a production to 

continue forward with a stipulation of a note by Beckett included in the program that 

stated this was no longer his play. Although the cross-racially cast play was produced, 

Beckett’s fight against the fluidity of gender and race in his play situates the 

importance of the text as Beckett understood it through the participation of a 

hegemonic white masculine body. Therefore, regardless of the behaviors of the 
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characters that may destabilize how a male body should be construed, it is the white 

male body that is present. 

The erasure of the female body in the play is founded upon the principle of the 

female body as an emblem of national identity. Diana Taylor wrote in her book 

Disappearing Acts, “Battles for land and national identity have been staged on, over, 

and through the female body-literally and metaphorically” (32). The body of the 

female is upheld as a site of nationalism as females produce future subjects for the 

nation state. The historical merit of the female body during the exodus and occupation 

of France is no exception as the character of ‘woman’ defined through motherhood 

became the image of a new and idealized image of a future France nation. The Vichy 

administration and subsequently the German occupiers developed the family as a main 

component of their campaign for a strong national foundation. Due to the relative lack 

of male citizens, as many were causalities of war or visually absent from the culture, 

upholding these ideologies fell into the hands of the women of the nation and most 

notably the mothers who could enact their duties as good French citizens by returning 

to the domestic sphere and reproducing new national subjects for a nation in dire need 

of population growth. As Miranda Pollard explains in Reign of Virtue, “French women 

were there symbolically and actually to be exhorted, mobilized, and controlled in a 

way that men were not. The process of exhortation and control was vital to Vichy’s 

renovation” (45). The nation’s future depended on the ideology of la femme au foyer, 

or a return to the home, positioning the reproductive ability of the female body as an 

instrument of national survival. Thus, when the body responsible for the reproduction 
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of national subjects, the body responsible for a hopeful resurrection of a nation’s 

survival is erased, the fracture of subject to nation is visible and the boundaries of a 

national culture become troubled in the failure to reimagine the nation. 

Beckett’s Waiting for Godot erases the female body as reproducer and creates 

a space of maternal surrogation where male bodies are positioned through the power 

of the maternal image. This surrogation works against the ideology of Occupied 

France that located power in the female body’s capacity to reproduce, instigating the 

placement of national subjectivity through a mode of displacement, exiled from a state 

of national belonging. As Joanne P. Sharpe in Bodyspace states, “national culture and 

character are ritualistic so that every repetition of its symbols serves to reinforce 

national identity” (98). Beckett deconstructs national identity as he erases the symbols 

of the ideal national woman used during the occupation and places them within the 

bodies of men, men who live in a state of inaction and immobility. The play positions 

birth through a vague interaction with the act, one that erases the labor of the female 

from the birth process as referenced in one example when Vladimir states “I was weak 

in the head when I came in this world” (52). When Vladimir states “astride of a grave 

and a difficult birth. Down in the hole, lingerly, the grave-digger puts on the forceps” 

(58), the act removes the female agent in birth and positions the dialogue of coming 

into the world through a masculine subjectivity, either Vladimir’s male body in the 

first example, or the gravedigger’s position as the one to remove the baby from the 

birth canal. Mary O’Brien claims the play situates “Unborn men seeking authenticity 

in the absence of the females act of giving birth” (86-87). However, one cannot ignore 
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that Vladimir speaks of his coming into this world. The disappearance of the female 

body as a part in the birth process reconstitutes importance into the product of birth 

and the male bodies that are a part in this process.  

The act of reproduction is removed from the specificity of the female body and 

focused into the material body of man, a body consumed in pain. While discussing the 

possibility of penitence, Estragon questions if being born may be something that the 

two of them can repent (8). Vladimir breaks into a laugh and contorts his face with his 

hand pressed to his pubis. This gesture not only acts as a reminder of the pain 

associated with this part of Vladimir’s body, but it constructs the image of 

reproduction back onto the male body. While contemplating hanging themselves from 

the bough of the tree, Estragon and Vladimir are strangely excited by the effects of a 

successful suicide. 

ESTRAGON: what about hanging ourselves? 

VLADIMIR: Hmmm. It would give us an erection. 

ESTRAGON: (highly excited) An erection! 

VLADIMIR: With all that follows. Where it falls mandrakes grow. 

That’s why they shriek when you pull them up. Did you not know that? 

ESTRAGON: Lets hang ourselves immediately! (Beckett 12) 

 

The act of hanging themselves will not only produce an active sexual response in their 

bodies but will succeed in an act of production. The act of death will produce semen 

which yields mandrakes. This act of production is later deemed unsafe by Estragon 

and neither character fulfills this possibility. Although each of these men are given the 

ability to produce, they decide to wait for Godot and remain in a state of immobility.  

Natural elements in Godot replace the maternal production associated with the 

female body into a regeneration of bi-gendered subjectivity through a spatial discourse 
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of growth and production. In 1597 John Gerard noted the mythical legend of the 

mandrake “[T]hat it is never or very seldome to be found growing naturally but under 

a gallowes, where the matter that hath fallen from the dead body hath given it the 

shape of a man; and the matter of a woman, the substance of a female plant” (357). In 

following of the legend of the mandrake the semen of the male characters produce a 

combined male and female form. The exploration of the necessity of growth though a 

two-gendered system is illuminated in the tree, the object that would give them the 

ability to kill themselves and produce mandrakes. The tree is described as a willow by 

the characters and demonstrates a progression of life from act one to act two with the 

growth of a few leaves. The willow tree is known for having the capability of 

producing on its own because it has both male and female flowers. The willow does 

not need an outside source for its own production.  The acts of production are located 

in life forms that produce through or as bi-gendered conceptions. Alison Jeffers argues 

that the play enacts the failure of western patriarchy: “the impossibility of return 

confronting the trauma of the loss of national masculine identity” (5). Furthering this 

point, I argue that masculine production is immobilized on its own as the characters 

never actually succeed in acting out a mode of reproduction although they seem to 

have the skills to do so. This restructuring of production in the space of this play 

elucidates the fragmented state of the displaced subject from a national identity. The 

masculine subject has the capacity to create but restricts itself from doing so and the 

female body as producer is erased in her actual capable role. Growth through the 

possibility of reproduction is found through natural objects that contain both 
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masculine and feminine traits. Although scholars have positioned the characters of 

Godot with the ability to resist the gender binary structure of male and female, I argue 

that the possibility of transgression does not lie in the characters themselves. The only 

possibility of future reproduction is found in spatial elements that grow outside of the 

capabilities of human reproduction.  

After the New Orleans adaptation of the play was performed, the tree was 

reimagined as woman, a constructed binary of manufacture versus nature. In a 

photograph by Jason Mandella, included in Chan’s Field Guide of a MOMA exhibit of 

the production’s artifacts and documentation, the photograph of the tree is titled “A 

Woman.” In this very basic mode of signification, the tree interweaves woman and 

object especially with the absence of other female bodies in the play. The landscape of 

destruction is communicated through the feminine embodiment of infiltrated and 

absent houses and with this naming of the tree as woman, the only image of growth 

and change in this desolate landscape is transferred through the apparatus of an object 

defined as woman. However, the tree is manufactured out of unnatural elements, steel 

poles that slowly convert into small tree branches. The capability of growth by the tree 

is stunted through a man-made foundation of steel, falsifying the productive ability of 

the object defined as woman. The need to unveil the tree through a signification of 

feminine embodiment occurred not at the New Orleans site of performance but in the 

transfer to a New York City museum, allowing for a broadened discourse around the 

displacement of New Orleans and renewing the status of the people of the city as 

marginal citizens to the nation. This attempt again reminds those outside of the New 
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Orleans area of the devastation and continued inactive response of renewal. However, 

the exhibit and the reference of the tree as woman occurs externally to the condition of 

displacement, open to those who create the world of the abject, and placed at the 

mercy and hands of the very structure that placed the entire city into its own abjection. 

 The disaster that befell the community of New Orleans offered another 

opportunity to depict the maternal body in crisis. Images from the flooding showed 

mothers handing their children through holes in the roofs of homes to rescuers. After 

the long excruciating wait for help, when the opportunity to evacuate was finally a 

reality, families were split up from each other and sent off on different planes and 

buses to various undisclosed destinations. The ripping apart of kinship was alluded to 

in Spike Lee’s documentary When the Levees Broke as an echo of the lack of 

importance placed on the black family beginning with the slave trade. Infiltration had 

taken away belongings, homes, property, communities, and people. In a supposed 

mode of recovery, in the hope for safety, “rescue” was enforced through the 

infiltration of the black family. This mode of estrangement is yet another example of 

the dislocated kinship system afforded to black bodies structured historically through 

enslavement. In the aftermath of Katrina, in a supposed mode of recovery the dispersal 

of black bodies disconnected from their homes, their communities, and their families 

exemplified the continuing lack of importance placed on the black family by the 

nation and furthered the status of the citizens of New Orleans as others to the nation. 

The disaster mutilated every level of social belonging for those in New Orleans, and 

motherhood was one of them.  
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It is important to trace the monstrous maternal image throughout the script of 

Godot as it comes to fruition in the depiction of Vladimir as the maternal surrogate. As 

most of the dialogue surrounding birth denies the female body its agency in the act of 

giving birth, the only reference to a mother is in the form of a memory of a mother 

who had the clap: a sexually transmitted disease that can be passed in birth and infect 

the baby. The inability of Vladimir to be positioned as the maternal is revealed when 

Vladimir sings a lullaby to Estragon so that he can sleep. Estragon forms himself into 

a fetal position while Vladimir sings the word ‘bye’ repeatedly. The stage directions 

note: Estragon sleeps. Vladimir gets up softly, takes off his coat and lays it across 

Estragon’s shoulders…Estragon wakes with a start, jumps up, casts about wildly. 

Vladimir runs to him, puts his arms around him and replies: “There…there…Didi is 

there…don’t be afraid” (Beckett 45). In this moment, Vladimir enacts a typical 

imagined image of the mother putting her child to sleep consoling and comforting the 

child when a restless moment or nightmare awakens him. However, the ability of 

Vladimir to continue this maternal role is quickly lost as Estragon attempts to confide 

his dreams to Vladimir and Vladimir refuses, exclaiming, “Don’t tell me! Come, we’ll 

walk it off” (Ibid). Suddenly the impact of taking on the maternal role cannot be 

contained and the absence of the actual maternal in this situation is exposed. In Cities 

of the Dead, Joseph Roach examines the recreation of culture through the continual 

process of surrogation, a mode of replacement when vacancies in the social framework 

are then filled by often ill-fitting substitutes. This scene reflects and exposes the 

unfitting surrogate and leads to the inability of culture to be recreated in this lens. 
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Vladimir cannot continue as the maternal and in the moment of surrogation and 

expulsion from the role, fully realizes the disappearance of the capacity of the 

maternal within a space of displacement. The inability of the maternal to exist fosters 

the notion of the loss of agency of the mother over her body and the bodies of her kin. 

Another unsuccessful moment of surrogation occurs in Pozzo’s enactment of 

hysteria after the two tramps question Pozzo about his willingness to cast aside Lucky. 

Pozzo rants, groaning and clutching his head: “I can’t bear it…any longer…the way 

he goes on…you’ve no idea…its terrible…he must go …I’m going mad…(collapses) I 

can’t bear it…any longer” (Beckett 23). After Pozzo’s outburst, the tramps look at the 

situation between Pozzo and Lucky differently, taking sides with Pozzo and enabling 

the questionable power dynamics between the two to fall in the favor of Pozzo. 

Hysteria, historically positioned through the female body, quickly fosters a 

relationship of Pozzo within a feminine framing device.  However, the tramps respond 

to this exchange of hysteria by defining it through a theatrical spectacle describing it 

like a pantomime, music hall, and circus. Through an unfitting surrogation of the 

feminine Pozzo’s enactment of hysteria is reduced to an act, a show to be watched. 

 The utilization of the feminine spectacularized through the erasure of the 

female body enlists the problematic narrative of the displaced condition of Occupied 

France. The role of the female body was the agential emblem of a stronger France 

nation made manifest through the workings of Marshall Pétain and the Vichy 

government. This role of the female body was used as a piece of propaganda to 

perform the ability of France to be considered a nation in the defeated landscape of 
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occupation. Without the female body to reproduce good French national subjects, 

France was immobilized. The drive and hope of France was fueled through the female 

body as a spectacle of French national identity. Through the erasure of the body of a 

female subject, Beckett’s Godot obliterates the ability of return to a national imagining 

constructing an immoveable condition of the displaced. 

The long tradition of being defined as a feminine city situates New Orleans as 

a thought-provoking site for a play that erases female subjectivity. The city has a 

remarkable amount of narratives that link the city to the feminine, however, the 

Foreword to Louise McKinney’s New Orleans: A Cultural History marks the city not 

just in the spirit of the feminine, but as a spatial female body. Constance Adler writes:  

[O]ur city is utterly, palpably and indisputably female. Not that she is 

simply like a woman, but that she is a woman who may speak to those 

inclined to listen….Consider her geographical location, tucked into a 

turn of the Mississippi river…This not only gives New Orleans her 

beautiful curvaceous shape, but also renders her incapable of being 

mapped in a linear masculine grid…putting her as it does at the bottom 

of the Mississippi’s muddy outflow, also contributes to her female 

identity by making her rich with a dense, fertile soil. A chthonic womb 

that births the obscene beauty of her foliage... (v).69 

 

If geographical mappings of New Orleans are deemed feminine, perhaps more 

penetrable to infiltration and it is this very infiltration that has exposed the people of 

New Orleans to a mass event of displacement due to flooding, could producing Godot 

                                                             
69 New Orleans as a feminine city can be found in a multitude of references across many 

genres, a few examples of the city’s mapping through the feminine can be found in Andrei 

Codrescu’s New Orleans, Mon Amour: Twenty Years of Writings from the City and Ruth 

Salvaggio’s Hearing Sappho in New Orleans The Call of Poetry from Congo Square to the 

Ninth Ward. In an interview regarding her New Orleans production of Swimming Upstream 

Eve Ensler has been quoted as referring to New Orleans as a “feminine city that had been used 

for pleasure and ribald behavior and thrown away now that she needed support and assistance” 

(Schechner 28). 



185 

 

 

 

in this devastated landscape reclaim the space of the city through a recognition of the 

erasure of the feminine? As I argued previously, the erasure of the female subject in 

the original text works to establish an annihilation of possibility in national discourse 

due to displacement. The production of Godot in New Orleans continues to mark 

displacement through an uncovering of the apparatuses at work in the condition of 

marginalization. By utilizing Godot, a text that erases the female body in a space 

defined through feminine narratives, the loss and erasure of the space is heightened 

and it is in the recognition of erasure that hope endures.  

A Return 

The New Orleans production of Godot marks the marginalization and inability 

of belonging to the nation two years after Katrina hit when the American nation was 

contemplating this disaster through the supposed Katrina fatigue which again 

demonstrated the easy disposability of most of New Orleans to the American nation. 

The production succeeded in bringing the displacement of New Orleans back into a 

national conversation because it cleverly used its status as an outsider of New Orleans 

to attract national interest in the production. Chan’s continuance of the Godot narrative 

through the relocation of the production’s artifacts to the site of New York uprooted 

the play away from the site specificity of the actual production and fostered an 

engagement with the play that reached far beyond the boundaries of New Orleans. The 

expansion of the play circumvented the boundaries of displacement and circulated the 

narratives of Godot through the nation renewing interest in the displacement of New 

Orleans. Chan facilitated this discourse not only through the exhibit, but also through 
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several talks and speeches given across the country as well as the publishing of his 

production notebook.70 At the same time, the production placed the authorship of a 

New Orleans narrative back into the very national body that had sustained a system 

that would marginalize an entire city, an entire community of its own citizens, and 

define these experiences of displacement through a refugee lens. 

The performances of Godot in New Orleans resituated a historical 

underpinning of displacement found in the original text. The experiences of 

surveillance, suspicion, surrogation, and abjection echo not only the status of the mass 

displaced of New Orleans but of the experiences of the mass exodus of 1940 and the 

subsequent four-year occupation of France by German invaders. An analysis of the 

play demonstrates the copious references to Beckett’s experiences during World War 

II and validates the connections of internal displacement to Godot. As German-

Occupied France was marked through a liminal space of national identity controlled 

and facilitated through an atmosphere of surveillance and suspicion, so too does this 

play enact an immobility of being. The haunting of these themes between German-

Occupied France and New Orleans alludes to a very specific reencounter with a mass 

displacement of othering of both these sites examined through the specificities of 

marginalized citizens, either temporarily marked or structurally founded in abjection. 

However, in this comparison between the two, Godot as text and in performance 

uncovers the ability reencounters of displacement facilitate the needed recognition of 

the displaced, to remember.  

                                                             
70 This notebook traced the choices of the performances but also explored the very depths of 

New Orleans’s marginalization through articles, newspaper clippings, and interviews. 
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Chapters 3, in part, has been submitted for publication of the material as it may 

appear in the anthology Performing the Family Dream Home, University of Iowa 

Press. The dissertation author was the primary author of this paper.
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Chapter Four: Reperforming Displacement in Post-Katrina Performance 

 

In a feverish stillness, the intimate recesses of domestic space 

becomes sites for history’s most intricate invasions.  In that 

displacement, the border between home and world becomes confused; 

And uncannily, the private and the public become part of each other, 

forcing upon us a vision that is as divided as it is disorientating.  

– Homi Bhaba 

 

After Hurricane Katrina, there was an insurgence of new works about the 

disaster by artists across the nation, including film, dance, photography, and theatre. 

These Post-Katrina performances often recreated events associated with the hurricane, 

examined and explored race in America, and some capitalized on the catastrophe. 

While Hurricane Katrina caused significant damage to Mississippi, Alabama, 

Louisiana, and other Southern coasts, many post-Katrina art forms addressed the 

issues that arose in New Orleans specifically. New Orleans experienced large scale 

destruction caused by the improper construction and maintenance of the levee system 

that resulted in major flooding and massive internal displacement. Insufficient and 

inappropriate government and military response exposed the exclusion of African 

Americans within the kinship system associated with American nationhood. As 

detailed in chapter one, African Americans in New Orleans were visually cast as 

looters, criminals, and outsiders to the basic survival necessities attained in an 

American kinship narrative. White evacuees, on the other hand, were often described 
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through narratives of survival. African Americans placed outside American kinship 

exposed in New Orleans became an important topic for the artistic community across 

the nation that used Katrina to question topics including race, inclusion, home, and 

national kinship. This chapter interrogates the work post-Katrina performances do 

within the narratives constructed during the massive internal displacement. 

Recognition through performance can facilitate a recovery process, calling attention to 

how African Americans were cast into refugee roles that positioned them as outsiders 

within the United States. The continued need to gaze at the ruins in New Orleans and 

document the disaster sets up a problematic relationship between duplication and 

reactivation of Katrina events. This desire to replay the catastrophe in an effort to 

analyze, understand, and recognize African Americans’ displacement, I argue, can 

perpetuate the trauma of abject kinship for the African Americans in New Orleans 

who were characterized as refugees and plagued by unfulfilled American inclusion. In 

the slippery borders between remembrance, reperformance, and memorialization, 

when forgetting is encouraged until it is deemed time to remember and reflect, 

performance can leave traces and echoes of recognition that survives the fractured 

space of national kinship and nationhood. The stakes in this reperformance are high, 

however, in reperforming the very methods and tactics of the spectacle used by the 

media and government, possibly continuing to marginalize Katrina victims and 

African American citizens.  

This chapter examines three post-Katrina performances that address issues 

concerning kinship, displacement, and national belonging. It begins with analysis of 



190 

 

 

  

two Post-Katrina plays published in the anthology Katrina on Stage: Five Plays. The 

first play Katrina: The K Word written by Lisa Brenner and Suzanne Trauth is a 

documentary play featuring twelve characters that narrate stories about personal 

experiences during Hurricane Katrina, evacuations, and recovery. These stories are 

framed through a theatrical disaster tour. The staged disaster tour creates boundaries to 

control how the narratives function in the play. This staged construction continues the 

perpetual negotiation Katrina victims faced with marginalization from American 

nationhood upheld through the spectacular tourism promoted during Katrina coverage. 

The play elucidates questions of ethics in reperforming disaster tour narratives and 

defines the stakes in performances, especially for a play that performs on college 

campuses throughout the nation. The second play, Trash Bag Tourist written by 

Samuel Brett Williams, also included in the anthology, characterizes the black male as 

a criminal, liar, and feared outsider within the Arkansas community. The play 

positions blackness as the ultimate intruder into white American national kinship. The 

last performance case study in the chapter is the memorial exhibit Living with 

Hurricanes: Katrina and Beyond, located in the tourist hub of New Orleans, the 

French Quarter. I argue that this memorial counters the displacement and abjection 

experienced by New Orleans communities by attempting to insert a narrative of the 

displaced into the Katrina archive. The nuances of the museum exhibit, however, 

invite problems associated with memorialization and displacement reperformance. 

Each of these performance examples use tourism as a driving entry point into their 
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dramaturgy which indicates underlying concerns of voyeurism and spectacular 

othering in reperforming displacement. 

After massive internal displacement, the function of visibility in performance 

can enact encounters with marginalization. In Scenes of Subjection, Saidiya Hartman 

asserts that performance for the captive body is limited in its ultimate failure to 

reconstitute the violated black body, redress does allow for an “exercise of agency 

directed toward the release of the pained body, the reconstitution of violated natality, 

and the remembrance of the breach” (72). Hartman’s adoption of the term “redress” 

from Victor Turner suggests a negotiation that occurs in performance through the 

ritualistic recognition in violent marginalization and subjection. Victor Turner in 

Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society argues that this 

“furnishes a distanced replication and critique of the events leading up to and 

composing the crisis” (41). Hartman concludes that these techniques concern 

“remedying disrupted affiliations, caring for the violated and broken body, and 

reconstituting the terms of subjectivity for the socially dead” (77). Thus, redressive 

action does not dismantle the slavery system nor reconcile the captive body into a full 

subjectivity within the system, but it can “challenge the authority and dominion of the 

slaveholder, and alleviate the pained state of the captive body” (51). Many artists that 

had called New Orleans home before Katrina occurred used performance as a means 

into this type of redressive action.  

Performances in the communities offered opportunities to speak out against 

various oppressors and collectively share the traumatic experiences of internal 
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displacement and national abjection. For instance, Founding Artistic Director of 

Junebug Productions John O’Neal created a performance piece titled Story Circles that 

used personal testimony to discuss race and racism within New Orleans and the United 

States.  Participants gathered together in circles, told a personal story, and listened to 

other narratives facilitated within the circles. After everyone told a story, discussion 

and questions amongst the participants promoted active participation and witnessing 

among conveners. This collective exchange between members of the surrounding 

community allowed for recognition of national exclusion for those that actually 

experienced the displacement. With the dismantlement of family and community 

kinship systems, this performance allowed for people to restore a sense of togetherness 

through their participation. Other performances used home space as critical sites of 

exploration into internal displacement and belonging. Artspot Productions produced a 

site-specific performance Beneath the Strata: Disappearing: a music, dance, ritual 

performance exploring the significance of environmental land changes with race and 

culture. Mondo Bizarro and Artspot Productions produced Loup Garou, a one man 

theatre piece mixing ritual, poetry, and themes of inherited kinship legacies to explore 

familial legacy and tortured kinship. These performances were created and produced 

by communities that had experienced the floods. Each of these examples used 

performance to address the traumas of the city, the ongoing racial and economic 

divides, and the future of a city underwater and under siege by military occupation.  

While the above examples focus on a community bridging the gaps of 

fragmented and failed kinship amongst their members, the three performances I 
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examine in this chapter address narratives of national belonging through methods 

associated with visibility. Visibility as a method into recognition is complex in that it 

at times offers exposure for the marginalized, a necessary step in the process of 

integration and recovery. bell hooks in Black Looks: Race and Representation argues 

about this complexity for “marginalized groups, deemed other, who have been 

ignored, rendered invisible” because visibility alone does not necessarily negate or 

counter the spectacle of otherness often created through the master narrative that 

defined and placed the marginalized in their outside position (26). Visibility is used in 

these three performances to reconstruct through reperformance a national kinship 

narrative. Each performance drives a desire for recognition of the marginalized by 

offering access to stories associated with displacement. This entangled negotiation 

between recognition and the preservation of spectacular otherness in visibility 

manifests in all three performances. The two plays and the memorial exhibit utilize 

visibility to construct a specific experience mapped through tourism. The playwrights 

of both plays are not from New Orleans and did not personally experience the events 

of Hurricane Katrina. Both plays seek a national audience through the access given in 

production and/or publishing. The museum exhibit in New Orleans encompasses a 

specific tourist accessibility into the events creating a product designed for national 

consumption. The stakes in documenting and reperforming displacement found in the 

three case studies are necessary to analyze because of the accessibility to a national 

audience and the spectacular tactics in reconstructing displacement used in each case 

study.  
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Through their ability to traffic information, add insight or perpetuate 

stereotypes, these performances reveal precarious concerns with notions of empathy. 

Hartman outlines the problems associated with the deceptive performing of empathy 

in Scenes of Subjection. In her analysis of abolitionist John Rankin’s desire to stage 

the horrors of slavery through narrative descriptions and reenactment of imagined 

scenarios, Hartman questions empathy’s function in performance. She does not 

question Rankin’s opposition to slavery or his intentions but, instead, argues that 

empathy’s problematic position can repress and suppress the body for which this 

empathy has been constructed.  Hartman argues, “The ambivalent character of 

empathy—more, the repressive effects of empathy—as Jonathan Boyarin notes, can be 

located in the ‘obliteration of otherness’ or the facile intimacy that enables 

identification with the other only as we ‘feel ourselves into those we imagine as 

ourselves.’ And as consequence, empathy fails to expand the space of the other but 

merely places the self in its stead” (19-20). Rankin’s need to place himself in the 

narrative of pain associated with the black slave activates Rankin’s required 

surrogation to perceive and experience this pain. Per Joseph Roach’s approach to 

surrogation that substitutes because of an absence in the original, this surrogation, 

desire, suffering and pain is co-opted by a white male body to enforce the inhumane 

and severe effects of pain and suffering the black body complicates for a white 

audience.  Hartman furthers her argument continuing: 

[I]f the scene of beating readily lends itself to identification with the 

enslaved, it does so at the risk of fixing and naturalizing this condition 

of pained embodiment and, in complete defiance of Rankin’s good 

intention, increases the difficulty of beholding black suffering since the 
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endeavor to bring pain close exploits the spectacle of the body in pain 

and oddly confirms the spectral character of suffering and the inability 

to witness the captive’s pain. If, on one hand, pain extends humanity to 

the dispossessed and the ability to sustain suffering leads to 

transcendence, on the other, the spectral and spectacular character of 

this suffering, or in other words, the shocking and ghostly presence of 

pain, effaces and restricts black sentience (20).   

 

Regardless of motive or intention, the two plays analyzed in this chapter negotiate 

with this form of empathetic surrogation for a national audience towards Katrina 

victims. While this pain is not re-imagined on the actual body of the spectator, each 

performance engages with performing black suffering in order to restore a sense of 

national kinship specifically targeted or trafficked through tourism.  

Tourism—through accessibility, theme, or as a visitation site—creates a 

different mode of spectatorship designed as a means into an authentic or accurate 

experience of the displaced condition in the three performances analyzed in this 

chapter. Furthermore, national or familial kinship permeates the discourse 

implemented in the performances. Katrina: The K Word and the Living with 

Hurricanes memorial exhibit seemingly fight for redressive action in documenting and 

memorializing breached national kinship by inserting marginalized voices into the 

narrative that are fighting to find a place within the American imaginary.  The play 

and museum exhibit stage encounters with blackness through a gaze of national 

kinship that enforces empathy for American citizens. This empathy drives the two 

performative mediums but reinforces the marginalized status of African Americans 

through a gaze of otherness, even while attempting reconciliation. Ritualized black 

suffering continues the spectacle perpetuated in the marginalization of African 
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Americans by remapping the border between the national audience and the pained 

black body. The museum exhibit, I argue, functions slightly differently than Katrina: 

The K Word. Although it operates through mechanisms associated with the spectacle 

to create a narrative of nationhood, the memorial experience allows for oppositional 

voices in the narratives of Hurricane Katrina. Thus, the exhibit is nuanced in how it 

both acts as a counter-spectacle while still functioning within the spectacle and 

tourism agenda. Williams’s Trash Bag Tourist uses tourism as theme to expose the 

false sense of empathy directed towards Katrina victims and African Americans within 

this country who were not affected by the flooding. Ultimately, however, the play 

facilitates this argument by reinstating stereotypes of the black male as a criminal, 

intruding other the same narrative perpetuated by government and media responses in 

New Orleans after Katrina hit.  

Katrina: The K Word and Theatrical Tourism 

 Katrina: The K Word is a verbatim documentary theatre piece created by Lisa 

Brenner and Suzanne Trauth, the editors of the play anthology Katrina on Stage. The 

script was based off interviews with residents willing to discuss their personal 

experiences during and in the aftermath of the flooding with the two playwrights, who 

were not from New Orleans. Brenner and Trauth have acknowledged that their 

playwriting process took liberties in constructing the theatre piece. In a note from the 

two playwrights they state; 

We began this project because we felt that the story of Katrina needed 

to be told. However, we soon discovered that the story doesn't exist, for 

every person who was affected by the storm has his or her own version 

of what happened. What we bring you therefore is by no means 
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"exactly what happened," but twelve stories based on interviews we 

conducted with New Orleans residents. After transcribing the 

interviews, we created this text by cutting, editing, and re-arranging the 

words. Some of the characters are composites of various people we 

interviewed. Some of the stories were simplified for the sake of clarity, 

yet none are fictional. All of the narratives are true as far as they were 

told to us. While we may not agree with every comment nor do we 

present every claim as fact, we have tried to stay true to the opinions 

expressed and to the spirit of the amazing people who felt that what 

happened in New Orleans in 2005 and since deserves our attention. 

(katrinathekword.com) 

 

The play functions as a form of verbatim theatre but the playwrights do acknowledge 

their construction of a specific narrative. Although the play lists the characters as 

either African American or not, the playwrights ascertain that diversity in the play is 

key and flexible casting encouraged. Katrina: The K Word premiered in 2007 at 

Montclair State University in Montclair, New Jersey where Suzanne Trauth was a 

professor. It continues to be widely produced by college campuses across the nation 

and was performed for the 10th Anniversary of Hurricane Katrina at Augustana 

College, Chapman University, Texas Tech University, the University of San Diego 

and Walla Walla University. Due to the educational motive behind the play, a website 

was generated featuring further information including activism links and a study guide 

for students. 

Katrina: The K Word is structured into five categories: Evacuation, Storm, The 

Levees, Those Who Stayed, and Getting Out, but most importantly, the play frames 

the characters’ narratives through a disaster tour for the audience. Twelve characters 

deliver Katrina stories to the audience with Vivie, an African American woman that 

also interjects her own personal accounts of Katrina’s events, as the tour guide for the 
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performance. The audience is welcomed as tourists by Vivie after characters each 

briefly introduce themselves. These introductions position how each character 

identifies with the larger New Orleans community, including how long they have lived 

in New Orleans, how far back their kinship ties to the city go and if they consider 

themselves an authentic New Orleanian, even after living in the area for awhile. Vivie, 

the tour guide approaches the audience: 

VIVIE (Tour Guide): “Good now listen up, here’s how it works. We 

can’t tell you every story out of New Orleans, I mean, my God, 

250,000 people lost their homes. But these twelve folks you just met 

are gonna tell you … 

ENSEMBLE: Exactly…what happened. 

VIVIE: Now c’mon. These people paid good money for this tour, so 

let’s get to it. (Trauth 233) 

 

As the tour guide, Vivie frames the access to Katrina experiences and narratives 

through performance as limited for the audience. Vivie also acknowledges the 

entertainment and monetary value associated with these Katrina narratives. Vivie’s 

address to the audience is directly linked to the performativity and entertainment value 

associated with disaster tours as a way into experience. Perhaps unintentionally, 

Vivie’s character addresses a larger concern with documentary theatre as provider of 

accurate and true narratives.  

 Scholars have analyzed documentary theatre’s functionality as an accurate 

portrayal of experience, and have indicated where issues can arise in this type of 

theatre practice. In the introduction to Verbatim: Contemporary Documentary Theatre, 

the connections between verbatim theatre and journalism is acknowledged in that the 

documentary playwright(s) “approach the play not just as a play but also as an 
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accurate source of information” (10). Accuracy as a main component in documentary 

theatre is argued further in connection with journalism in that “like the journalist, the 

dramatist must abide by some sort of ethical code if their work is to be taken 

seriously”(Ibid). The dilemma of documentary theatre specific to Katrina then is the 

ways in which during Katrina, journalists and the media perpetuated the borders 

among the American viewing audience, Katrina victims and African American Katrina 

victims. As argued in Chapter One, reporters presented New Orleans as an out of 

control third-world country with African Americans as refugees looking for help from 

American cities and citizens. The media promoted associations of black men with 

looting and violence, and continually constructed images of black women, children 

and men as spectacles, images of otherness to voyeuristically look at and isolate from. 

If verbatim theatre acts as a journalist, interviewing and reporting the disaster 

experience, the question remains, how does verbatim theatre not fall into the same 

narrative perpetuated by the media? Furthermore, in the case of this play specifically, 

can performance that frames reporting through disaster tourism counter the media’s 

construction or does it become yet another method to implement the spectacle?   

In the note from the creators mentioned above, Trauth and Brenner indicate the 

accurate story of Hurricane Katrina is non-existent because of the multi-dimensional 

levels of personal experience with the disaster. This statement does not invalidate the 

playwrights’ desire to theatrically stage documentary theatre. The playwrights have 

used stories they have collected through interviews, upholding recent arguments about 

the need for the “real” in documentary theatre. In the introduction to Get Real, Alison 
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Forsyth and Chris Megson argue that documentary theatre has shifted away from “the 

once trenchant requirement that the documentary form should necessarily be 

equivalent to an unimpeachable and objective witness to public events [which] has 

been challenged in order to situate historical truth as an embattled site of contestation” 

(3). The playwrights in just the first few lines spoken by Vivie imply this limited and 

partially accurate narrative in the play including the open possibility for a more 

diverse cast than listed in the text. The real impediment to the play then is that while it 

circulates as documentary theatre, a re-telling of Katrina experience by those actually 

affected to a national audience on college campuses, the play is a theatrically 

constructed drama. This construction reconfigures the narrative and frames it within a 

disaster tour.  

To fully analyze the disaster tour apparatus function in the play and the stakes 

in staging the disaster tour, it is imperative to discuss the many tours that emerged 

post-Katrina by entrepreneurs and larger tour companies, some which still operate 

today. Furthermore, it must be noted how displaced residents coped and fought against 

the voyeurism associated with the tours. In September 2015, I had the opportunity to 

experience one of the few disaster tours still in operation provided by Greyhound 

Tours. On the tour titled “America’s Greatest Catastrophe” the tour operator, Mary, an 

older white woman with quintessential Southern charm, narrated personal stories 

mingled with humor to discuss Katrina as well as longstanding problems of poverty 

and education within the city. Although published accounts of the tours have 

suggested most disaster tour patrons are  elderly and white, this particular bus 
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contained fifty passengers from various racial backgrounds and age brackets. The only 

common trait among all of the passengers was that everyone was a tourist from 

outside New Orleans. The tour drove through the greater New Orleans area, into 

neighborhoods that have been or are in the process of rebuilding. Some homes and 

communities were still in disrepair and untouched by recovery efforts ten years after 

Katrina made landfall. The tour included driving by the levees, various commercial 

and school buildings, and several memorial monuments. Passengers on the tour bus 

disembarked at a memorial cemetery for unidentified Katrina victims for a few 

minutes and were guided to enact a second-line parade for the unidentified victims 

while reloading the bus. Halfway through the three-hour tour, passengers were offered 

a short break at City Park for beignets. The majority of the tour, however, focused on 

driving through communities and looking at homes affected by the flooding.  

The disaster tour is another example in which people from outside New 

Orleans can see the effects of the disaster without actually engaging with residents or 

the community that they drive through. Residents have argued that these tours turn 

their communities, homes, families, and ultimately themselves into voyeuristic objects 

to be looked at, a visual spectacle for the American populous. Disaster tours take 

visitors in tour buses through some of the most devastated areas, profiting from the 

spectacularization of mass annihilation, i.e. domestic spaces.  While some 

communities wanted to further this visibility through actual human interaction, others 

forcibly tried to shut down the spectacles created by tourists gazing at their 

demolished homes. Laws were enacted that curtailed tours, but, to this day, the 
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Greyhound Tour still operates, leaving the station daily. The spectacle constructed 

through the tour is enhanced by the isolation between the spectator and the outside 

areas in view. Bus windows are darkened so that those on the bus can look out, but the 

people on the other side of this gaze cannot return it or even see who is peering at 

them, creating a one-way voyeurism onto the destruction. Since home space in New 

Orleans after Katrina had been pushed into a new fetishized space through media 

coverage, residents tapped into this one-way voyeurism by using signs and their 

physical homes as a space of agency to interrogate this one-way looking process.  

As the totality of the destruction that neighborhoods endured came to light in 

the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the deconstructed home became a performative 

space expressing discontent with the hegemonic power structure of nationhood and 

belonging. During Hurricane Katrina, houses and buildings were used as large scale 

S.O.S. billboards. These images became iconographic images circulated through the 

media and part of the Hurricane Katrina archive. Noting the power and attention, these 

messages garnered across the nation, in the aftermath of Katrina, street blogging 

allowed an oppositional voice to be embedded amongst the debris. Street blogging, 

where residents wrote messages around the city and namely on demolished living 

spaces, conveyed the disconnection of the community within the national imaginary.  

Utilizing the public spectacle of the house enabled through the national news circuit, 

many messages inserted the voice of the displaced, the marked other, into the national 

narrative. Some of these messages called out the failure in government response, a 

hatred for President Bush, the lack of support by FEMA and other agencies given 
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authority to help in the area. Others specifically spoke to the displacement and an 

overall feeling of being forgotten, un-American, or lost. The house acted as a billboard 

of recognition for the underrepresented and spoke to the ongoing struggles with 

recovery. It became a tool to perform the voice of a community, reconfiguring what 

remained of the personal and private individual into a mass of anonymity that spoke 

for the displaced populous.  

What was apparent was that homespace in New Orleans had been pushed into 

a new space of voyeurism and tourism. Residents were tapping into this visual tourism 

that had manifested through the highly mediatized accounts of the event by inscribing 

messages for the great national gaze to view. These messages were not for the local 

population. They were specifically geared towards the media camera, an awareness 

cry for the displaced, and the eventual rise of disaster tourism that would soon follow 

the storm. Some neighborhoods obstructed access to disaster tours altogether with 

legal mandates and posted signs that implicated tour-goers in their pornographic 

objectification, while other neighborhoods imposed signs welcoming tourists to cross 

the threshold of safety provided by the physically separating tour bus and actually 

engage in conversation with victims affected by the destruction. The city is still trying 

to work with residents and tour companies to find appropriate routes to enable tourism 

to continue but to implement some sort of strategy to make it less voyeuristic.  The 

signs made by various neighborhoods were for tourists to see, in their gaze of looking 

out the window, to call out the ways in which tourists continued the process of 

othering perpetuated by the media coverage. The tour engaged with disaster tourism 
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made apparent in B. R. Bates and R. Ahmed’s chapter “Disaster Pornography: 

Hurricanes, Voyeurism, and the Home Television Viewer” in the edited volume 

Through the Eye of Katrina: Social justice in the United States Disaster Pornography. 

They argued that “Instead of seeking a deep understanding of the other, media 

coverage allows us to observe the other from afar and keep ourselves out of moments 

of relationship with them as valued others” (Bates 187). The disaster tour as a 

commodified space makes money by turning disaster into a lucrative investment, 

upholding othering through the one-way gaze from the bus onto displaced kinship and 

national abjection. 

 Katrina: The K Word uses this theatrical dramaturgical device of a disaster 

tour that mingles the spectacle of disaster voyeurism with so-called authentic voices of 

the displaced through its documentary genre. This negotiation between voyeurism and 

authenticity seemingly subverts the spectacle of actual disaster tourism by returning 

the gaze back onto the audience. In the first lines of the play Vivie notes that the show 

needs to be good for the paying audience. This meta-theatrical device pointedly 

acknowledges the problematic crux of the show itself. As documentary theatre, the 

play stages a historical chain of events through personal testimony. In the anthology 

Get Real: Documentary Theatre Past and Present, Janelle Reinelt argues that “The 

promise of the documentary […] is to establish a link between the spectator’s quest 

and an absent but acknowledged reality […] the indexical value of documents is the 

corroboration that something happened, that events took place” (Forsyth 9-10). The 

spectator goes to a documentary theatre piece to expand their insight and 
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understanding of actual events more fully.  Verbatim theatre offers the possibility for 

the audience to encounter authentic experiences in these events. This type of theatre 

offers an exchange of knowledge through access to this testimony, a “real” encounter 

with those affected by the flooding. But Vivie’s line, also positions this type of 

spectator witnessing through the entertainment apparatus of the theatre. 

While the disaster tour functions to separate and isolate the spectator from the 

displaced on the other side of the bus window, through personal testimony Katrina: 

The K Word offers recognition of the voyeuristic tactics used in the framing of the 

disaster tour. The play includes narratives from the displaced which allows an 

exchange between the spectator and the displaced, functioning in the same way 

residents asked tour-goers to not only gaze but to engage with the displaced crossing 

the border of the tour bus.  Reinelt argues: 

The embodied negotiated relationship of discrete subjects to the 

performance and its materials allows for collective experiences of grief 

or mourning, experiences of social solidarity or hilarity, as well as what 

Jane Gaines calls ‘political mimesis’-the experience of political 

struggle in film (or on stage I would add) that makes the audience want 

to take up that struggle too. (Forsyth 12) 

 

The audience’s quest for knowledge in attending a documentary theatre piece assumes 

a desire for political activation or at the least a more fully realized understanding of 

the events. The play does grant access to a larger non-New Orleans audience but 

recognition of the ethical dilemma in reproducing displacement for an audience 

desiring access needs to be addressed. Reinelt takes into consideration that this access 

documentary theatre provides must include “creative mediation, and individual and 

communal spectatorial desire […but] the shards of the document are tattered and thin. 
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The mediation is always suspect” (Forsyth 23). This is where the stakes lie in Katrina: 

The K Word. The heightened suspicion about people from outside New Orleans by 

residents occurred due to the massive failure of national kinship. The flooding and 

destruction in the area later produced an influx of people from across the nation 

moving to the area because property rates decreased and they wanted to help recovery 

efforts in the city. Residents across the board had been taken advantage of by the 

media, by the government, and by people looking to capitalize on the destruction. 

Suspicion of post-Katrina documentary theatre thus cannot be ignored.71 The play 

acknowledges the strengths and weaknesses of documentary theatre and in the 

mediation stages a disaster tour that frames the personal stories in the production.  

 When the narratives of the play begin to shift from personal story directed to 

the audience to exchanges between characters, Vivie the tour guide interrupts the 

scene in order to keep the play within its structured framework. Two characters, Joe 

and Gabe, lose track of this experiential disaster narrative and begin to discuss with 

each other the role politicians, military, and the New Orleans mayor played in the 

internal displacement of New Orleans. 

JOE: Let me just interject here. One of my major critiques in this entire 

operation is failure of leadership. The governor, the mayor, Brownie, 

all deer in the headlights. When the federal force came in, Lieutenant 

General Honoree, 82nd airborne, told the governor, just sit down, you 

know, just sit down. 

DARRYL: The Ragin Cajun 

[Joe and Gabe face off.} 

JOE: But it was weeks before the federal force actually got here. 

Politicians and leaders are not the same thing. 

                                                             
71 This suspicion came to fruition in the play The Breach written by Joe Sutton, Terrell 

McCraney etc through a reporter character looking for the real story of Katrina by 

interviewing residents. 
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[Vivie steps forward, reminds them of the audience, and guides them 

back to the Disaster tour”, urging them to continue with the story]. 

(Trauth 233). 

 

Vivie’s interception of the dialogue between Joe and Gabe purposely marks the scene 

as a digressive moment from the play, implicating the audience as spectators to the 

disaster narrative. In this scene, the characters disengage from the disaster tour 

apparatus that is based on personal stories leading Vivie to get the play back on track.  

 The guidelines for the performance maintains the play within the self-aware 

function of documentary theatre: tell your story about the events surrounding 

Hurricane Katrina. The derailment quoted above addresses the voyeurism associated 

with a disaster tour, a reminder to the audience of its viewpoint in the performance. It 

is a brief encounter that pointedly draws attention to the ethical issues of Katrina 

reperformance. Even in these two meta-theatrical moments, the play otherwise stays 

the course in producing stories for the audience’s consumption. Perhaps if the device 

was used more substantially in the production it could operate as a subversive agent in 

the audience’s recognition of their own voyeuristic desires for a true disaster narrative. 

This documentary theatre piece, however, relies on its function as educational 

documentation for the college performance circuit.  These moments do not function to 

dismantle the us/them narrative perpetuated by numerous performative devices 

including the media, government, or in this performative, live document. The disaster 

tour frame disappears from much of the play but consumes the production in how it 

structures the play through a definitive mode of voyeuristic spectatorship, detaching 

the viewer from the viewed. While a disaster tour drives through sites haunted by 
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displacement, otherness, and national abjection, the tour itself upholds this boundary. 

When the play chooses this apparatus as the frame in such a brief and unassuming 

way, the play settles into the familiar tropes of disaster tourism. Much like the 

playwright’s process wherein the playwrights enacted a reporter role, interviewing, 

dissecting, arranging and constructing “true” accounts, the play does not change the 

looking apparatus. The play becomes a way to engage with the displaced diaspora 

without stepping foot into the debris of New Orleans or to talk directly with Katrina 

victims. 

  The documentary theatre impulse in Katrina: The K Word replays the 

reporting mechanism and in doing so, continues abjection through a false sense of 

recognition. This recognition fails because it perpetuates the narrative of otherness: the 

authorial voice of the non-New Orleanian white playwright that traffics displacement 

after consuming material for performance. The play ritualizes displacement through 

reperformance. It uses narrative to construct an experiential displacement that restores 

a sense of unification for a larger national theatre community. This unification, 

however, is distorted in the mechanics of the play text through the disaster tour 

apparatus and the final scene of the play. The final scene of Katrina: The K Word 

functions to call the audience to action.  

RACHEL: Home is a sacred place. 

EMSEMBLE: With Liberty and justice… 

VIVIE: This disaster tour is not something Hollywood could do, 

because the ending would be a cliffhanger—you don’t know how it’s 

gonna…it’s a cliffhanger. It’s like “to be continued.” I remember as a 

kid to see that on a movie was like, goddammit, I’m not going to be 

able to watch the rest of this shit. And that’s what this is. It’s to be 

continued. 
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ENSEMBLE:…for all. 

[Joe helps the Actors drape the tattered American flag over debris to 

create a coffin. They lift the coffin and face the audience.] (Trauth 244) 

 

This call for national cohesion in the final scene of the play implicates the audience as 

part of the recovery process in identifying and rectifying the effects of marginalization 

in America. Recovery is represented as a continuous process in this final scene but 

what exactly is the audience activated to do in this final scene? If documentary 

theatre’s success relies on “mov[ing] the conversation about its subject matter from a 

state of entropy to a higher level of activation, energy and discourse” per Gary J. 

Dawson’s argument in Documentary Theatre in the United States: An Historical 

Survey and Analysis of Its Content, Form, and Stagecraft, then in what way does this 

final scene expose the function behind the use of the disaster tour in the play? Vivie as 

our guide states to the audience that only theatre could set up this sort of disaster tour 

frame because film spectators disengage with narratives that do not have an end. A 

close analysis of these lines, which interrupt the American pledge of allegiance, 

suggests that the process of recovery is situated through the act of looking. Vivie 

remarks that the film spectator loses interest in a narrative with no end. While this 

poignant scene offers an African American woman authorial agency to disrupt the 

American Pledge of Allegiance, the message found in this play is that to be activated 

in recovery is to keep looking, to keep watching.  

 By the end of this scene, the play’s title, Katrina: The K Word, alludes to the 

precarious underlying stakes in its performance. The title is haunted by echoes traced 

to a derogatory racial slur associated with African Americans. The K Word also refers 
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to the term “Katrina fatigue” that became part of Post-Katrina discourse not even a full 

year after the storm hit by both media outlets and American citizens inside and outside 

the New Orleans area. The term Katrina divided the populous between those who 

wanted to analyze this national catastrophe and many individuals who lost interest in 

Katrina because of its repetition throughout various accessible analytical and 

descriptive resources. The play asks the spectator to continue to gaze when the play 

ends and when the audience no longer has desire for disaster information. While it 

constructs this experience through the insertion of the displaced voice, this voice has 

been manipulated through the tourists writing. Unlike Anna Deavere Smith’s work or 

The Laramie Project which gives a voice to a specific person through their words, the 

play subsumes documentary with no tangible evidence of accountability for the 

characters. The characters do not have an identity except for what has been written 

about them. The actual body and identity of the displaced have been manipulated, 

narratives combined, and anonymity produced.  Those from New Orleans do not have 

the ability to counter the stories presented because their connection to the story has 

been removed. The audience is also not given access in authenticating the stories and 

thus, the audience is asked to re-engage with a suspension of disbelief in the personal 

testimony construction for the theatre piece. The audience is asked to trust that the 

playwrights have created this piece through ethical standards of reporting associated 

with journalism and documentary theatre. Furthermore, unlike Spike Lee’s important 

documentary film When the Levees Broke that included actual testimony from New 

Orleans residents spoken from their mouths and from their bodies, the audience is 
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asked to engage with personal testimonies through surrogate actors and actresses, 

some of which may be completely different racial, gender or economic identities than 

those whose stories are constructed and delivered to the audience. 72  

Katrina: The K Word works within the complex negotiations of visibility, 

voyeurism and tourism. It uses visibility as both a means for recognition and 

continued enactment of voyeurism. The play does offer “counter-spectacles” as 

defined by Silvija Jestrovic in Performance, Space, Utopia: Cities of War, Cities of 

Exile, working within the borders of the language of the spectacle. Jestrovic’s 

argument suggests that counter-spectacles can find ways to intervene in the master 

narrative. Intervention is attempted through Vivie, calling attention to the audience’s 

desire for performative access and in her agential authority as guide for the audience. 

Katrina: The K Word offers a moment of recognition through the visibility given to 

marginalized narratives. These counter-spectacles within the play, however, do not 

offer anything more than recognition by employing the voyeuristic isolation 

experienced by those in New Orleans through reinscribing the national gaze. While the 

play may be interested in educationally expanding knowledge to a national base of 

students, the play placates the narrative of otherness, reperforming a gaze that 

separates and surrogates the specific pained bodies that the narratives should engage. 

Trash Bag Tourism 

                                                             
72 This idea was addressed by a few actresses in Eve Ensler’s Swimming Upstream, a Vagina 

monologues type production about women’s experiences during Hurricane Katrina. One of the 

actresses in the play indicated a strangeness in the trafficking of her personal traumatic 

experiences when the play went into national circulation and was narrated from the mouth of 

another.  
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Trash Bag Tourist by Brett Samuel Williams is one of the few Post-Katrina 

plays set outside New Orleans. Instead, the one-act play takes place in Arkadelphia, 

Arkansas, a state that accepted as many as 70,000 displaced citizens from Louisiana, 

Mississippi, and Alabama.73  The play went into development immediately following 

the storm at the Mason Gross School of the Arts at Rutgers University. It premiered in 

August 2006 in New Orleans at the New Orleans Art Center. It was produced by a 

group called The New Orleans Theater Experiment and directed by the founder of the 

group, Michole Biancosino. Trash Bag Tourist performed alongside another one-act 

written by Samuel Brett Williams, Bobby Hebert, which told the story of two male 

friends trapped on a roof during the flooding. The New Orleans’s newspaper: The 

Times Picayune, reviewed the performance stating:  

Out of nowhere, a group called The New Orleans Theater Experiment 

has whipped up two new plays for the post-Katrina South. One is 

"Bobby Hebert," a short, tragi-comic curtain-raiser, and the other a 

longer one-act, "The Trash Bag Tourist." Both are quirky, funny, yet 

serious pieces. What they have produced in The Club space at the Fine 

Arts Center Uptown is a screwball comedy that surprises with the depth 

of feeling beneath the humor. 74 (Cuthbert) 

 

 The play grapples with issues concerning race, family, and the American 

Dream as each of the three characters’ dream for a better life constructed around 

economic growth or job opportunities. The play includes three characters: two white 

                                                             
73 Arkansas was one of the top five states with the largest relocations after Hurricane Katrina, 

Texas being the largest followed by Tennessee, Georgia, Florida, and then Arkansas. 
74 It is imperative to note that in all my research of this newly called New Orleans Theater 

Experiment group, that no one seemed to have any direct ties to the New Orleans area and the 

group seems to have originated through the development process at Rutgers University. One 

actress from Trash Bag Tourist was from New Orleans and had connections with both the 

director and playwright. 
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women and one African American man.  Dorothy, an aging white mother who eats icy 

hot by the mouthful, uses a walker, and dreams of winning money from a regional 

television show titled Dialing for Dollars. Molly, Dorothy’s daughter, lives with her 

mother in a rundown trailer, and recently quit her job at the Piggly Wiggly market to 

follow her dream to be a successful rodeo clown. (In the play, she is working at the 

local rodeo.) The third character is Chuck: an African American Hurricane Katrina 

evacuee who is invited by Molly to move in while Chuck waits for a FEMA trailer and 

government relief check to arrive. Chuck also has a dream to become a pro-wrestler. 

From the beginning of the play, Dorothy and Molly are represented as an over-the-top 

grotesque mother-daughter team that communicates to each other via verbal quirks, 

abusive language and name calling. The play attempts to use a comical, caricature-

driven spoof of trailer-living Southern white women as part of the comic relevance in 

the piece. More importantly, seething in the crevices of this play, under the surface of 

a comedy, there lies a discourse of displacement, otherness, and fear of intruding 

blackness. The stakes in performing this one-act are high for this reason and with the 

play’s inclusion in the published theatrical canon through the anthology  Katrina on 

Stage, it is far more accessible than other Post-Katrina plays for national consumption. 

The title Trash Bag Tourist calls attention to the deep resentments of a 

community overflowing with new arrivals because of the disaster, mapping African 

American citizens in need as unwelcomed homeless undesirables. Samuel Brett 

Williams, the playwright, has ties to Arkansas and moved to Arkadelphia when he was 

eighteen years old. His stepfather ran a community center housing displaced residents 
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from Louisiana and Williams discusses this motivating factor behind writing the play 

in an interview published in Katrina on Stage. He noted that he had heard community 

members in Arkansas make comments such as displaced were “rapin’ babies” and 

“makin’ the lines too long at the Wal-Mart” (Trauth 264). The audience first hears the 

term “trash bag tourist” in an exchange of dialogue that opens the play between Molly 

and Dorothy. Molly enters after a long day at the rodeo and references the multitude of 

Katrina evacuees she has had to maneuver around at the local Walmart. Although 

Molly indicates sympathy for the flooding victims, she finds their presence in her 

community to be a nuisance. Dorothy repeats a neighbor’s opinion about the new 

displaced population in their community to Molly, stating “all the trash bag tourists 

have done since they got here is steal cars and rape little boys” (Trauth 180). Molly 

responds to her mother that she wishes the neighbors would be nicer in a passive 

statement for amicable living amongst community members and not a defense for the 

Katrina victims. The play stages funny stereotypes for all three characters, including 

positioning Molly and Dorothy in an economically disadvantaged white American 

trailer park narrative. These repetitive stereotypes do not lessen or lighten the severe 

issues presented in the play about Katrina victims, African Americans and American 

kinship. Despite these distinctions, this play perpetuates the criminalization and fear of 

the black male presented in Katrina discourse by the media, government agencies, and 

military occupation.  

Chuck’s character, while given brief moments within the play that establish his 

past traumas of dislocated kinship and home space, represents the feared other 
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exposed during Hurricane Katrina within the American narrative. Molly invites Chuck 

to stay with her and her mother and his presence in their home ignites a racial fury in 

Dorothy. In the audience’s first encounter with Chuck, the exposition given for his 

character acknowledges both how Chuck meets Molly and how he feels like an 

outsider in the community. Chuck finds most of the residents in Arkansas to be 

inhospitable towards him. Mac, a local store owner, has accused him of stealing a 

knife. Brother Eric, a local resident helping Katrina victims, offered Chuck an 

opportunity to wash his vehicle for a measly three dollars and Chuck finds this 

offensive, stating Brother Eric thinks he is “a bum or somethin” (Trauth 184).  Molly 

and Chuck have a good rapport from the start. He advises her on the importance of 

treating her mother better and immediately supports her dream to be a successful 

rodeo clown in a larger rodeo circuit outside her hometown.  

As a one-act play however, the narrative unfolds rapidly securing Chuck’s 

character within the Katrina narrative placed on African Americans in New Orleans. 

Chuck makes a sexual advance towards Molly, attempting to kiss her, after only a few 

moments alone with Molly in her home. Molly pulls away at first, with Chuck 

immediately apologizes for misreading signals he assumed Molly was sending to him, 

but after a short exchange of dialogue between the two characters, Molly kisses him 

on her own accord, igniting a relationship between them. By scene three in the play, 

Dorothy discovers that the accusation made by the store owner against Chuck is 

correct: he did steal the knife from the local store. Dorothy has found the knife by 

rummaging through Chuck’s trash bag and confronts Chuck with the knife in hand, 
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but Chuck takes the knife from her and puts it at her throat. At this point in this short 

one-act play, the audience has seen Chuck as a sexual aggressor, a liar, and now a 

violent criminal. The scene continues with Molly finding out the truth about Chuck’s 

lie, but by the end of the scene, Molly indicates to her mother that she has applied for 

a rodeo clown position in Houston and if she gets it, she will invite Chuck to go to 

Houston with her. Although Chuck has lied to Molly and did in fact steal the knife, 

Molly chooses Chuck and the possibility of a new life with him over her mother’s 

warnings. This scene marks a turning point in the play that shifts the entire power 

dynamic between the three characters.  

The next scene begins with this power shift which gives Chuck a new-found 

familiarity within the trailer and transforms Dorothy into an outsider in her own home. 

The scene opens with Chuck lounging around in his underwear in control of the 

remote. Dorothy attempts to grab the remote from Chuck exclaiming, “It’s my 

television and my remote control!” Chuck responds “Not no more it ain’t” (Trauth 

196). In this moment Chuck acknowledges his new power within the home, a position 

Dorothy once held. He has usurped her authority. The remote control, while a 

seemingly trivial object, is a prized possession for Dorothy tied to her ability at 

economic growth in winning money from the game show. Chuck’s authority is 

fleeting, however, and an emergency phone call from the hospital sends Chuck 

running out of the trailer in his underwear. Molly has suffered an injury at the rodeo 

and Chuck runs to her aid. With both Chuck and Molly removed from the home space, 

Dorothy regains control of her remote and her home space. Dorothy’s recovered 
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position is followed by another phone call from Brother Eric that secures her status 

and her kinship space. Dorothy confesses to Brother Eric that they have been housing 

one of the Katrina victims. It is here that the final reveal of the play unfolds. Dorothy 

is told that Chuck is not a victim from New Orleans and his real name is Marvin 

Jones. When Molly and Chuck return from the hospital, Molly in a wheelchair from 

her accident, Dorothy reveals her new information about their supposed Katrina 

victim. In the following dialogue, Chuck reasons with Molly about why he has lied to 

her and betrayed her trust, for the second time in the play. 

CHUCK: I wuz livin’ in Lonoke-in a dump smaller than a shotgun 

shack- I wuz workin’ at the Burger Barn, and they got it shut down, and 

no place else’d hire a forty-year old black man with no education. I lost 

my house and— 

DOROTHY: Don’t believe anything he says—he’s a liar. 

CHUCK: It’s true—it all is—on my mother’s grave it is. I wuz usin’ 

the Best Buy bathroom to clean up one day, and I saw Katrina on the 

news and heard Arkadelphia wuz helpin’-givin’ food and shelter-and 

no one ain’t never helped me ‘fore, so I came here, and I…I’m sorry 

Molly-I am. (Trauth 200) 

  

Chuck explains that he saw the opportunity to get help, a help he needed in hard times. 

While each of the characters are unlikeable by the way they treat one another, the 

play’s dramatic narrative hinges on the unfolding of Chuck’s real identity and the 

recovery of Dorothy and Molly’s domestic space. In a brief moment at the end of the 

play, Molly chooses Chuck, even with his lies and deceit over staying with her mother. 

She looks back and forth between Chuck’s stage exit and her mother and calls for 

Chuck but he does not return. In the last few lines of the play, Molly asks her mother: 

“Somebody’ll help him….don’t ya think?” The play concludes with Dorothy’s reply: 
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“Don’t nobody care ‘bout that nigger. At least not no more. His time’s done come and 

gone” (Trauth 202).  

 The shocking last line of dialogue which coincides with the grotesque 

stabilization of the family home in the play’s conclusion, speaks to the complicated 

relationship between otherness and home within the American kinship narrative. The 

play grapples with the slippery ideas of American kinship afforded to African 

Americans in this country addressed by Dorothy’s final remark. The complicated play 

exposes quite significantly the level of caring this small town has for the Hurricane 

Katrina victims it has accepted. Both Dorothy and Molly describe the issues and 

concerns the town faces with Katrina evacuees, including the nuisance of more people 

in the area and criminal behavior. Dorothy’s line suggests that Chuck cannot rely on 

the sympathy afforded to Hurricane Katrina victims. Chuck’s need for help will be 

ignored because he has lost his status as a victim and is no longer a viable candidate 

for sympathy. According to Dorothy, the loss of his association with Katrina removes 

his identity as someone to help because he is Marvin, a non-Katrina victim and, most 

importantly, a black man. She posits that Marvin’s blackness positions him as outside 

American kinship, his citizenship or American identity absent from the discussion 

because he is only a black man and no longer a victim of Katrina. The play, which 

uses comedy as a means into the warped family relationship, realizes and reperforms 

the displaced kinship afforded to African Americans in this country through the 

narratives exposed during the actual Katrina crisis. 
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 Performed in New Orleans soon after the events of Hurricane Katrina while the 

city was under military occupation, Trash Bag Tourist perpetuates the trajectory of 

narratives constructed about African American victims of Hurricane Katrina. These 

narratives propagated by the media and governmental agencies (as discussed in 

chapter one) constructed blackness as a threat. Blackness was represented as violent 

and out of control, and needed to be contained and controlled. Stories of rape, looting, 

and criminal behavior transmitted across the nation caused cities around the nation to 

look upon the evacuees with a distrust and fear that caused severe alienation for 

African American flood victims looked upon with suspicion by their ‘helpful’ host 

communities. The play dramatizes Chuck as an outsider through fear, perpetuating the 

white patriarchal narrative that black men are sexually aggressive and untrustworthy. 

Chuck is an intruder into the white family home. He is let into the home under false 

pretenses by Molly with whom he immediately strikes up a sexual relationship 

through which he takes away Dorothy’s power within her own home. Dorothy’s 

accusations towards Chuck are validated throughout the play. Chuck has lied, stolen, 

and made his way into their home changing the dynamics of the family space. The 

basic narrative of the play is mapped thus: Chuck intrudes the white home. He has 

relations with the young white woman in the house. He is a thief and liar. He takes 

advantage of the system by pretending to be a Katrina victim and then he leaves. The 

disturbing message is that the grotesque mother who uses racist language towards 

Chuck and never accepts him in her home, is correct in her assumptions about his 

character.  
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 The play’s unsettling narrative is also permeated with the fear associated with 

uncontained blackness that was perpetuated during Katrina. Chuck/Marvin as outsider 

has the ability to enter the community and leave when he sees fit, represented in the 

play as the intruding traveling black man. bell hooks in Race and Representation 

acknowledges that although the black man within segregated black communities “was 

admired even as he was seen as indictment of the failure of black men to achieve the 

patriarchal masculine ideal,” black masculinity is placed outside the white imagination 

(96). The fear of the uncontained black man able to move from place to place is 

reinforced in this play.  Chuck/Marvin has the ability of intrusion without 

containment. This ability brings him to the home of Dorothy and Molly and 

destabilizes the home space, causing both Dorothy and Molly further confinement in 

their home. Dorothy, the mother, has limited movement available to her through her 

older age. By the end of the play, Molly is also unable to move, left with two broken 

legs from a bull sitting on her. The two white female characters that allow the black 

traveling man into their home are left without any recourse in securing relief from 

their own decrepit conditions. They both fail in obtaining personal economic growth 

within the American dream narrative. This failure hinges on Chuck’s place within 

their family home. Molly fights to be taken seriously as a rodeo clown and it is Chuck 

who encourages Molly in her career aspirations. If Molly would have listened to her 

mother and given up her dream, she could leave with him at the end of the play. 

Instead, she remains attached to her mother because she does not have the capability to 

leave with Chuck. Dorothy finally gets the chance to win a cash prize at Dialing for 



221 

 

 

  

Dollars when the show calls her home towards the play’s conclusion, but in the 

upheaval caused by Chuck and Molly, Dorothy gives the wrong answer. The dreams 

of each white character are diminished by the end. Even in a moment of comic relief, 

Dorothy discovers the pizza discount card left by Marvin is expired exacerbating 

Marvin’s function in the play as a useless but destructive intruding force.  

 Regardless of its comic and grotesque depictions of all three characters, this 

play perpetuates the outsider status of African American men within the national 

imaginary.75 During Hurricane Katrina evacuations African American men were 

represented as fearsome, foreign, unwelcomed others that intrude the home, the 

community and take advantage of white sympathy. The play does not offer a counter-

argument to the Hurricane Katrina narratives perpetuated by military occupation, 

government agencies and the media. It dramatizes those narratives with a comic 

surface and ridiculously stereotyped characters presented onstage. In reperforming the 

narrative of the intruding and feared black other, the play continues to negotiate 

between white American kinship and the other, supporting the white racist 

imagination of the black male predator portrayed by the media and used in the 

argument for military occupation. The narrative exposed during Hurricane Katrina 

promoted blackness as an infiltrating and infecting agent into American communities 

and families. This play reperforms this narrative. Although the play offers a moment 

of recognition in the final line of the play to engage with the exclusion of African 

                                                             
75 I have to note that the comedic stereotypical portrayals of the white, Southern, economically 

disadvantaged characters are less than appealing as well. Outside the focus of this chapter, I 

find these caricatures to be denigrating to white women especially through the voice of a white 

male playwright located in New Jersey. 
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Americans from national kinship, this small intervention does little for the play against 

the larger narrative scope. The play visibly frames the African American male as 

outsider throughout. He is represented as threatening to Dorothy within her home, to 

the community that has allowed him access, and to the larger notions of the American 

Dream. The play includes the marginalized voice of Chuck as an African American 

male in need of assistance, while presenting Marvin as victimizer with white kinship 

as his victims. 

Living with Hurricanes: Displacement and Kinship Memorialized 

While the two plays discussed above were written by playwrights from outside 

New Orleans, the Louisiana State Museum’s ongoing exhibit Living with Hurricanes: 

Katrina and Beyond uses the memorialization process to present further discussion of 

American kinship and the future of New Orleans. The exhibit activates the remains of 

domestic spaces in New Orleans into memorial sites. Countering the exploitation of 

kinship perpetuated by disaster tours and mass media, the exhibit employs kinship 

space as memorial tools to integrate the displaced back into the national narrative. The 

exhibit reconstructs fragmented nationhood through objects and remnants from the 

disaster while using the mechanisms of the spectacle—isolation and voyeurism—in 

the creation of a memorial space.  

Much as the performances of Paul Chan’s Waiting for Godot, discussed in 

Chapter Three, used actual sites of dispossession, Living with Hurricanes: Katrina 

and Beyond relocated remnants from sites across the city to the Louisiana State 

Museum.  The exhibit explores how dwellings became performance spaces that 

enacted narratives of political and social unrest. The exhibit reconstructs the 
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fragmented and ambiguous state of national marginalization through objects and 

remnants from homes. In doing so, it performs remembrance through the tactics 

manifested during the crisis—the spectacularized and hyper-visible home space. If, as 

Pierre Nora states, “Modern memory is, above all, archival. It relies entirely on the 

materiality of the trace, the immediacy of the recording, the visibility of the 

image…Fear of a rapid and final disappearance combines with anxiety,” then the 

exhibit embraces the trope of modern memory (13). To fight against the erasure of 

displacement, Living With Hurricanes: Katrina and Beyond at the Louisiana State 

Museum in New Orleans utilizes mnemonic encounters with familial space and 

narratives from the internally displaced. In Performing Remains, Rebecca Schneider 

writes, “If the past is never over or never completed, ‘remains’ might be understood 

not solely as object or document material, but also as the immaterial labor of bodies 

engaged in and with that incomplete past: bodies striking poses, making gestures, 

voicing calls, reading words, singing songs, or standing witness” (33). The exhibit 

works to uncover the marginalized in New Orleans and embrace the relationship 

between spectator and spectacularized object in memorialization through a witnessing 

of the remains. Nora observes that “memory attaches itself to sites, whereas history 

attaches itself to events” (22). Living With Hurricanes creates an in-between encounter 

between site and event, negotiating nationhood in an entanglement between history 

and memory. 

Visitors take roles in the memorialization process through interaction.  

Participation is an active choice invited by many parts of the exhibit. At the beginning 
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of the exhibit, a multimedia demonstration creates a small scale experiential hurricane. 

Flickering lights create lightening. Fans create wind and three screen panels project 

video of Hurricane Katrina hitting New Orleans. Headphones at various stations 

throughout the exhibit give visitors access to information if they choose to engage. 

Some stations also include interactive play with displays that demonstrate both the 

deterioration of wetlands and their necessary role in protecting the region from future 

hurricanes.76 This tactile playing is limited in several areas of the exhibit, however, 

that represent familial space. Diana Taylor positions museum space through the 

relationship between the mobility of spectators and the fixed space of otherness. She 

concludes: 

Museums enact the knower-known relationship by separating the 

transient visitor from the fixed object of display. Like discoverers, the 

visitors come and go; they see, they know, they believe—only the 

deracinated, adorned and “empty” object stays in place. Museums 

preserve a (particular) history, certain traditions, and (dominant) values. 

They stage an encounter with otherness. The monumentality of most 

museums emphasizes the discrepancy in power between the society that 

can contain all others and those represented only by remains, the shards 

and fragments salvaged from miniature displays. (The Archive 66). 

 

In the case of the Louisiana State Museum exhibit, the memory that is preserved 

through these encounters with “shards and fragments” is otherness. The museum space 

captures and displays the massive displaced experience. Victims from Hurricane 

                                                             
76 The exhibit has four galleries, each with their own function within the museum space. 

Gallery One includes the important relationship between Louisiana and water, includes what 

the museum calls the “Evacuation Corridor” where voices can be heard of people 

contemplating whether to evacuate New Orleans, and the multimedia storm. Along with 

photographs and artifacts, the second gallery contains an attic space and roof of a home. 

Gallery three consists of scientific information about the flooding and the final gallery, ends 

the museum exhibit with stories of recovery, rebuilding, and community. 
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Katrina and the subsequent lack of recovery by the U.S. government transmit 

information and document displacement through personal narrative associated with the 

remains of the home, subversively incorporating the marginalized into the national 

archive.  

One of the first installations is an approximate replica of an attic. The attic 

gives a sense of the confining space in which many New Orleans residents were 

trapped, waiting for flood waters to subside, for the arrival of help, and, horrifically 

represents a place wherein lives were lost. The spatial arrangement of the attic forces 

the onlooker to stand on the periphery because it is not only a reconstruction for a 

museum, but also acts as memorial space representing displacement, survival, and 

national recovery. Significantly, an axe and placard separate the spectator from 

becoming a surrogate stand-in who could crawl around the space and personally 

experience the attic’s small spatial dimensions. Rather, the bystander is asked to stand 

witness looking in on the attic rather than attempt to embody the containment 

experience. It perhaps would have garnered a more emotional response to have 

reenacted the confinement that many in New Orleans experienced in the unbearable 

heat of the days that followed Hurricane Katrina. This would have created a 

problematic moment of surrogation for the tourist patron who by no means could fully 

experience the suffering and could have reperformed trauma for a patron that lived 

through the ordeal. The separation between the attic space and the museum patron  

functions within the same mode of spectatorship the national public had already 
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played a role in—a voyeuristic gaze. The museum patron witnesses the attic space as a 

voyeur, excluded from the domestic space.  

The attic creates a narrative of displacement but it also uncovers the important 

awareness that the space itself was a role in a personal story of survival. The axe used 

to divide the space from spectators was donated from a survivor who used it to escape 

entrapment in her attic. Her name is included on the placard information, attaching a 

very specific person and body to the survival story. The attic, one of the most private 

spaces of the house structure functions here as an echo with the spectacularization of 

displacement found throughout images of the flooding broadcast to the national 

public.  This small space reinforces the demise of private, personal space revealed 

previously in the mediatization of the disaster. The attic is perhaps the most isolated 

part of a house from public intrusion and it was in this space that many people were 

left trapped: the archival room of stored familial memories. The exhibit engages with 

the public spectacle that domestic space became during Katrina by revealing the 

interior of the home to the voyeur, and by attaching the personal narrative of 

survivorship to it. The personal narrative attached to the axe inserts the specific voice 

of the displaced into the space, calling attention to the fact that a real person (a 

laboring body) with manual force, broke through the attic ceiling. Thus, the 

spectacularized attic, the personal narrative, and the voyeur engage in a triangular 

relationship of discovery and remembrance.  

Another installation in the exhibit, Thomas Elton Mabry’s “Storm Journal”, 

explores the powerful capacity of living space to document existence for the displaced. 
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Thomas Elton Mabry found refuge in an abandoned apartment building and recorded 

his daily life through diary entries on the walls after the storm subsided.  His writings 

range from entries that map the quotidian routines of everyday life including “drank a 

beer”, “woke up”, etc. to the thought-provoking entry detailing a cough that has lasted 

for seven days.77 Mabry’s daily existence is recorded through his performative gesture 

of writing these moments on the home space structure. In Mabry’s willingness to keep 

track on the walls of his temporary home rather than in conventional modes of journal 

writing, the interior frame of his living space documented the act of living. Mabry did 

not own the property structure that he was documenting his daily existence on. 

Through his act to track days on these particular walls, Mabry made a claim to place in 

a fractured displacement. The choice by curator Jane Irvin to remove the walls and put 

them on display mobilized the house into a memorial structure through the wall’s 

archival functionality. Now that Mabry has passed away, the walls have become a 

legacy documenting this one man’s survival of Hurricane Katrina. Paul Connerton 

reasons in How Societies Remember that the process to store memory “trap[s] and 

hold[s] information long after the human organism has stopped informing” (72). 

Mabry’s journal ghosts the museum space, substantiating the house as a public site 

deployed into a space for archival documentation. 

Living With Hurricanes includes other pieces of homes: a garage door with the 

infamous markings of search committees, an interior door with a large white X in 

                                                             
77 This entry is particularly important in the Hurricane Katrina narrative because the mold, rot, 

and decay from the breached levees caused large numbers of respiratory issues and significant 

sickness for many people in New Orleans. 
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spray paint, as well as possessions and clothing sullied from the flood waters. The 

removal of remnants from people’s homes and the display of them at a memorial 

tourist destination negate the idea that private home space is separate from public 

view. There is a political strategy that far outlives the tourist agenda of disaster tours 

that drive people along routes of damaged houses. The exhibit inserts the voices and 

stories behind the remains; countering the voyeurism associated with disaster tourism. 

It uses the language of the spectacle through the voyeuristic gaze but implements an 

intervention that fails in disaster tours and Katrina: The K Word because that play 

forces anonymity on the displaced. But, this exhibit archives remnants from actual 

domestic sites in New Orleans associated with the breakdown of national kinship. 

These specific remnants from homes enact the experience of marginality from 

nationhood, foster narratives of existence, and act as a tool for national witnessing. 

Joanne P. Sharp claims that the power in repetitive imagery is a ritual that 

maintains national identity (98). Conversely, the repeating images throughout the 

museum represent the internal displacement experienced by the New Orleans diaspora 

and marginalized African American communities in the city. Looping images in 

several exhibit stations brand the house through its relationship to American 

citizenship. With these images and narratives, the museum documents how African 

Americans in New Orleans were not treated as American national subjects. These 

images attempt to dismantle the refugee narrative that delineated African Americans 

as outsiders within the national imagination. The museum presents reunification with 

American kinship as an ultimate goal through the images and narratives displayed.  
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One of the recurring objects presented throughout the museum was the 

American flag. The American flag was a key component in the exhibit and throughout 

the city after Katrina made landfall. A symbol for the American nation, the flag 

represented the failures or suggested the desire of recognition as national subjects. In 

Sister Citizen: Shame, Stereotypes, and Black Women in America, Melissa V. Harris-

Perry writes that when “they waved their nation’s flag, black New Orleanians were 

making a specific claim of citizenship and belonging” (14). It is this response that 

became entrenched within the museum exhibit not only through the spectacularization 

of the house as a public site for recognition, but its use as a calculated performative 

gesture to position the “refugees” of New Orleans as fellow American citizens. 

Manipulating the publicized and political apparatus of the home through an 

intersection with the marginalized voice, the museum space sustains what Diane 

Negra argues, in Old and New Media, is the “patriotically sentimentalized” in acts of 

“consumer memorialization” (2).78 Although the exhibit indicates the inadequacies in 

the United States’ infrastructure and response to these catastrophic events, it does not 

dismantle the actual narrative of American nationhood. Instead, it perpetuates a 

narrative of recovery and reintegration back into American kinship through narratives 

of communities rebuilding together.  

Towards the end of the museum exhibit, a large structure of screens framed by 

several window panes deconstructs the displaced image of the home and restores the 

kinship narrative through themes of recovery and renewal. The video playing on these 

                                                             
78 Negra’s argument is made in summarizing Marita Sturken’s scholarship on September 11 

and the Oklahoma Bombing.  



230 

 

 

  

screens uses stories from a multitude of individuals differing by race, gender, and age 

that experienced the traumatic events of Hurricane Katrina and its aftermath. The 

diversity of stories represented in the video broadens preconceived notions about 

Katrina victims. Through the various stories, the video montage constructs a narrative 

of endurance.  The videos show the collective and social gathering of American 

citizens who labor together to rebuild that which had been stripped from them: their 

home, their families, their communities, and, thus, their status within the nation. The 

screens framed by window panes enhance the role of spectatorship by offering a portal 

of the house to look through and into the lives of those altered by the crisis. The 

witness enacts the role of the voyeur but in doing so engages with the archived 

narratives of the displaced through this metaphorical window into personal 

experiences. This transfer of knowledge through stories of displacement and recovery 

are recuperated through an interaction with oral history. The witness sits on a bench 

and listens to the accounts, during which time there is a distinct moment wherein the 

transfer of this social memory disperses the stories of the marginal to the listener. 

Living with Hurricanes links the house with displacement. The ghosted house 

throughout the exhibit acts as an interlocutor representing dismantled kinship and 

national rehabilitation. 

The public and political space that intertwines home and nation is a vehicle for 

exploring where subversive performative acts can exist within a site of dispossession. 

Performance uncovers these capabilities. Living with Hurricanes perpetuated 

voyeuristic tactics that had been forced into homes and communities in New Orleans 
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during and in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.  The voyeuristic reencounters, 

however, mapped home space as sites for recognition. A collective remembrance of 

displacement rendered the marginal visible, and recorded the voice of the displaced 

into the national imaginary. Through the active engagement of playing among the 

domestic ruins of New Orleans, the displaced recovered agential power using the 

hypervisibility of home space to map internal displacement and actively infiltrate the 

national narrative. Eleven years later, New Orleans’ dream of belonging still resounds 

as gentrification takes hold of the city and disaster tours continue to capitalize on the 

existence of devastated neighborhoods and homes. The subversive power enabled 

through the home, however, has become an important thematic engine in 

acknowledging marginalization and dreaming of full inclusion within the national 

body politic. 

While the exhibit offers opportunity to engage with national exclusion and 

displacement through remains that function to incorporate those people actually 

displaced by Hurricane Katrina, the complexity associated with a memorial exhibit 

and the inability to forget this exclusion needs analysis. The museum exhibit is housed 

alongside the Mardi Gras historical exhibit in the Louisiana State Museum located in 

the tourist hub of Jackson Square in the French Quarter. The French Quarter 

represents a tourist safe zone in the greater New Orleans area, patrolled by more police 

and security than other areas in order to keep tourism flourishing. Many tourists will 

never pass the borders of the French Quarter into other areas of New Orleans. The 

necessary memorialization of Katrina has taken over the cityscape, especially in those 
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areas affected most by the storm. Subsequently the French Quarter is one of very few 

areas in the region that was not obliterated by the breached levees. This is important to 

consider because the museum does act as an interlocuter to tourists from outside New 

Orleans seeking information about the events of Katrina; it is one component of 

disaster tourism that uses memorialization as part of the tourist experience into the 

disaster.  

Conclusion: Sustaining the Displaced Condition 

 The three performances analyzed in this chapter have all become part of the 

“spectacle-archive” for Hurricane Katrina through their engagement with using the 

seemingly exceptional event as a catalyst into larger questions of American exclusion. 

In The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas, 

Diana Taylor argues performance functions as “vital acts of transfer, transmitting 

social knowledge, memory, and a sense of identity” (2). The events and aftermath of 

Katrina are embedded in social memory through post-Katrina performance becoming 

part of the American national archive. In Theories of Social Remembering, Paul 

Connerton states that social memory is “designed to ensure the reproduction of social 

and political order” (15).  Connerton furthers his argument by suggesting “as nations 

need to establish the representation of the past, their memories are created in tandem 

with forgetting; to remember everything could bring a threat to national cohesion and 

self-image. Forgetting is necessary component in the construction of memory just as 

the writing of historical narrative necessarily involves the elimination of certain 
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elements” (17). Rebecca Schneider discusses in relation to Suzan Lori-Park’s play The 

America Play that:  

Perpetual forgetting might ensure that ‘beginning’ could be forever (re)played 

as ‘a new birth of freedom’…keeping the (re)founders alive through ritualized 

fratricidal forgetting in tandem with remembering becomes a kind of 

foundational patricidic impulse to modern nationhood- inevitably a forward 

played backward that institutes forgetting as an error-filled ‘lest we 

forget.’…Let us not forget that we have no memory of battlefields. Let us 

reenact our not knowing in advance” (23). 

 

The preservation of narratives associated with Katrina through Katrina: The K Word, 

Trash Bag Tourist and Living with Hurricanes: Katrina and Beyond construct social 

memory surrounding Hurricane Katrina, the massive internal displacement and failed 

recovery efforts. They also enact a specific spectacular touristic gaze embedded in 

their performative apparatus. Thus, the social memory that is constructed not only 

includes information and stories that perhaps have gone unheard, but produces a 

relationship in how we access and interact with these narratives through the tactics of 

visibility and spectacle to document pain, suffering, and national abjection. They 

investigate national kinship narratives in recognition that African Americans were 

excluded from the national narrative. In the remains of these documents, however, is a 

complex negotiation with visibility and the spectacle.  

 Katrina has become part of a nationwide discourse on internal displacement, 

citizenship, and national kinship. Post-Katrina scholarship and analysis has made 

interventions in almost all of the humanities and social science fields. The city of New 

Orleans has contended with failed recovery efforts, gentrification, and a never-ending 

reminder of Hurricane Katrina. The hurricane’s impact on the city remains 



234 

 

 

  

everywhere, physically imprinted on the city through memorial sculptures and projects 

in public view, “Evacuspot” sculptures (large metal stick figure statues with one hand 

raised) that indicate where someone who needs to evacuate should go for help, and the 

various performances and plays that have been cast out across the country in search 

for greater meaning of the disaster. Many memorial spaces and performances came to 

fruition immediately following Katrina while the city was still under military 

occupation. Failed recovery remains a visible image in parts of the city enacting a 

constant reminder of Hurricane Katrina and national abjection for New Orleans 

residents. Street signs still bear the faint tan lines where water levels had risen and 

stayed for weeks. Entire neighborhoods, especially areas in the Lower Ninth ward, 

remain green space, filled with overgrown grass and brush. Large buildings continue 

to show the wear and tear of the hurricane and subsequent flooding. Even in recovery, 

homes that have been rebuilt have opted to build at higher levels, placing parking 

garages below their home in case of future flooding. New Orleans has found itself in a 

constant negotiation with Katrina even after eleven years, plagued first by the media 

circus, then disaster tourism and now an ongoing remembrance process. 

 If modern nationhood relies on a perpetual forgetting as both Rebecca 

Schneider and Paul Connerton have contended, the constant awareness of internal 

displacement haunts and sustains it in the area. Likewise, Henry Rousso wrote a 

provocative study on memory and forgetting that occurred after France’s liberation 

from the Nazi occupier in 1944. Rousso’s study, The Vichy Syndrome, identifies how 

memory and forgetting functions in recovering national identity by choosing what to 
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remember and what to forget. The social memory of the occupation years became part 

of an active forgetting in France’s part in promoting and sustaining Nazi ideologies. 

This forgetting enabled national pride in liberation (even while perpetuating Nazi 

ideologies including the pure French citizen portrayed in the tondue parades.) The city 

of New Orleans and its residents victimized by the events that occurred during and in 

the aftermath of the breached levees have sustained the displaced condition bounded 

through the American nation’s desire to inspect, analyze, reperform, and remind them 

of their “place” in this country. African Americans have been bounded in a negotiation 

with the American nation since the catastrophic failure in national kinship exacerbated 

through Katrina events was exposed. If nationhood is constructed through collective 

social memory of forgetting or remembering a reperformed American kinship that did 

not exist, then why must New Orleans always remember their marginalized place 

during Katrina? While the plethora of post-Katrina performance has embarked on 

quests to assess, analyze, and recognize the effects and affects of Hurricane Katrina on 

New Orleans, the stakes in this desire must be fully considered before production. The 

accessibility given to the “story” of the internally-displaced relies on this awareness. 

Chapter 4, in part, has been submitted for publication of the material as it may 

appear in the anthology Performing the Family Dream Home, University of Iowa 

Press. The dissertation author was the primary author of this paper.
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Conclusion 

 

 This dissertation analyzed two very different internal displacements and 

occupations. I examined two countries—France and the United States—from different 

moments in history, with two marginalized groups affected by internal displacement—

women in the Exode from Paris and African Americans in New Orleans during 

Hurricane Katrina. While differences exist between the two large-scale internal 

displacements and the subsequent national recovery agendas in France and the U.S., 

early on, echoes and traces between the two began to emerge. Throughout this 

dissertation, I have explored these echoes, hopefully also attending to the differences 

between both case studies and the specific identities of the IDPs. The echo, in my use 

of the term, is never an exact replica of the original and sometimes creates an 

unknown origin or center. Thus, during my research and writing process, I found 

importance in the distorted similarities and the mnemonic triggers between the two. 

My dissertation does not argue that these two case studies are unequivocal in their 

similarities, or that one produces the other, or that no other case study is appropriate to 

include in this project. Rather, my dissertation focuses on how national spectacles and 

theatrical performances responded to massive displacements of citizen subjects 

categorized as “refugees” in German-Occupied France and Post-Katrina America. The 

echoes that exist between the two internal displacements and occupations could not be 
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ignored and necessitated further analysis in the spectacular tactics employed by the 

Vichy government in France and the U.S. government. 

The internal displacement in France and occupation by German invaders left 

the country with a fragmented sense of national identity. Women and children were 

the majority forced to flee from Paris during the Exode in 1940. The Vichy 

government concocted ways to construct a French identity through the marginalized 

status of women and families. This French identity intrinsically adapted kinship as a 

spectacular agent in an imagined French space. The spectacles created an idea that 

Frenchness could survive, even while occupied by another country, if kinship could be 

controlled and manipulated to conform with the nationalist propaganda of purity and 

containment. Domestic space, motherhood, and the family were enlisted in various 

national spectacles to sustain Frenchness and the imagined national space.  

The massive internal displacement in the U.S. that was followed by a four-year 

U.S. military occupation in New Orleans was not instigated by an enemy invasion 

during war, but a failure in kinship systems afforded to citizens through notions of 

national protection. The New Orleans IDPs were left for days without adequate food 

or medical supplies. Evacuations of the city, which would not begin until days later, 

were disorganized and insufficient. The city became an occupied space with military 

and private agencies patrolling the streets, and exits out of the city closed for days to 

keep the people in New Orleans trapped within the city’s borders. The majority of 

those trapped in New Orleans were economically disadvantaged African Americans.  

The spectacles employed by the media and the federal government’s incompetent 
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response exposed the abjection of African Americans in New Orleans specifically and 

caused questions relating to race and nationhood across the United States.   

This dissertation had two main objectives: to examine and analyze the echoes 

in the spectacles employed during and after each internal displacement and to examine 

how theatrical performances engaged with the narratives and imagery implemented in 

these spectacles. Chapter One “Outsiders Within the National Spectacle” 

demonstrated how national spectacles in France and the U.S. facilitated recovery of a 

collective kinship narrative by continuing the process of abjection for those citizen 

subjects that had been cast as “refugees”—outsiders within their nation. In this usage, 

women in France and African Americans in New Orleans were national abjects. 

Recovery of fragmented French or American kinship portrayed these national abjects 

as threats that necessitated policing and disciplinary spaces. The three chapters that 

followed explored how theatre in France and the U.S., and a performative museum 

exhibit in New Orleans, grappled with national kinship narratives, while functioning 

through similar tactics utilized in national spectacles.  

My dramaturgical analysis of Albert Camus’s The Misunderstanding, Henry de 

Montherlant’s No Man’s Son, Suzanne Trauth and Lisa Brenner’s Katrina: The K 

Word, and Samuel Brett Williams Trash Bag Tourist specifies the heightened stakes in 

reperforming displacement and national recovery narratives. The findings of this 

analysis calls on theatre artists to re-examine their methodologies in directing, writing, 

and producing plays, to question the work that the play might do in perpetuating 

marginalizing narratives, and to fully acknowledge the reasons behind their desires to 
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tell these stories. By no means does the argument imply theatrical performance is 

limited in the ways in which it can respond to national abjection or internal 

displacement. It does, however, ascertain that reperformance of displacement and 

national recovery narratives can perpetuate abjection for IDPs. As the displacements 

in each country were categorized as exceptional crises, their historical and iconic 

presence as part of an ever-growing discourse over topics of national belonging and 

citizenship rights presents a dilemma for theatre artists in remaking a scenario of 

displacement.79 

I have argued that internal displacement, as an abject status that fosters 

breakdowns in kinship systems, ignites a ritual process of reimagining kinship in 

France and the U.S. through spectacles and performance in order to stage a collective 

national body. This “spectacle archive” evaluates, probes, and reshapes ideas of 

national belonging facilitated through a performance of displacement. This 

“(re)found[ing]” in the repetition of the ritual, as Rebecca Schneider asserts, facilitates 

national recovery. The ritual reperformances of displacement discussed throughout 

negotiated the terms of inclusion and exclusion within national borders. They directly 

subsumed the spectacular tactics of isolation, separation, and voyeurism, uncovering 

the impossibility in remaking national kinship or in the recovery of such a narrative. 

While negotiations imply compromise between two subjective parties, my use of the 

term meditates on the ways in which these rituals “move through, around, and over” 

the high stakes of reperforming displacement (“negotiation”, Dictionary.com). 

                                                             
79 The term scenario is specifically applied through Diana Taylor’s work as indicated 

throughout this dissertation.  
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Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot is included in my analysis because it 

embarks on ritual negotiations with displacement. Vital historical support and 

dramaturgical analysis assists my conclusion that the play is a dramatization of 

internal displacement. The contemporary reperformance of the play in Post-Katrina 

New Orleans illuminated these narratives, supporting Schneider’s notion of the 

incomplete nature of the past and in creating a “counter memory” through which to 

redefine the original play. Thus, the echoes produced in this staging refound the 

political nature in Beckett’s play and in the failed kinship narratives in both France 

and the U.S. for the marginalized.  

The current state of American politics and nationalist discourse raise the stakes 

of this dissertation. My hope is that the analytical work conducted here will invite 

scholarship to continue examining how countries perform a collective nationhood 

through the exclusion of “others” within national borders. Current discourse in the 

United States categorizes Muslim Americans, African Americans, Mexican 

immigrants, and Native Americans, among others, as outsiders within the country, 

continuing a need to expose how this discourse works in imagining nations and 

dismantling kinship for citizen subjects. Future work might also address the 

continuing performativity of “refugee” rhetoric that situates both citizen and non-

citizen bodies as threatening and infecting agents to national security and kinship. 

Words and phrases associated with kinship like “family,” “community,” and “women 

and children” are often employed to gain support for inhumane actions against people 

in our country and across the world through military operations, sanctions, and refused 
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admittance across our national borders. The words used, the stories told, and the 

images shown impact social, cultural, and national formations. It was my intention, in 

this work, to address the precarious politics in reperforming displacement and national 

recovery narratives, and, to find the echoes of abjection and exclusion in the national 

imaginaries of these two sites.  



 
 

242 

 

 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
 

 

  

Agamben, Giorgio. State of Exception. Kevin Attel, trans. Chicago: University of  

Chicago Press, 2005. Print. 

 

Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of  

Nationalism. New York: Verso, 2006. Print. 

 

Anderson, Kirsten H.R. “La Premi È Re Femme: The Mother’s Resurrection in the  

Work of Camus and Iriguay”  French Studies 56.1 (2002): 29-44. Print. 

 

Anouilh, Jean. Antigone. New York: Samuel French, 2002. Print. 

 

---. Plays, Vol 1 and 3. New York: Hill and Wang, 1958. Print. 

 

Appadurai, Arjun. Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization.  

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996. Print. 

 

Arenstam, Arved. Tapestry of a Debacle from Paris to Vichy: A Book of Contacts.  

London: Constable & Company Limited, 1942. Print. 

 

Artaud, Antonin. The Theatre and Its Double. Richmond: Oneworld Classics, 2010.  

Print. 

 

Arya, Rina. Abjection and Representation: An Exploration of Abjection in the Visual  

Arts, Film, and Literature. Palgrave: Hampshire 2014. Print. 

 

Ashcroft, Bill, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, eds. The Post-Colonial Studies  

Reader. New York: Routledge, 1995. Print. 

 

Bair, Deirdre. Samuel Beckett: A Biography. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,  

1978. Print. 

 

Balfour, Michael. Refugee Performance: Practical Encounters. Chicago: Intellect,  

2013. Print. 

 

---, ed. Theatre and War, 1933-1945: Performance in Extremis. New York: Berghahn  

Books, 2001. Print. 



243 

 

 

 

 

“Barbara Bush Calls Evacuees Better Off” New York Times 7 Sept. 2005. Assessed  

17 Nov 2014. www.nytimes.com/2005/09/07/us/nationalspecial/barbara-bush-

calls-evacuees-better-off.html?_r=0 

 

Barthes, Roland. Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography. New York: Hill and  

Wang, 1980. Print. 

 

---. Mythologies. London: Grant and Cutler, 1994. Print. 

 

Bates, Kristin A. and Richelle S. Swan. Through the Eye of Katrina: Social Justice in  

the United States. Durham: Carolina Academic Press, 2007. . Print. 

 

Ben-Zvi, Linda, ed. Women in Beckett: Performance and Critical Perspectives.  

Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1990. Print 

 

Beauvoir, Simone. The Second Sex. Trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany- 

Chevallier. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010. Print. 

 

Beckett, Samuel. En Attendant Godot. Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1952. Print. 

 

---. Waiting for Godot. New York: Grove Press, 1982. Print. 

 

Bennett, Susan. Theatre & Museums. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013.Print. 

 

Bennett, Jane. Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things. Durham: Duke  

University Press, 2010. Print. 

 

Bhabha, Homi. The Location of Culture.  London: Routledge, 2004. Print.  

 

Biguenet, John. Shotgun. New York: Dramatists Play Service Inc., 201. Print. 

 

Birch, Anna and Joanne Tompkins, eds. Performing Site-Specific Theatre: Politics,  

Place, Practice. Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2012.Print. 

 

Blandford, Steve, ed. Theatre and Performance in Small Nations. Chicago: Intellect,  

2013. Print. 

 

Blocker, Jane. Where is Ana Mendieta? Identity, Performance, and Exile. Durham:  

Duke University Press, 1999. Print. 

 

Boothroyd. Edward. The Parisian Stage During the Occupation, 1940-1944: A  

Theatre of Resistance? Diss. University of Birmingham, 2009. Print. 

 



244 

 

 

 

Boxall, Peter, ed. Samuel Beckett: Waiting for Godot/Endgame. New York: Palgrave,  

2003. Print. 

 

Bradby, David. Beckett Waiting for Godot. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  

2001. Print. 

 

Brandabur, A. Clare. “The Elephant in the Living Room: A Postcolonial Reading of  

Waiting for Godot.” Global Fissures: Postcolonial Fusions. Clara A.B. Joseph  

and Janet Wilson, eds. New York: Rodopi, 2006. Print. 

 

Breunlin, Rachel. “The Legacy of the Free Southern Theater in New Orleans:  

Interviews with Karen-Kaia Livers and Chakula Cha Jua.” Chicken Bones: A  

Journal for Literary & Artistic African-American Themes. Accessed 12 July 

2014. www.nathanielturner.com/legacyfreesouttheater.htm 

 

Breunlin, Rachel and Helen A. Regis. “Putting the Ninth Ward on the Map: Race,  

Place, and Transformation in Desire, New Orleans.”  American Anthropologist  

108.4 (2006): 744-764. Print. 

 

Briganti, Chiara and Kathy Mezei, eds. The Domestic Space Reader. Toronto:  

University of Toronto Press, 2012. Print. 

 

Brinkley, Douglas. The Great Deluge: Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans, and the  

Mississippi Gulf Coast. New York: Harper Collins Publishers. 2006. Print. 

 

Brodribb, Somer. Nothing Mat(t)ers: A Feminist Critique of Postmodernism.  

Melbourne: Spinifex, 1992. Print. 

 

Brunsma, David L., David Overfelt, and J. Steven Picou, eds. The Sociology of  

Katrina: Perspectives on a Modern Catastrophe. Lanham: Rowman and 

Littlefield Publishers, 2007. Print. 

 

Bush, George W. “President Addresses Nation, Discussed Hurricane Katrina Relief”  

Radio Address. The White House. Assessed 13 April 2015. georgewbush- 

whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2005/09/20050903.html 

 

Bush, George W. “We Will Do What It Takes” Presidential Address: Jackson Square.  

15 September 2005. Accessed 17 September 2015. 

www.cnn.com/2005/POLITICS/09/15/bush.transcript/ 

 

Butler, Judith. Dispossession: The Performative in the Political. Malden: Polity Press,  

2013. Print. 

 

Cagle, Amanda. “Looking for Love on Samuel Beckett’s Stage: Homoeroticism,  



245 

 

 

 

Sterility and the Postcolonial Condition.” Atenea 23 (2003): 83-94. 

 

Campbell, Patrick and Adrian Kear, eds. Psychoanalysis and Performance. New  

York: Routledge, 2001. Print. 

 

Camus, Albert. Caligula and Three Other Plays. Trans. Stuart Gilbert New York:  

Alfred A. Knopf, 1958. Print. 

 

Carby, Hazel V. Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-American  

Woman Novelist. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987.Print. 

 

Caruth, Cathy. Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History. Baltimore:  

Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996. Print. 

 

Césaire, Aimé. Discourse on Colonialism. Trans. Joan Pinkham.  New York: Monthly  

Review Press, 2000. Print. 

 

Chan, Paul. Waiting For Godot: A Field Guide. London: Walther König, 2010. Print. 

 

Chatterjee, Partha. The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial  

Histories. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993. Print. 

 

Chauduri, Una. Staging Place: The Geography of Modern Drama. Ann Arbor:  

University of Michigan Press, 1997. Print. 

 

Cheng, Anne Anlin. The Melancholy of Race: Psychoanalysis, Assimilation, and  

Hidden Grief. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001. Print. 

 

Chenelly, Joseph R. "Troops begin combat operations in New Orleans." Army Times 2  

(2005). Accessed 14 September 2013. www.armytimes.com 

 

Chow, Rey. Ethics After Idealism: Theory—Culture—Ethnicity—Reading.  

Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1998. Print. 

 

---. “Sacrifice, Mimesis, and the Theorizing of Victimhood”. Representations  

94:1 (2006): 131-149. JSTOR.org 

 

Chrisafis, Angelique. “Ghosts of Collaboration Haunt Vichy’s Attempt to Rehabilitate  

It’s Image.” The Guardian 11 July 2008 

www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/jul/12/france.secondworldwar 

 

Codrescu, Andrei. New Orleans, Mon Amour: Twenty Years of Writings from the City.  

Chapel Hill: Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2006. Print. 

 



246 

 

 

 

Cohen, Robert. “Pozzo’s Knook, Beckett’s Boys, and Santa Claus.” Modern Drama  

54.2 (2011): 181-193. 

 

Cohen-Cruz, Jan. Remapping Performance: Common Ground, Uncommon Partners.  

New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. Print. 

 

Cole, Catherine.  Performing South Africa’s Truth Commission. Bloomington:  

Indiana University Press, 2010. Print. 

 

Connerton, Paul. How Societies Remember. New York: Cambridge University Press,  

1989. Print. 

 

Conquergood, Dwight. Cultural Struggles: Performance, Ethnography, Praxis. Ann  

Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2013. Print. 

 

Cox, Tony. Interview with Wendell Pierce. "Godot Gets the Big Easy Treatment."  

NPR. NPR, 2007. Web. 08 July 2014.  

 

Craig-Taylor, P. “Through a Colored Looking Glass: A View of Judicial Partition,  

Family Land Loss, and Rule Setting” Wash. ULQ, 78: 2000.  

 

Creed, Barbara. The Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism, and Psychoanalysis. New  

York: Routledge, 1993. Print. 

 

Cuthbert, David. Rev. Trash Bag Tourist. The Times Picayune.  

Samuelbrettwilliams.com/press 

 

David, Emmanuel and Elaine Enarson, eds. The Women of Katrina: How Gender,  

Race, and Class Matter in an American Disaster. Nashville: Vanderbilt  

University Press, 2012. Print. 

 

Dawn, Laura. It Takes a Nation: How Strangers Became Family in the Wake of  

Hurricane Katrina: the story of MoveOn.org Civic Action's 

HurricaneHousing.org. San Rafael: Earth Aware, 2006. Print. 

 

Dawson, Gary Fisher. Documentary Theatre in the United States: An Historical  

Survey and Analysis of Its Content, Form, and Stagecraft. Westport: 

Greenwood Press, 1999. Print 

 

Debord, Guy. The Society of the Spectacle. New York: Zone Books, 1994. Print. 

 

---. Comments on the Society of the Spectacle. London: Verso, 1998. Print. 

 

De Certeau, Michel. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkley: University of California  



247 

 

 

 

Press, 2011. Print. 

 

Desert Bayou. Dir. Alex Lemay. Cinema Libre. 2008. DVD. 

 

Diamond, Elin. Unmaking Mimesis. London: Routledge. 1997. Print. 

 

Diamond, Hanna. Fleeing Hitler: France 1940. Oxford: Oxford University Press,  

2007. Print. 

 

Diamond, Hanna and Simon Kitson. Vichy, Resistance, Liberation: New Perspectives  

on Wartime France. New York: Berg, 2005. Print. 

 

Docherty, Brian. Twentieth-Century European Drama New York: St. Martinʼs Press,  

1994. Print. 

 

Dolan, Jill. Utopia in Performance: Finding Hope at the Theatre. Ann Arbor:  

University of Michigan Press, 2005. Print. 

 

Dombrowski, Nicole Ann. Women and War in the Twentieth Century. New York:  

Garland Publishing, 1999. Print. 

 

Duncan, Nancy, ed. Bodyspace. London: Routledge, 1996.Print. 

 

Dyson, Michael Eric. Come Hell or High Water: Hurricane Katrina and the Color of  

Disaster. New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2005. Print. 

 

Edwards, Natalie and Christopher Hogarth, eds. Gender and Displacement: "Home"  

in Contemporary Francophone Women's Autobiography. Newcastle: 

Cambridge Scholars, 2008. Print. 

 

Erickson, Jon. “Is Nothing to Be Done?” Modern Drama 50.2 (2007): 258-275. 

 

Fanon, Frantz. Black Skin, White Masks: The Experiences of a Black Man in a White  

World. New York: Grove Press, Inc., 1967. Print. 

 

---. Wretched of the Earth. New York: Grove Press, 2004. Print. 

 

Federman, Raymond. “The Imaginary Museum of Samuel Beckett.”  Symploke 10.1  

(2002):153-172. 

 

FEMA National Response Coordination Center (NRCC). Assessed 9 Sept 2015  

www.fema. com/emanagers/natsitup, shtm https://archive.org/stream/fema- 

katrina-sitreps/2005Sep3_FEMA_Natl_sitrep_djvu.txt 

 



248 

 

 

 

Fischer-Lichte, Erika. The Show and the Gaze of Theatre: A European Perspective.  

Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1997. Print. 

 

Fishman, Sarah, Laura Lee Downs, Ioannis Sinanoglou, Leonard V. Smith, and Robert  

Zaretsky, eds. France at war: Vichy and the Historians. New York: Berg, 

2000. Print. 

 

Fletcher, John. About Beckett: The Playwright and the Work. London: Faber and Faber  

Unlimited, 2003. Print. 

 

Fontaine, Thomas. “Chronology of Repression and Persecution in Occupied France,  

1940-44.” Online Encyclopedia of Mass Violence. 19 November 2007. 23 July 

2014. 

 

Forkey, Leo O. “The Theatres of Paris During the Occupation.” The French Review  

22:4 (1949): 299-305. 

 

Forsyth, Alison and Chris Megson, eds. Get Real: Documentary Theatre Past and  

Present. Basingstoke Palgrave Macmillan, 2009. Print. 

 

Foucault, Michel. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. New York: Vintage  

Books, 1995.Print. 

 

---. Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other writings, 1972-1977. New  

York: Vintage, 1972.Print. 

 

Foucault, Michel and Jay Miskowiec. “Of Other Spaces” Diacritics 16.1 (1986): 22- 

27.  

 

Fox, Anne-Liese Juge. Restoring Performance: Personal Story, Place, and Memory in  

Post-Katrina New Orleans. Diss. Louisiana State University, 2013.  

 

Frankel, Lory. Collaboration and Resistance: Images of Life in Vichy France, 1940- 

44. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2000.Print. 

 

Fuchs Elinor and Una Chauduri. Land/Scape/Theater. Ann Arbor: University of  

Michigan Press, 2005. Print. 

 

Gemmie, Sharif, Laure Humbert and Fiona Reid. Outcast Europe: Refugees and Relief  

Workers in an Era of Total War, 1936-48. New York: Continuum, 2012. Print. 

 

Gennep, Arnold Van. The Rites of Passage. Chicago: The University of Chicago  

Press, 1960. Print. 

 



249 

 

 

 

George, Rosemary Marangoly. The Politics of Home: Postcolonial Relocations and  

Twentieth-Century Fiction. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999. 

Print. 

 

Gerard, John. The Herball or Generall Historie of Plantes. New York: Dover  

Publications, 1975. Print.  

 

Gibson, Andrew. Samuel Beckett. London: Reaktion Books, 2010. Print. 

 

Gilroy, Paul. The Black Atlantic. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993. Print. 

 

Girard, René. Violence and the Sacred. Trans. Patrick Gregory. New York:  

Bloomsbury, 2013. Print. 

 

Giroux, Henry A. “Reading Hurricane Katrina: Race, Class, and the Biopolitics of  

Disposability.” College Literature 33.3 (2006):171-196. Print. 

 

---. Stormy Weather: Katrina and the Politics of Disposability. Boulder: Paradigm  

Publishers, 2006. Print. 

 

Gontarski, S.E. “Reinventing Beckett.” Modern Drama 49.4 (2006): 428-451. 

 

Gordon, Lois. “France: World War Two” Samuel Beckett in Context. Ed. Anthony  

Uhlmann. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013. Print. 

 

Gounaridou, Kiki. Staging Nationalism: Essays on Theatre and National Identity.  

Jefferson: McFarland & Co., 2005. Print. 

 

Gready, Paul. Writing as Resistance: Life Stories of Imprisonment, Exile, and  

Homecoming from Apartheid South Africa. Lanham: Lexington Books, 2003. 

Print. 

 

Guéhenno, Jean. Diary of the Dark Years, 1940-1944: Collaboration, Resistance, and  

Daily Life in Occupied Paris. Trans. David Ball. New York: Oxford  

University Press, 2014. Print. 

 

Gwin, Minrose. “Introduction: Reading History, Memory, and Forgetting.” The  

Southern Literary Journal 40.2 (2008): 1-10. 

 

Halbwachs, Maurice. On Collective Memory. Chicago: The University of Chicago  

Press, 1992. Print. 

 

Hammond, Will and Dan Steward, eds. Verbatim Verbatim: Contemporary  

Documentary Theatre. Oberon Books, 2008. Print. 



250 

 

 

 

 

Harper, Douglas. "Nation". Online Etymology Dictionary. Retrieved 5 June 2011. 

 

Harris-Perry, Melissa V. Sister Citizen: Shame, Stereotypes, and Black Women in  

America. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011. Print. 

 

Hartman, Saidiya. Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in  

Nineteenth-Century America. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997. Print  

 

Hazareesingh, Sudhir. In the Shadow of the General: Modern France and the Myth of  

De Gaulle. New York: Oxford University Press, 2012. Print. 

 

Higgonet, Margaret Randolph. Behind the Lines: Gender and the Two World Wars.  

New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987. Print. 

 

Hirsh, Arnold R. “Fade to Black: Hurricane Katrina and the Disappearance of Creole  

New Orleans.” The Journal of American History 94.3 (2007): 752-761.  

 

hooks, bell. Black Looks: Race and Representation. Boston: South End Press,1992.  

Print. 

 

---. Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center. Cambridge: South End Press, 2000.  

Print. 

 

---. Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics. Boston: South End Press, 1990.  

Print. 

 

Hopkins, D.J., Shelley Orr and Kim Solga, eds. Performance and the City. New York:  

Palgrave Macmillan, 2009. Print. 

 

“Internally Displaced People." UNHCR News. N.p., n.d. Web. 08 July 2014. 

 

Jackson, Julian. France the Dark Years, 1940-1944. New York: Oxford University  

Press, 2001. Print. 

 

Jackson, Shannon. Performance, Historiography, Hull-House Domesticity. Ann  

Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000. Print. 

 

Jackson, Moose. Loup Garou. New Orleans: Lavendar Ink, 2010. Print. 

 

Jacobs, Gabriel. “The Role of Joan of Arc on the Stage of Occupied France.” Theatre  

and War, 1933-1945: Performance in Extremis. New York: Berghahn Books, 

2001. Print. 

 



251 

 

 

 

Jeffers, Alison. Refugees, Theatre and Crisis: Performing Global Identities. New  

York: Palgrave, 2012. Print. 

 

Jeffers, Jennifer M. Beckett’s Masculinity. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009.  

Print. 

 

Jestrovic, Silvija.  Performance, Space, Utopia: Cities of War, Cities of Exile.  

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013. Print. 

 

Johnson, E. Patrick. Appropriating Blackness: Performance and the Politics of  

Authenticity. Durham: Duke University Press, 2003. Print. 

 

Kaplan, E. Ann. Looking for the Other: Feminism, Film and the Imperial Gaze. New  

York: Routledge, 1997. Print. 

 

---. Motherhood and Representation. New York: Routledge, 1992. Print. 

 

---. Trauma and Culture: The Politics of Terror and Loss in Media and Literature.  

New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2005. Print. 

 

Katrak, Ketu H. Politics of the Female Body: Postcolonial Women Writers of the  

Third World. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2006. Print. 

 

KatrinatheKWord.com. 2016. Assessed 24 January 2014. 

 

Kedward, H.R. Resistance in Vichy France: A Study of Ideas and Motivation in the  

Southern Zone, 1940-1942. New York: Oxford University Press, 1978. Print. 

 

Kedward, Roderick and Roger Austin. Vichy France and the Resistance: Culture and  

Ideology London: Croom Helm, 1985. Print. 

 

Kirk-Duggan, Cheryl A.,ed. The Sky is Crying: Race, Class, and Natural Disaster.  

Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2006. Print. 

 

Klein, Naomi. The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism. New York:  

Picador, 2007. Print. 

 

Knapp, Bettina. Jean Cocteau. New York: Twayne Publishers, 1970. Print. 

 

Knauer, Kelly. Time Hurricane Katrina: The Storm that Changed America. New  

York: Time Inc., 2005. Print. 

 

Knowlson, James. Damned to Fame: The Life of Samuel Beckett. New York: Simon  

and Schuster, 1996. Print. 



252 

 

 

 

 

Krauss, Kenneth. The Drama of Fallen France. Albany: State University of New York  

Press, 2004. Print. 

 

Kristeva, Julia. Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection. New York: Columbia  

University Press, 1982. Print. 

 

Kubiak, Anthony.  Agitated States: Performance in the American Theater of Cruelty.  

Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2002. Print. 

 

Leavy, Patricia. Iconic Events: Media, Politics, and Power in Retelling History.  

Lanham: Lexington Books, 2007. Print. 

 

Le Corbeau. Dir. Henri Georges-Clouzot. Criterion Collection, 2004. VHS. 

 

Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1991. Print. 

 

Lentin, Ronit, ed. Gender and Catastrophe. New York: Zed Books: 1997. Print. 

 

Les dames du Bois de Boulogne. Dir. Robert Lavallée. Criterion Collection, 2003.  

VHS. 

 

Levitt, Jeremy I and Matthew C. Whitaker, eds. Hurricane Katrina: America’s  

Unnatural Disaster. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2009. Print. 

 

Lioure, Michel. “Les Objets dans En Attendant Godot et Fin de Partie” Loxias 27  

(2009). www.revel.unice.fr/loxias/index.html?id=3171 

 

Lowe, John, ed. Louisiana Culture from the Colonial Era to Katrina. Baton Rouge:  

Louisiana State University Press, 2008. Print. 

 

Marable, Manning and Kristen Clarke, eds. Seeking Higher Ground: The Hurricane  

Katrina Crisis, Race, and Public Policy Reader. New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2008. Print. 

 

Maloney, Ann. “For New Orleanians, ‘Waiting for Godot’ Hits the Spot.” Nola.com  

02 Nov 2007. Web. 23 Apr 2014. 

 

Marriott, David. On Black Men. New York: Columbia University Press, 2000. Print. 

 

Massey, Doreen. Space, Place and Gender. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota  

Press, 1994. Print. 

 

Mayne, Judith. “Henri-Georges Clouzot's Le Corbeau and the Crimes of Women.”  

http://www.revel.unice.fr/loxias/index.html?id=3171


253 

 

 

 

Journal of the Twentieth-Century/Contemporary French Studies.  4.2 

(2000):319-342. Print. 

 

McCall, Dorothy. The Theatre of Jean-Paul Sartre. New York: Columbia University  

Press, 1969. Print.  

 

McKinney, Louise. New Orleans: A Cultural History. Oxford: Oxford University  

Press, 2006. Print. 

 

Mee, Erin B. and Helene P. Foley. Antigone on the Contemporary World Stage.  

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011. Print.   

 

Meerzon, Yana. Performing Exile, Performing Self. New York: Palgrave, 2012. Print. 

 

Minh-ha, Trinh T. Woman, Native, Other: Writing Postcoloniality and Feminism.  

Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1989. Print. 

 

Misztal, Barbara A. Theories of Social Remembering Philadelphia: Open University  

Press, 2003. Print. 

 

Montherlant, Henry D. The Master of Santiago and Four Other Plays. Trans. Jonathan  

Griffin. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1951. Print. 

 

Moody, Alys. “Waiting for Godot in New Orleans: Modernist Autonomy and  

Transnational Performance in Paul Chan’s Beckett” Theatre Journal 65.4 

(2013): 537-557. Print. 

 

Mosse, George L. Nationalism and Sexuality: Respectability and Abnormal Sexuality  

in Modern Europe. New York: Howard Fertig, 1985. Print. 

 

Moya, Paula M.L. and Michael R. Hames-Garcia. Reclaiming Identity: Realist Theory  

and the Predicament of Postmodernism. Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 2000. Print. 

 

Muel-Dreyfus, Francine. Vichy and the Eternal Feminine. Durham: Duke University  

Press, 2001. Print. 

 

Mugerauer, Robert Mugerauer. “Toward an Architectural Vocabulary: The Porch as a  

Between” David Seamon, ed. Dwelling, Seeing, and Designing: Toward a  

Phenomenological Ecology. Albany: State University of New York Press, 

1993. Print. 

 

"negotiation". Dictionary.com Unabridged. Random House, Inc. 18 March. 2017.  

Dictionary.com http://www.dictionary.com/browse/negotiation.  



254 

 

 

 

 

Negra, Diane, Ed. Old and New Media After Katrina. New York: Palgrave, 2010.  

Print. 

 

Nigh, Katherine Jean. Performing Nation, Performing Trauma: Theatre and  

Performance After September 11th, Hurricane Katrina and the Peruvian Dirty 

War. Diss. Arizona State University, 2011. 

 

The Nola Project. Esnycs. 12 September 2013. www.nolaproject.com/archive--get- 

this-lake-off-my-house.php 

  

Nora, Pierre. “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire”  

Representations, No. 26, Special Issue: Memory and Counter-Memory. Spring,  

1989: 7-24. 

 

Nyong’o, Tavia. The Amalgamation Waltz: Race, Performance, and the Ruses of  

Memory. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009. Print. 

 

O’Brien, Mary. Reproducing the World: Essays in Feminist Theory. Boulder:  

Westview Press, 1989. Print. 

 

Olick, Jeffrey K., Vered Vinitzky-Seroussi, and Daniel Levy, eds. The Collective  

Memory Reader. New York: Oxford University Press, 2011. Print. 

 

Oliver-Smith, Anthony. “Disasters and Forced Migration in the 21st Century.” 11 June  

2006. SSRC. Web 13 July 2013. www.understandingkatrina.ssrc.org/Oliver-

 Smith 

 

O’Rawe, Des and Mark Phelan, eds. Post-Conflict Performance, Film, and Visual  

Arts: Cities of Memory. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016. Print.  

 

Oppenheim, Lois and Marius Buning, eds. Beckett On and On. Madison: Fairleigh  

Dickinson University Press, 1996. Print. 

 

Ostendorf, Berndt. “Creole Cultures and the Process of Creolization: with Special  

Attention to Louisiana” John Lowe, ed. Louisiana Culture from the Colonial 

Era to Katrina. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2008. Print. 

 

Parks, Suzan-Lori. The America Play and Other Works. New York: Theatre  

Communications Group, 1994. Print. 

 

"Paul Chan: Waiting for Godot in New Orleans." Unitednationsplaza - Paul Chan:  

Waiting for Godot in New Orleans. N.p., n.d. Web. 08 July 2014. 

 

http://www.nolaproject.com/archive--get-
http://www.understandingkatrina.ssrc.org/Oliver-
http://www.understandingkatrina.ssrc.org/Oliver-


255 

 

 

 

Perloff, Marjorie. “In Love with Hiding: Samuel Beckett’s War” Iowa Review, 35, no.  

2 (2005): 76-103. 

 

Phelan, Peggy. Unmarked: The Politics of Performance. New York: Routledge, 1993.  

Print. 

 

Plyer, Allison Plyer. “Facts for Features: Katrina Impact” The Data Center Aug 28,  

2014. www.datacenterresearch.org/data-resources/katrina/facts-for-impact/ 

 

Pollard, Miranda. Reign of Virtue: Mobilizing Gender in Vichy France. Chicago:  

University of Chicago Press, 1998. Print. 

 

Ranchod-Nilsson, Sita and Mary Ann Tetreault, eds. Women, States, and Nationalism:  

At Home in the Nation? New York: Routledge, 2000. Print. 

 

Ranciere, Jacques. The Emancipated Spectator. Brooklyn: Verso, 2009. Print. 

 

Recueil. "L'incompris" et "Le fils de personne" de Henry de Montherlant. 1943.   

Bibliothèque nationale de France, département Arts du spectacle, 8-RSUPP-

1413  Accessed 19 Dec 2015 

gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b105159243/f1.item.r=Montherlant%20Fils%20d

e%20personne 

 

Recueil, "Le malentendu" de Albert Camus” 1944. Bibliothèque nationale de France,  

département Arts du spectacle, 8-RSUPP-1607 Accessed 19 December 2015. 

gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b10516221f.r=Camus%20Malentendu?rk=21459

;2# 

 

Recueil. "Le malentendu" de Albert Camus” 1944 Bibliothèque nationale de France,  

département Arts du spectacle, 8-RSUPP-1608. Accessed 19 December 2015 

gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b10516219m.r=Camus%20Malentendu?rk=4291

8;4 

 

“Refugee” Roget's 21st Century Thesaurus, Third Edition. Philip Lief Group 2009. 13  

Sept. 2016. <Thesaurus.com www.thesaurus.com/browse/refugee 

 

Ricoeur, Paul. Memory, History, Forgetting. Chicago: The University of Chicago  

Press, 2004. Print. 

 

Roach, Joseph.  Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance. New York:  

Columbia University Press, 1996. Print. 

 

Robcis, Camille. The Law of Kinship: Anthropology, Psychoanalysis, and the Family  

in France. Ithica: Cornell University Press, 2013. Print. 



256 

 

 

 

 

Rose, Gillian. Feminism and Geography. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,  

1993. Print. 

 

Rosbottom, Ronald C. When Paris Went Dark: The City of Light Under German  

Occupation, 1940-1944. New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2014. Print. 

 

Rousso, Henry. The Vichy Syndrome: History and Memory in France since 1944.  

Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991. 

 

Roxworthy, Emily. The Spectacle of Japanese American Trauma: Racial  

Performativity and World War II. Honolulu: University of Hawaiʼi Press, 

2008. Print. 

 

Said, Edward W. Culture and Imperialism. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1993.  

Print. 

 

---. Reflections on Exile and Other Essays. Cambridge: Harvard University Press,  

2003. Print. 

 

Salvaggio, Ruth.  Hearing Sappho in New Orleans the Call of Poetry from Congo  

Square to the Ninth Ward. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 

2012. Print. 

 

Sartre, Jean-Paul. No Exit, and Three Other Plays. New York: Vintage International,  

1989. Print. 

 

Schechner, Richard. Performance Studies: An Introduction. New York: Routledge,  

2006. Print. 

 

---, ed. TDR: New Orleans After the Flood. 57.1 (2013): 18-115.  

Print. 

 

Scheckner, Richard and Mady Schuman. Ritual, Play, and Performance: Readings in  

the Social Sciences/Theatre. New York: Seabury Press, 1976. Print. 

 

Schein, Richard H, ed. Landscape and Race in the United States. New York:  

Routledge, 2006. Print. 

 

Schneider, Rebecca. Performing Remains: Art and War in Times of Theatrical  

Reenactment. New York: Routledge, 2011. Print. 

 

Sharpe, Joanne P. “Gendering Nationhood.” Bodyspace: Destabilizing Geographies  

of Gender and Sexuality. Ed. Nancy Duncan. London: Routledge, 1996. Print. 



257 

 

 

 

 

Shiwakawa, Karen. National Abjection: The Asian American Body Onstage. Durham:  

Duke University Press, 2002. Print. 

 

Shohat, Ella and Robert Stam. Unthinking Eurocentricism. New York: Routledge,  

1994. Print. 

 

Sjoholm, Cecilia. Kristeva and the Political. New York: Routledge, 2005. Print. 

 

Smith, David. “In Godot We Trust.” The Guardian.7 Mar 2009. Web. 23 Apr 2014.  

 

Soja, Edward. Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined  

Places. Cambridge: Blackwell, 1996. Print. 

 

Sonnenfeld, Albert. "Albert Camus as Dramatist: The Sources of His Failure." The  

Tulane Drama Review 5.4 (1961): 106-123. 

 

Sontag, Susan. On Photography. New York: Picador, 1973. Print. 

 

South End Press Collective, ed. What Lies Beneath: Katrina, Race, and the State of a  

Nation. South End Press Cambridge, 2007. Print. 

 

Spillers, Hortense. Black, White, and in Color: Essays on American Literature and  

Culture. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003. Print  

 

Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Can the Subaltern  

Speak?: Reflections on the History of an Idea. New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2010. Print. 

 

Spotts, Frederick. The Shameful Peace: How French Artists and Intellectuals Survived  

the Nazi Occupation. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008. Print. 

 

Suleiman, Susan, ed.  Exile and Creativity: Signposts, Travelers, Outsiders, Backward  

Glances. Durham: Duke University Press, 1998. Print. 

 

Sussman, Henry and Christopher Devenney, eds. Engagement and Indifference:  

Beckett and the Political. Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001. 

Print. 

 

Taylor, Diana. The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the  

Americas. Durham: Duke University Press, 2003. Print. 

 

---. Disappearing Acts. Durham: Duke University Press, 1997. Print. 

 



258 

 

 

 

Taylor, Helen. “After the Deluge: The Post-Katrina Cultural Revival of New Orleans”  

Journal of American Studies 44:3(August 2010), 483-501.  

 

Taylor, P.Craig. “Through a Colored Looking Glass: A View of Judicial Partition,  

Family Land Loss, and Rule Setting” Wash. ULQ, 78: (2000). 

 

Thiede, Brian C. and David L. Brown. “Hurricane Katrina: Who Stayed and Why?”  

Population Research and Policy Review 32.6 (Dec 2013).  

 

Thiong’o, Ngugi Wa. Decolonizing the Mind. Pourtsmouth: Heinemann, 1986. Print. 

 

Thompson, James. Performance Affects: Applied Theatre and the End of Affect. New  

York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009. Print. 

 

Trauth, Suzanne M.  and Lisa S. Brenner, eds. Katrina on Stage: Five Plays.  

Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2011. Print. 

 

Treme: Seasons One – Four. Creators. Eric Overmeyer and David Simon. 2010-2013.  

DVD. 

 

Turner, Victor. Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society.  

Ithica: Cornell University Press, 1975. Print. 

 

---. From Ritual to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play. New York:  

Performing Arts Journal Publications, 1982. Print. 

  

---. The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure. New Brunswick:  

AldineTransaction, 2008. Print. 

 

Tyner, James A. Space, Place, and Violence: Violence and the Embodied Geographies  

of Race, Sex, and Gender. New York: Routledge, 2012. Print. 

 

UCHRC: UN Refugee Agency. www.unhrc.org UNHRC 2001-2017. Assessed 2014.  

 

Ussher, Jane. M Managing the Monstrous Feminine: Regulating the Reproductive  

Body. New York: Routledge, 2006. Print. 

 

Weber, Lynn and Lori Peek, eds. Displaced: Life in the Katrina Diaspora Austin:  

University of Texas Press, 2012. Print. 

 

Weber, Samuel. Theatricality as Medium. New York: Fordham University Press,  

2004. Print 

 

Weller, Shane. Beckett, Literature, and the Ethics of Alterity. New York: Palgrave,  



259 

 

 

 

2006. Print. 

 

"Waiting for Godot in New Orleans." YouTube. YouTube, 5 May 2013. Web. 08 July  

2014. 

 

Walker, Kara. After the Deluge. New York: Rizzoli International Publications, 2007.  

Print. 

 

When the Levees Broke: A Requiem in Four Acts. Dir. Spike Lee. HBO Video, 2006.  

DVD.  

 

Whitcomb, Philip, trans. France During the German Occupation, 1940-1944; a  

Collection of 292 Statements on the Government of Maréchal Pétain and 

Pierre Laval. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1958. Print. 

 

Williams, Brian, “Daily Nightly: Another Night on Location” NBC News. 18  

September 2005. Assessed 22 Jan 2015. www.nbcnews.com  

 

Witt, Mary Ann Frse. The Search for Modern Tragedy: Aesthetic Fascism in Italy and  

France. Ithica: Cornell University Press, 2001. Print. 

 

Wonk, Dalt. “Waiting for Godeaux.” Gamblit Weekly.13 Nov 2007. Web. 23 Apr  

2014. 

 

Whybrow, Nicolas, ed. Performance and the Contemporary City: An Interdisciplinary  

Reader. New York: Palgrave, 2010. Print. 

 

Young, Harvey. Embodying Black Experience: Stillness, Critical Memory, and the  

Black Body. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2010. Print. 

 

Young, James E. The Texture of Meaning: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning. New  

Haven: Yale University Press, 1993. Print. 

 

Zizek, Slavoj. Violence. New York: Picador, 2008. Print. 




