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Trauma, melancholia, enchantment, and dread are only the most salient among 
the numerous effects, aftereffects, and affective dispositions that Laurie Sears pursues 
in her sensitive reading of Dutch, Dutch Indies, and Indonesian novels and novellas 
that are the focus of her provocative and timely book. As Situated Testimonies, these 
fictional works bear witness and bring us close to the habits and assumptions—indeed, 
obsessions—of everyday life on the eve of empire, to nationalist romance and internal 
strife in empire’s wake during Indonesia’s revolutionary years, and to current efforts 
to grapple with the legacy of Suharto’s brutal regime, especially the erasure and 
trauma associated with the horrors and mass killings of 1965–66. The book proceeds 
from the assumption that the conventional distinction between historical and fictional 
narratives is misguided. While history and fictional accounts of memory and trauma 
equally assume the presence of listeners for whom stories are told—as does trauma 
itself—the literary works that Sears singles out for attention coalesce around places 
where secrets hide and fester, memory falters, and where gaps are “left within us by 
the secrets of others,” making for a very particular temporality. 1 Central across 
chapters focused on different colonial and postcolonial writings is the interiority of 
family life and domestic interiors as key sites where “intrusive intimacies” unfold in 
scenes of colonial decadence and nostalgia, in the neurotic family romances at the 
heart of Indonesia’s national revolution or with respect to the sheer inaccessibility of 
memory that serves as a gnawing reminder of the New Order’s excesses and 
atrocities.2 

Recalling Ranajit Guha’s provocation as to whether “we [can] afford to leave 
anxiety out of the story of empire,”3 Sears explores what the story of empire might 
look like once it is inflected by an attunement to anxiety and, crucially, too, by the 
recognition that anxiety never simply disappears, but, disavowed, persists through 
time. Key in this respect is “afterwardness,” a translation of Freud’s nachträglichkeit by 
the French psychoanalyst and philosopher Jean Laplanche as a concept of nonlinear 
duration that is both retrogressive and progressive. 4  Afterwardness underwrites 
Sears’s own notion of “situated testimonies,” or literary works that enable access to 
archival constructions, and where, specifically, questions of memory and trauma and 
emotional traces are brought into view. If, following Sears, “incremental truth-
telling”—akin, not coincidentally, to the work of psychoanalysis—may help to loosen 
                                                        
Patricia Spyer is professor of anthropology at the Graduate Institute Geneva, Geneva, Switzerland. 
1 Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok, The Shell and the Kernel: Renewals of Psychoanalysis, vol. 1, trans. and ed. 
Nicholas T. Rand (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 171, as quoted in Sears. 
2 Jean Laplanche, Essays on Otherness, ed. and trans. John Fletcher (New York: Routledge, 1999), 3. 
3 Ranajit Guha, “Not at Home in Empire,” Critical Inquiry 23, 3 (1997): 50, see also 86. 
4 Laplanche, Essays on Otherness. 



 Patricia Spyer 

 

216 

216 
 
 
 
 
 

the power and hold that phantasms wield over persons and collectivities, then this 
process takes time.5 When things do not come to the surface they reoccur and haunt. 

Seen in this light, it should not surprise that the colonial and postcolonial works 
comprising the book’s situated testimonies echo each other and reiterate particular 
obsessions, phantasms, and fetishisms across time as they also disclose time’s 
troubling disjunctures. Transgenerational haunting, another concept borrowed from 
Abraham and Torok, helps to further draw this literary archive together as does the 
recurrent engagement on the part of Indies and Indonesian authors with 
psychoanalytic discourses, themes, and techniques. These include Louis Couperus’s 
French-inspired take on melancholia and dread in his late imperial Haagsche romans 
(Den Hague novels), his Indies contemporary and model for Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s 
Minke in the Buru Quartet, the journalist Tirto Adhi Soerjo’s appropriation of 
discourses on neurosis and trauma (53),6 the allusion to the “unspoken secret” of 
slave torture that surfaces at a colonial dinner party in Maria Dermout’s Yesterday, and 
the Indonesian feminist Ayu Utami’s introduction of Freudian terminology into her 
exploration of mourning and traumatic memories along with her attempts to integrate 
Indonesia’s many phantoms into its national histories after Suharto.7 

Generally speaking, colonial experience can be described as traumatic, but the 
desires for, myriad encounters with, and ambiguities with respect to imperial and 
colonial modernity occasioned both enchantment and dread. “A world of circulating 
knowledges and commodities” (67) is how Sears characterizes the capitalist colonial 
economy, and we hear much about both in her book—besides psychoanalysis, the 
bewildering variety of Malukan fauna and flora recorded by Ambon’s seventeenth-
century naturalist, Georg Eberhard Rumphius, that Dermout draws upon in The Ten 
Thousand Things8 or Sears’s own acute attention to the role of language and translation, 
to linguistic borrowings and hybrid words, or to phenomena like the emergence of 
revolutionary Malay or Balai Poestaka Malay. Relatedly, her argument unfolds across a 
reading of fictional works but also a slew of other writings—personal letters, political 
pamphlets, and the speeches of Indonesia’s revolutionary leader and first president, 
Sukarno. And then there are the marvelously seductive if also treacherous things, the 
lives made from the “sugary wealth” and spice trade of colonial exploitation, the 
poisonous encounter with an enticing porcelana necklace, the rattan that leaves “nice 
wounds” on disobedient bodies but also figures in a tantalizing rope dance, the forces 
                                                        
5 Abraham and Torok, The Shell and the Kernel, in Sears (48). 
6 With regard to trauma and hypnosis in turn-of-the-century Europe, Sears cites: Busono, trans. Joost Coté, 
Elizabeth Riharti, and Markus Soema, Review of Indonesian and Malay Affairs 32, 2 (1998): 97–141; Doenia-
Pertjintaan: 101 Tjerita Jang Soenggoe Soedah Terdjadi di Tanah Priangan (Makassar: Brouwer and Co., 1906); 
and The Story of Nyai Ratna: Or, How a Faithful Wife Did Wrong—A Story that Really Happened in West Java, 
trans. Elisabeth Riharti, Joost Coté, and Markus Soema, Review of Indonesian and Malay Affairs 32, 2 (1998): 
45–95. 
7 Maria Dermout, Yesterday, trans. Hans Koning (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1959); Ayu Utami, Saman, 
2nd ed. (Jakarta: Kepustakaan Populer Gramedia, 2010) and Larung (Jakarta: Kepustakaan Populer 
Gramedia, 2008); Pramoedya Ananta Toer, Buru Quartet (This Earth of Mankind, trans. Max Lane [New York: 
Morrow, 1991]; Child of All Nations, trans. Max Lane [New York: Morrow, 1993]; Footsteps, trans. Max 
Lane [Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990]; and House of Glass, trans. Max Lane [New York: Penguin, 1992]); 
and Louis Couperus, The Book of Small Souls, trans. Alexander Teixeira de Mattos (New York: Dodd, Mead 
and Company, 1932 [1914]), Eline Vere, trans J. T. Grein (New York: Appleton, 1892), and Old People and 
the Things that Pass, trans. Alexander Teixeira de Mattos (New York: Dodd, Mead and Company, 1920). 
8 Maria Dermout, The Ten Thousand Things, trans. Hans Koning (New York: Vintage Books, 1984). 
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of elmoe (magic) that course through and charge the exchanges between colonizer and 
colonized, the collection that acts as a placeholder for multiple things lost, and the 
“suitcase of dreams” that travels in and out of Minke’s life in the Buru Quartet, 
conveying, perhaps, “the ballast of the nation-to-be” (169). 

While an array of different desires congeal around objects in the literature 
analyzed by Sears, the relations lived out in the interiorized spaces of colonial and 
postcolonial worlds are shot through with especially complicated forms of longing, 
obsession, and desire. Without exception, these relations are fraught—excessive, 
deviant, or socially unacceptable at the time; in short, desires that are incestuous, 
adulterous, and death-dealing, and which defy patriarchal, heterosexual-normative 
values. Occasionally, one catches a fleeting glimpse of “an approaching equality” (32) 
between colonizer and colonized, as in Sear’s subtle reading of the relationship 
between the professor and his Javanese assistant in The Ten Thousand Things or a move 
away from a masculinist understanding of politics or an openness vis-à-vis the 
complexities and forms of colonial hybridity whether krontjong music associated with 
mixed-race “Indos” or love as an antidote to racial prejudice. Throughout, Sears 
identifies points of resistance embedded in small stories. They disclose the colonizers’ 
unawareness of their own phantoms, commemorate things that substitute a loss or 
intimate how the gendered desires for modernity, recognition, and the nation are 
structured around a lack. It is in the incremental telling of such small stories that the 
possibility to retell colonial experience itself resides. 

The book’s introduction lays out its theoretical argument on the afterwardness of 
history and elaborates on the key themes of memory, trauma, psychoanalysis, and 
archives that structure the book as a whole. The first chapter considers two novels 
written by Dermout years after she left the Netherlands East Indies and following the 
empire’s end. This chapter brings into focus questions of native desire, commodity 
fetishism, and colonial lack and longing in the context of an evolving colonial 
capitalist modernity where commodities circulate alongside native magic in a terrain 
inhabited by a dizzying diversity of indigenous marine and botanical life and suffused 
by the sense of tempo doeloe, or time past and the mourning for a colonial world that 
can no longer be. Chapter 2 juxtaposes fin-de-siècle Dutch metropolitan culture as 
depicted by Louis Couperus with Dutch Indies colonial culture portrayed by the 
Javanese journalist and writer Tirto Adhi Soerjo. The juxtaposition brings out the 
numerous connections between metropole and colony, not the least how trauma and 
degeneration are perceived to affect children who have never set foot in the Indies. 
Both authors share a similar preoccupation with themes of sexual degeneracy and 
colonial modernity, with the feelings of dread and melancholia these inspire, and how 
they formed part of a transnational world that included linguistic influence and 
borrowing, but also the dissemination of psychoanalytic discourses of neurosis and 
trauma. Chapter 3 offers a close reading of Buiten het Gareel—the only novel written in 
Dutch by an Indonesian, the female author Suwarsih Djojopoespito—which focuses 
on the male and female revolutionary activists who operated in the highly repressive 
1930s and their intimate, complicated relations.9 
                                                        
9 Suwarsih Djojopoespito, Buiten het gareel (Utrecht: De Haan, 1940). 
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The figure of Sukarno serves as a gathering force that holds together the 
competing nationalisms and romantic nationalist imaginings of the time. In a 
compelling fashion, the chapter also pays attention to Suwarsih’s Indonesian 
translation of her novel, some thirty years after it was written, to reflect on the ways it 
changed the Dutch original. Chapter 4 expands the focus on Suwarsih to her more 
critical, politically explicit nonfiction and compares her body of writings to those of 
Armijn Pane, conventionally regarded as a more conservative writer. Sears argues, 
however, that while Pane’s novel Belenggoe resembles Soerwarsih’s in its attention to 
the inner circles of the nationalist movement, it is hospitable to hybrid forms of late 
colonial modernity and, as such, more daring in its implications than Suwarsih’s 
politically restrained prose.10 The book’s fifth chapter returns to the Buru Quartet, 
specifically the last book, House of Glass, to consider questions of repressed histories, 
trauma, and archives through the substitution in the fourth volume of the protagonist 
Minke by his nefarious double, the native police agent and colonial collaborator 
Pengemanann. Chapter 6 centers on the work of Ayu Utami as, following Sears, part 
of an archive documenting the Suharto regime’s brutality and crimes, but also a site 
where oppositional interpretations of the New Order are found. Themes addressed in 
earlier chapters reappear here from the Freudian discourse in Ayu’s work and her 
attention to mourning and survival, to the integration of women’s voices into national 
histories, the role of the spirit world and uncanny powers in Indonesia, and, most 
originally, Ayu’s proposal for a “critical spirituality” as a methodology that would 
bring into view the New Order’s use of phantasms and phantasmatic scenes to instill 
terror. An afterward that returns to trauma, translation, and the particular temporality 
of haunting as a core component of colonial and postcolonial realities concludes the 
book.  

Some of the most interesting questions raised by this compelling book have to do 
not only with the temporality of trauma—for instance, its haunting and repetition 
across generational time—but also its expansion through space, embracing metropole 
and colony within what the late Bernard Cohn, following Balandier, called a colonial 
situation or a world held in common, however complexly.11  Exploring how 
afterwardness operates and persists, the book provokes questions regarding 
afterwardness’s temporal duration. Or how potent and insightful or how numerous 
“incremental truth-tellings” would have to be to enable afterwardness to turn into 
something else, something less traumatic, less animated, less charged by the burden 
of a past that perdures phantasmatically into the present. Besides the call for and 
diverse efforts that have gone into “straightening history” in the aftermath of 
Suharto’s downfall in Indonesia, several recent projects in the former metropole, 
today’s Netherlands, offer a glimpse of how an awareness of afterwardness, or, loosely 
here, the many things that have gone unsaid, been pushed into the shadows, 
repressed and disavowed, may begin to open a process of reckoning and redress. By 
way of conclusion, I mention only one—the “Mapping Slavery in the Netherlands” 
project that brings together different scholars and institutions; conducts canal tours 
where the violent, rapacious underside of the country’s celebrated “Golden Age” is 
brought into view for tourists; and has published a “Guide to Amsterdam’s History of 
                                                        
10 Armijn Pané, Belenggoe, serialized in Poedjangga Baroe 7, 10–12 (1940). 
11 Bernard S. Cohn, “History and Anthropology: The State of Play,” in Bernard S. Cohn, An Anthropologist 
among the Historians and Other Essays (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1990), 44. 
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Slavery.” Ayu Utami’s testimonial, featured on the project’s website, reads: “‘New 
Tourism’ should not be a voyeuristic journey anymore. It should be a journey to 
deepen our understanding of our humanity, without any denial of its dark sides like 
slavery.”12 Laurie Sears’s Situated Testimonies is one book that would be unmissable on 
such a journey. 

 
 

Suitcase 
 

Goenawan Mohamad, 
trans. Jennifer Lindsay13 

 
The old tin suitcase was battered. Almost empty. But in Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s 
famous tetralogy this inconsequential item becomes ballast for connecting a long story, 
a bitter history. 
 
The suitcase is a sign of trauma. 
 
At the end of Child of All Nations, inside the suitcase are found some clothes that 
belonged to Annelies, who has died tragically. The suitcase reminds Nyai Ontosoroh 
of the time when she, aged fourteen, was sold to a Dutchman. At the end of Footsteps, 
when the colonial police arrest Minke, he takes with him that same old suitcase—as 
he does after he returns from Ambon where he has been exiled.[14] 
 
In House of Glass, Pangemanann, the Netherlands Indies Commissioner of Police who is 
diligently stalking the pioneer of the nationalist movement’s every move, is 
surprised.[15]  
 
“No other things, sir?” he asks. 
 
“Yes,” answers Minke. But nothing that he needs help to carry. “I’ve brought it all in 
my head.” 
 
Laurie Sears, in Situated Testimonies, her perceptive study of literary works based on 
Indonesian colonial and postcolonial history, places this story of the suitcase as “a 
quilting or anchoring point” for Minke’s story [pp. 12–13]. 
 
Probably it is also the ballast that stabilizes the life journeys of Minke, Ontosoroh, 
Pangemanann, and others—a story full of shocks in the midst of the birth of a nation.  
 
Trauma is unavoidable in those shocks. Situated Testimonies depicts Indonesia’s history 
from that aspect: history written after being deferred, almost unspoken or forbidden 
to be spoken about, because of deep wounds. 
                                                        
12 https://mappingslavery.nl/en/, accessed on June 26, 2018. 
13 This brief essay by Goenawan Mohamad, founding editor of Tempo, regards Sears’s Situated Testimonies in 
the context of trauma and Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s writings. It was originally published as “Koper,” 
Tempo, December 2014, in “Catatan Pinggir” (Goenawan Mohamad’s weekly “Sidelines” column). 
Jennifer Lindsay’s translation was published in Tempo’s English-language edition a week later. Used with 
permission. 
14 Pramoedya, Child of All Nations and Footsteps (the second and third books in the Buru Quartet; see note 7). 
15 Pramoedya, House of Glass (last book in the Buru Quartet). 
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Those wounds mark the work and life of Pramoedya and anyone who went through 
the slaughter and oppression of 1965–66. One also senses the wounds in Ayu Utami’s 
novel Larung.[16] “Pramoedya Ananta Toer and Ayu Utami introduce traumatized 
protagonists in their novels, and offer stories with incomplete closure,” Sears writes 
[p. 7]. 
 
The suitcase: a small insignificant space, but full of dreams and memories that can 
change for every person that carries it. 
 
It is an empty container, but also a sign of trauma: something snatched away. The life 
and love of Annelies. The independence of a young girl who later becomes Nyai 
Ontosoroh. Minke’s freedom and virility that are destroyed after he is exiled. Trauma 
also wounds Pangemanann, the colonial security officer: the violence he must 
perpetrate to uphold Indies colonization eventually destroys him. 
 
What remains: testimony. But this testimony is not reincarnation of the past. Sears 
explains it [p. 3] using a term from Freudian psychoanalysis, nachträglichkeit, or 
“afterwardsness”: trauma always appears later, after the event. When it has to be 
related, there is no ready-made text. Archives, if they are saved, are only contents of 
the past whose direction is determined by the present. Testimony is not a repeat of 
old experience. 
 
“Testimony is a new experience,” Sears quotes Dori Laub, a psychoanalyst who 
experienced Hitler’s cruelty. When traumatic past is related, the tellers are actually 
not “taken back to the horror and sadness they encountered. Testimony assumes a life 
of its own” [pp. 4–6]. How the whole story ends is unpredictable.  
 
Memory, in trauma, cannot be shaped in a narrative way. Some things cannot be 
explained. In House of Glass, Pangemanann is haunted by Si Pitung, the rebel he killed. 
Darker still is the narrative at the beginning of Utami’s Larung. 
 
Here we find a strange young man [Larung] who plans to kill his grandmother who 
won’t die. Larung sees other people as though through a crude microscope: they are 
an anatomical construction. Other people are details: shin bones, ear canals and 
earwax, pubic hair, vaginas, smells. Violence is implicit in this view. And slowly we 
realize that in Larung’s life lies a much wider violence and darker past. 
 
When he was still a small child, his friend Siok Hwa’s father was beaten to death in an 
anti-Chinese pogrom, and Siok Hwa himself disappeared. Then came 1965: his own 
father, a soldier accused of being communist, was tortured to death by the mob. The 
people who killed his father threw anyone they considered to be their enemy into a 
gaping maw. 
 
Trauma is the suitcase in the maw of darkness. Until there are other people. 
 
Pangemanann cuts through the darkness by writing his testimony for Madame Le 
Boucq. Larung appears as the subject who is calm for a few moments when he 
accompanies Saman to oppose new oppression. 
 
Oppression, despotism: Indonesia is indeed made up of all kinds of trauma. But the 
suitcase is not empty and can resound clearly when asked to speak. 
                                                        
16 Ayu Utami, Larung. 


