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“And what do stories afford any way? A way of liv ing in the world in the after math of catas tro phe and dev as ta tion? 
A home in the world for the muti lated and vio lated self ? For whom—for us or for them?”
—Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” 3

In Egyp tian writer Haytham el-Wardany’s wry how-to man ual, Kayfa takhtafi (How to Disappear, 2013), scenes from 
ordi nary life in Cairo—the noise of barking dogs float ing onto a bal cony, the mur mur of a crowd on the street—all  
point to some thing disappearing. What dis ap pears is never quite clear: per haps the indi vid ual, per haps a rev o lu-

tion, per haps a sense of safety and cer tainty. El-Wardany sub ti tles the scenes with words like “Emptiness” (al-faragh) 
and “Panic” (al-hala‘ ). The effect is a charged, omi nous atmo sphere—threats both human and inhu man at every 
turn, an inabil ity to trust the senses as “dream blends with real ity” and the nar ra tor’s body con torts into the city.1 
Disappearing is often cel e brated today as a skill one can learn in order to evade state sur veil lance and the omni scient 
eye of global data col lec tion and to craft a mean ing ful life through invis i bil ity.2 El-Wardany’s con fi dent title prof-
fers just such a self-help man ual for the twenty-first cen tury. Yet, echo ing Palestinian author Ibtisam ‘Azem’s Sifr 
al-Ikhtifa’ (Book of Disappearance, 2014), How to Disappear dem on strates that even a brief pause before its core topic 
may cause every thing to shat ter: into words for absence and reappearance; into fear, desire, and ambiv a lence; into a 
sud den vig i lance to what is becom ing vis i ble and per cep ti ble—and to what may be per pet u ally slid ing out of view.

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) today is an epi cen ter for the the o ri za tion of absence and its asso ci-
ated terms: destruc tion, dis ap pear ance, era sure, obliv ion, to name a few. Exhaustion and despair are per va sive after 
decades of protracted wars (e.g., in Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, Israel/Palestine), cycles of upris ing and defeat, the 
banalization of vio lence spec tac u lar and slow, and cal lous dis re gard for the lives of ordi nary peo ple among rul ing 
elites, both domes tic and global. These dynam ics were exac er bated by the ten-year anni ver sary of 2011 Arab  Spring 
upris ings and the US with drawal after twenty years in Afghanistan. This pres ent lay ers onto the wreck age of ear-
lier era sures whose traces remain: the Arme nian geno cide, the Nakba, the Hama mas sa cre, the Lebanese civil war, 
Algeria’s decol o ni za tion and Dark Decade, Morocco’s Years of Lead, and many more.

To depict this pres ent, con tem po rary anglo phone media tends to dredge up Orientalist ste reo types of ancient 
reli gious ran cor and intrac ta ble nonmoder nity in the MENA, cir cu lat ing images of social, polit i cal, and envi ron-
men tal waste lands that are eas ily for get ta ble with each news cycle. At the time of writ ing, Palestinians in Gaza 
were fight ing to remain vis i ble while west ern cam eras fix ated on seem ingly empty, flat tened build ings rather than 
the peo ple killed under the rub ble. Against these and other dan ger ous essentializations and era sures, schol ars fre-
quently assert the microdynamics of resis tance, resilience, and mem ory to be found in ecol o gies of prac tice and 
cul tural pro duc tion; point to the ways peo ple rebuild and sur vive in ruins that are mate rial, polit i cal, and social; and 
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reactivate poten tial his to ries smoth ered by the colo nial 
archive.3

The articles in this spe cial sec tion per form a diff er-
ent intel lec tual labor. We acknowl edge the urgent polit-
i cal need for nar ra tives of over com ing destruc tion, for 
acts of care and repair. Yet this section acknowl edges 
that absences exist in myr iad ways across the MENA 
and pauses before restor ing or recu per at ing modes of 
pres ence. What other ways of tell ing absence might be 
brought into view? Building on the words of Saidiya 
Hartman in the epi graph, what might stories afford 
when the pres ences of absence con found the very idea 
of “after-ness” in the after math of disas ter?

In place of pres ence, this the matic sec tion begins 
to unravel, then reweave, existing plot lines for think-
ing and representing absence. With plot lines, we 
point to the string ing together of events into famil iar 
tem po ral arcs with a begin ning, a mid dle, and an end. 
Our objec tive is not to dis miss or under mine the most 
well-known, lin ear plot line for absence or its asso ci ated 
ques tions and tasks. Rather, by unraveling then reweav-
ing stories and his to ries of absence, we aim to widen the 
scope of what can be per ceived as absence, its work in 
the world and on the sub ject, and the forms of agency 
and injury it shapes. In the lin ear story, some thing or 
some one is pres ent, but then it is (or they are) erased, 
destroyed. Finally comes absence, which names the 
after math of this era sure. This plot line, by arranging 
events into a lin ear chro nol ogy, tends to prompt ques-
tions about restor ing the absented to pres ence. When 
res to ra tion is impos si ble, then archiv ing, nar ra tive 
(par tic u larly lit er a ture as a ves sel of mem ory), and the 
mech a nisms of jus tice are called upon to tes tify to what 
has been lost. When the absented are humans, mem ory 
work is tightly entangled with the demand for jus tice—
to com mem o rate the dead, tell their stories, and thus 
refuse their era sure.4

The lin ear plot line thus tends to train the gaze on 
humans, whereas in this spe cial sec tion we aim to think 
of human lives in embod ied proximities and rela tions 
to the non hu man (e.g., ani mals, plants, land scapes). 
In so doing, we learn from schol ar ship on anni hi la tion  
and human/non hu man inti ma cies in the envi ron men tal 
human i ties, which tracks how existing and impending 
absences, nota bly wrought by cli mate change, entan gle 
bod ies and land scapes mate ri ally and imag i na tively.5 
The necropolitical worlds of recur rent war are also “a 
mul ti spe cies affair,” writes Munira Khayyat on south 
Lebanon: entangling humans and land scapes, “vital iz-
ing rela tion ships and dynamic path ways that are forged 

amid war’s lethal objects and tech nol o gies.”6 An emer-
gent strand of ecocritical writ ing crosses lit er ary stud-
ies and cul tural geog ra phy to explore human affects of 
grief, as well as efforts to cre ate arks to hold the traces 
of what has been absented in mate rial land scapes.7 This 
atten tion to the trace ech oes the con cerns of ruin a-
tion stud ies, which track how indus trial and decaying 
mate ri als lin ger, the signs of “the rot that remains” of 
colo nial and post co lo nial inequalities.8 When it comes 
to absence, writes geog ra pher John Wylie, human and 
non hu man are not “fus ing or coin cid ing” nor even “sin-
gly pres ent or replete in them selves, but all  held tense 
and tan gled” in zones whose shifting rela tions defy per-
ma nent assig na tions of pres ence/absence.9 Such per-
spec tives uniquely posi tion the envi ron men tal human i-
ties to attend to the mate ri al ity and spec i fic ity of traces 
and sed i ments with out los ing sight of “geo log i cal and 
evo lu tion ary time scales” that con found the human 
imag i na tion and notions of time.10 In a sim i lar vein, the 
field of extinc tion stud ies addresses both the large scale 
of per ma nent, plan e tary, and/or non hu man absences 
and the gran u lar reg is ter of indi vid ual extinc tions.11

A sec ond rea son to loosen the strands of the lin ear 
plot of absence is that it tends to pre sume that the place 
of sto ry tell ing is one where the anni hi lat ing vio lence 
has ceased or at least paused enough to find a sta ble 
ground to con tem plate what has been lost. This pres-
ent tense, where vio lence is in the past and jus tice lies 
on a hope ful, future hori zon, is also rec og niz able as the 
pres ent of human rights.12 In this spe cial sec tion, how-
ever, era sures do not lie securely in the past nor does the 
vio lence of absenting con form to onetime spec ta cles.13 
Repetitive, accu mu lat ing, and per pet ual, absences also 
inhabit the pres ent and future. As al-Wardany’s text 
warns, the space left by absence is not an empty void  
(al-faragh). It is charged with sed i men ta tions and scar-
rings pop u lat ing daily life and mem ory. Moving in and 
out of per cep tion, absences are “affec tive (non)things 
and (non)sites of inten sity, cri tique, and encoun ter.”14 
Traces remain, shifting in and out of view. As Ilana 
Feldman in this spe cial sec tion writes about objects of  
absence in Palestine, “by work ing to repeat edly change 
the tense—mov ing between past and pres ent,” these 
ordi nary objects recall “that absence is not total.” 
Absence can be recur sive and/or antic i pa tory: this lat-
ter, often overlooked dimen sion of absence can be 
found when states and other actors pre pare lands and 
pop u la tions for their anni hi la tion; where cit ies are built 
for wars to come; and in the affec tive worlds of those 
who are sub ject to era sure—per haps mul ti ple times.15
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The trauma of absence also shapes lan guage, which 
becomes an ongo ing “form of ‘dis place ment’” that takes 
place in rela tion to loss.16 As the Palestinian poet Mah-
moud Darwish expresses, “we are no lon ger  able to form 
com plete sen tences, and yet we are asked to reformu-
late the ele ments of an expe ri ence exposed, in the open, 
to destruc tion.”17 In 2006, writ ing on the dev as ta tion of 
Beirut’s Dahiya dis trict in the Israeli war on Lebanon 
that sum mer, the Lebanese poet Abbas Beydoun mused 
on why no poem existed on Dahiya and whether poetry 
could ever write destruc tion. Such cit ies—of pro lif er-
ating rub ble and unnamed, face less humans—“can only 
be treated by a mea sure of invis i bil ity—such places 
have no lan guage, of course. . . .  Can we be devi ant 
and speak about beauty here? Or is the real ruin on our 
tongues?”18

Holding Space for Absence
In English, the word “absence” can cap ture not only 
what (or whom) has been absented but also the con-
di tions of life that remain and are defined, in some 
sense, by what (or who) is no lon ger.19 Absence is there-
fore “not syn on y mous with loss” or even the rites of 
mourn ing and mem ory that are closely entangled with 
it.20 An entity that unfolds within the pres ent, absence 
“speaks to much more: what is not any more and what 
is not yet.”21 This “not yet” points to foreclosed futures, 
the lives and events that are ren dered impos si ble by 
absence. Equally, absences that sed i ment and accu mu-
late over time may sig nify an impending rep e ti tion of 
vio lence and anni hi la tions to come.

We locate absences in the after math and/or antic i-
pa tion of mate rial and imma te rial acts of vio lence both 
slow and spec tac u lar. This vio lence includes eras ing the 
traces of what, or who, has been absented from offi cial 
his tor i cal records, an act that for bids col lec tive mourn-
ing out side san i tized national nar ra tives. Inspired by 
Darwish’s writ ing on “the pres ence of absence,”22 this 
spe cial sec tion seeks to cap ture shifting affects and 
strat e gies of liv ing amid traces that move in and out of 
view, as well as the cul tural work of depicting absences, 
writ ing against them, and pro duc ing traces to com pel a 
spec ta tor’s witnessing. Rather than fill ing in the gaps, 
our con trib u tors dwell with absences’ sed i men ta tions, 
scar rings, and mobilities, broad en ing existing vocab u-
lar ies and per cep tions of liv ing in a wrecked pres ent.

The dis tinc tive tem po ral i ties and modes of rep re-
sen ta tion that clus ter around absence, as it is defined in 
this spe cial sec tion, invite inter dis ci plin ary reflec tion 
across his tory, lit er a ture, and anthro pol ogy. Absence 

emerges as an overlooked, diff use, yet con nec tive tis-
sue that invites new con cep tu al i za tions of intra- and 
inter re gional com par i son from below. Such com par i-
sons, how ever, as Anne-Marie McManus’s con tri bu tion 
to this sec tion explores, must work across zones and 
subjectivities that have (often vio lently) been rel e gated 
to non be ing and the non- (or not-quite) human. Read-
ing across absences, in other words, can nei ther col-
lapse their diff er ences nor fill them in with pres ence. As 
Saidiya Hartman notes, “it is tempt ing to fill in the gaps 
and to pro vide clo sure” for the absented, ges tur ing to a 
“free state” or imag i nary of the future sal vaged from the 
archive’s degrading, death-licens ing state ments.23 She 
refrains, how ever, not ing the risk of “com mit ting fur-
ther vio lence in [her] own act of nar ra tion” and choos-
ing instead to fore ground the impos si bil ity of her task 
and the archive’s lim its.24 In a sim i lar fash ion, anthro-
pol o gist Yael Navaro calls for a “neg a tive meth od ol ogy” 
in the after math of mass vio lence that refuses “evi den-
tiary pres ence” and per mits schol ar ship to “rest in the 
gaps of knowl edge.”25

Meanwhile, lit er ary schol ars cel e brate nar ra tive’s 
gen er a tive diff er ence from “demo graphic data, his tor-
i cal facts, and legal tri als” and human rights reports.26 
Literature prom ises to be an alter na tive archive “to 
see or hear what his tory has ren dered ghostly.”27 Yet 
a wealth of schol ar ship influ enced by trauma the ory 
and psy cho anal y sis ques tions whether knowl edge of 
the absented can ever be “made entirely con scious, in 
the sense of being fully retrieved, or com mu ni cated 
with out dis tor tion.”28 In an eth i cal ges ture that ech-
oes Saidiya Hartman’s, Claudia Brodsky writes on 
the Holocaust to argue that nar rat ing the con tent of 
absence enacts renewed vio lence against “the loss that 
is every spe cific, indi vid ual death, and, with the indi-
vid ual, every moment, equally inex haust ibly rep re sent-
able, of every life stopped from con tinu ing, every act of 
con scious and uncon scious sen sa tion lost for ever with 
that life.”29 Across dis ci plines, hold ing open a space for 
absence—performing Hartman’s “nar ra tive restraint” 
or what critic of Euro pean mod ern ism Gérard Wacj-
man describes as mak ing absence itself the pri mary 
ref er ent—is a labor of depicting the pres ent as well as 
of ren der ing jus tice to the plen i tude, human and non-
hu man, of what has been erased.30

The tem po ral complexities of absences, and par-
tic u larly their unfolding within the pres ent, sug est 
cer tain affin i ties with the con cept of haunting, which 
fore grounds “how the over-and-done-with comes alive” 
in the pres ent.31 The con cept has had a robust life in 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/cssaam

e/article-pdf/44/2/277/2127959/277m
cm

anus.pdf?guestAccessKey=278d3a4f-5dcb-414a-b242-e236c884be27 by guest on 15 August 2024



280 Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East  •  44.2  •  2024

 aca demic work since Jacques Derrida’s 1993 pub li ca tion 
of Specters of Marx, which intro duced the lan guage of 
hauntology to replace “the pri or ity of being and pres-
ence with the fig ure of the ghost as that which is nei ther 
pres ent nor absent, nei ther dead nor alive.”32 Glossed by 
Fredric Jameson, “spectrality [is] what makes the pres-
ent waver: like the vibra tions of a heat wave” that make 
some thing else appar ent in the pres ent, “shim mer[ing] 
like a mirage.”33 These descrip tions bear strong resem-
blances to the moods and modal i ties of absence, yet key 
dis tinc tions between absence, as we describe it, and 
haunting lie, first, in the rel a tive agency of that which 
returns to ani mate the pres ent. Specters and ghosts 
assert them selves into the pres ent, lend ing the past a 
vibrancy recently asso ci ated with mat ter.34 Absences, 
in con trast, lin ger, recede, seep, and metas ta size in 
mobilities that depart from the event ful from/to and 
here/there of a spec tral past enter ing the pres ent. As 
our approach to plot lines aims to fore ground, atten tion 
to absence begins to con found such tem po ral dis tinc-
tions. For this rea son, many con trib ut ing essays empha-
size the agency of indi vid u als, spaces, and objects that 
medi ate, embody, and invert the shifting pres ences of 
absence.

A sec ond dis tinc tion between haunting and absence  
lies in late decon struc tion’s eth i cal com mit ment to 
the unknow abil ity (or alterity) of that which returns. 
The spec ter may dis rupt the pres ent, suspending the 
bound aries of past/pres ent and absence/pres ence—yet 
it “prom ises noth ing tan gi ble in return,” only a desta bi-
li za tion of the com mon-sense belief in pres ence at all .35 
In con trast, the absences that move through the cur rent 
moment, in this spe cial section, are tied to iden ti fi able 
prac tices, events, gram mars of racialization, and polit-
i cal econ o mies of era sure, vio lence, and dis tor tion. The 
knowability of what caused (and per haps still causes) 
absence does not con tain the after math, whether mate-
rial or affec tive, yet it crucially grounds the pos si bil ity 
of demand ing jus tice.

Contributions
These essays were first pro duced for a sym po sium that 
we con vened for our codirected Mellon Sawyer Seminar, 
“Grounding the Ecocritical: Materializing Wastelands 
and Living on in the Middle East.” We invited con trib ut-
ing authors to explore their respec tive dis ci plin ary chal-
lenges in writ ing absence by pro duc ing a short essay 
on an object, land scape, build ing, or image in a state 
of absence or ruin a tion. However, we asked authors to 
refrain from fill ing in the absences they found, tak ing 

ref uge in phil o soph i cal abstrac tion, or abandoning the 
local. Rather, we encour aged them to exper i ment with 
rep re sen ta tional tech niques and writ ing styles to depict 
their cho sen object, as well as to explore changes to 
space, scale, or con nec tions to other sites or modes of 
absence. Returning to plot lines, this prompt in a sense 
pro vided an end ing for the articles in advance, urg ing 
authors to exper i ment with hold ing open spaces for 
absence in their writ ings and meth ods.

Their resulting atten tion to neglected plot points 
of absence between Morocco and Iraq ech oes the spirit 
of Donna J. Haraway’s “stay ing with the trou ble”— 
a refusal of “impa tient” responses to “the hor rors of 
the Anthropocene and the Capitalocene” and of cyn-
i cal rest ing.36 A qui eter, “indefi  nite pro cess of being 
absent and in search of a proper” emerges, invit ing 
reflex ive atten tion to the act of nam ing loss in the 
pres ent.37 Taking inspi ra tion from a prac tice of his tory 
devel oped in trauma stud ies, we aim to trace the out-
lines of an archive that does not “rep re sent” what has 
been erased so much as fol low what is always slip ping 
away, an archive “tot ter[ing] between remem brance 
and era sure.”38 The issue thus expands recent anthro-
po log i cal schol ar ship on “the residuality of vio lence 
[and] its after life,” advanc ing inter dis ci plin ary inquiry 
into “mate rial and imma te rial traces” of absence in the 
MENA.39

The arti cles in the spe cial sec tion replot absence in 
diff er ent ways. Some hold open or break apart points 
along nar ra tive arcs. Others invert, loop, redi rect, inte-
grate, or run par al lel to their stories. Some arti cles focus 
on modes of life’s era sure (via dis ap pear ance, vanish-
ing, invis i bil ity, pet ri fi ca tion), while oth ers ana lyze 
ways that absence is recalled or claimed into the pres-
ent. All of the arti cles wres tle with the meth od o log i cal 
chal lenges of fol low ing absence through fragmented 
archives or field sites to bring at least fleet ingly into 
view indi vid u als, non hu man lives, mate rial objects, and 
sites that serve as emissaries to var i ous pasts. Accord-
ing to their cho sen case stud ies, authors employ diff er-
ent strat e gies of rep re sen ta tion and reflex iv ity. Often, 
con trib u tors respect the vaga ries of nar rat ing absences 
through uneven or incom plete plot lines and avoid 
sutur ing tears to life stories caused by state and non-
state vio lence or neglect.

Nancy Y. Reynolds explores the stories of absences 
pro duced through botan i cal extinc tion and the forced 
dis place ment of peo ple in Nubia. Assumed extinct, a 
spe cies of palm tree appeared to bot a nists explor ing a 
remote oasis of the Nubian des ert in 1963. As the tree 
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moved in and out of view and in and out of extinc tion—
the pri mary idiom of (spe cies) absence in ecol ogy—the 
region, Nubia, itself faced large-scale destruc tion from 
the grow ing res er voir of the new Aswan High Dam. 
These stories of absence ten u ously averted weave in 
botan i cal texts through eulo gies for a Nubian Egyp-
tian bot a nist known for his des ert-mind ed ness. At the 
same time, ecol o gists devel oped new the o ries of des-
ert suc ces sion that pos ited rup ture and destruc tion as 
nec es sary to sus tain life in arid eco sys tems, thereby 
ren der ing a new “pro duc tive” after math for era sure: 
flourishing life rather than absence. Intertwined along 
tex tual mar gins, these nar ra tives of human and non-
hu man botan i cal loss thicken and dis tort plot lines of 
absence, eliciting prac tices of fol low ing—of trans la tion 
and col lec tion, curation and pub li ca tion, men tor ship 
and memo rial—designed to man age absence in nat-
u ral and pro fes sional land scapes. Twisting extinc tion 
through text and land scape assisted state efforts, then, 
to pre pare Nubia for vanishing: the absent tree mov ing 
from past to pres ent while Nubian pres ence—the land, 
the bot a nist—moved into absence and became pasts.

State strat e gies of absenting come to the fore on 
racialized grounds in Brahim el Guabli’s inves ti ga tion of 
the frag men tary dos sier that remains of Black Amazigh 
scholar Boujemâa Hebaz, who was disappeared in 1981. 
Unlike other Moroccans abducted and killed under 
state vio lence, Hebaz’s dis ap pear ance is blanketed by  
mul ti ple silences: his story untold, cir cum stances unwi-
tnessed, and remains unac counted for to this day. Part 
of what el Guabli calls “for got ten Morocco,” Hebaz’s 
vanishing pre cludes recon struc tion yet also stands in 
for the larger pro cesses of regional and racial exclu-
sion. Since “Morocco’s black and Amazigh cit i zens . . .  
com bine two dou bly-invisibilized iden ti ties and they 
inhabited areas that were not a pri or ity for the state, 
they were de facto disappeared from the nation. In 
this logic, Hebaz’s forc ible absenting is just a vio lent 
man i fes ta tion of a sneak ier and invis i ble absence of 
Blackness and Amazighity from the nation.” The frac-
tured, frag men tary, and even false tes ti mony obtained 
by Morocco’s Equity and Reconciliation Commission 
(2004–2006) con sti tutes both the begin ning and the 
end in the replotting of Hebaz’s absence.

Ilana Feldman exam ines mate rial objects that stand 
in for absences: Palestinian homes and home land lost 
in 1948. Mundane objects such as iden tity cards, pho-
to graphs, and keys to for mer homes often drop out of 
schol ars’ view because of their ubiq uity. Feldman dem-
on strates, how ever, that they are more charged than 

repos i to ries of mem ory.40 These “objects of absence” 
hold and vital ize lost lifeworlds, keep ing open the plot 
of Palestinian return and using the lost past to make 
claims in the pres ent. Feldman witnesses the acti va tion 
of these objects dur ing her field work: “These objects 
are part of a wide Palestinian expres sive rep er toire that 
includes peti tions and pro tests, poetry and mem oir, 
graffi ti and farm ing, all  insisting I (still) am and we (still) 
are.” Performing pres ence in suspended times between 
the past of absence and a future of threat ened era sure, 
the Palestinians she encoun ters knit together com mu-
nity as they cir cu late, in “quiet rep e ti tion,” these “tokens 
of a lost past.” As she puts it, “Where an his tor i cal object 
resides in the past, tell ing a story of an ear lier time and 
a for mer con fig u ra tion, an object of absence tells a story 
of loss that has a force in the pres ent. Such objects do 
things, now—for indi vid u als and for col lec tiv i ties.”

Absence as strat egy is the focal point of Sophia 
Stamatopoulou-Robbins’s essay, which is based on her 
field work in a West Bank Palestinian vil lage, where the 
harsh, chronic con di tions of Israeli occu pa tion aim to 
make its res i dents dis ap pear. Stamatopoulou-Robbins 
sug ests, how ever, that absence is not the out come 
or end point of a nar ra tive of dis pos ses sion, but rather 
a mid-plot strat egy of resis tance against ruin a tion. 
“Absenting” as a form of agency, she argues, allows vil-
lag ers to man age their rela tion ship with and dis tance 
from the set tler fron tier as it encroaches on their lands. 
Bringing into view mate rial and affec tive prac tices of 
edge-mak ing, Stamatopoulou-Robbins nar rates the tem-
poral changes of the bor der area as it is lay ered with 
remains of fields, demolished home sites, a gar bage 
dump, a gar den ref uge—a place ren dered dan ger ous 
and unpro duc tive by the state but still engaged with 
by vil lag ers. The edge’s story from demo li tion site to 
dump to gar den is itself a replotting of absence from a 
con di tion of being to a form of action: a reweaving and 
repurposing of destruc tion into an inte grated story of 
action that refuses the full force of state vio lence and 
ruin a tion.

Read across these dis pa rate sites, the con trib ut ing 
essays high light the complexities of absence when it 
is apprehended not only as an imposed con di tion or a 
descrip tion for what has been lost but also as a strat egy 
or claim-mak ing device in strug les for social jus tice 
and rep a ra tion. Rebecca Gruskin charts the work of light 
and objects in efforts to doc u ment “absent” injuries in 
the lungs of phos phate work ers in French colo nial Tuni-
sia. Through X-ray tech nol ogy, com pany offi cials denied 
the pres ence of lung dam age caused by min ing despite 
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oral tes ti mony by work ers and their fam i lies describ ing 
acute respi ra tory dis ease from phos phate par tic u lates. 
These oral sources, pre served in peti tions and reports, 
detail a mul ti plic ity of embod ied harms of diff er ing 
dura tions to the bod ies of work ers and their fam i lies. A 
tech nol ogy of absence—mak ing “chronic injury van ish 
within a recip ro cal rela tion ship between the optic and 
the seman tic,” Gruskin writes—was thus a tac tic for 
colo nial ism’s extrac tive cap i tal accu mu la tion from land 
and bod ies. The phos phate com pany kept Tunisian labor 
cheap by refus ing to com pen sate for indus trial injury, 
serv ing a larger polit i cal pur pose of keep ing colo nial-
ism’s harms invis i ble. Methodologically, Gruskin uses 
the archi val absence of X-ray pho to graphs to break the 
originary logic of era sure and to chart instead “a polit i-
cal econ omy of (in)vis i bil ity,” shifting the foren sic plot-
line from med i cal diag noses of work ers’ bod ies to “the 
link ages . . .  reveal[ed] among cir cuits of Western bio-
med i cal knowl edge, cap i tal accu mu la tion, and cor po-
real deg ra da tion in colo nial Gafsa’s phos phate mines.”

Anne-Marie McManus explores absence, under-
stood as racialized sub jects’ recur ring exclu sion from 
the cat e gory of the human, as the grounds for new forms 
of rela tional read ing across gram mars of racialization. 
From the site of decolonizing Algeria and draw ing on 
the o rists from Sylvia Winters to David Marriott, her 
essay reads Frantz Fanon’s writ ings in dia logue with 
Algerian nov el ist Kateb Yacine’s Nedjma (1956). What 
kinds of com par i son, she asks, are pos si ble across zones 
of expe ri ence and categories of know ing that are formed 
in vio lent exclu sion from racialized ide als of the human 
sub ject: white, agentively pres ent, and capa ble of nar-
rat ing itself in lin ear time? The resulting expe ri ences 
of absence, born of diff er en tial regimes of racial power 
and col o ni za tion (i.e., anti-Black and anti-Algerian), 
are nei ther the same nor static. The com mon ground 
of racialized absences is the sub ject’s vio lent deval u a-
tion and era sure from nor ma tive ideas of the human. 
The resulting forms of absence, she notes, do not yield 
“an arrival-point, but a sustained state in repet i tive 
motion where pres ence is repeat edly denied, where the 
sub ject is con tin u ally re-excluded from the cat e gory of 
Man.” Attending to such absences decenters that heg-
e monic fig ure, which is why McManus tracks forms of 
expres sion and met a phor that Fanon and Yacine use to 
express the pet ri fi ca tions and non hu man inti ma cies of 
absented, racialized sub jects.

Finally, the coe val ity of pasts and uto pian futures 
in state-led devel op ment pro jects infuses Camille Cole’s 
essay on late Otto man infra struc ture and dreams of 

the Baghdad Railway, which tracks the absenting of the 
pres ent, the liv ing, and even land in the strug le for 
mod ern i za tion. Iraq had to be “actively emp tied, the 
sense of lack offer ing propulsion toward the future,” 
she writes, lead ing to the era sure of “peo ple, prop erty, 
crops, profi ts” and existing forms of land cul ti va tion to 
remake Iraq into a wealth-gen er at ing prov ince and sec-
ond Egypt. Yet con tests over the devel op men tal pres-
ent in the vast marshes of south ern Iraq were more 
spa tial than tem po ral, Cole argues. She reads an Otto-
man map of emp ti ness around the pro posed rail way, 
track ing accounts of land appearing and disappearing 
in unsta ble wet lands, through Iraqi writer Muhammad 
Khudayyir’s genre-bend ing novel Basrayatha (1999). 
Cole’s lit er ary intertext for read ing Otto man nar ra tives 
of agrar ian devel op ment under scores that fol low ing 
absence prompts schol ars towards new, local the o ries 
and modes of knowl edge pro duc tion. Her atten tion to 
her positionality as a scholar dur ing the COVID-19 pan-
demic equally high lights the role of crit i cal reflex iv ity 
in archi val usage and modes of read ing around absence.

Following Absence
As method and dis pen sa tion, fol low ing absence invites 
slowed-down move ment in thought, body, and time. We 
cen ter the lan guage of fol low ing to call into crit i cal view 
the sequences, tem po ral arcs, and desires of com ing 
“after” absence (a prep o si tion problematized above that 
remains hard to avoid!). Following attunes us to dis ci plin-
ary prac tices of knowl edge pro duc tion, as well as how 
we track oth ers who are fol low ing absences (its spa tial 
and tem po ral dimen sions and reg is ters) in our research. 
Following invites reflex ive aware ness of schol ars’ reli-
ance on var i ous forms of pres ence (e.g., auto bio graph-
i cal, mate rial, onto log i cal) to pro duce knowl edge often 
based on sources from the past.41 Following, we find, can 
also be a way for research ers to man age the affects and 
desires pro voked by cer tain kinds of absence: a nar ra tive 
arma ture that allows schol ars and our research sub jects 
to fill in gaps, ensure con ti nu i ties and inher i tances, and 
evade the aporia of abso lute absence.

As many con trib u tors to this sec tion note, the 
impulse to fill in absence can dis tract from the flourish-
ing of ongo ing life and even rein force the log ics of anni-
hi lat ing power. Cole, for instance, sug ests that state 
con cern over the peri odic dis ap pear ance of land that 
emerged sea son ally in the marsh erased land use prac-
tices eco log i cally attuned to and even profi t able in that 
land scape. In the long term, this offi cial work of man ag-
ing absence autho rized the dev as tat ing drain age of large 
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por tions of the marshes and the destruc tion of most of 
the life ways supported there. Reynolds traces how the 
“mel an choly muse” of botan i cal death filled out flo ris-
tic sur veys and her baria with vanishing plant forms that 
fueled more bio-prospecting. While el Guabli cri tiques 
the privileg ing of cer tain, offi cial nar ra tives of “true” 
absence, Stamatopoulou-Robbins remains at the edges 
of absence’s black hole to keep trans for ma tion in view. 
Gruskin cau tions that archi val absences, such as X-ray 
films in her case study, risk pulling schol arly and polit-
i cal energy “back” into the rhet o rics of colo nial power 
that pro duced the orig i nal absence. Echoing McManus’s 
call to turn away from the cen ters of author i ta tive pres-
ence in schol ar ship, many con trib u tors acknowl edge 
the chro no log i cal dis tinc tion of events (once some-
thing was pres ent, then it was/is absent) with out locking 
them into known plot lines.

The com mu ni ties and indi vid u als who appear in 
the spe cial sec tion’s arti cles thus fol low from absence, 
yet their actions in rela tion to it vary, from turn ing 
away in refusal to leverag ing absenting as a strat egy of 
sur vival. Essays that fore ground land scapes and bot-
any reframe fol low ing as a move ment through spaces 
and texts, respon sive to non hu man forms of mate ri-
al ity. Several con trib u tors doc u ment peo ple sit u at ing 
loss or absence to sty mie state pro jects of devel op ment 
in infra struc ture and resource extrac tion. The mate-
rial ele ments of such land scapes—the move ments of 
min eral dust, plants, water—call into ques tion foun-
da tional jurid i cal categories such as harm, polit i cal 
bound aries, and pri vate prop erty. Contributions in 
lit er ary stud ies, mean while, fol low on longstanding 
the o ri za tions of absence in trauma stud ies, exis ten tial-
ism, and psy cho anal y sis, the lat ter of which inflected 
Fanon’s writ ing on the psy chic forms of racial vio-
lence.42

The scholar’s dis tance, even absence, to what they 
fol low—a topic of renewed rel e vance in the wake of 
both COVID-19 and the dis rup tions and destruc tions 
by war and pol i tics to many field sites and archives—
invites reflex ive atten tion to the act of nam ing absence 
in the pres ent. To this end, we learn from Walter Ben-
ja min’s con stel la tion, allowing sites and expe ri ences 
of absence to clus ter and ren der rela tions per cep ti-
ble with out mak ing claims to an essen tial pres ence 
or re-assem bling the frag men tary and resid ual.43 This 
approach invites the reader to “pause at sta tions of 
reflec tion” on absence, an image that evokes the clas-
si cal topos of lin ger ing at the aban doned traces of the 
camp site (atlal) in Ara bic poetry.44

The point is not to finally lay hold of the absented or 
a con cept of absence itself. Indeed, this spe cial sec tion 
takes care not to pro pose a uni fied the ory of absence for, 
or from, the MENA. This deci sion is the o ret i cally and 
eth i cally driven. Defined by nega tion, frag ments, and 
res i dues absence eludes sys tem a ti za tion. It is inter nally 
diverse and unfixable in con tent; liv ing with it com-
prises uncount able indi vid ual, situated expe ri ences. 
Following absences in the con tem po rary MENA shares 
in the work of “illuminat[ing] the inti macy of our expe-
ri ence with the lives of the dead.”45 The region remains 
a pri mary tar get for forces of anni hi la tion—var i ously 
dubbed in con tem po rary the ory as necropolitics, sav-
age ecol o gies, envi ron men tal ter ror ism, or ruin a tion—
which dom i nate the global pres ent and reveal its gene-
al o gies with the colo nial past.46

Other voices, such as Syrian intel lec tual Yassin 
al-Haj Saleh, lay claim to absence as polit i cally gen-
er a tive: “an essen tial dimen sion of the world, soci ety 
and the soul” that must be affirmed against xeno pho bic 
pop u lism and Salafism alike.47 The very cen tral ity of 
absence in regional thought and art rebuffs cri tiques 
that to think absence beyond mate rial vio lence is to 
dab ble in abstrac tion.48 Underscoring that the absent 
(what remains hid den, al-ghaib) is a “call to knowl edge 
but also an invi ta tion to humil ity,” Saleh cel e brates its 
“dem o cratic poten tial.”49

In what fol lows, the rela tions across sites, texts, 
and case stud ies are sketched rather than fixed, strung 
like threads of a web that pro lif er ates beyond the scope 
of the arti cles that fol low. According to the his tory of 
math e mat ics, “the hoop of zero” is far from a sta ble sig-
ni fier of an equally sta ble noth ing ness but rather a win-
dow onto shifting forms of thought and expe ri ence.50 
Put oth er wise, absence is a con cept on the move. We 
retain, there fore, the mobil ity that Michel de Certeau 
evokes in The Practice of Everyday Life when he sug ests 
that absence’s ambi gu i ties are not prob lems to be solved 
but con sti tu tive of its lives.51 At times, absence can be 
pro duc tive of new prac tices and knowl edges. At oth ers, 
nota bly in rela tion to sub jects who have been and/or 
con tinue to be absented, the ambi gu i ties of nonpres-
ence only heighten the cen tral conun drum of seek ing 
jus tice for injuries that can not yet be mea sured or per-
haps even artic u lated in cur rent vocab u lar ies for suff er-
ing and redress.

Anne-Marie McManus heads SYRASP (The Prison 
Narratives of Assad’s Syria) at Berlin’s Forum Tran-
sregionale Studien, funded by the Euro pean Research 
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Council. Working at the inter sec tion of lit er ary stud-
ies, anthro pol ogy, and polit i cal the ory, her research 
uses cul tural prac tices to track the for ma tion of polit-
i cal con cepts across the Middle East, North Africa, 
and their dias po ras. Transregional Ara bic Literature 
after Decolonization (forth com ing) exam ines the rise 
of Maghreb-Mashreq pol i tics in lit er a ture fol low ing 
Algeria’s war of inde pen dence. At SYRASP, McManus 
exam ines Syrians’ shifting invest ments in rep re sen-
ta tions of incar cer a tion between the 1990s and the 
pres ent. She codirected the Mellon Sawyer Seminar 
“Grounding the Ecocritical: Materializing Wastelands 
and Living on in the Middle East” with Nancy Reyn-
olds from 2016 to 2023.

Nancy Y. Reynolds is asso ci ate pro fes sor of history and 
of Jew ish, Islamic, and Middle Eastern studies at Wash-
ington University in St. Louis. Her research inves ti gates 
the his tory of twen ti eth-cen tury Egypt. Her first book, 
A City Consumed: Urban Commerce, the Cairo Fire, and the 
Politics of Decolonization in Egypt (2012), reconstructed 
the mate rial and social lives of com mod i ties, stores, and 
streets to nar rate Egyp tian efforts to unyoke the nation 
from its colo nial past. She is cur rently com plet ing a his-
tory of the Aswan High Dam. Her work has appeared 
in edited vol umes and jour nals such as the International 
Journal of Islamic Architecture; City and Society; Interna-
tional Journal of Middle East Studies; Journal of Women’s 
History; Euro pean Review of History; and Arab  Stud-
ies Journal. ORCID: https:  /  /orcid  .org  /0009  -0003  -7466 
 -4125.
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