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Air India Bombings and

This paper engages with the poJitrcs of remembering and forgetting that surround the unsettled history
of the 1985 Air India bombings. In particular, I use the concepts Nachtriiglichkeit and "affective
recircuitry" to describe the way in r,vhich the bombings have been problematically and retroactively
framed through a post-9 / 1"1. "war on terror" lens in recent, public recollections of this traumltic past.

Examples are drawn from the federal Commission of Inquiry into the Investigation of the Bombing
ofAir India !B2,as well as from public memorial sites and ceremonies dedicated to those killed in
the bombings. The paper also centres on a reading of Eisha Majarat new photomontage series

Remember Me Nought to consider how artistic commernoracions might contribute to a criticai
counterpublic in response to the injustices that continue to manifest in the ongoing aftermath of
this mass violence.

A History of Forgetting
In 2005, during the long overdue criminal trials of Air India bombing suspects Ripudaman Singh
Malik fromVancouver, British Columbia (B.C.) and Ajaib Sing Bagri from Kamloops, B.C., plane

wreckage stored in a "secret" Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) warehouse was revealed to

the court as forensic evidence.2The wreckage, including pieces of passenger seats and a fuselage with
windows still intact, had been recovered from the ocean floor afterAir India Flight 182 crashed off
rhe coast of Ireland onJune 23,I985.The flight had originated inToronto, destined for Delhi via

Montr6al and London.All three hundred and twenty-nine passengers and crew on board rvere killed
in the crash, which was the resuit of a mid-air explosion.Among them were two hundred and eighty

Canadian citizens, the majority of whom 'uvere of Indian (South Asian) backgrounds. Less than an

hour earlier, in a separate but ostensibly related explosion, Japanese baggage handlers Hideo Asano

and Hideharu I{oda were killed as they prepared another Air India flight to depart fi-om Narita

airport tn Tokyo. The tr,vo suspects on trial, Malik and Bagri, r,vhose alleged involvements r'r'ith a

radical Sikh separatist movement implicated them in the attack on Indiat national airline, rvere

eventually acquitted by B.C. Supreme Court Justice Ian Josephson.3 Josephson deterrnined that the

handling of .rrid.n.. by RCMF and the Canadian Security and Intelligence Service (C_SIS) during

the p.ol-onged twenry-year investigation had been critically flawed, prompting the--release of the

accuied.a His decision was met wiih dismay by the relatives and friends of those killed. For them,

the ongoing lack of resolve in the case simply added insult to injury, deepening their already

unanswered Erief.
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works not only to shape interpretations of the historl' of the bombings, but also the choice of actions
that are seen as available towards redressing or compensating for its iosses. Vloreover, a \,var on
terror framing works to ensure that any recollection of the bombings not representable within the
prioritized/privileged framework of "anti-terrorism" or "national securiry" is marginalized in terms
of its circulation as public memory of this history.Take, for instance, the critical account of lJniversiry
of Toronto Sociologist Sherene H. Razack. Razack was called to the stand as an expert witness
during the inquiry in 2008 to comment on whether or not she thought systemic racism played a

role in either the pre-bombing threat assessment or post-bombing response by the Canadian
government and its policing and intelligence agencies. Razack testified that, indeed, she believed
systemic racism played a role in both contexts, citing repeated instances where government officials,
CSIS, RCMP, and Canadian airport authorities ignored, disbelieved, erased and lost cruciai evidence
including warnings by the Indian government and Air India officials as well as surveillance tapes of
the acquitted suspects.12"In a nutshell,"she explains,"systemic racism operates when all lives do not
count the same and when those charged with protection are not inspired to do their best to ensure
that no life was lost."13 Following her testimony, Razack was lambasted by Barry Brucker, counsel
for the Attorney General of Canada, who did /ris best to undermine her credibiliry calling her
opinion unfounded and superfuous to the mandate of the inquiry itself.laTellingly, Brucker's main
objection was that "fher testimony] was going to form part of the public record."15

A second example of this exclusionary framing occurs as Prime Minister Stephen Harper,
during his speech at the unveiling of theToronto memorial onJune 23,2007,the anniversary date
of the bombings, declares this date henceforth the "National Day of Remembrance forVictims of
Terrorism."16 His new dedication, ostensibly a gesture to acknowledge the Air India bombings as a

Canadian tragedy, nevertheless removes any reference to it. In doing so, he neatly sidesteps the
specificities of this complex and largely unresolved past, including evidence that clearly implicates
the state in its mishandlings.That is,by dedicating a"National Day,'Harper repositions the state as

a benefactor or advocate of the victims and their families, deflecting criticism of the government's
own (in)actions and shifting blame for what may have been a preventable tragedy. Along with the
inquiry, then, this site of remembrance, through its official framings, functions as an attempt to
contain the unsettledness of a lingering past whilst encouraging sympathy for an anti-terrorist
agenda-one whose modus operandi includes the intensification of policing and securiry measures
which, as critics point out, encroach upon the civil liberties of Canadians, and where, ironically, the
rights of racially marginalized groups become most vulnerable as profiling and surveillance practices
are increasingly imposed. 17

The retroactive framing or revision of the 1985 Air India bombings through apost-g/1"1 "war
on terror" lens also performs a kind of cultural Nachtuaglichkeit. Nachtriiglichkeit rs a Freudian concept
that has been taken up by psychoanalysts and cultural theorists alike to complicate the idea of
memory, or remembering, as a simple exercise of recalling a stable field of objects or experiences
from the so-called "past." In psychoanalysis, Freud used Nachtriiglichkeit to describe how a memory
trace of an earlier experience may be revised in order to fit in with new experiences, or what he
called "fresh circumstances."lS Moreover, as new experiences or fresh circumstances revise memory
traces of the past, the past is re-invigorated with "psychical effectiveness" or unconscious meaning
for the present.lg Nachtrdglichkeit,thus,draws our attention to how the past and the present exist in
a dialectical, dynamic relation to one another in remembering. That is, while the past can linger as

an after-effect shaping interpretations inlof the present, the present retroactively revises impressions
of the past. These "dual vectors of Nachtrtiglichkeit]'zo after-effect and retroactiviry are at r,vork in
interpretations of the history of the Arr India bombings, as well understandings of what the bombings
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where, rather than hosting design competitions (as is often practiced in the memorialtzatton of
victims of mass violence), public oflicials have comrnissioned landscape architect firms to work
alongside parks and recreation boards and city planners on these projects.This form of exclusion and

the suspicions raised around the work of artists speaks precisely to the potential of artworks to

disrupt and challenge the symbolic authority that oflicial accounts of the bombings have maintained.

Moreover, arfworks have the capaciq to evoke experiences or expressions of traumatic pasts that formal

and official efforts (especially those committed to nationalist agendas and producing concrete,

conclusive evidence towards securing inviolabfity) cannot-namely, the less tangible effects of trauma

that linger as unconscious desires, memories, and unfinished grief; in other words, those traces of
trauma that remain largely ungraspable but nonetheless bear upon the force of the past for the

present and future.37

frgure I
MAPLE SUGAR ftom Rewember Me Nought QOIO) by Eisha Ma{an, reproduced with permission of the artist.

Remember Me Nought: ATechnique ofAwakening
Remember Me Noulht,3s 

" 
prorro.Jtive new photo-o.rtage series by Montr6al artist and filmrnaker

Eisha Marjarr, g."pipl., witir the less tangible, lingering .ff..tt of trauma and the exclusions that have

characteiiedformal and official .e-.mbia.r.es oithe Ar India bombings to date. Marjara is intimate\

connected to this history having lost her mother and sister on Flight 182. She also directed the

critically acclaimed firn Desperaity Seeklng Helen,3s a docudrama that interweaves the event of her

mother and sister's deaths with negotiatiJns of girlhood and South Asian Canadian identity' The

eight piece series Remember Me Niwght,four of iryhich are reproduced here with narration in the

a::il.
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Figure 2

ID-ENTIFY ftom Remember NIe lVoughr (2010) by Eisha Marjara, reproduced with
permission of the artist.

out and transposes her mother's face with a thumbnail icon of the plane wreckage'. then traces

around it in her own hand (an effect also visible in "Maple Sugar").This redaction not only references

Devinder's final expulsion in the bombings, but delibeiately points to prior exclusio.ns from her full

participation in the citizenry on account ;f being considered a "foreigner."As such, the montage and

it, "..t*p"nying 
text illusirare how individuafhistories are enrwined with social histories; or, tn

Joan Gibbons'words, how "the personal inevitably sits within a public or collective framework'"a3

In this instance, the iife and death of the artist's mother are remembered as embedded within a

history of colonial relarions and ongoing systemic racism, frameworks that continue to be denied or
.,forgotten" by Canadian public autho"rities"wrth respect to ttre Air India bombings and other racially-based

historical injustices.a+ :-r, .

Also prominent across the series are Marjara's use of repetition and a frame-within-a franle

technique.In "Maple Sugar" (Figure 1), for example, photographic images of the artiscs T.?:jr:t^'
multiplied and nested within eaih other as well as flanked by images qi{::: **t"Tt9^:::::T:ti
in tuin, framed by the wing of a plane and a clouded sky. In "Id-entifi"' (Figure 2) repeateo mug
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Figure 3
TANGLE ftom Reneufier iVIe Nb'3lr (2010) by Eisha Marjara, reproduccd with permission of thc

rftlst.

Figure 4
LAST WORDS ftom Remember NIe Nought (2010) by Eisha Marjara, reproduced rvith permission of

the artist.
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just cornpleted serving the time for the rnanslaughter sentence but awaits a new trial for additional charges ofperjury.A
"fo.rrth 
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connection with the Air India bombings.
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