
Voicing, Looking, Perspective

Constantine V. Nakassis

What, semiotically speaking, is a perspective? Synthesizing the notions of voicing in linguistic anthropology and looking in film
and visual studies with Fanon’s phenomenology of racialized perception, this article situates perspective as a constitutive feature of
semiosis and, vice versa, sign activity as constitutive of how perspectives evenementially and historically emerge in and circulate
across events. To exemplify this process, I analyze select aspects of the 2018 trial of Chicago police officer Jason Van Dyke for the
murder of a Black teenager, Laquan McDonald. I focus in particular on the contextualized courtroom use of a forensic digital
animation created by the defense to provide the perspective of Van Dyke in the event of his murder of McDonald.

“Maman, regarde le nègre, j’ai peur!” Peur ! Peur ! . . . J’étais tout à la fois responsable de mon corps, responsable de ma

race, de mes ancêtres. Je promenai sur moi un regard objectif, découvris ma noirceur, mes caractères ethniques,— et me me

défoncèrent le tympan l’anthropophagie, l’arriération mentale, le fétichisme, les tares raciales, les négriers, et surtout, et

surtout: “Y a bon Banania.” (Fanon 1952:90)

“Maman, look, a Negro; I’m scared!” Scared! Scared! . . . I was responsible not only for my body but also for my race and my

ancestors. I cast an objective gaze over myself, discovered my blackness, my ethnic features; deafened by cannibalism,

backwardness, fetishism, racial stigmas, slave traders, and above all, yes, above all, the grinning Y a bon Banania. (Fanon
2008 [1952]:91–92)

In Black Skin, White Masks, Frantz Fanon famously narrates
an event of being seen by a young white boy who calls to and
clutches at his mother, terrified, pointing at Fanon while utter-
ing a racial slur. Fanon (2008 [1952]:92) describes the experi-
ence of being so seen and of seeing oneself as always already
mediated by a history of racialized vision, by the stereotypes, the
“legends, stories, [and] history” of anti-Blackness, by a way of
seeing that pre-sees him as the cannibal, the wicked, the mon-
strous.1 As Fanon casts his own gaze at the scene of his being
seen, seeing himself with the eyes of the other, he also hears and
is deafened by, above all, he says, the phrase “Y a bon Banania,”
the advertising slogan for the popular chocolate-flavored ba-
nana powder Banania, a slogan that (in)famously invokes a
visual image, the face of the caricatured “Senegalese” soldier
that voices it, a face that looks back at Fanon as his own re-

flection, as how he is always already pre-seen and pre-heard by
the other (fig. 1; Browne 2015:97–98).

When Fanon looks/is looked at, he hears/is heard, and when
he hears/is heard, he sees/is seen. Philcox’s English translation
highlights this by transforming Fanon’s quotation into a
delocutive noun phrase, modified by the definite article “the”
and the participle “grinning,” a linguistic change that draws out
the racialized metonymy of voice and face conjoined by slogan
and image. Both are pejorative (fig. 2).

As Cécile Vigouroux (2017) has shown, the phrase y a bon

Banania is part of a centuries-old speech chain, of the en-
registerment—the sociohistorical process wherein repertoires
of signs come to be conventionally grouped/differentiated,
qua registers, vis-à-vis their indexing of enactable schemas of
social stereotypy (Agha 2007)—of imagined, indeed, invented
varieties of the “butchered” French of Africans, a process
whose origins go back to the beginnings of slavery in imperial
Europe. Before they heard them, however, most French first
encountered Africans primarily through primitivist visual images
of them, as carefree, laughing, inferior. In the nineteenth cen-
tury, colonial images of Blackness also circulated through written
depictions of Africans’ nonstandard, “bad” speech; into the early
twentieth century in France, through thework of linguistMaurice
Delafosse, this repertoire of forms received ametapragmatic label:
Petit-Nègre, a term that has circulated in France up to the present
(e.g., in the metapragmatic verb phrase parler Petit-Nègre).
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1. On insightful discussions of this “Fanonian moment” (Fleetwood

2011:22), see Butler (1993:17–18), Browne (2015:7–8, 97–99), Fleetwood

(2011:21–28), Gooding-Williams (1993:164–167), Gordon (1997), Hall

(1996:12–37), Keeling (2007:27–44), Marriott (2000:ix–x, 66–94, 2007:1–

5, 184–185, 209–212, 219–222), and Sexton (2008:195–197). See Dubois

(1903) for a comparable, foundational discussion of seeing oneself as

(pre)seen by the other (“double consciousness,” “twoness”) in the post-

Emancipation African American context.
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This speech register further spread through various media,
in advertising like that for Banania, in military phrase books
(designed for white officers to learn how to speak to their
Senegalese subordinates; table 1), and in films and comics,
such as Hergé’s 1931 Tintin au Congo, whose Belgian author
used the “y’a bon Banania style” to “make these black people
sound like black people” (quoted in Vigouroux 2017:15).

Here, I am interested in Fanon’s turn to a shibboleth of a
speech register (y’a bon) to characterize the racial phenome-
nology of vision. Evincing Jonathan Rosa’s (2018) pithy phrase
“looking like a language, sounding like a race,” these images of
speech and speaker are precisely the “legends, stories, [and]
history” that Fanon notes as always waiting to pre-see and
pre-hear him. Earlier in Black Skin, White Masks, in the first
chapter on language, Fanon also uses this phrase—y a bon

Banania—to characterize the depiction of Black subjects in
American films, dubbed with pidgin French, the kind of speech
that Fanon tells his reader, in direct parallel with his phe-
nomenology of vision, is heard as voiced from his mouth when
he speaks (despite that fact that his French, he notes, is im-
peccably standard).

What Fanon is describing in both chapters is a certain looking
and listening subject (Inoue 2006), a perspective that surveils

and typifies what is seen and heard in racialized ways; this
perspective is a virtual subjectivity projected from indexical ac-
tivity as the condition of its pragmatics, as an interpretant of
seeing/hearing the other that imbues such activity with mean-
ing and force. This listening and looking subject is not a person,
however, but a schema of racial differentiation (and not only a
historical or epidermalized schema—sensu Fanon—but also,
and as a function of these, an interactional schema), an ideo-
logical perspective of white supremacy inhabitable by those
party to such events of sight and speech, whether they be Black
or white or otherwise. This schema is the tripled voice, the
tripled vision with which the small white boy sees Fanon, with
which Fanon thus sees and hears himself, and that his text
invites us to see and hear differently. Indeed, through his text,
Fanon attempts to construct (and thus make available) the per-
spective of the looked at/listened to subject capable of looking/
listening back, a perspective that is too often, he emphasizes
(and as we see below), effaced and rendered invisible (Gordon
1997; Lorde 1984 [1977]).

I begin my discussion of perspective with Fanon because in
his analysis discourse and vision slur, blur into each other; a
sociolinguistic history of speech is joined to a phenomenol-
ogy of perception that constructs monstrous Blackness and
fearful whiteness in violent encounter through the circula-
tability of voices and looks. I begin with Fanon because he
pushes us to think of voicing and looking, enregisterment and
“ways of seeing” (Berger 1972) as part of a single process (also
see Chumley 2016:101–121; Das and Lee 2024; Inoue 2006). I
begin with Fanon because he situates these two sides of the
same semiotic coin in events of communicative activity and
embodied interaction but also across them, in interdiscursive
processes that imbue or enregister speech and perception with
intelligibility and meaning, processes that produce and are pro-
duced by ideological perspectives.

Figure 1. Smiling “Senegalese” soldier in Banania brand ads.

Figure 2. Y’a bon as shibboleth of “butchered” Black French.
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But what are these processes? And what kind of thing is a
perspective? In what medium or modality is it constructed,
inhabited, lived? How does it circulate? Fanon’s analysis sug-
gests that perspectives are always (pre)figurated by image-texts

of looking-and-voicing (Nakassis 2019, 2023a), that we see and
hear in legends and stories, comics and films, and their “clichés”
and “(official) common sense” (Keeling 2007:15, 21, 33), which
invite us to see and hear in a particular way, through the pros-
thetic organs (i.e., the signs) of virtual others. To see-as (or hear-
as) is to see (or hear) a text of looking(-and-voicing) and to take
a stance (or footing) to such figurated, virtual subjectivities. But
how are voices or looks—in a word, perspectives—so entex-
tualized, that is, laid down in and across real-time events of
semiosis? And what are the pragmatics that follow therein?

To sketch out answers to these questions, I reflect on aspects
of the 2018 trial of Chicago police officer Jason Van Dyke for
the murder of a Black teenager, Laquan McDonald. I focus on
the defense’s use of an animated video meant to provide Van
Dyke’s point of view in the event of shootingMcDonald. Before
doing so, however, I draw out the parallels of voicing and looking
as discussed by Mikhail Bakhtin and Edward Branigan, respec-
tively. I do this to introduce a semiotic vocabulary to comple-
ment Fanon’s phenomenology (Smalls 2020) so as to bring both
to bear on the analysis of the racial politics of the entextualization
and enregisterment of perspective, of the “contested visions”
(Goodwin 1994) at issue in Van Dyke’s trial.

Voice, Look, Camera

Bakhtin’s (1982) philosophy of language is based on the insight
that language is fundamentally citational, or dialogic: when we
speak, we speak through the mouths of others, and vice versa.
Yet, for Bakhtin, like Fanon, the locus of such alterity and po-
lyphony is not the biographical individual. It is, rather, the
voice, that textual figuration of a speaking subjectivity projected
by discourse. The prototypical form evincing this dialogism for
Bakhtin was represented speech and thought constructions. In
such explicitmetapragmatic discourse, voices are zoned off into

phrasal stretches of text framed by metalinguistic lexis and
interclausal relations. Although, as Bakhtin showed, such con-
structions are simply the most lexically and syntactically ex-
plicit cases (fig. 3), with relativelymore or less implicit “accents”
distributed across and coloring every aspect of discourse.

Here, “voices” are incipient speaking subjectivities, possible
points of view on the world; furthermore, they appear through—
are projected by—the contrast between indexically juxtaposed
textual swatches of discourse (say, between a matrix and subor-
dinate clause), internally chunked as iconically self-congruent
zones of discourse. The form of voicing that Bakhtin was most
interested in was so-called free indirect or quasi-direct dis-
course, where there is a smearing and partial merger of nar-
rating and narrated voices into each other. Such constructions
blend third-person (indirect) and first-person (direct) reported
speech and thought constructions. Consider an example, in
English translation, discussed by Bakhtin (1982:319), taken
from the 1877 Russian novel Virgin Soil by Ivan Turgenev
(chap. 18):

Strange was the state of hismind. In the last two days somany
new sensations, new faces. . . . For the first time in his life he

had come close to a girl, whom, in all probability, he loved; he

was present at the beginning of the thing to which, in all
probability, all his energies were consecrated. . . . Well? was

he rejoicing? No. Was he wavering, afraid, confused? Oh,

certainly not. Was he at least, feeling that tension of his whole
being, that impulse forward into the front ranks of the battle,

to be expected as the struggle grew near? No again. Did he

believe, then, in this cause? Did he believe in his own love?
“Oh damned artistic temperament! Sceptic!” his lips mur-

mured inaudibly. Why this weariness, this disinclination to

speak even, without shrieking and raving? What inner voice
did he want to stifle with those ravings?

Here, the same swatch of discourse projects multiple voices.
We seem to be “in” the character’s head, voyeurs that “look
in” only because we also perceive as him. The text interpellates
its reader to relate to it both from the narrator’s perspective,

Table 1. The (imagined/invented) register of “Petit-Nègre” actualized as the language of military command, per Le français tel
que le parlent nos tirailleurs sénégalais (Anonymous 1916)

Some “rules” Example Standard French

Neutralization of gender in notionally
animate nouns (replaced with adjective
plus masculine-declined nouns)

Chien femme (dog [m.] woman) Chienne (dog [f.])

Verbal tense eliminated, infinitive used;
tonic pronoun (moi, lui) used in lieu of
nominative subject pronoun

Lui manger (him [to] eat) Il mange (he eats)

Fusion of articles with noun Mon latête (my [m.] the [f.] head) Ma tête (my [f.] head [f.])
Subject-verb-predicate word order Ça tirailleurs dix y en a bons, y a partis (That soldiers 10

there be good, there be gone)
Ces dix bons tirailleurs sont partis (These 10
good soldiers are gone)

Note. Adapted from Vigouroux (2017). f. p feminine grammatical gender; m. p masculine grammatical gender.
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as third-person observers of his “state of mind” (red font in
fig. 4), and also from the character’s perspective, as first
person (in blue font). Or rather, as something blended between
the two, with the narrating frame less reporting than ques-
tioning the character—indeed, staging the character’s own
inner monologue, where speaker- and addressee-focal indexi-
cals like “Oh!” and “Well?” (grammatical in English only in
direct reported speech and thought constructions; see fig. 3)
color the otherwise indirect, “objective” reporting style, itself

increasingly colonized by the character’s subjectivity as the
passage unfolds.

Such voicing effects are not peculiar to novelistic narration,
however, or to linguistic discourse. We find them in what Goff-
man (1983) called “interaction ritual,” where we voice our-
selves and others with linguistic and nonlinguistic signs (as in
Fanon’s discussion; also Silverstein 2022:68–114), and they are
replete in audiovisual media—in particular, in narrative cin-
ema. The most canonical such effect in film is the so-called

Figure 3. Some grammatical possibilities of represented speech and thought (RST) constructions in English—of the nonreported
utterance “Oh, I am certainly not”—as the intersection of multiple indexical types/orīginēs (metalinguistic lexis, subordination/
complementation, speaker-focal indexicals, person deixis, tense, etc.).

Figure 4. Virgin Soil excerpt, organized to highlight the poetics of voicing between third- and first-person represented speech and
thought constructions as they figurate the blurring of narrating/narrated subjectivities (“free-indirect style”).
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point of view (POV) or subjective shot. As Edward Branigan
(1984:103) writes: “The POV shot is a shot in which the camera
assumes the [spatial] position of a subject in order to show us
what the subject sees.”

Of course, a film camera is itself a point of view—itself an
aperture of visual perception that deictically shows us some-
thing from its spatial locale. Yet in a POV shot, what we see is
another’s vision—we come to see as another. This is in con-
trast to so-called objective shots: images that are not anchored
to any embodied point of view within the world of subjects
depicted. If POV shots suture our gaze into a narrative by
asking us to see as another, “objective” shots figurate their gaze
as aperspectival (itself, of course, a kind of perspective). They
are openings into a narrative world from the vantage of a
so-called third person (or, better, nonperson; Benveniste 1971
[1956]). And both play together to position us as voyeurs on a
world that sweeps us up into a timespace other than the event
of our viewing. We enter a narrative.

Yet, as Branigan notes, the phrase “POV shot” is a misno-
mer (as is “objective shot”), for the POV shot is not a shot at all.
The canonical POV shot comprises two juxtaposed shots: (1) a
shot of someone looking and (2) a shot of what is figured as
seen, as from the spatial position of the subject depicted in the
first shot. Figure 5 provides an example from the 2003 Tamil
film Kaadhal (Love, directed by Balaji Sakthivel), where the
spectator is presented with a shot of one character looking (in
this case, a low-angle shot that also happens to be from the
perspective of another character, his wife), followed by a cut
to a shot, which, coming after the first shot, is to be construed
as what that character (the husband in shot 1) sees. The POV
“shot” is, thus, a diagrammatic image-text, an emergent poetic re-
lation between different shots, a text-in-context effect ofmontage.

Of course, the POV shot is simply the most explicit type of
looking effect, one that literalizes perspective as spatial vision
in a way directly akin to direct reported speech constructions’
literalization of voice as quoted speech. Looking effects, how-

ever, can be entextualized in many different ways (Branigan
1984:122–138; Mitry 1997 [1963]:215–216; Morgan 2021; Pa-
solini 1988; i.e., by many metapragmatic functions [Silverstein
1993]). Indeed, such effects can happen through poetic parallel-
isms and contrasts within a shot (as with changes in rack focus,
coloring, camera movement, lens type, framing, etc.), as in the
sequence from the 2011 Tamil film Mankatha transcribed in
figure 6. Before this sequence, the protagonist of the film, Vi-
nayak, and two of his accomplices, Sumanth and Ganesh, have
robbed a local gangster, who, upon discovering the theft, has
kidnapped Sumanth’s wife. Fearing for her life, Sumanth re-
veals to him where their gang hid the money. When Vinayak
and the others arrive to retrieve the money, however, they have
a violent run-in with the gangster’s men and escape to the train
yard where this sequence takes place, at which point Vinayak
discovers Sumanth’s betrayal (see Nakassis [2023b:27–65, 158ff.]
for more discussion ofMankatha and Kaadhal).

In this sequence, camera angle and camera movement put
multiple looks into play. On the one hand, we have a series of
shots and reverse shots that depict the characters through by-
degrees third-person shots (“by degrees,” as they are over-the-
shoulder shots), with primary emphasis on the protagonist,
Vinayak (on the left). On the other hand, even as the viewer
sees shots of Vinayak, the camera moves in iconic resonance
with his affective state. Notice how in 0:13–0:20 and 0:23–0:30,
the camera moves in as his anger explodes and out as he cools
down. The frame’s shakiness further entextualizes his destabilized
mental state and anger, just as the image’s greenish coloring,
created in postproduction, entextualizes his greed (as the di-
rector and cinematographer averred to me). The effect is such
that the viewer is invited to see Vinayak and see as Vinayak at
one and the same time, this double vision the result of the
montage of multiple indexical partials (camera angle/position,
editing poetics, camera movement, coloring, dialogue). Just as
multiple voices can speak in a single word, one and the same
image-text may harbor/project multiple looks.

Figure 5. Point of view shot, with eyeline match, in Kaathal (2004, directed by Balaji Sakthivel).
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The critical point is that whatever its modality or medium,
perspective is a cumulative effect; it is a composite text-in-
context of sensuous qualia emergent from the intercalation
and interaction of different indexicalities. Looking effects are
not reducible to spatial equivalences achieved by the deictic
features of a physical camera, just as voices are not reducible
to explicit metapragmatic discourse (even if both are ideo-
logically taken as prototypical of these phenomena). Rather,
the physical camera and the denotational capacity of language
are only two elements among many that contribute to the
entextualization of perspective, to the construction of a dis-
cursive camera of subjectivity, where we come to see with and
as another.2

But when offered such images of perspective, do we so see?
While Bakhtin, Branigan, and others in literary and film studies
offer powerful tools for the “reading” of particular texts, what is
less clear is how we are to understand such looking or voicing
structures as elements of or resources in embodied, temporally
emergent events of multimodal and multimedial activity. If
voice and look are figurations of or invitations to a perspective
on a world of experience, how are they taken up, inhabited,
lived? How are image-texts and denotational (narrative) texts
wherein perspectives are drawn up and offered to us anchored
to contextualized events of happening, to interactional texts in
which voicing and looking constitute pragmatic acts—that is,
where a multimodal, discursive camera participates in figurating,
enacting, and realizing a way of speaking/hearing and seeing/
being-seen (Nakassis 2023c)?3

Murder of Laquan McDonald, Trial
of Jason Van Dyke

At 9:45 p.m. on October 20, 2014, Chicago police responded
to a dispatch call regarding the theft of truck radios by a Black
male who was on foot. A number of police officers began fol-
lowing the suspect at a distance, waiting for officers with a
Taser to arrive. During the pursuit, the suspect, 17-year-old
LaquanMcDonald, punctured one of the squad car’s tires with
a small knife when it attempted to head him off. McDonald
turned and walked through a parking lot, while the squad car
of two officers who had arrived on the scene, Jason Van Dyke
and Joe Walsh, directed him away, toward Pulaski Road. After
another squad car arrived, Van Dyke and Walsh’s car pulled
ahead of McDonald. Walsh stopped the car in the middle of
the street, and Van Dyke exited as McDonald continued to
walk up the street toward a chain-link fence, coming closer to
but not walking at Van Dyke. Van Dyke ordered him to drop
the knife and desist. As McDonald walked past him, within six
seconds of exiting his vehicle, Van Dyke shot him 16 times in
14 seconds, 12 of those after McDonald had fallen to the
pavement. The Taser car arrived one minute later, at 9:58 p.m.
McDonald died on the way to Mount Sinai Hospital.

The murder was recorded on the dashcams of multiple po-
lice cars, although only one video (without any audio) was re-
leased, and only over a year later, after a court order forcing the
police to do so. This led to first-degree murder charges against
Van Dyke. His trial began almost three years later, on Sep-
tember 17, 2018. On October 5, the jury returned a conviction
of one count of second-degreemurder (not first-degreemurder,
as the prosecution had asked) and 16 counts of aggravated
battery (one for each bullet that killed McDonald), but not a
conviction for official misconduct (concluding that Van Dyke
was sincerely attempting to fulfill his duty). Van Dyke was
sentenced to six years and nine months, of which he served
three years and three months. The conviction was a landmark
result, the first time a Chicago police officer had been convicted
of murder for an on-duty shooting in about half a century.4

Seeing-as in the Van Dyke Trial

The central element of Van Dyke’s defense was a reconstruc-
tion of his perspective. This was particularly important given
that the dashcam video controverted almost all of the relevant
testimony offered by Van Dyke: in the video McDonald is not

2. As suggested in the main text, my larger point is ultimately that

perspectives are not modality or medium specific and thus not strictly or

only visual or spatial in nature; rather, they are more broadly semiotic,

whatever themedia ormodalities involved (andwhatever the specificities of

such media and modalities may be). My use of concepts like discursive

camera, perspective, and image(-text) thus should not be seen as meta-

phorically extending or analogizing more primary (“literal”) senses of per-

spective, camera, or image as visual, despite (or rather, precisely because of )

the fact that the etymology and history of the concept of perspective (per-

[through], -specere [to look]) and the ideological senses and prototypes of

all three terms in English are, indeed, visual. Visualist ideologies about

perspective that attempt to reduce and rationalize it to ocular optics in

calculable space are part and parcel of the empirical phenomena discussed

in this article and thus are themselves central to the political processes in

which perspectives are entextualized and enregistered. While this might

suggest the need to find a “neutral” (nonvisual) term, instead I prefer to

catachrestically put pressure on such concepts. I do this, on the one hand, so

as to try to keep such ideologies in clear view (!) while forcing us, as analysts,

to think across phenomena that are otherwise (wrongly) siloed off as dif-

ferent in nature (voicing, looking; language, image; etc.) and, on the other

hand, to subject often taken for granted assumptions about visuality,

images, and language to pragmatic deconstruction and empirical expla-

nation. Thanks to the three reviewers of this article, as well as to E. Mara

Green, for pushing me to make these points explicit.

3. On denotational and interactional textuality, see Nakassis (2019,

2023c) and Silverstein (1993). My discussion of discursive cameras can be

thought of alongside Keeling’s (2007:19) discussion of “cinematic percep-

tion” and Das and Lee’s (2024) “racial optics,” insofar as both situate filmic

technologies and ways of viewing as part of larger assemblages that exceed

them.

4. On on-duty Chicago police murder rates, see Adler (2007), Fyfe

(1982), and Knoohuizen and Fahey (1972).
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seen raising a knife to VanDyke, is not seen to be facing him, is
not seen to be moving toward him in attack; furthermore, Van
Dyke was not backpedaling but moving forward as he shot,
and, once shot,McDonald is not seen trying to get up ormoving
at all, for that matter.

What the defense argued, in effect, was that what the video
showed was not how it looked from Van Dyke’s perspective.5

On the one hand, the defense argued, voiced through the
testimony of expert witnesses such as FBI forensic program-
mer Paul Rettig, that video evidence is not necessarily partic-
ularly accurate or clear—that cameras distort color and make
it difficult to evaluate depth, distance, and position. In the
following, Rettig is questioned by defense attorney Dan Her-
bert (September 17, 2018):6

Herbert: And in fact, cameras are- (1) watching a
camera is not the same as somebody watching

with their eyes, correct?

Rettig: That’s correct . . .

Herbert: What, what are some of the, um, inher-
ent problems with video as opposed to seeing it
with your own two eyes? . . .

Rettig: There are numerous differences. Color,
uh, may be different from a camera to your
eye. . . . The video system might not capture

the same colors that you can see with your

eye. . . . They might be incorrect or differ from
what you see with your eyes. . . .

Herbert: It’s fair to say that it [video] distorts
images in general?

Rettig: It may. . . .

Rettig: Yes, the image will differ on a camera
than what you’ll see with your naked eye. . . .

Herbert: . . . you would agree with me that one of
the inherent problems with video is that it’s dif-
ficult to judge proper depths on a video? . . .

And that’s because it’s [a video is] two-

dimensional, correct?

Rettig: Correct.

Herbert: So distances are distorted, correct?

Rettig: They can be.

Similarly, the defense elicited testimony from various of-
ficers that what the dashcam showed was not what they saw
(“It doesn’t show his [McDonald’s] face. It doesn’t show the
look in his eye”; Leticia Velez, Chicago police patrol officer,
September 26, 2018), just as Van Dyke himself emphasized
under cross-examination that “the video doesn’t show my
perspective.” As Herbert put it in his closing argument on
October 4, 2018, the dashcam video “shows a perspective, but
not the right perspective” (fig. 7).

As noted above, a perspective on the world is more than a
physical camera—it is a discursive camera built up out of any
number of media. And if a perspective is an aperture on a
world of experience, to take a perspective is also a worlding—it
is the narrating of a chronotope (Bakhtin 1982), a timespace
filled with social types of persons emplotted through various
happenings. From what perspective, in what possible world,
then, could Van Dyke’s murder of McDonald be seen/felt/
heard as justified if, as the defense argued, the dashcam’s was
“not the right perspective”?

From Professional Vision of Credible Threat
to Fearful Vision of Monstrous Blackness

Through both argumentation and testimony, the defense out-
lined what, they claimed, the dashcam video did not show. One
tack was to emphasize what Charles Goodwin (1994) called
“professional vision,” that visual mode of attention and per-
ception that is the authoritative preserve of certain kinds of
experts—here, police officers. The defense, for example, brought
a number of expert witnesses to testify that police officers like
Van Dyke are legitimately trained to evaluate and use deadly
force in such situations (Yolanda Sayre, attorney/academy
instructor), that knives like the kind McDonald had are deadly
weapons and can puncture bulletproof vests (which Van Dyke
was wearing), and that someone can close a distance of 21 feet
in less than two seconds (Nicholas Pappas, retired police of-
ficer)—a scenario that defense attorney Herbert and “use of
force” expert Barry Brodd theatrically enacted for the jury
(fig. 8).

Unavailable to an ordinary person, unrecorded by dashcam
video, such professional vision saw McDonald to be a credible
threat to bodily harm (to Van Dyke and others), and thus, his
shooting was justified. But rather thanVanDyke’s professional
vision—that rational, cool way of seeing that can forensically
sense threat and “escalation” (Goodwin 1994; cf. Das and Lee

5. Cf. Stein (2021) on expert forensic practices of “repudiating” evi-

dence of state violence.

6. The following transcripts use these symbols: . . . p elided

materials; acute accent p pitch stress; (#) p # second pause; (ø) p

elliptical referent; - p interrupted speech; ↑/↓ p upward/downward

pitch shift; [] p referent of anaphor; // p overlapping speech; italics p

word stress; capitalization p louder speech; 1 ! p faster speech; !1 p

nonlinguistic action. Tabbing, underlining, bolding, font color, typeface,

and horizontal arrows (→) highlight elements of analytic interest or

indicate parallelisms.
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2024)—more critical in the defense’s argumentation was Van
Dyke’s affective state, his psychological fear.

In its 1985 decision in Tennessee v. Garner, the US Su-
preme Court held that deadly force is justified if an officer has
“probable cause to believe that the suspect poses a significant
threat of death or serious physical injury to the officer or
others.” Furthermore, in the 1989 case Graham v. Connor, the
Supreme Court clarified that officers’ use of force was to be de-
termined as in violation of the Fourth Amendment (or not)
based on its “objective reasonableness”—that is, it “must be
judged from the perspective of a reasonable officer on the scene,
rather than with the 20/20 vision of hindsight.” Since Tennessee
v. Garner, officers’ fear for their life has been a central defense
strategy in a majority of US cases of police shootings (from 33%
before the ruling to 62% after; Ralph 2019), with the vast ma-
jority being ruled in favor of the police. It was precisely this
defense—fear of attack—that Van Dyke’s lawyers leaned on
most heavily. As Herbert put it in his opening statement, Van
Dyke was not “a murderer” but a “scared police officer who was
fearful for his life and the life of others and acted as he was
trained to do.”

As part of this defense, Van Dyke’s lawyers narrated a
chronotope of dangerous confrontation, describingMcDonald
as a fearsome threat, “whacked out on PCP” and “on a wild
rampage through the city.” In opening and closing statements,
Herbert likened the police encounter with McDonald to a
“horror movie” “written, directed, and orchestrated by one

person: Laquan McDonald” (opening statement),7 a “monster
movie” (closing statement) where the “villain,” McDonald,
looks his “victim” (Van Dyke) in the eye before attacking. In
so arguing, Herbert indexed the stereotypes circulated by the
“legends” and films—indeed, horror movies—that Fanon de-
scribes, both reiterating and reinvesting them with racialized
meanings while projecting them onto McDonald, all so as to
affectively communicate the “reasonable” fear that Van Dyke
had on the scene.

Similarly, the defense elicited witness testimony attesting to
McDonald’s aggressiveness in previous encounters with the
legal and juvenile system: how physical blows did not seem to
affect him (Joseph Plaud, Cook County sheriff ’s deputy); how
on the night in question, McDonald looked “deranged” and
how “there was nothing that was actually fazing him, he was
just, like, in a twilight” (Leticia Velez, Chicago Police patrol
officer); or, in Van Dyke’s words in his testimony: “His face had
no expression. His eyes were just bugging out of his head. He

7. In closing, Herbert similarly argued that this was a tragedy, not a

murder, for McDonald was in control of the situation (see Butler [1993:15,

20] for discussion of a similar rhetoric in the first trial of the police beating of

Rodney King) and could have easily resolved the situation by dropping the

knife (something that Herbert dramatically did in the courtroom in front of

the jury numerous times). Not only was McDonald made responsible for

the actions of Van Dyke, who was merely “brought into it” (Herbert), but

McDonald, the actual victim, was also thereby “put on trial” (as the pros-

ecution explicitly called out and rejected).

Figure 7. Walsh testimony read out by Dan Herbert, closing argument (September 18, 2018).
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had these huge white eyes just staring right through me. I was
yelling at him: drop the knife” and later, “Um, eyeswere bugging
out, his face was just expressionless.” Through such descrip-
tions,McDonald’s subjectivity, and humanity, is further negated
by fantastically ascribing to him an unhuman, monstrous gaze.8

If these are all implicitly racialized descriptions of Black
faces and eyes, Herbert’s comparison during closing argu-
ment rendered things relatively more explicit:

Well, Urey Patrick [prosecution expert witness] talks about

things that indicate reasonable, um, police officers that a

threat may be happening. And this is important because
if, if Laquan McDonald, um, did not appear to be

some kid whacked out on PCP acting really bizarrely,

if this was

a kid in a Boy Scout’s uniform, uh, just walking down

the street with a knife

um, and Jason Van Dyke shot him,

yeah !shaking head1 it probably wouldn’t have been
justified.

But it’s not (unjustified).9

8. These recurrent characterizations of McDonald’s gaze should be

thought about in relation to hooks’s (1992) discussion of the Black gaze’s

repression through violent punishment (also Browne 2015). Here, the re-

fusal to recognize McDonald’s gaze as anything but inhuman and mon-

strous parallels Fanon’s description of being seen by the little white boy,

who does not see him looking back but can see him only as a dangerous

monster. Yet, as an anonymous reviewer insightfully asked, can “McDonald’s

eyes plausibly be reread as a look of terror, along the lines in which Rodney

King’s bodily movements on the ground were read first as aggressive

gestures and then, in the second trial, as writhing in pain?”

Figure 8. Barry Brodd and Dan Herbert coenact a discursive camera for the jury (October 2, 2018).

9. The sole African American juror cited this in a post hoc interview

(Smith 2018) as explicitly racializing:

I felt thatx was really
inappropriate.

[thatpHerbert’s
comparison]

We’re past all of that~x. [thatpinclusive of
but more gen-
eral than x]

We didn’t come here because of race~x. [thatpinappropri-
ate race talk]

We came here for right and wrong.

Note the poetics of deixis, with the distal demonstrative “that” in contrast

to the deictic verb “come” (cf. “be past” [something]) and the spatial ad-

verb “here”; this sets up a contrastive set of parallelisms that critiques

Herbert’s comparison: “that”–“past” (verb)–“race”–“really inappropriate”

in opposition to “we”–“come”–“here”–“right and wrong.”On the contrast

of “good kid” vs. “thug,” see Nguyen (2015:807).
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