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Abstract 
Australian writer Gail Jones’s postmodern novel Sorry (2007) can be read as a 

serious if modest intervention in Australia’s recent debates about the white 

treatment of indigenous populations. Without resorting to an appropriated 

Aboriginal testimonial voice for a full presentation of indigenous tribulations, 

the novel (1) taps into Aboriginal pains through the occasional and sidelong 

glimpses afforded readers while a white female narrator is relating a story 

about her own family tragedy; (2) hints at the horrendous mistreatment of 

Aborigines by white people through the story of the narrator’s own struggle 

between imperial and colonial knowledge; and (3) treats Aboriginal suffering 

through a deliberate form of poetic “shadow-speaking” in which pain is 

vicariously felt from a distance. For these reasons, Sorry would not impress 

readers as a direct censure of white colonial atrocities. Instead of claiming 

authority as a grand national narrative, the novel is designed as a postmodern 

petit récit that tackles a big issue in a small way. If it engages with the theme 

of national reconciliation, it communicates the message through a form of 

personal dissent against Australia’s conservative political establishment’s 

refusal to apologize. Through a voice of humility, Sorry champions a kind of 

communication ethics that requires listening to and caring for the other.  
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Introduction 
 

Ken Gelder and Paul Salzman have in the third chapter—“Literary 

Fiction”—of their After the Celebration: Australian Fiction 1989-2007 undertaken 

a very brief discussion of contemporary Australian “postmodern literary fiction.” In 

that discussion, they look at the work of three writers, namely, Gerald Murnane, 

Antoni Jach and J.M. Coetzee. They commend Murnane for representing “a 

sustained engagement with the nature of writing and the imagination,” Jach for 

“participat[ing] in postmodernism’s dismantling of European icons,” and Coetzee 

for tackling, in his “Australia novels,” the question of history and representation, 

and “examin[ing] the relationship between ‘truth’ and fiction” (130-33). Gelder and 

Salzman also mention, albeit only in passing, Gail Jones, pointing to Jones’s Sixty 

Lights (2004) and Dreams of Speaking (2006) as books that bear modernist and 

postmodernist characteristics (115). 

At that time they would not have known that Jones would publish her next 

and much more seriously postmodern novel, Sorry, in 2007. And they would not 

have known that, in many ways, Sorry would be a much more interesting novel for 

Jones’s readers. Upon its publication, Sorry was quickly shortlisted and long-listed 

for numerous literary prizes, although it fell short of winning any of them.1 The 

novel received a lot of enthusiastic reviews in Australia.2 Outside Australia, it also 

drew quite a lot of critical acclaim. In 2008, Sorry was translated into Chinese. That 

same year, Jones had an invitation from the Shanghai Writers’ Association to visit 

China and speak about the book in Shanghai.  

In a short introductory piece written for the Guangzhou-based newspaper, The 

Southern Metropolis, a Chinese reader by the name of Peng Lun began his short 

comment by introducing the contents of former Australian Prime Minister Kevin 

Rudd’s 2008 apology for the White Australian government’s Stolen Generations 

policy. Then he added, “[t]hese days, more and more Australian literary works are 

digging deep into it as a theme,” and he suggested that Gail Jones’s novel, which 

had been published a year earlier, was one of them (1). Peng probably did not 

                                                 
1 Sorry was short-listed for the Miles Franklin Award, Prime Minister’s Literary Award, the 

Nita Kibble Award, the SA Premier’s Fiction Prize, the Victorian Premier’s Award, and the Prix 
Femina étranger (France) in 2008. In the same year, it was long-listed for the Orange Prize (UK). 

2 Sorry was praised upon publication for its stylistic beauty and depth (Kerryn Goldsworthy), 
ambitious seriousness (Michelle Griffin) and poetic interest and intellectual profundity (Gillian 
Dooley). Other critics have opined that the novel has a bad structure and too much meditation 
(Elizabeth Lhuede); that it is too pretentious in style and corrupted with skills (Kathy Hunt); or 
that offers insufficient psychological depth through its characters (James Ley).  
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realize that he had, as we will see below, gotten the timeline wrong. Underlying 

Peng’s reversed chronology was this logic: the Australian government has said 

sorry to the Aboriginal people; and, echoing this political message, Australian 

writers today are writing to express their own apologies, and their own need to 

mourn, to the Aboriginal people. For Peng, Jones’s novel was written in the context 

of national “sorry”-saying and should be read as part of the public discourse of 

national apology.  

In her earlier novels, Jones had written about modernity, identity and location. 

Sorry extends her thematic interests to colonialism and the ways in which it has 

caused indigenous Australians to suffer. The book uses a title that inspires a 

political reading, even if the novelist had not intended the book to become 

something like a grand narrative about Australia’s national reconciliation. In a 

Sydney Morning Herald book review, James Ley rightly wrote: “Gail Jones’s 

decision to adopt it as the title of her fourth novel must be interpreted as a political 

statement. The book is, however, much more than this. It can be read as having an 

allegorical dimension that comments on Australia’s shameful treatment of its 

Aboriginal population, yet it is not a political novel in the didactic style of recent 

works by Andrew McGahan and Richard Flanagan. Jones is not that kind of 

writer.” Sorry doubtless has a great deal to do with the sufferings of Aboriginal 

people, but the novel handled these in a radically different way. Instead of directly 

tackling Aboriginal suffering as it was experienced by the Stolen Generations, 

Sorry presents instead the terrible story of a white girl by the name of Perdita who 

grows up in a loveless family, and eventually kills her father while the latter is 

raping their Aboriginal servant, Mary. To protect Perdita, Mary claims the guilt, 

gets arrested and eventually dies in prison before Perdita could say “sorry” to her. 

The title of the novel makes a clear reference to how Perdita feels toward Mary at 

the end of the book, when she hears about the latter’s death. She regrets that she 

will never have a chance to say sorry to Mary for what she has suffered on her 

behalf.  

To readers unaccustomed to postmodern fiction, Sorry may present some 

formal difficulties and may thus not be the easiest novel to read. It revolves around 

the intense moment of Nicholas Keene’s death, but that moment is repeatedly held 

back from readers by a traumatized narrator. Throughout the book, Perdita’s 

memories of the moment come back at least four times before readers are told who 

had really killed him. The novel is sometimes narrated in the first person by a 

narrator that can be clearly identified as the main protagonist—namely, Perdita 

herself and at other times in the third person by a narrator whose identity is never 
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made explicit. The novel switches repeatedly and unsystematically, without any 

warning, between these two narrative modes. It is also dominated by flashbacks. At 

some points, the narrator also uses foreshadowing and flash-forwards in order to 

inform readers about the future development of characters. Information sources are 

restricted, and readers in the process of reading are often left guessing and 

speculating. At the beginning of the novel, the situation after the murder is 

described in such a way that you might think Mary was the killer. On page 190, 

readers are confronted with Perdita’s suspicion that “her mother had murdered her 

father” (190). Compounding this difficulty is the fact that the running text is 

frequently interrupted by lengthy passages and even whole sonnets quoted from 

Shakespeare. If the novel’s central storyline is Perdita’s family tragedy, other 

distractions are many, including a bit of World War II historiography and the 

Japanese air raid on the Dutch flying boats. 

To set the record straight, Sorry was published before, not after, Kevin 

Rudd’s apology. Jones indicated, on a number of occasions, that the novel was 

written as an indignant response to Australian politics, especially to former Prime 

Minister John Howard because he had refused to apologize. Compared with Rudd’s 

later apology, Jones’s Sorry was perhaps less ambitious. But through such a 

statement, she clearly drew readers’ attention to the novel’s stand against the 

bigotry of a whole contingent of Howard-like politicians, and their condescension 

towards the dispossessed and disadvantaged in various countries. Predating Rudd’s 

national apology to the indigenous Australians, Sorry anticipated his 

apology-uttering spirit. But, unlike the Labour Prime Minister’s political gesture, 

the novel did not position itself as a grand national book about atonement. In the 

context of Australia’s early-21st-century debate about the whites’ mistreatment of 

its indigenous populations, Jones probably only meant her book to be a modest 

literary intervention. Technically, Sorry narrates a white family story. Moreover, in 

that story, Jones taps into the issue of Aboriginal suffering obliquely through the 

eyes of a white dissenter or dissident. And finally, Sorry presents its story through a 

kind of poetic “shadow speaking.” For these reasons, Sorry’s treatment of 

Aboriginal pain comes to its readers indirectly through a highly-twisted postmodern 

story of a white family tragedy. Doubtless the novel’s unique approach to 

white-Aboriginal relationships will engage us, but understanding its real message 

will require readers to penetrate its formal density and come up with a nuanced 

interpretation of its underlying ethics.  
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The White Family Tragedy 
 

The Vintage edition of Sorry (2008) appropriately features on its cover a 

picture of a young girl’s body in a dress, because the novel really tells the story, not 

directly of Aboriginal suffering but of a timid and vulnerable child’s attempts to 

survive in a loveless and tragic family. Fiona Duthie indicates that Gail Jones has a 

special interest in “the representation of the child” (126). In an early review of 

Sorry, Mary Whipple also observes that Jones’s novel tells the story of a child 

“caught between two worlds—and learns the worst and the best about both.” 3  

The novel is divided into four parts (and 23 episodes). Part one uses, in the 

first three episodes at least, Perdita’s retrospective first-person narration to tell the 

story of her parents’ loveless marriage and of herself as the bitter fruit of a hopeless 

relationship. In part two, Mary comes into the household to take care of Perdita 

when the latter’s mother Stella is hospitalized due to her mental illness. Part three 

relates the story of the death of Perdita’s father and the imprisonment of Mary. Part 

four presents Perdita’s recovery of both her speech from stuttering and her memory 

from amnesia. Much of the second, third and fourth parts is presented “through a 

self-conscious mixture of third and first person narration” (Hennessy 50). The 

first-person narrator is Perdita herself some 20 years after she killed her father. She 

tries to remember and reflect on the incidents of her childhood in the hope of 

getting over the tragic experiences of her family. Use of the third person point of 

view, according to Koren, can also be attributed to Perdita because it is clearly 

another way she has used throughout her life to distance herself from the past. Jones 

confirms that the novel offers us a combination of “a form of adult recollection” 

(first-person point of view) and some “indirect free speech” that is meant to present 

Perdita’s reconstructions (third-person) (qtd. in Koren 87). 

Whether it appears in the form of a first-person narration or as the mediating 

presence within a third-person telling of her story, Perdita’s voice exhibits nothing 

of the confidence of someone telling a communal or socially inclusive story. Her 

story is a highly personal one about fear. She was fearful of her father, Nicholas 

Keene, who saw himself as an anthropologist. He had great ambitions and wanted 

to “become a famous anthropologist”, known for something like “the Keene 

Hypothesis” (Jones, Sorry 40). He “would crack open the code of primitive 

humanity, return to Cambridge triumphant, drink with the dons, wear a long 

cardinal gown with an ermine trim, receive a silver badge on his chest, 

                                                 
3 The word “child” in all its different forms is used throughout the novel on approximately 107 

occasions . 
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rosette-shaped, from the King, and an accolade detailing his discoveries, in full, in 

the Sunday Times” (30). Nicholas identified himself with bigness and grandeur: 

“He was a man who was blankly unmoved by the details of the world; he was given 

to abstraction in all things, including people” (6). When he arrived in Australia, 

Nicholas “felt once again heroic . . . a frontiersman, white, filled with colonial 

aspiration. . . . [He] felt expanded, as if on a mission” (15). 

We are told that Nicholas loved wars. He “had served as a young captain in 

the First World War” and “carried fragments of shrapnel deep in his back, and 

therefore walked with an awkward, halting tilt” after he came back from the 

battleground. Slightly traumatized by the First, he felt doubly-shamed to have been 

refused a commission when the Second War broke out (4). So he followed it with 

an almost scholarly attention: “Manoeuvres, tactics, victories, defeats: these excited 

and frustrated him, made him feel both involved and dreadfully excluded” (53). He 

filled their outback home with ubiquitous images of the war in Europe. Cuttings 

from the newspapers were tacked to the walls (62). If anyone dared to tear these 

clippings off, he instantly became a madman.  

The story of Mary and her Aboriginal family does not really become known 

in Sorry until Perdita begins to speak about her father’s attitude towards the 

Aboriginal peoples. Nicholas’s attitude toward the Aborigines was of course 

arrogant and imperialistic. “He thought tribal peoples base, unintelligent and 

equivalent to children, but also that they held in their behaviour and beliefs the 

origins of sex, aggression and identity. He believed in the British Empire, in its 

right of governance. . . . he believed in universalising myths; specificity was less 

interesting to him than grand design” (7). He agreed with Captain Smith when the 

latter told him that the Aborigines “had a tendency to expire on contact with a 

superior race” and “[i]t was the sad duty of Civilised Man to raise or erase the 

lesser humans, to enable the March of Progress and the Completion of God’s Plan” 

(12). He bullied the Aboriginal girls serving in his household. He forced himself on 

an Aboriginal cook called Martha. And “he spilled his fiery pipe on Mary’s bare 

arm, burning a scarlet hole the size of a two-shilling piece” (88). He was frequently 

seen harassing Mary: “[Perdita] saw the humped form of her father’s back and 

heard him grunting and pounding, and she could hear from the shadow beneath him 

the sound of Mary softly weeping” (60).  

Nicholas was also an absolute despot in his family. He enforced his authority 

through the double force of fatherhood and physical violence. He “snarled at us all” 

and “[w]e feared him” (88). He struck his wife whenever he lost control of his 

temper, and his interaction with Perdita was minimal. Perdita grew up feeling she 
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was “an unwanted child” because Nicholas had wanted a boy child, if his wife 

Stella was to have a child at all (24).  

 Then we learn tragedy struck in 1940 when Perdita was a little over ten. That 

year, Stella fell sick and was put in a hospital. Nicholas took Perdita to a convent 

where they picked up Mary as their next Aboriginal maid. In a loveless family 

where the warmth of love was rare, Perdita and Mary soon developed a very 

positive relationship. For the first time, Perdita felt the joys of love and caring: “If it 

had not been for the Aboriginal women who raised me, I would never have known 

what it is like to lie against a breast, to sense skin as a gift, to feel the throb of a low 

pulse at the base of the neck, to listen, in intimate and sweet propinquity, to air 

entering and leaving a resting body” (4). Of course, she was angry about the way 

her father treated Mary. One hot afternoon Perdita came home, only to witness 

Nicholas “hurting” Mary once again. In a moment of fury, Perdita grabbed a knife 

from the kitchen and stabbed her father with it, killing him (124).  

Nicholas’ patriarchal tyranny, Perdita’s patricide and Stella’s forthcoming 

madness give tragic proportions to what might otherwise seem to be an ordinary 

family story. One is reminded of all the bloody family tragedies in Sophoclean and 

Shakespearean plays, which were enough to freeze such full-grown men as Oedipus 

and Macbeth. What happened in the Keene family proved to be more than a female 

child could bear alone. Perdita’s fears do not stop after she kills her father, although 

hers is now a fear mixed with guilt. She feels guilty because she has committed an 

act of parricide, a very serious crime. Nicholas’s death becomes a nightmare that 

keeps coming back to haunt her. She feels frightened by what has happened, and 

she is confused when the police take Mary away instead of herself. She is filled 

with guilt because she realises what a big debt she would owe for allowing the 

police to think that Mary had killed her father. In her confusion, she lost her 

memory and developed a terrible stutter (151). Perdita felt traumatized by her own 

act of murder and bound by its consequences.  

Much of the terrible story in Sorry is narrated by Perdita some 20 years after 

she murdered her father, but, despite the fact that she has recovered her ability to 

speak and her memory, the time interval does not stop the mature woman from 

continuing to suffer from the complex feelings of fear and guilt that had beset her 

as a child. She is still haunted by the picture of their old house where the murder 

took place; more importantly, she is haunted by memories of Mary and by the 

knowledge that the Aboriginal girl is being forced to feel she is responsible for 

something that Perdita has done. Because of these emotional confusions, Perdita’s 

narration begins to betray an incoherence and unreliability which show that her own 
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fear and guilt “[remain] an unsolved problem because she cannot face her past and 

so—even when her speech is practically restored—she is only ‘almost ready for the 

world’” (Koren 89; emphasis in original). 

 

Where Shakespeare Goes Wrong 
 

The story of Aboriginal life remains minimal in much of Sorry. However, 

while spending time with Mary, Perdita comes to hear a few things. Sorry is a novel 

of multiple voices, each of which tells some of its own stories. Apart from the two 

voices of Perdita with their stories of family tragedy, there is Nicholas with his 

stories about the First World War, and Stella with her stories from Shakespeare. 

There are of course also Mary’s “blackfella stories.” Each of these voices 

sometimes stands directly opposed to another voice or other voices. Together, these 

voices produce something like a polyphonic work. However, despite the use of 

“indirect free speech” in Perdita’s third-person narration, Sorry does not really give 

us a carnivalizing relationship between the authorial voice and other voices. 

Valérie-Anne Belleflamme, in an essay entitled “‘Shakespeare Was Wrong’: 

Counter-Discursive Intertextuality in Gail Jones’s Sorry,” argues that the novel 

contains two main voices, which represent two different kinds of discourses. On the 

one hand, there is the dominant European discourse of Perdita’s parents as 

“encoded in the Shakespearean text.” On the other hand, there is Mary’s incipient 

and tentative counter-discourse that is more “sufficiently attuned to the specific 

realities of Australia” (661).  

However, the most sonorous voice in Sorry belongs to Shakespeare, and the 

presence of Shakespeare in the novel is ubiquitous. Each of the four parts of the 

novel begins with an epigraph from him. While part one cites a statement by 

Antigonus in The Winter’s Tale (3.3), the other three parts are all preceded by a 

quotation from Macbeth (Doctor, 5.1, Malcolm, 4.3, and Lady Macbeth, 1.5). 

Russell West-Pavlov counts altogether 42 Shakespearean quotations or allusions 

(393). In Sorry Shakespeare is initially tied to Perdita’s mother Stella, who as a 

young woman developed a “literary infatuation” (7). Like Nicholas, she likes the 

idea of grand designs, and her idol is Shakespeare. “She committed to memory a 

small selection of plays and almost fifty sonnets” (7); she recites Shakespeare 

before she goes to sleep; and in times of need, she uses Shakespeare to “service a 

personal fury” (34). She loves the “rumoured universe in which people spoke in 

rhyming couplets or found intoxicant sentences and daring expressions. Apart from 

the stories themselves—inevitably of murderous or magical love—there was this 
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flaunted language, this rude excess” (7-8). She finds in Shakespearean language 

“the extravagance and elaboration, a betokening glory, that was lacking in her own 

much-too-common life” (7). When she has her own child, Stella gives her the name 

Perdita from The Winter’s Tale.  

Stella believes in Shakespeare. She carves her world into “fierce antinomies, 

superpopulated with villains and evil-doers, fuelled by daft purpose and maniacal 

intention” (36). She declares that Shakespeare’s works deal with all “the big 

questions,” and that “everything one needed to know about life was contained in a 

volume of Shakespeare; that he was all-wise, incomparable, the encompasser of 

every human range” (38; 37). 

Thus Perdita comes to know Shakespeare quite early. Initially, she “was 

entranced by how terrible and how heroic people could be, by how many monarchs 

were mad, how many lovers disguised, how many women were faithless, or 

exceeding in beauty, how mistaken identity was everywhere and disastrously 

abroad, how easily stabbings or poisonings or suicides might occur, to shuffle off, 

Shakespeareanly, one’s mortal coil” (37). Later, she develops a real love for 

Shakespeare. But, Perdita’s time with Mary and the other Aborigines in her 

household teaches her a different discourse, one that is directly opposed to that of 

Stella and Shakespeare. Perdita’s understandings of the world come mostly from 

Mary: “all that drifted to her in the darkness when they were lying close together, 

all that was told on a walkabout, with Billy and Horatio accompanying, benignly, 

happily, both of them running ahead, all the unfortunate saints, and the bush 

knowledge, and the shared stories of mothers” (65). Mary tells Perdita how in 

“blackfella stories” things work. With Mary’s help, she sees the changes of the 

seasons that whitefellas never notice in this country, “marked by tiny efflorescences 

and the swelling and fading of bush fruit” (55). More importantly, she hears about 

Mary’s traumatic story of survival as one of the Stolen Aboriginal children (57). 

Mary explains to Perdita that some black people have answers to “the big 

questions” and “the other questions” (59; emphasis in original). 

From a very early age, Perdita knows that much of what Stella teaches her is 

probably “false” (38). She later also learns at school that “Shakespeare was not as 

important as her mother had tediously proclaimed” (141). Perdita would also “learn 

with fretful misery how useless was her knowledge” gained at home with her white 

parents: “Her mother’s history and geography were wild surmise, her politics were 

eccentric to the point of crude error; even her Shakespeare was a nonsense, a partial 

accomplishment, a clutter of stories and quotations, an ingenious but lamentably 

archaic vocabulary, the integument of exile, neurosis, migrant sadness. This 
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material inheritance, more than anything, would serve to humiliate her” (65). Once, 

when she is thinking about Shakespeare’s musings about time, Perdita quietly 

bursts out with a resonant refutation of his description of time’s movements: 

“Shakespeare was wrong” (182). Perdita’s intuition tells her that Australia has its 

own “small questions.” And these small questions were in a way “different big 

questions” (38; emphasis in original).  

It is against this feeling of being let down by Shakespeare that Mary’s voice 

comes to be heard by Perdita. While looking after Perdita, Mary tells her about 

what she and her Aboriginal folks know. This local knowledge does not seem 

extremely attractive but Mary feels it is very useful. Later on, Sorry shows us 

Perdita being for a long time stranded between her mother’s grand imperial 

discourse and Mary’s humble knowledge. She feels befriended by the 

underprivileged whites and Aborigines, yet Mary has never tried to tell her 

everything either about the Aboriginal people or about the “secret” of the 

Aboriginal “cat’s cradle” (206). She feels she is defended by her mother, yet she 

could also see that Stella is just a mad bigot.  

One of the biggest ironies in Sorry is that Shakespeare finally rescues Perdita 

from her stutter (Belleflamme, “‘Shakespeare’” 668). Perdita learns all her 

Shakespeare with Stella, and while still a child she recognizes it whenever 

somebody else comes up with a recital of the bard. One Christmas, when Stella 

performs a bit from a Shakespearean tragedy, she seems to know immediately that 

it is from act 5 of Othello (77). When Perdita in a fit of fatal fury stabs her father to 

death, she hears her mother’s recital and recognizes the lines of Lady Macbeth in 

act 2, scene 2. Perdita develops a severe stutter after this event but soon discovers 

“by accident . . . that she [can] recite complete verses of Shakespeare fluently, 

without entering the word-fray and deformation of her stutter” (160; 141). Finally, 

Perdita depends for her recovery from her stutter and amnesia on her sudden 

remembrance of her mother’s recital of Lady Macbeth. If Shakespeare once made 

her feel small, he ultimately comes to her rescue and becomes her salvation. The 

novel’s treatment of Perdita’s first rejection and then re-embracement of 

Shakespeare reminds us that, as a white child raised by an English mother in 

Australia, her rejection of imperialist discourse can never be complete, and her 

hard-gained awareness of Mary and her people’s sufferings is bound to relapse.  
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Poetic Shadow-Speaking 
 

In an essay entitled “Speaking Shadows: Justice and the Poetic,” Jones states 

that the secret to the poetic way of writing about justice is “poetic indirection”: 

 

the poetry is oddly companionable in its resistance to easy 

decipherment: it will not summarize the world; it will not offer facile 

satisfactions; nor will it admit us comfortably to the netherworld of 

the poet’s experience. It is, in short, beautifully and ethically 

difficult.” (1) 

 

Jones also quotes Romanian poet Paul Celan to explain “what it is that the 

poetic can preserve: nuanced interiority, difficult understandings, a sense that the 

dichotomous forms we are taught to think with are never—never ever—the 

sufficient or efficient basis for a moral life” (2). To illustrate this with special 

relevance to the subject matter of Sorry, Jones uses the Aboriginal testimony texts 

for a contrast: “[The Aboriginal testimony] claims intimate referentiality, a singular, 

located voice, an immediate and intimate connection between statements and truths. 

And since the narrative force of testimony in this case can only ever be indigenous, 

non-indigenous writers wishing to engage with ‘stolen’ matters must write from 

another perspective and perhaps use forms of indirection which will signal a refusal 

to ‘claim’ the experience of others” (2). 

Sorry is not the first work in which Gail Jones uses “poetic indirection” and 

“speaking shadows” for the purpose of writing about justice and the pains of others. 

In this novel, the reader, through reading Perdita’s experience of her family tragedy 

and her fear, gets a glimpse of what Mary suffered; through Perdita’s access to 

Aboriginal knowledge, we get another glimpse of what Mary’s family had probably 

been put through. Together, Perdita’s story becomes a channel through which one is 

given an opportunity to feel the pains of other people, pains that are mediated by a 

white narrator and translated from invisibility into visibility. Sorry does not give us 

the traumatized victim’s direct testimony; instead, we get the story of the white 

witness who forgets what is witnessed or is simply not a witness at all. In so doing, 

the novelist not only effectively avoids the “risk of ventriloquizing the other” but 

also avoids simple “foreclosure” and “successful conclusive mourning” (Grasa 37). 

Pilar Royo Grasa contends that “poetic indirection” facilitates “a discourse based 

on uncertainty, one which allows for a constant state of reflection and questioning 

of established ideas.” Encouraging a kind of “full responsiveness” to these 
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uncertainties, such private and personal narratives resist “the type of fixed 

definitions and foreclosure associated with official discourses” (39). 

Sorry is structurally quite fragmented. The novel centers on a case of family 

murder, but follows an extremely complicated non-linear narrative presentation. It 

begins with a description of the murder scene, but comes back to it at least four 

times, once in each part. Such a structural design might remind us of William 

Faulkner’s design in The Sound and the Fury. But Sorry is not told by four different 

narrators; it is told from two perspectives. Both of these perspectives have been 

identified as belonging to the same person (Perdita) at different times. The story 

therefore taps into extreme potentialities of the same storyteller while she, in an 

attempt to make sense of her tragic family experiences, slips in and out of herself 

and jumps backward and forward in the manner of a traumatized patient. This 

self-conscious fragmentation tells us that Sorry is not the same modernist novel that 

we know so well, but a postmodern novel that revolves around a “moment of 

eclipse” in the life of the narrator, a moment that she finds herself constantly 

wanting to go back to: “I have thought about it all my life” (Jones, Sorry 117).  

When the novel begins, Perdita tells us that “This is a story that can only be 

told in a whisper” (3). The second time we get to see the scene again is in episode 

10 of part two: “Mary stands in her hydrangea-blue dress, stained purple and lurid 

with Nicholas’s blood: the knife is close by; she looks utterly guilty . . . Mary 

begins to cry. She is in shock and both sure and unsure of what has occurred. Her 

body quakes” (91).  

In episode 13 of part three, the scene comes back once again, this time 

reconstructed in relation to Perdita’s mother Stella: “When Nicholas falls, the knife 

still lodged in his neck—he is being yanked into awareness of what has happened, 

that he is doomed and will die, ignoble and prostrate—Stella is already, certainly, 

present in the room. She is standing there, yes, she is calmly reciting Macbeth. . . . 

Infirm of purpose! / Give me the daggers: the sleeping and the dead / Are but as 

pictures” (124).  

In episode 18 of part four, Perdita tries for the first time to tell her speech 

doctor about her father’s death: “Mary was there, and her mother, and Billy, and 

herself. Four of them. Just four of them” (165). But “A strange elliptical quality 

entered her telling, a manifest inaccuracy. Her mouth became muddled; she could 

not speak” (165). It is not until yet another of their meetings, when Perdita reads 

from Macbeth the same lines that Stella had been reciting at Nicholas’s death scene, 

that the bloody scene comes fully back to her “as if cinematically arranged, the 

complete, recovered scene of her father’s death” (192).  
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Narrated through the perspective of Perdita, Sorry makes very indirect 

references to Aboriginal sufferings. For instance, Perdita tells us that two 

Aborigines by the names of Sal and Daff simply disappear, leaving no message as 

to where they are heading. Perdita also indicates on a number of occasions that 

Aboriginal girls are “forced” by white men: “All the white men did it” (28). Perdita 

tells us how Mary had been taken away from her mother, and that this extreme pain 

eventually killed her. In a story that is almost completely focused on Perdita, such 

occasional references to the pains of Mary and other Aboriginal people are 

important, even if they do not seem to occupy center stage.  

Rendered on the margin, the cries of Aboriginal people are scarcely heard by 

the careless. But they emphatically open up the novel to a world of other people’s 

pains and sufferings. The story of Mary seems tangential to Perdita’s narrative, but 

it quietly draws readers into the huge world of sufferings that most of them do not 

know about. The story of Mary being stolen, the story of her mother dying from the 

pain of losing her child, the story of her being repeatedly raped, and the story of her 

going to jail for someone else’s crime, combine to create a small sign of the 

enormous sufferings and injustices that Aborigines have been subjected to in this 

country. Through poetic indirection, Jones very successfully projects the image of 

the tip of an enormous iceberg that we see from a distance, and she knows very 

well that sensitive readers will see it anyway and commit it to their memory.  

As part of Jones’s “shadow-speaking,” Sorry’s literary intertextuality is worth 

our attention, because people, old and young, are reading. The word “read” 

repeatedly appears in the book (80 times). Apart from the pervasive presence of 

Shakespeare, the novel alludes to a number of other classic writers. Perdita and 

Mary share an interest in reading: they often tell each other what they read, and 

sometimes they are seen reading side by side. Perdita enjoys telling Mary the story 

of Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale from which she has her name. Mary in return 

tells Perdita some of the stories she reads from The Lives of the Saints, stories 

“about the ghastly profession of sainthood” (57). 

Sorry, through showing Perdita and Mary’s common interest in reading, 

presents an extremely interesting meta-discursive discussion of the act of reading. 

According to Valérie-Anne Belleflamme, such a discussion of “writerly 

elaborations . . . offer[s] an alternative to standard reconciliation practices” 

(“Saying” 159). Speaking of a dead sister in the convent, Mary proposes a theory 

about reading. She says: “when people read the same words they were 

imperceptibly knitted”; moreover, “there were touchings not of the skin, and 

apparitional convergences. Some kind of spirit inhered in words that one might 
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enter and engage with; there were transactions, comminglings, adjacencies of mind 

and of sense” (73). Perdita initially sees this as a superstition, but from Mary she 

learns there is life-in-words (146), and that books connect people to the lives of 

others.  

While reading, Perdita is alert to “phantom interventions and spook 

symptoms” (145) because Mary had taught her “the principle of invisible presence, 

that one must always reckon on more than one sees” (145). One notes that what 

Mary teaches Perdita here coincides with what literature has taught her. Literature 

teaches Perdita about the possibility of universal connections, and it also teaches 

her to always see what is immediately beyond us. And such a metatextual 

understanding of literary writing and reading is beautifully linked to the novel’s 

intended presentation of Aboriginal sufferings through poetic indirection. In literary 

writing, Jones seems to tell us, because everything could be connected to 

everything else, you do not need to be an Aborigine to write about the pains of the 

Stolen Generations, and likewise you do not need to treat such Aboriginal pains 

directly to alert people to other people’s sufferings. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Gelder and Salzman distinguish between a “playful” and pessimistic 

postmodernism “with links to Samuel Beckett” and a “serious” postmodern fiction 

that “seeks a moment of sublimity, when its very self-consciousness melds with a 

sense of the importance of narrative . . . that aspires to a high-cultural insight into 

the absurdity (but not the comedy) of fiction’s quest for representation.” They 

believe that Australian postmodern writing often belongs to the latter category 

because Australian writers oftentimes use the postmodern form to deliver a serious 

message (130). The two dominant issues in Australian social life that drew the 

attention of many Australian writers after the late 1990s related to the problem of 

refugee migrants and the lives of the Aboriginal people. While Coetzee and Brian 

Castro in their works offered many reflections on the former, Jones’s Sorry looks at 

the latter. Sorry focuses on some of the painful experiences that an Aboriginal 

family was subjected to at the hands of white Australian settlers. Without using an 

Aboriginal testimonial voice, the novel approaches this difficult subject through the 

perspective of a white narrator and the filter of a white family’s tragedy.  

Some critics use the concepts of “trauma” and “allegory” in their 

interpretations of the novel as a grand narrative. Rosanne Kennedy contends that 

Sorry represents a case of “traumatic witnessing” in the “eye of childhood” and that 
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the novel “may be read as an allegory of the inability of white Australians, and of 

their institutions, to witness their own complicity in acts of violence against 

Indigenous people” (346).  

While also attempting to offer “a decoding of Sorry’s allegory of trauma,” 

Dolores Herrero openly confesses to “the latent ironies implicit in a frame of 

representation whereby the Aborigines emerge as the victims of history, and the 

settlers as those subjects who suffer traumatization” (283). Rachel Hennessy has 

also questioned the way in which a number of the novel’s details are treated if they 

are really to be read allegorically. Her main disagreement is with the treatment of 

Mary, who is made to become the “sacrificial lamb.” If Perdita’s blocking out of 

her own guilt has a clear link to White Australia’s repression of its bloody history, 

the Aboriginal girl’s self-sacrifice is a problematic gesture, because “[t]o read 

Mary’s sacrifice as allegory is to place indigenous peoples as willing victims of 

white brutality, idealised heroes who were able to see past their own oppression to a 

‘greater good’” (52). 

Hennessy’s sharp critique of Sorry is interesting, but it is tenable only when 

you treat the novel as part of a grand national narrative, be it as a story of national 

trauma or as an allegory of national politics. The problem is that when you read 

Sorry as a grand national narrative, it automatically becomes a dissatisfactory work, 

or even a failure. This is because, as Christopher Eagle puts it, if “Perdita’s 

persistent silence before Mary represents another generation’s failure to speak up 

on behalf of the Aborigines,” the book itself becomes a failed public testimony that 

suffers “from the same belatedness as stuttered speech” (28).  

Gillian Dooley argues that, while Jones’s “A Note on Sorry” invites an 

allegorical reading, the novel itself demands a far more complex and subtle 

response (1). Jones herself is quoted in Eveline Koren’s thesis as saying that she did 

not want to write a “propaganda novel”; she wanted Sorry to be more personal and 

symbolic than allegorical. To her, if it is to be read as an allegory, it is “an allegory 

in a Shakespearean mode.” Given its literal reference to an apology Perdita feels 

she owes Mary for allowing the latter to go to jail for a crime that she herself had 

committed, the titular word “sorry” refuses any politico-allegorical reading of the 

novel as a national apology for what the white governments had done during the 

history of the Stolen Generations.  

In her Shanghai Library speech, Jones said, “(Sorry) is my own small and 

modest meditation on the idea of an amnesiac history.” Jones, like E.M. Forster, 

believes in the function of art being “[t]o make us feel small in the right way.” She 

believes books are important in helping us to use our imagination and spirit to 
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understand each other across cultures. But she clearly indicates that this knowledge 

“will always be a partial and incomplete knowledge; . . . [if] these are imaginings 

that bring people closer together, in mutual respect.”  

Speaking of a photo that she keeps in her study, which depicts a sky-writer’s 

“sorry” written across the Sydney sky during the bridge-crossing in 2000, Jones 

confessed that she liked it as it was an embodiment of “the aesthetics of 

disappearance.” To her, that “wobbly” image was frail, ephemeral and ghostly but 

it could become an “ethically imperious specter” that could intervene “in the real to 

demand the acknowledgement of a signifying system that is other-dimensioned” 

(Jones, “Sorry in the Sky” 168). Jones probably wrote her Sorry in the same spirit. 

As a speech act, Sorry offered a personal and unofficial apology. More importantly, 

Jones intended the book as an intervention against a government that refused to 

apologize to the Aboriginal population for what it had done to them over a very 

long period of time. In this sense Jones’s novel, like the Sorry Books, belonged to 

“the genre of dissent.” It set the conscience of at least one individual writer against 

the grand narrative of mainstream ideology. At the time it was written, at least, the 

novel was not a “for” book. It was an oppositional novel that critiqued the 

government’s political principles.  

In an essay written for The Weekend Australian, Jones says that she likes 

“small things” (2). In writing, this interest manifests itself in the frequent use of 

fragments. This of course is the deliberate choice of a postmodern writer. In the 

context of postmodern writing, small stories are opposed to grand or metanarratives. 

Generally, postmodernists attempt to replace grand narratives by focusing on 

specific local contexts as well as on the diversity of human experience. They argue 

for the simultaneous existence of a great variety of theoretical standpoints rather 

than for grand, all-encompassing theories. Sorry begins with the evocation of a 

“dead secret” revolving around a murder. Invoking the secret and the unpresentable 

in presentation itself, the novel “refuses the consolation of correct forms, refuses 

the consensus of taste permitting a common experience of nostalgia for the 

im-possible, and inquires into new presentations—not to take pleasure in them, but 

to better produce the feeling that there is something unpresentable” (Lyotard 15). 

According to Jean-François Lyotard, the postmodern was characterized by a 

mistrust of the grand narratives that had formed an essential part of modernity 

(Childers and Hentzi 166-67). For postmodernists, a master narrative is a “coherent 

system of interrelated and sequentially organized stories that share a common 

rhetorical desire to resolve a conflict by establishing audience expectations 

according to the known trajectories of its literary and rhetorical form” (Halverson 
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14; emphasis added). Lyotard proposed that metanarratives should give way to 

petits récits, or more modest and “localized” narratives, which can “throw off” the 

grand narrative by bringing into focus the singular event (Nouvet xvi). 

Italian semioticians Susan Petrilli and Augusto Ponzio, the founders and 

advocates of “semioethics,” argue that, in our contemporary world, petits récits are 

opposed to a kind of global communication. The latter is “subject to the world 

market, to the processes of general commodification characteristic of 

communication-production society today,” one of whose distinctive features “is the 

tendency toward homogenization, to a leveling process of differences.” (“Telling 

Tales” 11) Compared with this kind of communication, petits récits or small stories, 

even when they take a self-consciously postmodern form, often have a charm of 

their own. According to Petrilli and Ponzio, contemporary communication with 

others is often too excessively goal-oriented, “channeled into the interests and gains 

of the individual, to a pathological degree; instead, in storytelling this tendency is 

replaced by communication that is oriented by ‘the interesting,’ where what counts 

is one’s relation with the other, one’s interest in the other per se” (“Telling Tales” 

11).  

By comparison, storytelling is “founded uniquely in the pleasure of invoking 

the other, of involving and listening to the other.” Such practices of story-telling 

point to an ethics that is unique to “otherness-based communication” which 

suspends “the order of discourse which global communication is programmed to 

serve” (“Telling Tales” 12). For while global or world communication is functional 

within the order of discourse, “storytelling allows for pauses in our 

communication-production processes, and thus for reflection, critical rethinking, 

dialogue, encounter, and hospitality towards the other. For this very reason, the 

practices of narration, as we are describing them, are subversive with respect to the 

order of discourse” (“Telling Tales” 12). 

In many ways, Sorry does present the pains of Aboriginal people, although 

those were typically other people’s pains that one only hears about. According to 

Petrilli and Ponzio, listening is extremely important because “[it] is an interpretant 

of answering comprehension, a disposition for hospitality towards the signs of 

others, of the other person, a disposition for welcoming signs of the other into the 

house of the target language” (“Translation” 198-99). In Sorry, Perdita’s listening is 

also the novelist’s listening; it communicates a willingness to listen to the voice of 

the other and an interest in the other’s general well-being. In this sense, Sorry is a 

novel about listening to the stories of Aboriginal suffering.  
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What is the difference between seeing Jones’s novel as communicating 

dissent when faced with John Howard’s refusal to apologize, and reading it as a 

book which goes along with the Labour Government’s 2008 apology? It is this: if 

Sorry is a for-the-government book, it’s one small part of the grand allegorical 

propaganda supporting Australian national reconciliation; if the novel is seen as a 

critique of the government’s indifference towards Aboriginal sufferings, it is still, 

as Liliana Zavaglia argues in her White Apology and Apologia, a novel aiming at 

White-Aboriginal reconciliation, but it communicates this message through the 

voice of a dissident. Sorry is a small story with a humble and oppositional message. 

Unlike in some cultures, the Australian novel has a tradition of writing in 

opposition to politics. Sorry looks humble but it has an ethical and political edge to 

it. One of the features of the oppositional writing in contemporary Australia, 

according to Susan Lever, “is a mix of conventional storytelling and elaborate 

explorations of impossibilities, of realism and fantasy, of a modern sense of time 

and a pre-modern timelessness often labelled as ‘magic realism’—an accepted part 

of the repertoire of postmodernism” (512). Sorry shares all these formal 

characteristics, but more importantly it has a clear ethical stance. And if you 

understand its unique ethical positioning with respect to other people’s pains, the 

novel’s postmodern petit becomes not only readable but promises to pull at your 

heart strings. 
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