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Abstract: 

This thesis examines the question: How are animation-specific narrative and stylistic 

strategies used in animated documentaries about migration and intergenerational experiences 

to depict subjective memory? This is done through a close analysis of three animated 

documentaries. By looking at scenes depicting migration journeys as well as the experiences 

of families after these journeys, it becomes clear that the importance of the animated 

documentaries is the individuality of the stories. Each film uses animation techniques to 

visualise how either the first-hand testimony of the migration journey interpret their 

experiences, or the film pays close attention to how second generation immigrants retell their 

family history, attempt to connect to these histories, and work through the mourning that 

comes with postmemory. Animation techniques such as metaphors, associative relations, and 

penetration help make sense of these stories and their interpretations.  
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Introduction 

Migration is one of the most discussed topics in mainstream media. However, little attention 

is given to the individual stories told by migrants themselves. Instead, they are represented as 

large, dehumanised crowds (Olier and Spadavecchia 6). In recent years, numerous 

independent animated short films were created describing the experience of the migrant. Here, 

the animated documentary offers unique narrative strategies to tell subjective versions of 

events and resist harmful grand narratives of migrants. However, the power of these animated 

documentaries is underexplored and underrepresented in academic research.  

Using three independent animated documentaries, this thesis will examine these diverse uses 

of animation to depict the subjective experiences of migrant families. Firstly, the film Boat 

People (2023) by Thao Lam and Kjell Boersma tells the story of a family fleeing Vietnam told 

through the lens of an ant colony. Secondly, Tough (2017) by Jennifer Zheng examines the 

relationship between a mother who escaped the cultural revolution in China and her daughter 

who grew up in England. Lastly, the film Freedom Swimmer (2023) by Olivia Martin-

McGuire features a grandfather and granddaughter recounting the grandfather’s experience of 

fleeing from China to Hong Kong during the Cultural Revolution. All these short films have 

the uniting factor that they encourage a conversation about the way migration experiences 

continue to live on in future generations and have a lasting impact on migrant families. 

Through a close reading of the animation techniques and narrative choices in these animated 

short films, this thesis will attempt to answer the question: How are animation-specific 

narrative and stylistic strategies used in animated documentaries about migration and 

intergenerational experiences to depict subjective memory?  

Methodology 

To answer this question, a close reading will be done of the animation-specific narrative and 

stylistic strategies in the documentaries. Central are the scenes in which the migration journey 
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is recounted as well as scenes showing the effects of these journeys on future generations. The 

close reading focuses on what is conveyed by the narration, how this is visualised in the 

animation, and what this reveals about memory and identity.  

The first chapter will examine how animation’s medium-specific narrative and stylistic 

techniques are used to portray the subjectivity of memories of migration journeys. The second 

chapter will examine scenes in which the intergenerational dimension of these migration 

journeys is discussed. Through themes of postmemory, in-betweenness, family-memory, and 

rememory, the use of animation to portray intimate connections between past migration 

experiences and the experiences of the future generations is explored. The basis for analysing 

the animation strategies will be extracted from Paul Wells’s “Once Upon a Time: Narrative 

Strategies” which provides an overview of the different narrative strategies that are used in 

animation. From his list the strategies penetration, metaphors, and associative relations will 

support the analysis due to their contributions to the depiction of subjective memory.  

Theoretical Framework 

In its contextualisation, this thesis uses research from many different fields of study. In the 

animation field, Annabelle Honess Roe theorises about the functions of animation, 

particularly its use as “an alternative way of ‘accessing’ the past” (142). This theory helps 

justify the use of animation to reflect on the past within the case studies. This is accompanied 

with Victoria Grace Walden’s article about animation and memory, discussing how collective 

memory can be depicted in animation reflecting on the past. This chapter clarifies the impact 

of the past migration stories on future generations.  

Furthermore, theories from memory studies hold a prominent place in this thesis such 

as the concept of postmemory. This term addresses the continuation of past traumatic events 

haunting future generations of families that have not experienced these events themselves, a 

theme prevalent in the case studies (Hirsch 22). Additionally, Caroline Rody’s discussion of 
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the term “rememory” is important, which encapsulates the reimagining their past heritage and 

brings insights into the power of reimagining it through animation (102).  

Another field of importance is that of migration studies. Here, articles such as the one 

by Juan Sebastian Olier and Camilla Spadavecchia discuss the framing of migrants and 

refugees in mainstream news outlets. Moreover, Elizabeth Batista-Pinto Wiese explores the 

effects of migration on the identity formation of children of migrants. These sources 

underscore why animated documentaries choose to highlight the subjectivity of migration 

journeys.  

Lastly, Paul Wells’s chapter “Once Upon a Time: Narrative Strategies” serves as a 

guiding thread throughout this dissertation. He organises the diverse uses of animation 

techniques which can be applied when analysing the functions of animation within the case 

studies.  

Hypothesis  

This thesis hypothesises that the answer to the research question lies in the differing uses of 

animation in each documentary. Additionally, expecting that due to the individuality of 

diasporic animated documentaries, the films will each show a unique format for portraying 

subjective memories. The animated documentaries serve to make uncomprehensible, 

ungraspable, or unspoken experienced graspable for its audience and creators. The narrative 

and stylistic strategies therefor should be able to alter these real events to make sense of these 

already distorted memories. By fabricating the past with animation and narrative strategies, 

this can be accomplished.  

Literature Review 

While many studies within animation studies explain the opportunities animation brings to the 

documentary genre, few have chosen to connect migration studies to their theories regarding 
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films about migration. Similarly, migration studies have little published research on animation 

and animated documentaries even though it has become a popular format for filmmakers to 

address individual migration experiences. Guglielmo Scafirimuto, in his article “Animation et 

migration: la mémoire autobiographique diasporique dans les documentaires animés,” 

attempts to bring animation and migration studies into contact with each other. Scafirimuto 

focuses on diasporic autobiographical memory in animated documentaries and the extent to 

which they challenge grand narratives about migrants through individual stories. In contrast to 

this dissertation, his case studies are focused on whole diasporas and not on first-person 

migration stories and the effect of them on family dynamics.  

This first-person experience of migrants does get discussed in sources such as that of 

Loretta Baldassar. In her article, “Guilty feelings and the guilt trip: Emotions and motivation 

in migration and transnational caregiving,” she interviews different people about their 

experience of guilt when migrating. Although this article does not explore the ways this guilt 

can be expressed, it does give examples of how migrant families might be feeling after 

leaving their homeland.  

The experiences of migrant families are further explored in the article, “Culture and 

Migration: Psychological Trauma in Children and Adolescents” by Elizabeth Batista-Pinto 

Wiese. Here the focus is on children of migrants and their identity formation as someone 

growing up in between cultures. This article again does not investigate depictions of this in-

betweenness in media, this research offers relevant context for the exploration of these themes 

in this thesis.  

Depictions of migrants in mainstream media are explored in Juan Sebastian Olier and 

Camilla Spadavecchia’s article, “Stereotypes, disproportions, and power asymmetries in the 

visual portrayal of migrants in ten countries.” After looking at news outlets from different 

countries, the article states that migrants, in news debates about immigration laws, often are 
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portrayed as either a threat or a victim depending on the stance of the news platform (2). This 

article shows the context in which autobiographical animated documentaries are fighting 

against grand narratives and harmful stereotypes. Because the article focuses solely on 

mainstream media, it opens the door for examining how alternative media offers counter-

narratives.  

In animation studies, much is written about the possibilities animated documentaries 

can offer to subjective storytelling. Annabelle Honess Roe’s Animated Documentary is often 

referenced by other research in the animation field. It contains chapters on animated 

memories and narration discussing the autobiographical animated documentary form and 

connects this to postmemory and subjective storytelling. Similarly, Victoria Grace Walden in 

the chapter “Animation and Memory” explains how trauma and memory influences the 

retelling of stories, and the possibilities animation can offer. These chapters, although 

touching on documentaries with migration themes, rarely incorporate theoretical frameworks 

from migration studies.  

Much of this research done about subjective and autobiographical documentaries 

include concepts and theories from memory studies such as research by Marianne Hirsch on 

postmemory. This theory, while not interacting with animated documentaries, is still useful 

within animation regarding memory. However, as Walden mentions, it is difficult to study 

whose memory is being portrayed in an animated documentary because often the animator is 

not the person giving the testimony (85). In this thesis this will be a particularly interesting 

perspective as all case studies reflect on the continuation of stories within an intergenerational 

perspective.  

Connecting to theories used by memory studies scholars, Caroline Rody, in her article 

“Toni Morrison's Beloved: History, "Rememory," and a "Clamor for a Kiss"”, explores the use 

of the term “rememory” used by a character in Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved and opens up 
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the opportunity for further use of this term within memory studies. Rody explains that “to 

"rememory" is to use one's imaginative power to realize a latent, abiding connection to the 

past” (101). Janet Walker in her theories on “disremembering” refers to this term. According 

to Walker disremembering refers to the process “of conjuring mental images and sounds but 

altered in certain aspects” (17). Walker links the terms disremembering and rememory to each 

other by highlighting how both terms connect to dealing with absence in memory (18). 

Theories such as these are often used when contextualising the memory aspects of 

autobiographical animated documentaries. 

This thesis will build of the theories form these previous studies and add to them 

through the answering of the research question and sub questions. In the first chapter, 

discusses how animation-specific narrative and stylistic techniques are used to portray the 

subjectivity of memories of migration journeys themselves. After this, chapter two will 

connect this to what happens after the migration in the documentaries by examining the use of 

animation to portray intimate connections between past migration experiences and the 

experiences of the future generations of migrants’ families. 

Chapter One: Animating the Migration Journey  

Animation offers many possibilities for visualising moments and events that could not be 

recorded due to their dangerous or intimate nature (Scafirimuto 86). Beyond realistic 

representation, Wells explains that an animator may also choose narrative strategies that make 

creative use of the possibilities of the animated form to express emotions and thoughts (68). 

Animation contributes to a form of subjective storytelling by visualising the effects of 

memory and trauma on the remembrance and retelling of stories. Janet Walker uses the term 

“disremembering” when talking about the way traumatic memories are remembered “with a 

difference” (17). Memories such as the traumatic events leading up to, or occurring during the 
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journey of migrants, may not lend themselves to portrayal in a realistic or straightforward 

manner. Instead, these stories might profit from narrative techniques abstracting the 

straightforward events according to the way they are remembered.  

In the case of individual stories and memories of migrants, the form of the animated 

documentary is used to depict these stories in a less confrontational tone than how they are 

often portrayed in political conversations (Scafirimuto 82). Many filmmakers use 

autobiographical animated documentaries to tell stories about individual and intimate 

experiences as a form of agency and resistance against a history of grand narratives (Roe 

145). In mainstream media, migrants are often framed in settings that turn them into either a 

threat or a victim with no agency over how their story gets told (Olier and Spadavecchia 2). 

The filmmaker gives the migrant the opportunity to publish their own, not recorded stories. 

The films Boat People by Thao Lam and Kjell Boersma, Tough by Jennifer Zheng, and 

Freedom Swimmer by Olivia Martin-McGuire each use unique narrative styles and 

approaches to achieve this subjective storytelling and resist mainstream narratives when 

depicting the memories of immigrant families. 

Penetration in Freedom Swimmer 

Freedom Swimmer uses animation to show a migration journey that could not have been made 

in a live-action format. The film uses archival footage from the cultural revolution and the 

modern-day protests in Hong Kong regarding a bill which could open a gateway for the 

Chinese government to prosecute people who criticise them. These clips are used to give 

context to the situation of the characters. When the father is talking about his own memories 

of fleeing China, animation steps in, providing a detailed visual account of the journey the 

family makes. Animation can visualise moments, such as memories from childhood or a 

dangerous event, where cameras were not present or where the circumstances of an event 

could not be captured on camera clearly (Scafirimuto 91).  
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In Freedom Swimmer, the circumstances of the migration journey shape how the 

journey is remembered and retold. The journey in this film is located around the coast of 

China, where a father and his young daughter are fleeing their homeland by crossing the sea 

to Hong Kong. The migration journey in Freedom Swimmer takes place in the middle of the 

night. This is an important aspect of the trip as the father and daughter cannot be discovered 

by the guards patrolling the coast. To communicate these conditions in accurately, Wells 

introduces a narrative technique called “penetration.” Here, animation allows its animator the 

freedom to visualise “abstract concepts and previously unimaginable states” (Wells 122). In 

Freedom Swimmer, this use of penetration makes it possible to visualise the family’s 

treacherous journey through dark, unrecordable environments.  

Penetration in animation helps to visualise the experiences of the fleeing people 

according to how they remember them. Roe explains that animation styles can contribute to 

the “expressivity of animation that can be interpreted as speaking directly to the experience of 

those whose stories are being told” (169). The grandfather in the film mentions that “China 

didn’t have much electricity back then. All we had to guide us were the lights of Hong Kong” 

(7:51-7:57). This is visualised by animating on top of a black background, showing little 

detail, and mostly drawing outlines of objects and people, emphasising the lack of light. 

Animation is able to visualise the scene more accurately by using drawing techniques that 

embrace and highlight the darkness in which the family is moving. Animated film used in 

such conditions allows the animator to visualise testimonies for a documentary “without 

recourse to exaggeration or comparison” (Wells 122). This would be more accurate to how the 

father and daughter themselves would have experienced the event thus staying true to the 

testimonial aspect of the story.  

In the case of autobiographical animated documentaries dealing with memory, 

penetration can give insights into the unimaginable experiences of migrant in a manner that is 
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graspable for the audience. The penetration of the unimaginable shows the unspeakable parts 

in a story and makes them less confrontational. In Freedom Swimmer, the journey of the 

grandfather and daughter is extremely dangerous with many others dying along the way. 

Moments such as a scene in which the daughter is hanging from a cliff or a scene in which the 

child find a replacement shoe in exactly her size are not guided by an oral explanation. 

Animation can penetrate these difficult memories and portray them in a lighter more child-

like tone due to the origins of the genre in children’s television (Scafirimuto 90). When a real 

testimony might have been too difficult to produce, the animated images speak for themselves 

and guide the viewer through the reality of the family’s journey.  

Penetration as a narrative technique allows the viewer to experience the individual 

memories of migrants and their journeys, thus avoiding generalised and harmful grand 

narratives told by dominant powers in history. Animation also offers an opportunity to steer 

away from turning migration stories into spectacles (Scafirimuto 82). By turning away from 

making death explicit, animated documentaries can highlight stories of survival.  

Associative Relations in Boat People 

In Boat People, the audience follows the migration story of a family consisting of a little girl, 

a father, and a pregnant mother fleeing their village in Vietnam during the Vietnam war. 

Throughout their journey, the narrator, Thao Lam, describes the acts of an ant colony’s 

resilience for survival when in danger. The narration explains what ants do to protect their 

colony, while the animation shows what happens to the people.  

Although there is almost no connection between the audio and the visual in terms of 

subject, the story of the ants help make sense of what is happening to the human family. Paul 

Wells names “associative relations” as one of the narrative techniques used in animation. This 

refers to the use of “suggestion and allusion which bring together previously unconnected or 
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disconnected images to logical and informed rather than surreal effect” (Wells 93). In 

animated stories about memory, this technique can be used to show the similarities between 

different stories. In the beginning of Boat People, a relationship between the humans and the 

ants is created by showing how both species are running away from the soldiers storming the 

village. As the narrator says: “faced with annihilation, ants become protecting, risking all to 

ensure the safety of the colony” (1:09-1:28), the mother of the family is seen picking up her 

daughter and running away from their village. From this point on, the narration about the 

survival of the ants and the animation of the survival of the family are synchronised. Their 

stories are so similar that the refugees in the animation could be replaced by the ants in a 

similar way that the ants in the narration could be replaced by the refugees.  

Meaning is made through the parallels between the scenes of the migrants and the 

narration about the survival of ants. In the film, the narrator describes the role older ants take 

on as soldiers of the colony. They stay behind to protect and stall for the ant colony. This 

narration is supported by the grandmother refusing a spot in the rescue boat and peddling back 

to the village (3:39-3:51). Following this scene, an underwater shot of the bottom of the 

rescue boat is seen while the narrator says: “No individual ant can survive on its own” (3:55-

4:02). This is clearly alluding to the death of the grandmother using the story of the ants as a 

metaphor and meaning maker.  

Throughout Boat People, the similarities between ants and refugees are clear, until a 

moment of disconnect occurs between animation and narration. After the grandmother has left 

the rest of the refugees, the father is grieving this loss. While the father is grieving, the 

narrator says: “unlike humans, ants are not weighed down by loss” (6:14-6:23). This 

statement illuminates the idea that the ants and refugees are indeed different. While the ants 

are described as a species constantly moving forward, the humans are shown being influenced 

by emotions, even if these conflict with their survival instincts. By bringing attention to this 
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disconnect between the consequences of loss, the human and emotional aspect of the 

migration story is highlighted.  

Although Thao Lam does not remember much of what happened when she was little 

and made the journey fleeing from her homeland, memory plays an important role in the 

narrative choices within Boat People. Thao Lam was only three when her family fled 

Vietnam, because of this she has few memories of it and makes sense of this past through the 

stories told by her mother about ants rescuing them. Here, associative relations as an 

animation narrative technique are used to show the connections that get made within memory. 

Connecting this to Janet Walker’s “disremembering” or “remembering with a difference” (17), 

the use of ants to tell a story of humans reflects the subjective memories of Thao Lam herself. 

However, even considering this lack of first-hand memories, the animated documentary does 

reflect an active attempt at reimagining and reclaiming a past that is not remembered. This 

ties into Caroline Rody’s idea of “rememory,” which describes the act of remembering a 

heritage or an absent past (101). Although Thao Lam remembers little of her journey, she 

reclaims this heritage by retelling the story from the perspective of her past self.  

Metaphor in Tough 

In contrast to Boat People, where the metaphor of the ants is connected to the refugees 

through the narration, in Tough by Jennifer Zheng metaphors are visualised through the 

animation. Tough tells the story of a woman migrating from China during the cultural 

revolution to England. Although the scene in which the woman is traveling is short, it says a 

lot about the possibilities of animation to show migration. At a point in the film, the audience 

sees the mother dressed as a soldier, pointing a gun. Suddenly the body of the mother 

disappears, her clothes and gun fall to the ground and are left in a pile on the floor. From this 

absence of a body, a white crane bird appears. The crane rises and flies away through an 
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abstract background of paper sheets and nears the house in England in which the family lives 

in the future.  

Tough makes use of metaphoric imagery to replace an actual depiction of the mother’s 

journey and opens possibilities for different interpretations of the scene. In his chapter on 

narrative techniques, Wells explains that metaphors used in animation, allow for layered and 

open-ended interpretations (84). In the context of Tough, the white crane is used as a 

metaphor, inviting the audience to interpret the image in a way they connect to it. Firstly, in 

Chinese culture, the crane is often used as a symbol for transcendence and liberation (Shu 63). 

This could be used to interpret the metaphor. The changing into a crane could be seen as a 

liberation from the mother’s life in China, and the transcendence of the crane to a new life in 

England. Secondly, the transformation of the mother turning into a crane and flying off could 

be seen as a visualisation of her migration journey away from her homeland. In this context, 

the crane is a migratory bird and can therefor also be associated with migration. However, the 

crane could also be seen as a symbol of culture. By turning into a crane and leaving the 

clothes and gun behind on the ground, this metaphor could be interpreted as an end to living 

within the Chinese culture of her youth. By cutting out any clear story of her migration 

journey, the animation avoids any grand narratives or stereotypical portrayals of migration 

altogether and leaves the audience to interpret the scene themselves. Therefore, the metaphor 

in Tough invites a highly personal interpretation of the events. 

Whose Memory is Animated 

Because of the lack of archival footage that can be used to construct personal and private 

stories, an animator of autobiographical animated documentaries about migration must try to 

visualise that which is only a memory, or a story told. Freedom Swimmer is told through the 

firsthand account of the grandfather who remembers the journey well. Meanwhile, Tough 

contains very little detail about why and how the mother migrated and in Boat People the 
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narrator was a child when her journey occurred. These differences influence the extent to 

which the animator can make sense of what is remembered and how they choose to animate 

these memories to make them understandable to the audience.  

 Furthermore, this active role of the animator to make sense of, and animate, the 

memories of firsthand testimonies raise the question of whose memory is being animated. 

Often animated documentaries are not made by the person telling their firsthand story 

(Walden 85). In the case of the three case studies, the documentaries are created by future 

generations or in the case of Freedom Swimmer, someone not connected to the family at all. 

With a lack of archival footage to use as references, the animator must use their own 

imagination to portray the stories of the migrants. These animated documentaries about 

migration thus usually contain the presence of what Roe calls, the “imprint of the animator’s 

hand” (87).  

However, in most of the case studies the memories of the animator and the characters 

within the documentaries are connected through their shared ancestry. By animating their 

family’s history, the animator tries to actively reconstruct and engage with these unrecorded 

pasts through “rememory.” As Rody states it “to "rememory" is to use one's imaginative 

power to realize a latent, abiding connection to the past” (101). By inserting themselves 

within their animated documentaries and highlighting their connection to the events within 

their documentaries, the animators animate a past lost by the absence of pictures and 

“reimagine their heritage” (Rody 102).  

Conclusion 

Narrative and stylistic techniques are used in diverse ways to point to the subjectivity of 

retelling a migration journey from memory. While some animation techniques in the case 

studies are used to give an accurate adaptation of the narrator’s experience, such as in 
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Freedom Swimmer, others highlight how memories get warped and disremembered. Boat 

People makes sense of memory through the use of associative relations with ants, while 

Tough avoids any clear narrative by using a metaphor to portray the migration. These 

examples show the creative liberties the animator might take in animating memories. Overall, 

all discussed animated documentaries use the individuality of the personal stories to move 

away from grand narratives about migrants. Boat People shows the humanity of the migrant 

by disrupting the metaphorical parallel with the ants, Freedom Swimmer avoids turning 

migrant death into a spectacle by leaving the unspeakable unspoken, and Tough uses metaphor 

to avoid showing migration and its possible stereotypes. In the next chapter, this individuality 

of migrant stories will be further examined by exploring how the animations show the effect 

migration has on the generations afterwards living in the host country.  

Chapter 2: Animating the Postmemory of Migration 

After the journey of migrating to another country, the memories and stories of migrants 

continue and are passed on to their descendants. This second chapter will dissect how 

animation can be used to connect the experiences and memories of migrated families and their 

future generations living in the host countries. All three of the animated documentaries 

discussed in this thesis contain a part in which the audience sees the migrant families coping 

with their family history after resettlement. Although migrant journeys are often featured in 

the media coverage of immigration policies, the consequences this displacement has on the 

future lives of migrant families are not often considered. These narratives created by 

mainstream media often focus on the threats migrants might offer instead of considering the 

actual lives migrants will lead in their host countries (Olier and Spadavecchia 2). This lack of 

consideration creates a dehumanising effect. The emotional effects of migration on migrant 

families are not considered, leaving their stories incomplete and vulnerable to harmful 

narratives about the exclusion of immigrants. 
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Wiese explains the struggles children of migrant families might face growing up 

separated from their parents’ culture and homeland (145). This separation from their 

homeland can create a difficult relationship with their culture and self-identity. Especially 

children of migrant parents, who are raised “in between different cultures” might be 

influenced by the migration experience of their parents and their disconnect from family-

memory (Wiese 144).  

Memory is an important part of creating self-identity. However, as Walden states, “the 

concept ‘memory’ encapsulates personal, collective, and collaborative experiences with the 

past and how these relate to each other” (82). This means that collective memory build by past 

generations is extremely important for the formation of identity (Walden 86). When these 

memories are shaped by trauma and mourning, Walden says these future generations are left 

with taking on the responsibility of mourning events they have not experienced themselves 

(85).  

To better understand this mourning by future generations, a close look at theories 

surrounding postmemory is needed. Postmemory describes the “experience of those who 

grow up dominated by narratives that preceded their birth, whose own belated stories are 

displaced by the stories of the previous generation, shaped by traumatic events that can be 

neither fully understood nor re-created” (Hirsch 662). Hirsch explains how memory for 

people forcibly separated from their homeland “is necessarily an act not only of recall, but 

also of mourning” (661). She goes further to state that future generations are affected by this 

memory and mourning for their family (662). The trauma of past generations, and the effects 

this has on their memory, is translated to their children who “experience the past as an 

overwhelming absence, in the form of silence, and overbearing excess, in the form of the 

weight of the unspoken past” (Roe 151). In the case of children of migrants, the migration 

journeys of their families act as an unspoken past. 
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The three case studies each show different effects that family-memories and 

postmemories have had on the identity and memories of the descendants. Here animation 

offers the possibility to visualise these relationships and conversations within migrant 

households which are often too intimate to capture differently. Here, the act of animating is 

already a way of remembering and imagining a past which the animators are connected to, or 

as Rody calls this: “to rememory” (102). The animators use animation “to rememory” and to 

tie themselves to their family-memories and postmemories. 

Freedom Swimmer and Connected Memory  

Freedom Swimmer makes a comparison between the migration story of the grandfather and 

the aggressive prosecution of protesters in Hong Kong from which the granddaughter must 

flee. The rising threat to take action against public protest has made it unsafe to speak out 

against politics in Hong Kong. Throughout the film, associative relations between the 

animated journey of the grandfather and archival footage of public protests are created. 

Associative relations are narrative strategies described by Wells as suggesting connections 

between disconnected events and images (93). Through similar compositions, the animation 

creates associative relations between past acts of rebellion in China, and present protest in 

Hong Kong. Scenes of the grandfather and daughter hiding behind an umbrella are juxtaposed 

with shots of masked protesters using umbrellas as protection (8:31-8:37). In the case of 

Freedom Swimmer, this narrative technique is used to show how the suppression of migration 

attempts during the cultural revolution in China mirrors the treatment of protesters in modern 

day Hong Kong. The past of the grandfather is resurfacing in the present of the granddaughter.  

The interconnectedness of the grandfather and granddaughter’s experiences relates to 

Rody’s concept of “rememory” and its meaning of using “one's imaginative power to realize a 

latent, abiding connection to the past” (Rody 101). This can be seen towards the end of the 

film. Here, it becomes clear that the granddaughter is taking part in these protests and will 
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have to flee Hong Kong again. The granddaughter eventually explains that she does not want 

to leave but will take the story of the grandfather with her and make sure it gets remembered 

(13:06-13:30). Through this statement one sees the importance of passing on stories and 

building on the stories of past generations. By discussing the story of her grandfather’s 

migration, the granddaughter actively engages in “rememory” by connecting her present to 

her grandfather’s past. Roe says that “by telling stories of our past, and memorialising 

personal history, we can come to better understand and know ourselves” (146). The identity of 

the daughter in Freedom Swimmer is constructed through the past of her family and how this 

is remembered.  

Tough and Lingering Identities 

Tough, compared to Freedom Swimmer, does not show the similarities between the past and 

the present but instead highlights the disconnect migrants and their children experience due to 

being raised in different environments. After talking about the past of the mother, the 

conversation in Tough continues about the childhood of Zheng in England and the struggles 

her mother experienced with Zheng’s attitude towards her Chinese heritage. As a child, Zheng 

did not want to be Chinese and instead considered herself British. Wiese explains that young 

children of migrants “closely identify with the host culture, which can eventually lead to 

rejecting aspects of their parents' original culture” (145). In Tough, the in-betweenness of 

cultures, often experienced by children of immigrants, as discussed by Wiese becomes clear 

through the conversation between mother and daughter (144).  

Although Zheng feels disconnected with her Chinese heritage, the continued presence 

of her mother’s past is animated throughout the short film, showing its influence within the 

migrated family. At the beginning of the film, the viewer sees a giant version of the mother 

sitting on the roof of the family’s house in England. This scene is followed by the portrayal of 

the youth of the mother in China during the cultural revolution. Although not explicitly said, 
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this scene could be interpreted as a visualisation of the impact the youth of the mother still has 

on her family’s experience living in England after migrating. Here animation is used to 

explore themes of postmemory within a migrant family by literally putting a past version of 

the mother on top of the present house of the family. The past of the mother is a weight resting 

on the foundations of the family’s life. 

Furthermore, this lingering presence of the mother’s past is also present through the 

continued use of the metaphor of the white crane. This time in the shape of an origami crane, 

hanging by the window of the home. Again, the past of the mother is present in the future of 

her family. Moreover, while the mother and daughter talk about identity, Zheng can be seen 

folding an origami crane herself. The movements necessary to fold the crane are used as 

transition styles between each scene. Each scene is animated as if it is playing on a sheet of 

paper which is then folded to make room for the next scene. Here the metaphor acts as both a 

narrative technique and a stylistic choice. The animated metaphor is used to materialise the 

presence of a postmemory of the mother’s migration, which is shaping the identity and 

memory of the family. 

The folding of the crane throughout the second half of the film shows the attempts 

Zheng is making at understanding and getting close to her mother’s (the white crane) past and 

family-memories. Moreover, it also portrays Zheng’s attempt to work through the weight of 

postmemories of her mother’s past and migration and tries to engage with and reinterpret her 

mother’s past through rememory. Towards the end, the daughter hangs her folded crane next 

to an already hanging crane symbolising her mother. According to Wiese, “children from 

migrant parents have the difficult challenge to build a bridge between the former family 

culture and the host culture” (145). Tough portrays the difficulty children of migrants have at 

relating to their ancestor’s culture from which they are removed. The use of a metaphor such 
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as the white paper crane might offer a more graspable depiction of these difficult feelings to 

an audience. 

Boat People and Continuity of Grief  

Boat People most clearly shows the effects postmemory can have on the continuity of grief 

within future generations. This can be seen after the loss of the grandmother of the fleeing 

family who stays behind in Vietnam. The father of the family is mourning the loss of his 

mother throughout their years in the new country. This grief within the family is still present 

when his children are growing up and influences the youth of the children as well.  

Through the narrative choices Thao Lam shows the lasting impact of difficult 

migration journeys. The father’s lasting grief is portrayed in the animation by using elliptical 

cuts to suggest a passing of time living in a new country while the characters continue their 

mourning. Through the years after their migration, both parents look sad and are slow in their 

movements while Thao herself also gets sadder as time progresses. The mourning of the 

father is visualised through animation by repeatedly showing him perform the same slow 

gesture of stirring soup, even as time passes and his children are slowly growing up. This 

mourning could be interpreted as Baldassar describes, as guilt often experienced by migrants 

when leaving behind family in their homelands (81). According to her, “the act of migration, 

by causing physical separation, absence and longing, places the migrant in a difficult moral 

bind” (82).  

Although Thao Lam herself does not remember much of her migration journey, the 

trauma her parents have gone through has a lasting effect on her experience living and 

growing up in another country. Postmemory plays an important role in this as Thao Lam takes 

on the mourning of a past she does not remember but is connected to. The traumatic 
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circumstances in which the family has had to leave, leaving behind a culture and an important 

part of their family’s identity, has left the whole family within a state of guilt and mourning.  

Animation as Healing Device 

Working through the traumatic collective memories of personal family histories is difficult 

when they are not experienced first-hand. One of the ways postmemory is accessed or 

reconstructed by future generations according to Hirsch is through “imaginative creation” 

(662). As these future generations have not experienced the traumatic events of their family 

history themselves, working through these inherited memories and emotions can be 

challenging. Instead, Walden explains that “While ‘working through’ necessitates a critical 

distance and is most appropriate for first-hand witnesses, playing through enables those who 

did not experience the past in question to get close to it through bodily engagement with 

objects” (85). An example of “playing through” is the creation of animation. Moreover, Roe 

illuminated the importance of creativity and artistry when working through postmemory and 

how “the artistic and communicative works created by the second generation of survivors of 

traumatic events become a way of reconnecting with collective memory” (151). The creation 

of animation connects to the act of reclaiming agency over a shared history. 

The three animated documentaries all attempt to make sense of and connect to the 

experiences of past generations. By connecting these pasts to their own present, bridges are 

built and attempts at reconciling with a difficult, unspoken past are made. Connecting to 

Rody’s use of “to rememory,” rememory animation “transforms memory into a property of 

consciousness” which can imagine and represent the past (102). As animating means 

constructing scenes and events from scratch, the animators are actively imagining and playing 

through their postmemory of migration. Making art such as animated documentaries can 

therefore help second generations of migrants and refugees get close enough to their family 

history to make sense of these events. In this sense, it is not just the content that plays a role in 
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the formation of memory and identity, but also the process of animation and the active 

reconstruction of a family history that one has not personally experienced.  

Conclusion 

To summarise, the case studies show the individuality of experiences of families dealing with 

the aftereffects of migration. By portraying intimate struggles within families such as 

mourning, identity miscommunications and similar struggles with authorities, the animated 

documentaries move away from generalising migrant stories. Each films shows the 

connection between past and present through different animation techniques. Freedom 

Swimmer creates associative relations between the grandfather’s past and the granddaughter’s 

present to give meaning to the identity of the granddaughter. Tough visualises the lingering 

presence of the mother’s past using the metaphor of the white crane. Lastly, Boat People uses 

elliptical cuts and the effects of grief throughout the years to show how grief is passed on 

within a family. These films are attempts of future generations to make sense of the difficult 

narratives haunting their memories and identity and “to rememory” their history. By making 

these animations and imagining their ancestor’s past, these creators are brought closer to 

unresolved family memories and postmemories of migration.  

Conclusion 

The animation-specific narrative and style strategies used in animated documentaries about 

migration, contribute to depicting subjectivity by embracing the distortions of events caused 

by memory. Animated documentaries, although visualising a non-fiction event, can use 

narrative and style to turn these events into more abstract retellings. Hereby, animation can 

speak directly to the manner in which the migrants, who give their testimonies, remember and 

tell their stories. Narrative strategies, such as penetration, associative relations, and metaphors 

in animation, visualise the diverse ways in which migrants remember their past and connects 

it to the present.  
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The animated documentaries in this dissertation show how animation-specific 

narrative and style strategies can be used to connect different memories of the past. Within the 

animated documentaries, the migration journeys are directly followed by the current lives of 

the migrant families. By turning the narrative into intergenerational conversations between the 

past and the present, animation can contribute to the creation of bridges between different 

generations within a migrant family. These intergenerational conversations touch upon topics 

such as shared mourning, postmemories, and overlapping identities. Through animation these 

intimate experiences can be further explored and tackled.  

The narrative and stylistic strategies in animated documentaries about migration also 

meaningfully communicate the subjective memories of the characters to the audience. Apart 

from connecting to the individuality of the testifier and the intergenerational perspective 

within the migrant family, the narrative and style strategies also create a gateway for the 

audience as outsider to gain an understanding to these migrant experiences. The dangerous, 

unspoken, and ungraspable experiences of migration journeys, which stay hidden within the 

intimate households of migrant families, are visualised and retold to the audience so that they 

get a glimpse of these conversations. The animation-specific strategies show the connections 

made within the mind between reality and memory, and offer a way of turning these 

connections into a visual narration. By using abstract narrative and style strategies these 

difficult experiences are portrayed in a manner that both creates understanding as well as 

unfamiliarity due to the individuality of the experiences.  

Due to the individuality and subjectivity of the autobiographical animated 

documentary, harmful grand narratives about migrants are resisted as the characters of these 

animations can claim agency regarding the retelling of their individual stories. The 

autobiographical aspect of the documentaries displays the personal and intimate nature of 

migrant experiences. Furthermore, by bringing the migration journeys into the present, the 
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animators bring attention to the relevance and continuity of stories from the past. By 

reclaiming and representing these narratives, the animated documentaries become a medium 

for resisting generalised migrant stories where migrants are portrayed as either threats, 

victims, or objects of spectacle.  

While the power of animated documentaries about migration is underexplored and 

underrepresented in mainstream news outlets, these films could have a positive effect on the 

perception and portrayal of the migrant experience. Therefore, further research could examine 

how mainstream media can learn from and use these animated documentaries to change the 

harmful and silencing portrayal of migrants. Roe talks about how reimagining a history 

through the form of the animated documentary with a testimony and animated characters “is 

an essential ingredient in motivating the body of the viewer into political (re)action” (88). In 

other words, the audience of animated documentaries is needed to create this change in 

representation.  
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