
 

1 

 

Situations Vol. 6(Winter 2012) ©  2012 by Yonsei University 

 

Jen Hui Bon Hoa
1
 

Assistant Professor of Comparative Literature 

(Underwood International College, Yonsei University) 

 

 

“That which we are, we are”:  

Hong Kong and Post-Colonial 

Identity in Skyfall 
 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The most recent James Bond film, Skyfall, controversially depicts its aging hero as no longer 

equal to the physical rigors of his job, and yet unable to abandon it.  A thinly-veiled cipher for 

the British Empire, Bond is beholden to a sense of his former glory, and to the metaphysical 

assertion of a stable identity, despite the disappearance of its material trappings.  In posing the 

question, What is a hero without a heroic body?, Skyfall at the same time asks: What is an empire 

after the last colony has been surrendered?  This essay considers how, on the one hand, Skyfall 
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returns to the site of imperial trauma – the loss of Britain’s final colony, Hong Kong—in order to 

stage a therapeutic postcolonial confrontation and, yet, on the other hand, troubles a purely 

therapeutic narrative by relating the latency of imperial consciousness to extra-judicial state 

violence in the “war against terror” and the permanent state of exception exemplified by MI6.  
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To commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the Bond film franchise, Skyfall posits the 

obsolescence of the Bond universe, along with everything it stands for. The film begins with MI6 

facing closure by a government that considers it incapable of adapting to the new model of 

espionage and national security centered on cyberterrorism.  M, too, is threatened with early 

retirement, when her continued competence as head of MI6 comes under scrutiny following the 

theft of a hard drive containing the identities of all NATO agents embedded with terrorist 

organizations.  Finally, Bond, who had failed to prevent this theft, emerges the worse for wear 

after friendly fire sends him plunging to a ravine in the film’s opening sequence.  The physical 

tests he undergoes in order to return to active duty reveal a shocking fact: our hero is aging and, 

as he is coldly informed, increasingly out of place in “a young man’s game.”  In an emblematic 

scene, Bond gazes upon Turner’s The Fighting Temeraire, the depiction of a decaying gunship 

being towed to the scrapyard against a symbolic sunset, some three decades after its contribution 

to the victory of the Battle of Trafalgar.  His youthful new quartermaster (“Q”) remarks: “It 

always makes me a little melancholy, a grand old warship being hauled away ignominiously for 

scrap.”   

 

Bond’s decline is clearly yoked to a reflection on the decline of the British empire.  After an 

opening scene in Turkey and a rapid tour of East Asia, the entire second half of Skyfall takes 

place in Britain, as if miming a certain geographical retreat; beaten back to its old borders, 

Britain is now hard pressed even to defend the metropole.  (Even the integrity of the territory 

within these borders is contested through a reference to the history of Irish separatism; Mallory, 

M’s eventual replacement as head of MI6, is distinguished by his experience of fighting against 

the IRA.)  The theme of imperial decline, too, could be understood as a commemorative gesture, 

paying tribute to the first Bond film, Dr. No, which contemplated British decolonization from the 

vantage point of Jamaica, and was released in 1962, the year that the island gained its 

independence.  Originally developed when British geopolitical relevance was already on the 

wane, the Bond franchise continues to exist as an anachronistic symbol of British influence in 

matters of style and politics. 
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Skyfall explicitly negotiates this anachrony; it is, in a sense, the source of all conflict in the film. 

Often broached with a stiff upper lip that, like the dark glasses of the weeping lover in Roland 

Barthes’s A Lover’s Discourse, conveys its emotional message all the more forcefully by 

disguising it conspicuously, the theme of imperial decline is presented in a way that functions 

both to affirm past grandeur and to imbue the present with the poignant heroism of an underdog 

resolved to fight to the death.  (It is a trope of counter-terrorist movies that state power is 

depicted as the underdog, a laughable inversion of the reality of terrorism.)  Thus, called before a 

ministerial committee debating the future of MI6, a poker-faced M recites the final lines from 

Tennyson’s Ulysses.  The poem is based on Dante’s addition of a final, tragic chapter to the story 

of the Odyssey, describing the state of mind in which Ulysses, despite his advanced age and that 

of his crew, decides to set out again after his return to Ithaca, on a voyage that will prove fatal.  

Over shots of the aged and injured Bond stoically sprinting to her rescue, M intones: 

 

We are not now that strength which in old days  

Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are— 

One equal temper of heroic hearts,  

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will  

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.  

 

For all its diminished glory, it is clear that the matter of empire has not been resolved.  This 

much is signaled by the curious, tautological phrase in Tennyson’s poem, “that which we are, we 

are,” a phrase both resigned and defiant, laying claim at once to candid self-assessment and to 

fundamental self-sameness.  The second claim gives the lie to the first.  After all, what does it 

mean to possess a heroic mind and to lack a heroic body, to have a heroic will but be incapable 

of heroic action?  This metaphysical assertion of a stable identity, despite the disappearance of its 

material manifestation, expresses the latency of imperial consciousness.  What is an empire after 

the last colony has been surrendered? 

 

This latency explains Skyfall’s approach to the end of empire as a problem of method: the 

problem is that of how to end empire, and how the desire to end well often results in a refusal to 

let go.  Putting off suggestions of retirement, M retorts: “I know I can’t do this job forever, but 

I’ll be damned if I’ll leave the department in worse shape than I found it . . . . I’ll leave when the 
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job’s done.”  She obstinately retains command, continuing to play into the hand of her enemy, 

and compromising not only the lives of her agents but also those at the highest seat of British 

government; her refusal to abandon a ministerial hearing at Westminster culminates in a firefight 

within the parliamentary building.  Bond also refuses to leave quietly, although his deteriorating 

physical condition poses a liability not only to himself but also to the organization he serves. 

When he confronts M for commanding the sniper shot that hit him rather than his combattant, he 

begrudges her not so much her readiness to sacrifice him, but rather her interruption of his 

mission.  In an admonition that echoes her own, he tells her: “You should have trusted me to 

finish the job.” 

 

Knowing when the job is finished becomes especially tricky in a war against terror.  Stateless 

enemies, able to attack from anywhere, exist in “a world of shadows” and, according to M, “that 

is where we must do battle.”  In other words, because the enemy is secretive and elusive, so must 

be those defending against them.  Because the terrorist threat is ill-defined, so is the mandate of 

counter-terrorism.  The institutionalization of a state of exception, MI6 routinely breaks the law 

in the name of the protection of the polity; it is an apparatus through which the state lays claim to 

absolute sovereignty by operating outside the dictates of the law it imposes on its subjects.  

When M is called to answer for the excesses of her organization, it becomes clear that the very 

nature of the job lends itself to a dictatorial mindset.  Vehemently resistant to the idea of a public 

inquiry, M has to be reminded that she works for a democratic country and is ultimately 

accountable to its citizens.  Unwilling to accept the principle of transparency, M gripes about 

“being summoned to the headmaster’s office” or being put in “the stocks at midday”; she 

continues to insist on the principle of sovereign, spectacular, and ultimately extra-judicial power, 

such that a public hearing could only be a public shaming. 

 

To complicate matters further, the counterterrorist project seems itself to occasion terrorism.  

The crises in Skyfall always originate from within the apparatus of MI6. Attacks on the enemy 

simply usher him further through the defences: by tracing the source of his computer hacks, 

capturing and detaining him at their headquarters, and decrypting the information on his hard 

drive, MI6 only give him greater access to their system and serve to advance his plan.  Indeed, 

the enemy is himself originally a product of MI6 (when he is brought in for questioning, M even 
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addresses him by his old code name, Raoul Silva) and his motivation, nothing loftier than 

personal vendetta, stems from standard operating procedure, the nature of which was revealed at 

the beginning of the film with the sacrifice of Bond.  Accounting for her betrayal of the former 

agent, M explains matter-of-factly: “He was operating beyond his brief, hacking the Chinese.  

The handover was coming up and they were onto him, so I gave him up.  I got 6 agents in return 

and a peaceful transition.”  We discover that Silva served in “Station H” for over a decade until 

Britain handed him over, along with Hong Kong, to China.  Presumed long dead, Silva has 

returned to haunt those who surrendered him, raising with him the spectre of Britain’s final 

colony.  

 

Skyfall approaches the question of Hong Kong with coy indirection, perhaps in the recognition 

that the ability to name a trauma, to speak about it directly, is predicated on coming to terms with 

it.  The film features no Hong Kong natives or locations, nor any mention of Hong Kong’s 

special status as the last bastion of the British Empire. Yet, subtle references to the former colony 

can be found everywhere—even, for example, in the selection of the two British masterpieces 

referenced at the start of this essay.  Beyond their common themes of maritime misfortune and 

growing old, Turner’s painting and Tennyson’s poem share a common historical period.  They 

were completed almost contemporaneously: The Fighting Temeraire in 1839 and “Ulysses” in 

1842.  Uncannily, these dates also designate the outbreak and conclusion of the First Anglo-

Chinese War, otherwise known as the Opium War, which culminated in Britain’s seizure of 

Hong Kong. 

 

In a more literal way, too, we could say that the film dances around the question of Hong Kong. 

The sequencing of foreign locations flirts with a spatial dynamic of proximity and distance to the 

island; Bond’s pursuit of Silva takes him around the geographical fringes of Hong Kong, to three 

different cities in East Asia: Shanghai, Macau, and an unnamed island (filmed on location at 

Japan’s Hashima Island).  Each of these places appears almost as encryptions of Hong Kong, 

referring to the city through rebuses or inside jokes. In Shanghai, Bond pursues an assassin into a 

commercial tower.  A plaque bearing the name of the building hangs above the entrance and, 

although the first word is obscured in the composition of the shot, we can make out the rest: 港
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中心 (Gang Zhong Xin)—“Gang,” as in Xiang Gang, or Hong Kong, and “Zhong Xin,” meaning 

“Center”—a hint, perhaps, about the centrality of the former colony to the film’s concerns.  (The 

reference is particularly striking, since the entrance featured in the shot is not of a building in 

Shanghai at all, but that of the Broadgate Tower in London.  We can only surmise that the plaque 

was a deliberate addition for the purpose of the film.) 

 

Led to a casino in Macau by a gambling token discovered in the assassin’s briefcase, Bond finds 

himself in an environment saturated with dragon motifs, beginning with the series of dragon-

shaped arches through which he approaches the casino, and including pet komodo dragons in a 

pit by the entrance, dragon sculptures inside the building, standard-issue cheongsams 

embroidered with dragons for the staff and, of course, a sinuous, chain-smoking femme fatale 

with dangerously long talons. In the course of their conversation, Bond identifies the tattoo on 

the woman’s wrist as one used by the Macau sex trade to brand victims of trafficking.  Revealed 

in a lingering close-up, the symbol is simply the Chinese character for the number nine, 九.  

Taken in conjunction with the excesses of the décor, the tattoo suggests that we decipher the 

scene as a rebus, a quiet reference to Kowloon—九龍  or, literally, “nine dragons.” 

 

Finally, Bond follows his new friend, Sévérine, to her employer’s hide-out: an abandoned island 

densely packed with tall, dilapidated buildings. Stripped of ornament by exposure and age, the 

surfaces of the buildings are largely bare but, as the camera follows Bond and his captors 

through the island, we catch glimpses of letterboxes and a few vestigial pieces of signage in 

Chinese characters.  Air-conditioning units and laundry racks hang outside the windows of the 

concrete tenements.  Left unidentified, the location projects a compelling image of an “old” 

Hong Kong in ruins, of which the metal letterboxes—a flat, rectangular design, with small 

almond-shaped cut-outs—are a particularly distinctive icon.
2
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Desire, which specializes in upscale interpretations of retro Hong Kong kitsch. 
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It is in this ghostly Hong Kong—a replacement for the island he lost—that Silva makes his first 

appearance.  If Bond is foremost the avatar of a certain British style, this claim to stylishness is 

precisely what his antagonist functions to disrupt.  Silva rolls his eyes like a petulant teenager at 

Bond’s one-liners, sighing with exasperation at their predictability.  He steers our manly hero 

into unfamiliar sexual territory, fondling Bond’s clavicle and stroking his thigh while wondering 

whether, like two lone rats on an island, they should “eat each other… hm?”  Responsible for 

both murders of women in the film, Silva selects a soundtrack of love songs that put a knowing 

spin on the slippage between eros and violence in Bond’s traditionally cavalier attitude towards 

the treatment of women; Sévérine’s execution is choreographed to Charles Trenet’s “Boum,” 

piped through the PA system in a public square of the abandoned island, while M’s is announced 

by a helicopter blasting John Lee Hooker’s “Boom Boom” as it strafes the area below. 

 

In other words, Silva calls into question Bond’s longevity in more than one way.  He pits against 

Bond’s classic British caddishness another, more contemporary version of cool—an equally 

inscrutable blend of playfulness and brutality, but one that is also ironic, self-aware, and sexually 

ambiguous rather than aggressively masculine.  Played by the naturally dark-featured Javier 

Bardem, Silva sports a willfully grotesque blond dye job and, in this first appearance, pairs a 

three-piece suit with a white blazer and what initially looks like a Hawaiian shirt.  If, in Casino 

Royale, Bond is told that he chooses to wear classic suits but wears them with disdain (marking 

the peculiar combination of roguishness and ressentiment that expresses Bond’s self-

understanding as an outsider who serves the establishment), Silva wears his suit in open, 

celebratory parody.  Silva is a postmodern hero, if there is such a thing, a Robert Venturi to 

Bond’s International Style; “You’re living in a ruin as well, you just don’t know it yet,” he 

informs Bond.
3
 

 

As the ghost of colonies past, Silva’s desire for revenge takes place on a register of justice that 

ultimately goes beyond the dimensions of his personal narrative.  When he claims responsibility 
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for a series of terrorist attacks by signing his communiqués with the injunction to “Think on your 

sins,” he seems to be holding empire accountable to all those who have been instrumentalized in 

its service. Deliberately allowing himself to be captured by MI6 forces, Silva is eventually 

brought back to Britain and face to face with M, in what we might consider the staging of a 

postcolonial confrontation. His opening remark could not be more trenchant; “You’re smaller 

than I remember,” he tells her.  In the manner of a jilted lover, she retorts: “Whereas I barely 

remember you at all.”  M subsequently provokes Silva into his only earnest display of rage (even 

his own eventual death is met merely with a greater paroxysm of eye-rolling), not by refusing to 

show remorse for his betrayal, but by using his old code name to address him.  Refusing his 

desperate plea, “Say my name!  Say it!  My real name—I know you remember it,” M instead 

tells Silva that his name is on the memorial wall of the MI6 building and that she will have it 

struck off.  She concludes tauntingly, “Soon your past will be as non-existent as your future.”
4
 

 

In many ways, the scene evokes Frantz Fanon’s reworking of the Hegelian theory of recognition.  

In a sequel of sorts to Hegel’s account of the master-slave relationship and the battle for primacy 

leading up to it, Fanon considers the desire for recognition from the perspective of the freed 

slave, to whom he likens the postcolonial subject.
5
 As demonstrated by the near-fatal experiences 

of betrayal shared by protagonist and antagonist alike, M wields the sovereign right of decision 

over an operative’s life and death—a relationship congruent, in this aspect, with that of master 

and slave.  Following Fanon’s model, Silva seeks to assert his subjectivity through righteous 

violence (“Think on your sins”) and obsessive comparison to others (“You’re not nearly the 

agent I was,” Silva says to Bond on their first meeting).  In his confrontation with M, Silva 

denies his old master by recalling her to a mightier past in comparison to which she appears 

diminished. By addressing Silva only by his old code name, M retaliates directly, refusing to 

recognize the existence of an identity beyond that of former subordinate.  Throwing into relief 

the problem of recognition in a postcolonial context, she renounces Silva, suppressing the 

                                                 
4
 The threat of effacement of identity and history has special resonance for Hong Kong. The island neither had much 

of a history to speak of prior to colonization by Britain, nor could it look forward to a future of independence; 

decolonization only resulted in assimilation by what for many citizens was a equally foreign nation.  For a 

discussion of the cultural responses to this situation, see Ackbar Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of 

Disappearance (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 1997). 
5
See “The Negro and Recognition,” Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (London: Pluto, 2008) 

163-73. 
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memory of any meaningful partnership and, at the same time, puts him back in the role she had 

previously assigned him, denying his independence. 

 

This deadlock of mutual misrecognition is settled by a fight to the death.  As Hegel (or Marx) 

would have anticipated, the master is quite useless in this situation, having long depended on the 

labor of others for survival; M confesses to Bond as she clumsily handles a revolver, “I never 

was a good shot.”  She relies, of course, on her remaining bondsman to mediate the struggle.  If 

Skyfall’s dark opening scenario explicitly presents Bond under the sign of the outmoded, his 

inevitable victory at the film’s conclusion appears under that of self-conscious nostalgia.  Before 

the tide turns in our hero’s favor, we are explicitly warned that any subsequent victory 

presupposes a world that no longer exists; Bond’s stated strategy for defeating the 

technologically advanced villains of the 21
st
 century is “to go back in time, where we have the 

home field advantage.”  He delivers this line while standing next to his iconic Aston Martin DB5 

from Goldfinger on a deserted road in the Scottish Highlands, gazing out onto a virtually pre-

historic landscape of mountain ranges and thick mist.  The message could not be clearer: victory 

for Bond and Britain can only happen in the deep past of nostalgic fantasy. The kernel of this 

fantasy harkens back to the question of identity in Tennyson’s initial formulation, offering not so 

much a resolution as a suppression of the complexities of the postcolonial encounter.  On his 

way to a second and final confrontation with M, Silva pauses outside the chapel on Bond’s 

family estate where she is hiding.  A tombstone catches his eye; it is that of Bond’s parents.  It 

reveals that Bond’s code name is no different from his real name.  That which he is, he is. 
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