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TO ARETI 
 



All the world’s a stage, 
And all the men and women merely players;  
They have their exits and their entrances  
 
[As You Like It, Act II, Scene VII] 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE WORKING DAY 

JOHN HUTNYK 
 
 
 

“Mutato nomine de te fabula narrator” 
—Dante 

Blue Books as Ethnography 

The figure of the factory inspector is set out by Marx, primarily in 
“The Working Day” chapter of Capital, volume one, not as an uncritically 
approved person of unassailable credentials, but as an advocate of 
investigation that does a service for the working class “that should never 
be forgotten”. The Factory Inspector in the Blue Books, the parliamentary 
annual reports, most often named as Leonard Horner, was read by Marx as 
raw material for his examination of the working conditions in the 
industrial factories of nineteenth century capitalism. These were the source 
texts for Marx’s commentary on the struggles over wages, hours, child 
labour, and education and the introduction of the Factory Acts, which 
ensured a modicum of education for children, and limits on the number of 
consecutive hours they could be forced to work. Leonard Horner was one 
of the Factory Inquiry Commissioners in 1833, and an inspector, or rather, 
Censor of Factories until 1859. He rendered undying service to the English 
working class. He carried on a lifelong contest (Kampf, “struggle”), not 
only with the embittered manufacturers, but also with the Cabinet, to 
whom the number of votes given by the masters in the lower house was a 
matter of far greater importance that the number of hours worked by the 
“hands in the mills” (Marx1976b, 334, LW225). “The ruthless factory 
inspector Leonard Horner was again on the spot” (ibid. 397, LW285). 

We might attend to the Blue Books so as to work out the importance of 
Horner’s reports for the class struggle, if nothing else, offered as a tribute 
to his memory. But it is also worth looking at Marx’s invocation of 
Horner, because by showing the “performance” of doing research, and by 
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showing how research might be done, referring to the inspection of 
factories and the like, Marx’s demonstrative and illustrative effort will 
become clear. As Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak points out, it is as if Marx 
wants to conjure a worker-reader that will take on the task of making both 
analysis and description of themselves, in the midst of their struggle, and 
to ensure there is a structural and institutionally supported habit of 
research-factory inspections as a routine that would then support organised 
worker use of this research (Spivak 1999, 2012). To make use of the 
reports, though, Marx needs the worker to be a reader, a reader in his own 
image, perhaps, and what a reader (Spivak 1993, 1995). Of course, there 
will have been many readers. We can wonder then who else would read 
the Blue Book reports? Marx read many of them. Throughout the three 
volumes, he quotes large sections from Horner. For example, in Capital 
vol. 3 (MEGA2 II/15, 97–100) he quotes a letter on the speed of steam 
engines and their improvement, read in the context of productivity of 
labour, but also relevant as a brake on wage demands. We also know that 
there were a number of inspectors, so Marx reads these, including a certain 
sub-inspector Baker, who is not favoured with compliments so much as is 
Horner (ibid. 126). Marx nevertheless quotes Baker from the half-year 
reports of 1846 through 1864. So important were the reports that he holds 
up the publication of the already well overdue Volume One of Capital so 
as to insert information from the Fifth Report of the Children’s 
Employment Commission and the Eighth Board of Health Report. This 
information was gathered from his family who were also pressed into 
service as researchers. As noted by Linebaugh, Marx gets his daughters to 
read the Blue Books and summarize for him (Linebaugh 2014, 70). Marx 
also quotes another famous Blue Book reader, Friedrich Engels, whose The 
Condition of the Working Class in England, more than twenty years 
earlier, was something of a blueprint for the Working Day chapter. 

Scrooge and Gradgrind as Personifications of Capital 

Given the importance of the Blue Books in the Marx household, is it 
any surprise that another prominent reader of the volumes, the increasingly 
famous novelist Charles Dickens, was also a favourite source of citations 
among the many that populate the book Capital? A near contemporary of 
Marx, Dickens is the occasion for much of the imagery through which the 
sordid conditions of the nineteenth-century factory life came down to us. 
The main novel in which Dickens describes industrial production, is Hard 
Times, one of the few times he does describe factory work in detail as he 
more often preferred the family drama of daily life and rags to riches 
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narrative. Yet, the plight of Tiny Tim at Christmas, or the grotesque 
figures of the underworld or capitalist philanthropists – the sour men of the 
orphanage that houses young Oliver – are powerful portrayals Marx would 
have appreciated, if not endorsed. There is also a moral that, in the end, 
Scrooge must have some sort of conversion to show us that, if only we 
could see the inner beauty of charity and turkey, all would be fantastic. 
Although fascinated by ghosts, Marx goes a lot further than novelistic, 
emotive, if sympathetic, melodrama. His assessment is not that the 
capitalist should be more charitable. Indeed, it is the hypocrisy of such 
charity, mouthed by the very bastards that pluck the flesh from the waif 
Tim, that Marx skewers. Yet, there are things in Dickens that Marx seems 
to have liked very much, and he cites him alongside Thackeray, Bronte, 
and Gaskell: 

 
The present splendid brotherhood of fiction-writers in England, whose 
graphic and eloquent pages have issued to the world more political and 
social truths than have been uttered by all the professional politicians, 
publicists and moralists put together, have described every section of the 
middle class from the “highly genteel” annuitant and fund holder who 
looks upon all sorts of business as vulgar, to the little shopkeeper and 
lawyer’s clerk. And how have Dickens and Thackeray, Miss Brontë and 
Mrs. Gaskell painted them? As full of presumption, affectation, petty 
tyranny and ignorance; and the civilised world have confirmed their verdict 
with the damning epigram that it has fixed to this class that ‘they are 
servile to those above, and tyrannical to those beneath them’. (Marx 
1976a) 
 
The year Marx wrote this appreciation, 1854, was the very year that 

saw the publication of Hard Times. The teacherly Gradgrind is the figure 
of the kind of philanthropic Whig that Leonard Horner goes to meet, as 
documented in Horner’s letters (reissued by Cambridge University Press, 
Horner 2011). In Hard Times, Gradgrind at the start is a kind of Scrooge-
like unreconstructed bourgeois, but reconfigured as a teacher: 

 
Although Mr Gradgrind did not take after Blue Beard, his room was quite a 
blue chamber in its abundance of blue books. Whatever they could prove 
(which is usually anything you like), they proved there, in an army 
constantly strengthening by the arrival of new recruits. In that charmed 
apartment, the most complicated social questions were cast up, got into 
exact totals, and finally settled – if those concerned could only have been 
brought to know it. As if an astronomical observatory should be made 
without any windows, and the astronomer within should arrange the starry 
universe solely by pen, ink and paper, so Mr. Gradgrind, in his 
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Observatory (and there are many like it), had no need to cast an eye upon 
the teeming myriads of human beings around him, but could settle all their 
destinies on a slate, and wipe out all their tears with one dirty little bit of 
sponge. 

To this Observatory, then: a stern room, with a deadly-statistical clock 
in it, which measured every second with a beat like a rap upon a coffin-lid: 
Louisa repaired on the appointed morning. A window looked towards 
Coketown; and when she sat down near her father’s table, she saw the high 
chimneys and the long tracts of smoke looming in the heavy distance 
gloomily. (Dickens 1994, 94) 
 
I want to remark on the tone here. The tracts of looming smoke and 

gloomy chimneys – where we witness Gradgrind informing his daughter 
that she is to be married to the industrialist Josiah Bounderby – show 
Dickens’ style and effect well enough. Nevertheless, the appearance of the 
Blue Books in a windowless observatory – of course, there are windows, 
Louisa looks out of them to see the factories – and the comment on the 
“research” of the philanthropist, are well taken: he is locked in his room, 
examining facts. See Gradgrind when he talks to Cissy-Girl number 18 at 
the school, memorably portrayed by Emma Lewis in the Peter Barnes 
1994 BBC series.2  

The Manchester School 

I wish to contrast the “facts” of Gradgrind with the research drive of 
Engels, seen in his opening to the English edition of The Condition of the 
Working Class in England. As already noted, this 1845 book was a source 
and guide for Marx in his chapter on “The Working Day”. A contrast can 
be made between Engels reference to government reports, including the 
Blue Books, as waste-paper from commissions of inquiry, with Gradgrind's 
view of them as scripture. Even though Engels has fun, pretending he will 
give up on champagne, in this long quotation he also sets out his 
credentials as a researcher, as participant-observer, seeped in conversation 
with informants from the factories. Worth reading in full, he introduced 
his book to his German readers with the following: 

 
To you I dedicate a work, in which I have tried to lay before my German 
Countrymen a faithful picture of your condition, of your sufferings and 
struggles, of your hopes and prospects. I have lived long enough amidst 
you to know something about your circumstances; I have devoted to their 

                                                            
2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HrO3GC_Rkb4 [accessed 4 February 2013]. 
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knowledge my most serious attention, I have studied the various official 
and non-official documents as far as I was able to get hold of them – I have 
not been satisfied with this, I wanted more than a mere abstract knowledge 
of my subject, I wanted to see you in your own homes, to observe you in 
your everyday life, to chat with you on your condition and grievances, to 
witness your struggles against the social and political power of your 
oppressors. I have done so: I forsook the company and the dinner parties, 
the port wine and champagne of the middle classes, and devoted my 
leisure-hours almost exclusively to the intercourse with plain Working-
Men; I am both glad and proud of having done so. Glad, because thus I 
was induced to spend many a happy hour in obtaining a knowledge of the 
realities of life – many an hour, which else would have been wasted in 
fashionable talk and tiresome etiquette; proud, because thus I got an 
opportunity of doing justice to an oppressed and calumniated class of men 
who with all their faults and under all the disadvantages of their situation, 
yet command the respect of every one but an English money-monger; 
proud, too, because thus I was placed in a position to save the English 
people from the growing contempt which on the Continent has been the 
necessary consequence of the brutally selfish policy and general behaviour 
of your ruling middle-class. 

Having, at the same time, ample opportunity to watch the middle-
classes, your opponents, I soon came to the conclusion that you are right, 
perfectly right in expecting no support whatever from them. Their interest 
is diametrically opposed to yours, though they always will try to maintain 
the contrary and to make you believe in their most hearty sympathy with 
your fates. Their doings give them the lie. I hope to have collected more 
than sufficient evidence of the fact, that – be their words what they please 
– the middle classes intend in reality nothing else but to enrich themselves 
by your labour while they can sell its produce, and to abandon you to 
starvation as soon as they cannot make a profit by this indirect trade in 
human flesh. What have they done to prove their professed goodwill 
towards you? Have they ever paid any serious attention to your 
grievances? Have they done more than paying the expenses of half a dozen 
commissions of inquiry, whose voluminous reports are damned to 
everlasting slumber among heaps of waste paper on the shelves of the 
Home Office? Have they even done as much as to compile from those 
rotting blue-books a single readable book from which everybody might 
easily get some information on the condition of the great majority of ‘free-
born Britons’? Not they indeed, those are things they do not like to speak 
of – they have left it to a foreigner to inform the civilised world of the 
degrading situation you have to live in. 

A foreigner to them, not to you, I hope. Though my English may not be 
pure, yet, I hope, you will find it plain English. No workingman in England 
– nor in France either, by-the-by – ever treated me as a foreigner. With the 
greatest pleasure I observed you to be free from that blasting curse, 
national prejudice and national pride, which after all means nothing but 
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wholesale selfishness – I observed you to sympathise with everyone who 
earnestly applies his powers to human progress – may he be an Englishman 
or not – to admire everything great and good, whether nursed on your 
native soil or not – I found you to be more than mere Englishmen, 
members of a single, isolated nation, I found you to be Men, members of 
the great and universal family of Mankind, who know their interest and 
that of all the human race to be the same. And as such, as members of this 
Family of “One and Indivisible” Mankind, as Human Beings in the most 
emphatically meaning of the word, as such I, and many others on the 
Continent, hail your progress in every direction and wish you speedy 
success. 

Go on then, as you have done hitherto. Much remains to be undergone; 
be firm, be undaunted – your success is certain, and no step you will have 
to take in your onward march will be lost to our common cause, the cause 
of Humanity! (Engels 2012, preface) 
 
Engels was twenty-four years old. Many years later, in 1892, he will 

not revise his book on the occasion of its English language publication, 
because he says Marx had effectively updated “the thing” in his chapter on 
“The Working Day” with a more “urgent sense of class struggle”. With 
Engels’ comment in mind, but also remembering the trajectory of Scrooge 
or Gradgrind, we should watch how this sense of class struggle emerges over 
the course of “The Working Day” chapter of Capital. While keeping the 
persona of the author-researcher in mind, I also want to show the staging of 
voices in literary form, with pointed and intended, class-struggle characteristics. 
The chapter moves from the monologue voice of the single worker 
(personification, stylized voice) to the final paragraph’s “zusammenrotten” 
(gang together, pejorative voice) of the organised workers as a group. 
There is a lesson here in how Marx does research. How he looks at those 
factories through the eyes of Engels, of Horner, and of his daughters 
reading for him (Linebaugh 2014, 70). He always keeps in mind those 
troublesome questions about how the workers might be represented, both 
back then in Dickensian London, and now, when everything is still not yet 
OK, even if the nice philanthropic capitalists have been so charitable, and 
yet, everything is no longer grim up north, and all this is just history and 
novels. In the footnotes of Marx’s chapter, we can find Thomas Macaulay, 
and we should recall this fine talker was considered a child prodigy at the 
age of eight when he asked if the smoke from the factory chimney’s came 
from the fires of hell. We will see that this mouth of a babe turns into a 
Gradgrind too. 
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Comparative Anthropology of the Factory System: 
Speaking Parts 

The second half of Volume One of Capital starts to modify, or at least 
work through conditioning aspects of the basic kernel of truth that labour 
power (as human potential/creativity) is the secret of capital. After setting 
out the standard “political economy”, market and mercantile conceptions, 
then showing that the secret of industrial capital is surplus value extraction 
understood through labour theory and notions of absolute and relative 
surplus, Marx then offers a substantive and detailed examination of factory 
work, cooperation, the division of labour and machinery. Each chapter 
foregrounds the class struggle in different ways. It was these chapters that 
Marx recommended to Gertrude Kugelman as places where a woman 
might wish to start reading the book. Linebaugh is concerned here too, 
taking care not to laugh at Karl Korsch’s “condescending” recognition that 
Marx was a male chauvinist. Linebaugh counters: “Marx treated her like a 
comrade” (Linebaugh 2014, 69), though, condescendingly also, “as a 
comrade” would be better than Linebaugh’s “like”. Nonetheless, the 
chapter on “The Working Day”, which was often published as a 
standalone pamphlet, was a good place to start as the dramatis personae 
steal the show. Women, children, and Leonard Horner will feature, but at 
the start of the chapter, we have the capitalist declare that he wants to 
extend the rate of surplus value (extraction) by increasing production of 
surplus over that production which reproduces the value of the elements of 
production, fixed or variable. This capitalist knows two major ways to do 
this: extend the working day (absolute surplus value) or force the costs of 
production down (push down wages, and innovate to get each worker to 
produce more for less). This capitalist already seems to know more than 
most of his kind. Has he read the earlier chapters? It seems so, as it can be 
argued that the chapter on “The Working Day” is a kind of hinge upon 
which the entire book hangs in many ways. The chapter is ethnographic in 
character as there are several voices demanding attention. Sound and fury: 
“signifying nothing”? (Macbeth). It really gets going with the first 
appearance of the voice of the individual worker who wants to be paid 
their worth. Next, Horner (our heroic factory inspector) and the reports of 
the Blue Books, as Marx surveys the commentaries of those who report, 
under the Home Secretary, to the parliamentary committees and House of 
Commons. In Marx’s orchestration, we must consider these books also as 
actors, or at least factors of the class struggle, as they are laid out in a 
dramatic dialogue with all sorts of extended versifying. There is much here 
in terms of talking: the voice of the capitalist; the voice of the worker; the 
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voice of the inspectors. At one point, even epidemics speak (Marx 1967, 
239). It will be remembered that Marx’s earlier conceit in the commodity 
fetishism chapter was to ask, “If commodities could speak, what would 
they say?” (See Moten 2003, 8). 

If the worker could speak… – is that what is represented here? Marx 
often does not name those whose faulty conceptions he repeats in his 
criticism, or even repeats in order to critique. This is true in the first 
sentence, where a not very veiled reference to Adam Smith: “The Wealth 
of …” followed by an almost mocking declaration for the social against 
nations. Later, the Robinsonades of political economy are demolished, 
showing that to take the shipwrecked bourgeois English accountant as a 
single and separate productive unit is a fantasy. Robinson’s production has 
a social character, even alone on his island his methods of working and 
time keeping and so on, are not merely his own invention, even if he in no 
way appears as a singular instantiation of industrial capitalism. In Defoe’s 
rendering, he is also fearful, colonial, prejudiced, and self-obsessed. 
Overall, quite beset by the ethic of a Protestant. Therefore, when Marx 
presents the voice of the worker replying to the capitalist at the start of the 
chapter of “The Working Day”, by now we should be almost in the habit 
of assuming the critique. This is not Dickens’ Oliver Twist plaintively 
asking for more gruel, but a rhetorical personification, which in the course 
of the chapter moves towards a social and collective determination in both 
senses of the term (determined by and determined to) class struggle. 

Of course, the question of who is speaking was not the same in Marx’s 
day as it might seem in ours, after the deaths of the author and subalterns 
who can or cannot be heard by those who like to confirm their own place 
in the world, mishearing others as if on purpose. A better question perhaps 
is “who listens?” and “with what effect? Or consequence?” Spivak’s 
critical elaboration about her earlier point on sub-alterneity should be 
heard as well. She takes the time and effort to rewrite and clarify her 
famously misunderstood essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” In an interview 
(Spivak 1996), and elsewhere in a chapter of Critique of Postcolonial 
Reason, Spivak describes that notorious phrase about “cannot” speaking, 
as an “inadvisable remark” born of anguish (Spivak 1999, 308), which 
many readers then took as literal. Marx too excavates voices, seen but not 
heard. From the first cry of the oppressed masses (Marx link of opium to 
religion) to the visible, but unremarked, cries of the child workers in 
terrible conditions described in the factory inspector’s reports he waited 
impatiently to include. In research reports, the voice is always a staged 
one. And sometimes, Marx will have his infernal quips, as when Dante is 
invoked alongside the “lockjaw” that the children of half-starved widows 
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who sell their kids into twelve, fourteen or fifteen-hour night labour 
dipping sticks into phosphorous to make matches (Marx 1967, 246). 

Marx does know the staging of dramatic reportage. He was an avid 
reader of Shakespeare, reportedly reciting entire passages to his kids while 
marching them across Hampstead Heath. Therefore, when the capitalist 
steps forth and offers his own interpretation, it is interesting that Marx 
nods before quickly offering over a page of uninterrupted monologue from 
the worker. The latter, explains the sale of labour power and its proper 
employment as if it was a stage direction, or as if it was a summary of 
what has been learned in the previous chapters. Marx figured it in the 
Preface: a reader who is willing to learn something new. This is the 
education, but still only the personification, of the worker here. It is not 
until later that we hear the collective voice of the working class raised in 
resistance to the “noise and turmoil” (Marx 1976b, 390) of a new system 
of production introduced by the capitalist class. For the moment we are 
with the inspectors, whose sometimes sound, sometimes threatening 
commentary does force some concessions from Parliament, and does so, 
Marx shows, only insofar as the workers are organised: if they speak with 
one voice. 

Then Marx’s project is to articulate a larger and louder political 
demand, which would reverberate with more than the terms of this 
“modest Magna Carta” (ibid. 416) on the allocation of hours of the 
working day. The discussion in “The Working Day” is increasing as the 
drama of the chapter unfolds, the resonant field of the class struggle, the 
struggle of the individual worker to survive and of the capitalist to profit, 
moving towards a context between collective resistance and ruling class 
obfuscation. Between these two collective interests, the factory inspector’s 
report to the Parliament on the condition of the mills, followed by the 
Parliament passing an act that limits individual capitalists from working 
the workers to death. Capital extracts everything from labour. It sucks like 
a vampire (Marx 1976b, 342) and behaves like a werewolf (ibid. 353). 
These images belong to a gothic repertoire, which Marx most likely picked 
up from reading tales of Vlad the Impaler and the like, as he wrote 
significant numbers of articles for the New York Daily Tribune on the 
Russia-Turkey war in Crimea (see Marx 1897, and below). 

“The Working Day” chapter, read as a model for presenting research 
results, has a documentary quality in its content. However, its organisation 
moves from the abstract to the collective, from the individual to the 
general. It is worth considering why it appears where it does in the book 
and what service it provides for the overall unfolding of the analysis. As 
noted, the chapter can work as a standalone pamphlet. Marx writes out the 
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atrocities of labour exploitation, as reported in Capital’s own records of 
“inspections”. He is reporting on the known, but seemingly tolerated, 
outrage of child labour, exhausting sleep deprived hours, and inadequate 
food. We see the first examples of struggle. Indeed, section one ends with 
a crucial declaration: “Hence it is that in the history of capitalist 
production, the determination of what is the working day presents itself as 
the result of a struggle, life and death struggle, between collective capital, 
i.e., the class of the capitalists and collective labour, i.e., the working 
class” (Marx 1967, 235). In this chapter, we read much detail of the 
campaign for shorter working hours, and the “modest” demands of 
workers who “put their heads together” and speak in the code of struggle, 
and win, and win something that lasts. 

Skin that can be Black or Tanned 

The emotive description of the actual conditions of this brutalizing 
factory work, underpinned by a theoretical and political argument about 
collective struggle, is markedly different in tone to the chapters that had 
come before. The revelations (of that which was visible, but ignored) are 
not the argument, but a reason for making it, and an adequate explanation 
for why working class struggles are struggles for the welfare of all follows 
directly upon this. As we shall see, this “sketch” (Marx 1976b, 411) 
announces, “labour in a white skin cannot emancipate itself where it is 
branded in a black skin” (ibid. 414). The point is to change it. The 
mentioning of skin colour is a return of sorts to the door that said “No 
Admittance Except on Business”, the free trader who had become a 
smirking capitalist, and the labourer with nothing to sell but her labour 
power, nothing to expect but a “tanning” (Marx 1867/1876, 280, “hiding” 
in 1967, 176; “tanning” in German, Marx 1867/1890, 188). In “The 
Working Day” chapter, itself written towards the end of, or very soon 
after, the American Civil War, the horror of slavery and the “barter of 
human flesh” are linked closely, and even considered as similarly barbaric 
with the condition of workers made to toil eighteen-hour shifts (Marx 
1967, 244). Marx quotes no less an authority as “the oracle” Thomas 
Carlyle, and gently mocks his reduction of this comparison to that of a 
parable, where the American Civil War is downgraded to a conflict merely 
between those who “hire their labour by the day” and those who “hire their 
labour by the life” (Marx 1967, 256). Here, Marx notes, the bubble bursts, 
and he calls it “slavery”. He knows, as Carlyle seems not to, that the story 
is never so simple and his report of the “white slaves”, such as the 
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seamstress Mary Anne Walkley, is never just documentation of a tragic 
death. 

Marx tells these tales for a reason, reporting the reportage of the 
Commissioners and carefully collecting evidence. Already thus far in the 
book he has set out some key concepts but not all, he has dealt with the 
trick of fair exchange of wages at market, and “forced” open the envelope 
(Hülle), the secret of the labour theory of value; that surplus is extracted as 
a kind of free gift of time by workers to money bags. Another way of 
saying this is that labour power is super adequate to itself: it produces 
greater value than that required for its reproduction. What this chapter 
begins to unravel is the context over the amount of time that is to be gifted, 
and it seems it is a lot: sixteen-hour days, locomotive drivers working 
fifty-six hours on the hop, no breaks for meals, and so on, and on. All this 
is difficult to read. In this regard, the early part of the chapter with the 
staged conversation between the capitalist and the worker is crucial, 
because it will have such importance later on. The worker does not speak 
first, and the capitalist has already accused her of robbing him (obviously 
him/her allocations here are arbitrary) by sometimes working less hours 
than contracted or skiving off, but Marx shows that this is not a loss to 
capital because it is labour power that has been bought, not specified 
hours. Nevertheless, even though Marx is pointing out the limits to the 
hours the labourer can work (physical factors, and factors related to need 
for recovery, both determining the number of hours in the day), when the 
labourer replies it is not as some analysts suggest, the point at which the 
labourer can no longer tolerate the work anymore. The labourer instead 
points out the basic truth: 

 
You and I know on the market only one law, [auf dem Marktplatz nur ein 
Gesetz] that of the exchange of commodities. And the consumption of the 
commodity belongs not to the seller who parts with it, but to the buyer, 
who acquires it. To you, therefore, belongs the use of my daily labour-
power. (Marx 1976b, 342–343)  
 
This voice of the worker carries on for over a page. It is crucial 

because it shows awareness of who has the productive capacity, but also, 
or rather, who owns it. Someone who has bought it from the “owner” who 
owns it no more, because that is all she owned. She is free in a double 
sense: having gifted this time to the capitalist who can purchase this 
through being the owner of the means of production, and the highest 
bidder of the wages, the beneficial dividend of private property and the 
like for moneybags. The first workers’ struggle appears soon, and along 
with this, Marx reports in Capital, with a two-page commentary, on the 
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demands of the bakers of Ireland not to work long nights and Sundays 
(Marx 1967, 252–253). A great agitation, which was in part successful in 
some counties, such as Wexford and Kilkenny, and not so in others, as in 
Limerick and Cork, this is a key debate indicating the potential that any 
agitation by workers threatening to withdraw their gift of labour to capital 
can have. And to which the capitalists responded vigorously. Much will 
revolve around this contest when we come to consider the agent of 
productivity. It is this moment that gave to the Italian tradition of 
autonomous Marxism its name, the autonomy of the workers’ creative 
force, and the idea that workers should be driving capital, not the other 
way. 

A number of factors that modify the basic equations of the labour 
theory of value will be considered, including the composition of capital in 
terms of technology, skills, regional factors, reserve army, and so on. The 
rest of the first volume of Capital seems to be primarily a discussion of 
such factors, but this can only come after an exhaustively detailed 
excursion through “The Working Day”. It makes sense to do this after 
setting out the results of the factory investigations. The subsequent 
chapters explore the ways surplus value extraction is shaped by struggles 
over time/wages, cooperation, the factory, (piece work, we might now add 
Taylorism, Toyota-ism, Marx had already used the word prekärer, 
precarity), technology, innovation, lumpenization, labour reserve, education, 
teaching factory (we add immaterial labour), innovation and general 
intellect. These chapters, recommended to Gertrude, are the longest 
chapters in the book, the most descriptive, most readable, perhaps, says 
Linebaugh, in a frosty dismissal of those promoting an Althusserian-
influenced Marxism: “These chapters were brushed aside in the debates on 
Capital in the 1970s as mere illustrations of the heavy theory” (Linebaugh 
2014, 72).3 

There is also, at the end, a section on primary accumulation and 
colonization. This is important and recommended to Gertrude for after she 
had read the others. Somehow, the section is taken by Jameson as not part 

                                                            
3 Linebaugh says we should resist seeing Gertrude Kugelman as the midwife of 
Marx’s book, yet he is not averse to constructing a fictional scene where Althusser 
and another commentator of note, the Russian archivist Rosdolsky, were also at the 
birth, but obsessed with the placenta – ‘Althusser swallowing meconium, 
Rosdolsky sucking the amniotic fluids’ (Linebaugh 2014:72). It is quite something 
to be so moved by the faults of the 1970s exegesis that you want to tell the 
professor from the Sorbonne to eat shit – resisting the birth metaphor did not 
extend to giving up viscerally coded sectarian puns in what, after all, might be 
taken as another great Marxist tradition. 
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of the two-fold swing of the book’s plan (Jameson 2011). Linebaugh 
himself stresses the importance of the accumulation chapter repeatedly. Of 
all those from “The Working Day” onwards, he finds expropriation and 
exploitation as the themes Marx offers which have the most contemporary 
urgency. The English translation of the chapter title “so-called primitive 
accumulation” for the German sogennante ursprünglich akkumulation is 
misleading. But while Linebaugh notes that primary is a better term for the 
brutality of initial accumulation, hunting black skins and the like, and that 
“even advanced capitalism includes the primary accumulation of capital” 
(Linebaugh 2014, 67), he underplays what Marx is getting at with the “so-
called” in the chapter title. Accumulation is contemporary, and it is Marx’s 
point that it continues in the wage form. To see it as the past, as primitive, 
and thereby, prior to the exploitation of the wage, is a whitewash. The 
burden of the section is also to show how colonial plunder was transmuted 
through investing the bloody primary stake of capital over and over in the 
cleansing circuit of production, a kind of becoming respectable of plunder, 
disguised in the reasonableness of the wage form, or wage slavery.  

Subsequent volumes of Capital continue to modify and complicate the 
basic story of labour power. Looking in volume two at circulation in more 
detail, and wages and credit in volume three, and in the wider unfinished 
plan, there were to be sections of family, state, law, world market, and 
crises. The issue at hand, however, is to consider what is going on in the 
long chapter called “The Working Day”. My case for this has been that it 
is the ethnographic core of the larger book, a hinge that clinches the point 
where the critique of political economy has some purchase as an 
incitement to struggle. In the staging of the voices, Marx presents evidence 
for, and orchestrating in, a way that offers insight into, an understanding of 
the development of class struggle as it appears in the Mill Factory 
capitalism of mid-nineteenth-century England. The staging is not an 
illustration of the theory, but a development of the politics. Of course, 
Comrade Gertrude should start here, angered at what capital inflicts upon 
women workers, children in particular, and people of the world in general. 

“The Working Day” as Dark Gothic Novel 

As almost everybody has already said, “The Working Day” mentions 
of werewolves and vampires that suck the blood of workers, women, and 
children. Marx goes into exhaustive detail to document a great number of 
parliamentary reports that emerged in the workers’ press, over the 
struggles over hours. This includes sections where Marx has been before. 
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For example, the list of those in the Society of 10th December, described 
so well in the Eighteenth Brumaire, appears in English guise here: 

 
[In 1848] meanwhile the fiasco of the Chartist party whose leaders were 
imprisoned, and whose organization was dismembered, had shaken the 
confidence of the English working-class in its own strength. Soon after this 
the June insurrections in Paris and its bloody suppression united, in 
England as on the Continent, all factions of the ruling classes, landlords 
and capitalists, stock-exchange wolves and shop-keepers, Protectionists 
and Free-traders, government and opposition, priests and freethinkers, 
young whores and old nuns, under the common cry for the salvation of 
Property, Religion, the Family and Society. (Marx 1967, 285) 
 
It is now the turn of the ruling classes to cry out, even if the working 

classes are beaten back, and the ten-hour day repealed, the language here 
gives a hint of a certain power, which later, as the chapter progresses, 
becomes more vocal. Instead, the workers “put their heads together and as 
a class compel the passing of a law” to limit their exploitation through 
selling their labour to the point of slavery and death (Marx 1967, 416). 
This is a modest Magna Carta: they think, analyse, and act together as a 
“Zusammenrotten” class (a pejorative term for the bang or band, meaning 
together as a gang) in order to compel a legal prevention of selling labour 
beyond the point where it can be reasonably replenished. Here, the workers 
have become the only class for whom the interests of the productivity of 
humanity as a whole coincide with their immediate interests. The capitalists 
would work them to death, as their interest is unbridled, vampire and 
werewolf-like. 

Along the way it is interesting to especially mark the mention of 
slavery as a calculation and the voice of the “falsifier” Macaulay (Marx 
1976b, 384, and 1967, 273), a “Scottish sycophant and fine talker” (Marx 
1976b, 385, and 1967, 274). These two instances of globalization of the 
workforce are not quite as detailed as the horrors of factory life, yet 
marked nonetheless. This is important because, on the one hand, the slave 
trade and its legal “abolition”, but not actual or proxy; and on the other, 
Macaulay’s creation of a “brown” class of “not-quite” Englishmen (in 
Bhabha’s terms). Macaulay encapsulates the twin components of the way 
the class struggle is exported via colonialism-globalization. The workplace 
compact is caught well in a cleft here, between labour organisations, and 
parliamentary constraints, both teams enact a series of compromises to 
keep the worker (just) alive. In slavery, as Marx details on LW: 266: “The 
Slave-owner buys his labourer as he buys a horse”, and where the market 
in slaves can be replenished, then “racking” the slave to the “utmost 
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exertion” in “the shortest amount of time” is considered economical. Marx 
then quotes in Latin “‘Mutato nomine de te fabula narratur’”. The names 
are changed, but the story is told of you: “For slave-trade read Labour 
market” (Marx 1967, 266–267). Is this excessive? Marx has done what 
Carlyle had done, but he has documented the “traffic in human flesh” 
(Marx 1967, 267) with an abundance of quotations from the Parliament, 
the Commissions, the debates over the Poor Laws, the Factory 
Inspectorate, the Blue Books, all of which amount to evidence that was 
there to be read, but little remarked. Rather than reduce the narration to a 
parable about a war, he takes the war and narrates it as the circumstance 
and the predicament of all – except the capitalists, though capitalist 
production has even impaired their brain function (ibid. 258). In doing so, 
he compares the cotton trade no less favourably to the destruction of nine 
generations of Potters in the factories of Wedgewood and the like. I was a 
factory worker importing toby jugs from these potteries. They still blight 
the world with stupid little Shakespeare figures that put me off reading the 
bard for a long, long time. Nevertheless, Marx notes that the Factory Act 
of 1850 had improved conditions in the English cotton trade, and he even 
says he “ought to remark” on this to “guard against false conclusions from 
the text” (ibid. 268), such conditions were far better than those on the 
Continent were.  

By the end of “The Working Day” chapter, Marx refers to the struggle 
over hours worked as half a century of civil war, referencing again the 
slavery with which the chapter starts (ibid. 295). This is a recurrent 
stylistic theme in Marx, just as the chapters or sections move from 
individual to collective. For example, the start of chapter two mentions 
nomads as the first to make human slaves a currency, so that by the end of 
chapter six, all labour enters the factory anticipating a whipping and the 
trajectory of references to slavery moves from analogy to allegory. The 
history of the Acts is part of this story, a story of struggles and bitter 
conceits. The Act of 1833 in the House of Commons sees our concerned 
parliamentarians “refuse” to throw children under the “juggernaut” wheels 
of capital, as if they were expendable, insisting on a limit of eight hours 
for fear these youngsters might otherwise expire from their ten, twelve, 
and fourteen-hour shifts. This too moves from analogy to allegory, a 
probably apocryphal and mythic story of auspicious self-destruction, 
where the hypocrisy of resistance to the factory acts is shown as even 
more barbaric than the alleged barbarism of fanatic devotion. While 
perhaps too often accepting a received narrative from India as a kind of 
gospel, Marx was very much interested in the subcontinent. Nevertheless, 
he did believe what he had read about Orissa, where devotees were 
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reputed occasionally to be crushed under the huge wooden chariot of Lord 
Jagganath on his perambulation around the pilgrimage town. Various 
similar constraints upon individual capital, which would destroy the labour 
it consumes if unchecked, are evident, if not dominant. This is especially 
so where the voice of organized labour has been raised. The tendency of 
capital to increase its value extraction to the point beyond the survival of 
the workers is mitigated by the channelled struggle for the rights of 
workers. This is merely a genteel agreement if it rests where Parliament 
(and career Unionists) would wish. “The 1850 Act regulates labour-time 
for the cotton industry and makes it a ‘model’, which was shown 
favourably against the German worker’s conditions in the Investigations of 
Factory Inspector Redgrave who visited Germany after the Great 
Industrial Exposition of 1851” (Marx1967, 269). At the Grand Exposition, 
the ticket to see the exhibits was a shilling, but as Walter Benjamin would 
note, visitors were not allowed to touch the objects themselves. This 
alienation makes a mockery of the violence of production behind the 
scenes. That Marx keeps this documentation alive is an exceptional effort 
as the Crystal and Palatial memory of such things too easily speaks with a 
certain voice and a dubious smirk.  

We should heed the voices too. By the middle of the chapter, it is no 
longer the capitalist who speaks and the worker who replies, but rather, 
there is the evident “outcry as to the physical and mental degradation, the 
premature death, the torture of overwork”. Capital wonders: “Ought these 
to trouble us since they increase our profits?” (ibid. 270). The discussion 
of the factory acts is a reflection of the kind of elaborate deceit, chipping 
and chirping that in the practice of the capitalists and the Parliament is not 
far removed from the Danubean deceptions of Corvee in that what looks 
like a few hours or days and a more or less acceptable deal. The Corvee 
trick of exploitation derives from Marx’s deep reading into the sources of 
the Crimean war. His comments on the Russian-Turkish conflicts of the 
first half of the century, documented in the collection of his journalism by 
his daughter in the volume dealing with The Eastern Question, went deep 
into the history of Walachia and Moldovia (Marx 1897) and not only Vlad 
was skewering victims with harsh criticism on the banks of the Black Sea. 
The Corvee settlement turns out to be honoured more often in the breach, 
and Marx shows how the various breaches of appearance are excessively 
harsh – especially, for example, in the relay system that compels children 
to work excessive hours while appearing only to work six. Here, however, 
with vampires sucking living labour, the call and response pattern has 
begun to shift. 
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But who must be impaled? Marx examines the ways in which the 
individual capitalist mince words. Because of fear of being undercut by 
competitors, he cannot voluntarily restrain the excesses of working a 
limitless supply of labour (since every vacancy will be immediately filled, 
no shortage of labour) and the development of state measures and 
legislation “to prevent the coining of children’s blood into capital” (ibid. 
271). There then follows a rapid historical survey of the history of such 
legislation from the fourteenth century (Edward III) onwards. It takes 
centuries ere the “free” labourer, thanks to the development of capitalistic 
production, agrees, i.e., is compelled by social conditions, to sell the whole 
of her active life, her very capacity to work, for the price of the necessities 
of life, her birthright for a mess of pottage. The “mess of pottage” is the 
lentil stew mentioned in the bible, even though the phrase is a later gloss. 
Jakob here seems to be the guilty party, having cooked a meal but insisting 
that his brother Esau forfeit his inheritance if he wanted to eat. Perhaps he 
ends up the vampire? Tough times back in the day too [Genesis 25, 29–
34]. 

Doing Sociology without Fear 

As we can see from their correspondence, Engels had introduced Marx 
to this kind of documentation, and indeed, he provided much detail from 
experience. If we consider Marx’s ethnographic gleanings from the Blue 
Books of the factory inspectors, and agree that these update Condition of 
the Working Class in England, as Engels accepts when not updating this 
work on its reissue, we can see from where the political imperative of 
research is inaugurated as workplace inquiry. We are still picking up new 
words and phrases to try to name the movements that will succeed that old 
moribund ruling class. We have not perhaps done as well as we might. The 
task of adequately naming the working day in the present conjuncture 
remains fraught. Considering that the subjectivities at stake in a formal or 
abstract analysis of the structure or composition of capitalism, or in any 
historically specific analysis of the movement of class struggle through a 
given period of capitalism, are all categories of a certain degree of co-
constitutive embrace (no work without capital here). It would be good to 
remember that the “working class” and, indeed, the “social movements” 
and, of course, the “capitalists”, as well as, their agents and protectors in 
Parliament and the army, and the various specific intermediate characters 
are all social beings. Social beings in ever-moving actual struggles are co-
constituted through the mediating and alienating frame of commodity 
production. Under Capitalism, the working class (abstraction) has certain 
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needs and wants, at any given time, as do the capitalists, constituted 
through the mutual antagonistic struggle over the use of labour power. The 
social determination of class struggle appears in “The Working Day” as: 

 
- The capitalist as the buyer of labour power wants to extract as 

much use-value from this purchase each day. 
- The fact of competition from other capitalists compels this if 

moneybags want to stay in business. 
- The worker, of course, does not want to fall down dead on the job, 

wants to be paid, and not to work so hard that she is unfit to work 
the next day. 

- The fact that there are other workers for sale, others who might do 
the work, compels our worker to preserve her capacity to work – 
more or less well, to stay fit, get some sleep, don’t drink or do 
drugs too much, not go mad etc. Of course, these abstractions are 
honoured more in the breach. None of us is a perfect specimen. 

 
Both subjectivities, that of the capitalist and the worker, are necessary 

for, and socially determined by, the productive process of capital. 
Furthermore, the personification of Capital in the greedy moneybags will 
happily work our worker to exhaustion, but is subject to a mediated 
necessity as social capital (the aggregate of capitals) not to destroy the 
only source of surplus value of labour power. Conversely, the legislative 
and social being/subject of Capital meets the conscious organization of the 
worker in solidarity with her comrades, and is organised around the social 
struggle to prolong (or at least endure) life, preserve productive capacity, 
keep a job, raise children, and so on. This social determination of our 
worker’s needs is mediated through all manner of cultural and political 
forms, the role of the political party and the conscious analysis of the 
conditions of work. Children of the factory workers given Godfrey’s 
cordial in the 1800s looks mild today given the pharmaceutical industry’s 
mass production of ADTT drugs, inoculations, dietary concerns, and 
obesity worries, while the promotion of television, sweets, and education 
as day care proceeds apace. The latter-day Godfrey has been the context of 
the changing class struggle for many years. 

Perhaps, if we step back and listen, we can hear the voices of the 
working day chapter become ensembles, sometimes plaintive, sometimes 
argumentative, sometimes carping, becoming a chorus and then a mass 
choir. The chapter is a major opus, and the tune blows a clearing wind 
through the heart of the book. The class struggle is the context, movement, 
and motive of the theoretical treatise. Capital is a critique of the 
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“Pharisees of political economy” as science (Marx 1967, 296). The second 
last page of the chapter leaves us with the organized voices of the workers 
in unity, regarding the declaration in America of the agitators for the eight-
hour day, and the statement from the Congress of the International 
Workingmen’s Association in Geneva that “eight hours be the legal limit 
of the working day” (ibid. 301). This is then echoed by the factory 
inspector, but all the better to rebuff the vampire of Capital, the workers 
proclaim a “modest Magna Carta” to replace the pomposity of talk of “the 
inalienable rights of man” with a practical and more forthright demand for 
time, which will not need to be sold. A plausible suggestion for the present 
day, when even hobbies, as Adorno pointed out in Minima Moralia 
(1951), seem to be geared so much to work– and no outside can be 
gleaned. And it is the consequence of this din, conducted over so many 
years, that changes conditions and promises more – a new tune rings out 
such that Marx allows himself a learned quip: to end the chapter in an 
unspoken language: quantum mutates ab illo – what a change from what 
was [Virgil Aeneid, II. 274, in Latin.]. 

Workplace Ethnography 

I want to focus on a different conception of the responsibility of 
investigations in the development of workplace or worker inquiries. I 
would suggest this as a more than literary modality, rather, a sorely needed 
forerunner of a kind of militant ethnography. First is Engels’s The 
Condition of the Working Class in England, then the huge chapter “The 
Working Day” in Marx’s Capital, right through to very late in Marx’s life 
when he penned 100 questions for a “Workers Inquiry” wanting to 
generalise the Factory Inspections of England to France and beyond? Then 
we would trace this perhaps to the Bolsheviks, and Lenin of 1902, the so-
called Factory Exposures, to Mao in Hunan writing reports on the 
demands of the peasants who shall not be condemned for going too far, or 
not far enough. Many other examples that might be called a parallel 
sociology, owe debts to Adorno, as well as, Kracauer’s 1920s work on the 
Salaried Masses. These take us through to the Italian post-war Marxist 
Operaist tradition that started with Panzieri in the journal Quaderni Rossi 
(Wright 2002, 21) and the Workerism of Italian autonomia, up to Negri 
and Hardt (though of course with reservations, see Hutnyk 2004). I am 
also tempted to explore, alongside this, from outside the labour movement, 
how the collection of oral histories and questionnaires of the “poverty-
stricken” came to be known as co-research, and how the term Inquiry has 
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much wider appeal among contemporary activists.4 If it is in fact standard 
to say, as I think it is, that everyone can trace this work back to the figure 
of the Factory Inspector Leonard Horner in “The Working Day” in 
Capital, we also owe it to Marx to note his criticisms of Horner. In 
addition to this, his recognition that the factory inspectors were an 
innovation on the part of the capital. Towards the very end of his life, 
Marx declared as much in a short notice in La Revue Socialiste April 20, 
1980, that called for an official Inquiry: 

 
The blackguardly features of capitalist exploitation which were exposed by 
the official investigation organized by the English government and the 
legislation which was necessitated there as a result of these revelations 
(legal limitation of the working day to 10 hours, the law concerning female 
and child labor, etc.), have forced the French bourgeoisie to tremble even 
more before the dangers which an impartial and systematic investigation 
might represent. In the hope that maybe we shall induce a republican 
government to follow the example of the monarchical government of 
England by likewise organizing a far reaching investigation into facts and 
crimes of capitalist exploitation; we shall attempt to initiate an inquiry of 
this kind with those poor resources which are at our disposal. We hope to 
meet in this work with the support of all workers in town and country who 
understand that they alone can describe with full knowledge the 
misfortunes from which they suffer and that only they, and not saviours 
sent by providence, can energetically apply the healing remedies for the 
social ills which they are prey. We also rely upon socialists of all schools 
who, being wishful for social reform, must wish for an exact and positive 
knowledge of the conditions in which the working class – the class to 
whom the future belongs – works and moves.5 
 
The one hundred questions Marx then deploys are questions we might 

usefully ask again today, or even better adapt to the new conditions of 
work in which we presently find ourselves, as workers or workers-in-
waiting – stagnant, latent, floating, proletarianized units of reproduction, 
training, precarious or lumpenized, rendered more or less always in 
relation to surplus value extraction, even when “resting”. The social 
factory being the workplace expanded to take in the entire domain of life, 
as we know it. The investigators of the normative statisticians and record 
keepers of this alienated sociality, such that even the inquiry and 
“research” is subject now to questions of intent. A workplace inquiry 

                                                            
4 See journals, including Ephemera, The Commune, Common Sense, Capital and 
Class, Aufheben, Riff Raff, The Paper, Plan C and B.A.M.N. 
5 http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1880/04/20.htm  
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cannot be one, which provides better information for better management. 
By now, even the figure of the inspector is compromised, and anyway, in 
bourgeois form, always had a checked history. The detective is a case in 
point where we could think of Sherlock Holmes through to Inspector 
Clouseau, or think of how the romantic Fleet Street fantasy of the 
campaigning journalist and the historical-materialist sociology professor 
of the campus novel have now each been bought off for television 
serialization. 

Proletarianization is a key here. The question is to which degree labour 
de-skilling has meant the machine works the worker, but it is also a matter 
of political consciousness and struggle/a culture of struggle by the class 
that came to be affected by this de-skilling. Atomized workers tend to 
organize less. The laptop warrior is not of the same order. The dialectic 
governs the circumstances in which an inquiry succeeds or fails, and the 
effort of capital is, of course, to make it fail. However, the criteria of 
success may not be as expected. Inquiry perhaps succeeds to the degree to 
which brings more or less awareness regarding the contradictions of the 
scene of de-skilling turning into antagonisms to be acted upon. No surprise 
then that this is also found in Marx, and exactly where he introduces the 
term “prekärer”:  

 
As soon, therefore, as the labourers learn the secret, how it comes to pass 
that in the same measure as they work more, as they produce more wealth 
for others, and as the productive power of their labour increases, so in the 
same measure even their function as a means of the self-expansion of 
capital becomes more and more precarious for them; as soon as they 
discover that the degree of intensity of the competition among themselves 
depends wholly on the pressure of the relative surplus population; as soon 
as, by Trades’ Unions, &c., they try to organise a regular co-operation 
between employed and unemployed in order to destroy or to weaken the 
ruinous effects of this natural law of capitalistic production on their class, 
so soon capital and its sycophant, Political Economy, cry out at the 
infringement of the “eternal” and so to say ‘sacred’ law of supply and 
demand. Every combination of employed and unemployed disturbs the 
‘harmonious’ action of this law. (Marx 1967, 641, and 1976b, 793, and 
1890, 669) 

 
The issue of the composition (decomposition) and recomposition of 

classes under changing conditions does presume an “updated” notion of 
class struggle. Negri’s (2005) schematic tracking of the key labouring 
subject through professional worker (skilled trades), the mass worker 
(unskilled) to the socialized worker (communication, flexible), is of course 
also an abstraction, just as much as was Marx’s capitalist and proletarian 
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(see Eighteenth Brumaire for the nuanced historical antidote to the 
theoretical binary). Yet, still the idea that a proletariat exists, inflected 
across an ongoing history of slavery, reconfigured as anti-racism, 
disaggregated into foreign workers and migrancy, and so the story goes, is 
where there is something of great importance for deciding who does 
research, why, and for whom. Is a progressive intellectual and pedagogical 
research project necessarily only a tracking-surveillance or can it be 
constitutive of something more?  

Today, worker inquiries in the autonomy tradition work in that field 
where the socialized workers may recognize themselves and their work-
immaterial labour, affective labour, attention, virtual, precarious, productive 
consumption, communications, symbolic play, shift work mixed with 
temporary, flexible, diversified, collaborative, remote, transitory and 
itinerant labour, as subject to, and thereby organized against, capital and 
capitalists. The bourgeoisie can only recognize itself through the state as 
orthodox Marxism would have it, and needs institutionalized sociologists 
and anthropologists to articulate its self-image (this is another trap of the 
teaching factory, Gertrude Kugelman as Girl number 18) but worker 
inquiries are necessarily collective, participatory, and self-organized. Here, 
a responsibility to oneself as part of a project offers a different outlook 
than does the control orders of disciplinary knowledge. Breaking with the 
hierarchy of knowledge, order, and words, is where scholarly engagement 
might sidestep the requirement of dedicating the working day to profit (in 
order for us to work for our human selves). 
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CHAPTER SIX 

MULTINATIONAL BANKING CULTURE IN INDIA: 
FACTS IN FICTION 

GEETIKA RANJAN 
 
 

 
Introduction 

 
This chapter explores the narrative built around multinational banking 

culture in two novels, If God was a Banker (2007) written by Ravi 
Subramaniam and Puppet on the Fast Track (2011) by Ilika Ranjan. The 
two novels revolve around a major phase of socio-economic transition in 
India that began in the 1980s and continued throughout the 1990s. This 
period ushered in the concept of the open-door policy, liberalization, 
privatization, and globalization, all of which became buzzwords in the 
Indian economy. As multinational companies and banks entered India, the 
banking scenario was leaping forward, beyond the nationalized structure, 
towards experimentation with the multinational banking concept. The two 
authors, Ravi Subramaniam and Ilika Ranjan drew on their own respective 
experiences to give shape to their stories. Both are management graduates 
of leading management institutes and have experience in working for well-
known multinational banks in India. Their fiction, wrapped in their own 
experiences in the multinational corporate sector, offer an insider’s 
perspective on the culture that exists in such fields. Accordingly, both 
novels under study can be treated as auto-ethnographies that focus on 
multinational banking companies, written by people who are insiders of 
the organizations they portray in their novels. The present chapter 
reinstates the pertinence of treating such texts as ethnographic sources and 
as ethnographic descriptions, through the narrative exploration of love, 
rivalry, leadership, and subordinate equation, as well as networking and 
nexus in the multinational banking culture. The beauty of these works of 
fiction is their close depiction, moment to moment, their detailed verbal 
and body language, and the communication of a multitude of human 
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emotions, all of which are manifested in the garb of the jargon that goes 
with banking – profit, loss, employee satisfaction or dissatisfaction, 
customer care, or neglect. 

If God was a Banker 

Ravi Subramaniam’s If God was a Banker is the story of Swami and 
Sandeep. They are graduates of leading management institutes in India and 
go on to become head honchos in a leading MNC bank in India, the New 
York International. They are both academically brilliant despite hailing 
from different economic backgrounds. In the story, Swami represents all 
that is righteous, portrayed as a humble, simple, and unassuming character, 
who struggled his way up from a life shrouded by dire economic crises. By 
contrast, the author portrays Sandeep as an arrogant, competitive and 
flamboyant young man, whose father is an army officer and his mother a 
doctor, and who has thus enjoyed a cushioned upbringing. In his career, 
Sandeep’s over-ambition takes him to crack dubious deals. He runs on the 
crutches of nefarious deeds and negative networks. Furthermore, in his 
personal life he cheats on his wife, while avoiding all scruples of personal 
and professional relationships. Aditya, who is mentor to the two, soon 
learns that he can trust the sincere Swami more than the slimy Sandeep. 
The novel ends with Sandeep paying a heavy price for his misdeeds, until 
Aditya rescued him. Sandeep realizes that if God were a Banker, he would 
have been like Aditya. He finally learns that honesty and simplicity are 
themselves investments that surpass all pedestals of power and position in 
society. 

As a background to the story, Ravi Subramaniam brings out the entire 
gamut of transition in the banking scenario of India, using a simple and 
lucid style of writing. The novel traces the journey of the growth of 
multinational banks and companies, without dragging the reader into the 
rigmarole of the technicalities of economic policies and their workings. 
Nevertheless, Subramaniam engages the reader into a tale of human 
relationships, which develop within these structures. While bringing forth 
the integrated and interlinked aspects of global and local economic 
parameters, Subramaniam discusses the intricacies of banking in an 
approachable, and yet, holistic pattern, targeting a large readership. He 
refers to the 1980s, a time when banks were losing their hold on corporate 
houses, as the latter “started squeezing banks on margins, and the banks 
had little choice but to comply with the demands of these giants, or else 
exit the business” (2007, 7). At the time, the banks in the developed world 
were switching from corporate to retail customers. However, while this 
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transition was rapidly taking place in developed countries, a developing 
country like India was still far behind in keeping pace with these global 
trends in banking. Subramaniam captures this banking scenario in India, at 
the time when state-owned banks were in charge. Their work ethos was 
missing in areas such as customer care, the latest technology, and 
innovative products. As he writes, “They were still running on the large 
Tata and Birla companies” which are large corporate houses in India (ibid. 
8). It is at this time when foreign banks were enthused with the 
possibilities of freely entering the Indian market and generating big money 
through retail banking. Subramaniam’s writing initiates the reader in the 
out-of-box thinking of multinational banking and the elite corporate 
houses, which started opening a new market while targeting ordinary 
Indians. Subramaniam illustrates the modus operandi of the New York 
International, focusing on the trend of extending easy loans to common 
Indians for the purchase of scooters, motorcycles, and cars, thus increasing 
the purchasing power of the mass population. For an ordinary Indian to 
own a car had looked like a distant plan, a luxury. Nevertheless, retail 
banking encouraged them to dream big.  

In discussing the relevance of revolutionizing the banking scenario in 
India through the entry of multinational banking, Subramaniam informs 
the reader about the gradual shift away from jobs in the public sector to 
aspiring to a lucrative career in the private sector. Engineers and management 
graduates from the leading institutions of India started looking for 
placements in reputed multinational corporations. The character of 
Sandeep typifies the changing career aspiration of the middle class of the 
time. His parents belong to the middle class and he has a degree in 
management. In this sense, he represents a growing section of Indian 
youth who aspire to excel in jobs offered by multinational banks and 
companies as part of the privatization boom in India. The word “vocation” 
brings an image to mind, an image that represents that profession. Terms 
like “doctor”, “lawyer”, “teacher”, all evoke a certain picture in the mind 
about the jobs. In a similar vein, the use of the terms “multinational 
companies” and “multinational banks” further sketches out expressions 
such as “cut-throat competition”, “performance”, “numbers”, “targets”, 
“roles”, and “ratings” etc. Furthermore, Subramaniam’s appearance in 
pinstripe suits, matching the dress of foreign bank personnel, exemplifies 
the dress code imposed by multinational firms. In this recreated world, the 
author makes a dramatic depiction of what is expected of the new recruits 
in the driven world of multinational corporations, engaged in a fiery race 
for more and more markets. They are trained to “start a war”, and in war 
there are no family or friends. There is only the enemy and the mission. 
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“We cannot rest until we win” (ibid. 7). The characters of Swami and 
Sandeep portray how different characters interpret the same motto. While 
Swami upholds the virtues of honesty, integrity, and sincerity, all of which 
are epitomised by fair play, Sandeep’s passion for succeeding in garnering 
numbers brings him into a war of principles and strategies of ambush, in 
which the place of scruples takes a back seat; the means to “sell, sell, and 
sell more [...] the customer be damned” (ibid. 150). 

Subramaniam explains that to kick-start and establish retail banking in 
India, the CEO positions are meant to be offered almost exclusively to 
expats. A major reason for this was the colonialist mindset, the ruling 
superior white male versus the inferior brown Indian who “would never 
get the top post” (ibid. 31). The hurdle in getting initial success in retail 
banking came because of the expat CEOs’ lack of grounding in the social 
reality of India. Banking and the everyday economy, and other spheres in 
the social and economic structure, do not exist as isolated departments but 
form watertight compartments. They both influence and are being 
influenced by other sections of society, such as education, population, 
beliefs, etc. However, the expat CEOs erred in assuming the Indian market 
to be identical to the market of the developed world. They could not 
understand: “why a customer in Delhi could not access his account from 
Mumbai. Technology drove banks in the developed world; in India, 
everything was pretty much manual. It was difficult for them to understand 
why it was impolite to push an Indian customer to an ATM to withdraw 
cash, when in the US, not to have ATMs was simply inefficient service 
delivery” (ibid. 31). This is a very pertinent point that highlights the great 
significance of a sound understanding of the culture of a place. Each 
culture is specific, endowed with its very own intrinsic characteristics that 
make up the culture. The cut-and-paste practice of applying a working 
formula that succeeds in one culture to another may not yield the same 
results if the socio-economic condition of that culture, has not been well 
understood. Subramaniam reinstates the significance of practising cultural 
relativism by the powers of globalization, which aim to achieve global 
success, but may remain a distant probability from understanding the local 
reality of everyday life. In other words, the author shows how a formula 
for success has a universal application cutting across cultures, only if it 
takes into consideration the cultural context amidst which it is being 
applied. His fictional account has the liberty and the potential to dress up 
and encounter the quest for power and the new banking ethos, through the 
credulous narration of professional rivalry between the two main 
characters of the novel. 
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Puppet on the Fast Track 

Ravi Subramaniam’s novel unfolds the inception of a new banking 
ethos in India by portraying role-play with passion, perseverance, and 
pragmatism in varying degrees. Similarly, Ilika Ranjan’s Puppet on the 
Fast Track (2011) is another novel that unravels the intra-structural 
dynamics in the superior–subordinate working relationship within the 
banking structure of a multinational bank in India, the Haute bank. The 
author portrays the journey of young, positive, new recruits in the 
corporate sector, gradually unravelling their transition from innocuous 
enthusiasm to cynicism, as they become victims of connivance, schemes, 
and calculations, which go well beyond the balance sheets. Among a 
number of characters, the author follows the stories of Pulak, a fresh, 
enthusiastic new recruit with a prestigious degree in management, and that 
of Irina, a bright and honest employee, both of whom become puppets in 
the hands of their superiors, who in turn, are engaged in their own 
interpersonal rivalries. Ranjan focuses on the plight of these subordinates 
subjected to reporting in two separate departments, the Product and Sales 
departments. To make matters worse, the heads of the two departments are 
engaged in their own perennial war of egos, which undermines both 
departments, as ideally Product and Sales are the two wheels on the same 
cart, integrated to work together in achieving their respective goals. 
However, the lack of professional camaraderie between the two heads, 
fuelled by their mutual animosity and lack of trust, makes them opponents 
in a duel and a never-ending blame game. This takes its toll not only on 
the morale of the young employees but also on the efficiency of the overall 
workforce of the organization. The author informs the reader that, because 
of the failure to coordinate, “duplication of work and doubling of expense” 
takes place “just because two individuals did not get along well” (2011, 
28). Furthermore, such interpersonal conflicts lead to a financial loss on 
account of paying salaries to two teams for the same work, with the new 
employees being the ones worst hit by this situation. 

Ranjan’s story attempts to show the vital role of visibility in 
impression management. Whatever meets the eye is what matters. When a 
“super senior” arrives from overseas to review senior management, the 
author smoothly transforms the friction between the Product and the Head 
of Sales into a perfect camaraderie between them. Colourful PowerPoint 
presentations well disguise mediocre performance, a perfect example of 
spurious data painstakingly made to look genuine. The onus of creating 
and maintaining an atmosphere conducive to work lies with the seniors, 
the leaders of a multinational corporation. In the stressful atmosphere of 
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the workplace, in which a ruthless air of chasing targets and numbers 
dominates its whole ambience, the author attributes a lack of employee 
retention to leadership failure. In the character of Irina, Ranjan brings out 
the plight of a bright young management graduate who is intelligent and 
diligent enough, but like any other new and inexperienced employee, she 
needs someone to show her the road she has to tread. This lack of 
guidance is where the leadership of the bank disappoints her. Her boss, 
called Rinni, is a strong and seasoned, but stubborn and insensitive senior 
manager. His “insurmountable standards of performance expectation had 
driven away her team members” (ibid. 17). The team members wonder: 
“[…] why leaders are so different from what is described in management 
books? Mentoring is a continuous process but unfortunately everyone is a 
manager – no mentors and no leaders” (ibid. 18). Ranjan’s story highlights 
the review process regarding the performance of the senior management of 
the bank. Anurag, the Product Head, gives the details of his performance 
to the evaluating seniors through PowerPoint presentations. Pulak prepares 
these, as he is “forced to make presentations for him [Anurag] that 
required creative thinking, and which he [Anurag] cheekily presented to 
seniors, branding them as his. He received all the accolades for all the 
work” (ibid. 68). The author reveals how the superiors get all their work 
done by others, while unabashedly legitimizing the lack of any input from 
their side. The chair of the project, Vanshika, sends emails to the 
Marketing Manager, the Operations Manager, and the leader of the Sales 
team, lists with the tasks they need to perform. Then the Marketing 
Manager has to draft a letter informing the customers about the promotion. 
The Operations Manager has to send the letter drafted by the Marketing 
Manager to all the customers, and then, send the delivery details to the 
Sales team. Finally, the Sales team has to follow up with customers once 
the team receives the delivery from the Operations team. 

Seeing this, Pulak asks Vanshika about her role in this promotion as 
everyone else seems to be doing the job but her, to which she replies that 
this is the “art of delegation” (ibid. 30). The “art of delegation” subtly 
marginalizes the corporate spirit of working within a team and, instead, 
makes way for a dictatorial mindset to take centre stage. In this 
environment, the sincere, honest, and enthusiastic characters of Pulak and 
Irina continuously struggle in an internal battle between their own work 
ethic and honesty against the general attitude of conceit and callousness 
legitimized in the name of corporate culture. For the latter, targets and 
profits are only numbers, while human and interpersonal empathy takes a 
back seat. The two characters have to be warriors in an internal and an 
external battle for their status, facing two options to survive: to either be 
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puppets and go with the flow; or leave their jobs to search for greener 
pastures. In this context, Puppet on the Fast Track raises further questions 
regarding gender equality at work, within the racing and competitive 
world of multinational corporations, and through a depiction of several 
women with diverse personalities and posts. For instance, the character of 
Vanshika uses feminine charm to get to the top. The author attributes 
sexual undercurrents imbued in the workplace to her persona. Vanshika 
uses the style and attitude of a femme fatale to make the senior 
management literally eat out of her hands. Irina, on the other hand, as the 
bright management graduate, is a befitting example of an upright, middle-
class Indian girl, a balanced blend of one who is ready to soar high, but 
with her feet firmly on the ground. She struggles to maintain this blend 
against a work culture, where, as some stereotypes go, “one has to sleep 
her way to the top position” (ibid. 71). 

The intra-structural frailties and lacunae within the corporate organization 
of the multinational bank become even more conspicuous when a global 
catastrophe takes its toll, a reference to the global recession of the world 
economy that took place between 2007 and 2009, leaving a shadow on the 
Indian market. At the time, the global concern of recession made it a 
burning topic of discussion in the mass media, within the context of the 
aggravated problem of mass unemployment. The author elucidates this 
real and complicated scenario in most reader-friendly language, by 
simplifying the technicalities entailed in recession. The recession had 
plagued the world economy, but its effect on different countries varied in 
terms of degree and impact. Looking at sub-prime crises as a cyclone on 
some distant shore, multinational corporations in India, as exemplified by 
Haute, assumed that the crisis would never affect Indian companies. Yet, 
due to the symbiotic nature of multinational banking corporations, the 
Indian markets could not remain unscathed by the financial breakdown. 
Because of the huge losses incurred in Haute, the head office of the bank’s 
Indian operation orders a stop in recruitment and efforts to cut costs. A 
major way to go about this was by asking employees to leave voluntarily: 
“Suddenly job insecurity had sneaked in and had affected all. This wave of 
insecurity gave rise to focus only on oneself and to manage your boss even 
better” (ibid. 37). 

Reflections on Ethnography and Fiction 

Both If God was a Banker and Puppet on the Fast Track are works 
whose story lines engage the reader to witness a transition in the global 
economic sphere, with ramifications in the internal dynamics of the 
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associated workplace. The two novels succeed in capturing the subtleties 
of human behaviour, the nuances of non-verbalized tensions, frustrations, 
insecurities, and frailties, all of which lie beneath the apparent pursuit of 
profit, power, and position in a multinational bank. In other words, the 
entire gamut of what can be termed “work culture”, “a prominent factor 
which affects the financial performance as well as reputation of the bank” 
(Uppal 2012, 134). The authors discuss the strengths and frailties of 
interpersonal, professional relationships; the adherence to scruples or the 
abandoning of them in pursuit of their ambitions; trust and camaraderie 
contrasts to treachery. The authors examine in detail the superior and 
subordinate equation, or the lack of it, in terms of exploitation and gender 
discrimination at work. These are common factors in various spheres of 
public life. They further reveal the frustrations, appreciation, diffidence, 
deceit, and loyalty through dialogue and body language. These omnipresent 
realities find specific meaning in the context against which they emerge, 
the structural dynamics ingrained in the maze of power, professional and 
personal relationships in the work culture of multinational banking in 
India. In this way, both Subramaniam and Ranjan address the personal and 
social lives inside multinational corporations in a holistic way that is 
accessible for the reader. Furthermore, both authors reflect upon their own 
experiences through their fictional stories, and so their novels can be seen 
as authentic sources of enriching and facilitating further ethnographic 
research on the current work culture in India. They reveal the current 
working conditions in cooperative organizations, in terms of employee 
satisfaction, legislation, and execution of policies, profit and loss analysis, 
customer satisfaction etc., while giving expression to different states of 
life, such as frustration, appreciation, diffidence, deceit, and loyalty 
through dialogue and descriptions of body language. Finally, their texts 
open up towards the need for understanding the diversity of working 
cultures, each differing from the other in terms of their respective 
vocation.  

In this sense, If God was a Banker and Puppet on the Fast Track go a 
long way in contributing to corporate ethnography, which is seen 
nowadays as central in gaining a full understanding of customer service 
and business (Anderson 2009). Furthermore, fiction is likely to have a 
bigger and more diverse readership, a wider reach. The art of storytelling 
softens the dry cut facts of palatable presentation, while engrossing a 
diverse audience. Accordingly, while an ethnographic monograph may be 
considered closer to facts, whereas the novel is likely to be aligned 
towards imagination, as Hunt points out: “Imagination and truth go 
together in good literature. Even if a story is ‘made up’, this does not 
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necessarily mean that it is not true. Conversely, reading good fiction is not 
simply a frivolous activity for those who aren’t serious about life. I read 
because I am serious, and find that fiction says true things I might never 
hear any other way” (Hunt 2002, 33). In this context, a number of 
anthropologists and writers, including Banks (1990), Kloos (1990), Ortner 
(1991), Fassin (1994), Tallman (2002), Laterza (2007), Maffina (2012), 
among others, showed how “popular fiction can be studied as a form of 
ethnography” (Laterza 2007, 124). This recent turn towards subjectivity 
illustrates how the conventional dichotomy between fiction and non-
fiction has changed to an extent, as fiction reveals the truth that reality 
obscures, particularly regarding the element of sensitivity in describing the 
currents and values of everyday life. 

Therefore, the power of fiction to make use of reigning stereotypes in 
order to make a point is a liberty which ethnography may seldom 
entertain. Fiction – be it a novel, a story, or a film – is a manifestation of 
the thoughts of its creator. It develops on a variety of different genres, 
which despite their different styles and forms, all attempt to engage the 
readers in the multidimensional entity called LIFE. These contemplations 
about life also take place in the genre of ethnography, which covers facets 
of life within the larger rubric of culture. In this way, “ethnographic 
writings entail a detailed description of a culture on the basis of fieldwork. 
It is a first-hand account of the way of life of a community” (Ranjan 2011, 
49). From the study of “Other Cultures” (Beattie 1964) to understanding 
one’s own (auto/ethnography) through fieldwork, the writing exercise of 
doing ethnography has invited discourses and debates on modern and 
postmodern perspectives, comparing and contrasting ethnography with and 
against fiction. Rather than existing at the two ends of the spectrum, 
ethnography and fiction complement each other by enriching, rather than, 
contrasting. They stand on a common pedestal in addressing and giving 
meaning to the facts of life. Both, fiction and ethnography attempt to tell 
us about life in all its shades, albeit in different ways. Ethnographic 
research endeavours to tell things the way they are. On the other hand, a 
writer of fiction may go unbridled on the vast expanse of telling a story 
about life, a luxury which an ethnographer cannot afford. Fiction, with all 
its colours, hues, and touch-ups, mirrors the basic and raw reality of 
everyday life. 



Multinational Banking Culture in India: Facts in Fiction 129 

Bibliography 

Anderson, Ken. “Ethnographic Research: A Key to Strategy”, in Harvard 
Business Review (March 2009) https://hbr.org/2009/03/ethnographic-
research-a-key-to-strategy.  

Banks, D.J. “Resurgent Islam and Malay Rural Culture: Malay Novelists 
and the Invention of Culture”, in American Ethnologist 17, no3 (1990): 
531–548. 

Beattie, John. Other Cultures. London: Routledge. 1964. 
Fassin, Didier. “True Lives, Real Lives: Revisiting the Boundaries 

between Ethnography and Fiction”, in American Ethnologist. 41, no1 
(1994): 40–55. 

Hunt, Gladys. “Can Fiction Tell the Truth?” in Honey for a Woman’s 
Heart, 33–36. Michigan: Zondervan, Grand Rapids. 2002. 

Kloos, Peter. True Fiction: Artistic and Scientific Representations of 
Reality Amsterdam: VU University Press. 1990. 

Laterza, Vito. “The Ethnographic Novel: Another Literary Skeleton in the 
Anthropological Closet”, in Suomen Anthropology: Journal of the 
Finnish Anthropological Society 32, no2, (2007): 124–134. 

Maffina, Steffano. The Role of Jack Kerouac’s Identity in the Development 
of his Poetics. Lulu.com. 2012.  

Ortner, Sherry. “Reading America: Preliminary Notes on Class and 
Culture.” In Recapturing Anthropology: Working in the Present, edited 
by R.G. Fox, 163–190. Santa Fe: School of American Research Press. 
1991. 

Ranjan Ilika. Puppet on the Fast Track. Mumbai: Leadstart Publishing 
Pvt. Ltd. 2011.  

Ranjan, Geetika. “Ethnography of Development: Challenges and Promises” 
in The NEHU Journal. IX, no 2 (2011): 49–62. 

Subramaniam Ravi. If God was a Banker. New Delhi: Rupa Publications 
Pvt. Ltd. 2007. 

Tallman, Janet. “The Ethnographic Novel: Finding the Insider’s Voice.” In 
Between Anthropology and Literature: Interdisciplinary discourse. 
Edited by Rose de Angelis, 11–22. London: Routledge. 2002. 

Uppal, Rajinder, Kumar. “Transformation in Indian Banks through E-
Services: Emerging Issues and New Opportunities” in Asian Journal of 
Research in Social Science and Humanities 2, no1 (2012):132–152. 
 
 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

MARIO LODI’S EDUCATIONAL APPROACH:  
IS THIS RELEVANT FOR ANTHROPOLOGY  

IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY? 

MELANIA CALESTANI 
 
 

 
Introduction 

 
My fascination with literature and cinema began at an early age. I felt 

that they offered endless opportunities to discover, think about, evaluate, 
and understand the world around me in broader universal terms. Through 
books and movies, I was able to feel and see the world, people, places, 
things, and events through different eyes and by way of different 
viewpoints. I think I decided to become an anthropologist because, in the 
same way, ethnography could be a way of thinking oneself to be in the 
place of another (see also Jackson 2011, 196). It was only when I began 
anthropological fieldwork that I was more deeply engaged with issues of 
representation, subjectivity, and autobiographical accounts. While these 
are widely accepted in the context of literary criticism, they divide 
scholars in the field of anthropology. Moore, for instance, reflected: 
“Anthropology is no longer a singular discipline if it ever was, but rather a 
multiplicity of practices engaged in a wide variety of social context” 
(1996, 1). She continued by arguing that postmodernism has been 
celebrated by its supporters for its “dialogic and shared nature of cross-
cultural interpretation and representation”, while those against it have 
argued that postmodern “anthropological texts were now more about the 
anthropologists than the people they were studying” (ibid. 2). On the other 
hand, Pels (2014) discussed how the historical context and the colonial 
legacy of the nineteenth century constructed and influenced “objectivity”, 
by proposing classifications and styles that were part of the political 
project of that era. Recently, there has been a shift in anthropological 
thought. Not only have the genres changed, but also the role of the 
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intellectual anthropologist. Both Deleuze (1983) and Said (1983) reflected 
upon the position of the intellectual, who, they argued, should try to 
unmask the discourse of power, and thereby limit its consequences (Moore 
1996, 9). Karim further highlighted the political and social moral impetus 
of anthropology: 

 
[…] anthropology should not only be demystified, it should be people-
oriented and popular, representative and reciprocal. Its intellectual 
historicity should be integrative and relational and its sentiment 
humanitarian and messianic. Its method should be equitable and its 
objective commitment, equity. (Karim 1996, 115)  

 
In the context of this sentiment, this chapter analyses the work and 

approach of the Italian pedagogue and author Mario Lodi. It highlights the 
affinity between his pedagogical approach and ethnographic encounters, 
similar to the ones experienced by anthropologists in the field. Lodi, a 
prolific author, was inspired by daily interactions with his pupils, their 
families, and the changing world surrounding them. Studying his texts 
allows for a reflection not only upon the subjectivity of the ethnographer 
but also on how fictional texts and images can create a space for collective 
writing and memory, informed both by the ethnographer and by so-called 
“informants”. Lodi’s teaching approach carried a deep ethnographic 
knowledge of the everyday life of his students. He enhanced a method of 
teaching based on their experiences and life, rather than on an abstract and 
alienated national curriculum. Moreover, his work is in line with that of 
other pedagogues of the European post-war period. The fracture within the 
civil society caused by totalitarian governments in Europe during World 
War II inspired new models in the field of post-war education. These 
models not only aimed to promote social justice and equality to end the 
oppression of the working class, but also to create new citizens who would 
be able to engage critically in the construction of a new democratic Italy. 

By returning to Lodi’s pedagogic method and engagement with his 
pupils, the chapter highlights his relevance to twenty-first-century 
anthropology, especially when it comes to collective writing and memory. 
I propose a discussion of how different literary styles (e.g. creative writing 
and autobiography) can offer the means of conducting ethnographic 
research. Lodi’s fictional, semi-fictional, and autobiographic texts mirrored 
the world of a changing farming village in northern Italy, following World 
War II. As a prolific author, he was inspired by the daily interaction and 
ethnographic encounter with his pupils, their families and their changing 
world, as well as the natural world around them. The study of his texts 
allows for a reflection not only on the subjectivity of the ethnographer, but 
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also on how fictional texts and images can create a space for collective 
writing and memory, informed both by the ethnographer and by 
“informants”. His teaching approach implied a deep ethnographic 
knowledge of the everyday life of his students, promoting a method of 
teaching based on their experiences and life, rather than on an abstract and 
alien curriculum. This interaction inspired novels and collections of stories 
often written in collaboration with his pupils, including Cipí (1961), La 
Mongol Fiera (“The Balloon” 1978), and Bandiera (“Flag” 1985). 

Célestin Freinet’s “Pedagogy of Work” and Mario Lodi 

Lodi pursued an antifascist pedagogic approach in post-war Italy, 
inspired by Célestin Freinet’s “pedagogy of work”. Freinet was keen on 
“the idea of a free experimental school” (Legrand 1993, 1). Freinet envisaged 
a new school with a central space, similar to the traditional classroom. Around 
it, he placed seven workshops in housing specific group activities (e.g. 
woodwork and metalwork, domestic science, the commercial activities of 
the co-operative, documentation, experimentation, and reproduction, such as 
printing and typing, and artwork). In addition to these indoor workshops, 
the school also had its own garden and farmyard. For instance, he often 
went out of the classroom in search of life in the nearby countryside and 
observed the natural and human environment. In this way, the study of the 
environment through observation became his essential tool. By starting 
from what pupils knew and could observe in their everyday lives, Freinet 
worked on the development of their capacity to communicate through 
writing and speaking. The pupils brought back into the class their 
observations from outside the classroom to discuss, reflect upon, and write 
about them. Freinet then proofread and improved the resulting texts. He 
also allowed his pupils to develop individual projects about events that had 
impressed them, in which they had also participated. These experiences 
were on the basis of student “free texts”, which were published in the 
school newspaper that was circulated among their families, as well as in 
other schools, a process called “inter-school communication” (ibid. 3). The 
school’s paper only published the articles that the pupils democratically 
selected and then collectively edited into their final form. Similarly, 
reading was not meant to be a repetitive process under the supervision of 
the teacher. It was intended to be a search of the text, whether for 
amusement or for action (ibid. 5). In addition to this, Freinet drew 
inspiration from observing the surrounding environment in order to teach 
mathematics, science, history, geography, and art. The timetable was also 
changed. Rather than having an apportionment of time to particular 
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subjects and a repetitive daily timetable, Freinet focused on the importance of 
unscheduled activities arising from chance occurrences in the environment. 
This flexibility would help to develop the pupils’ independence, initiative, 
and individual responsibility. They were not forced to undertake school 
activities, but were encouraged to propose their own initiatives. Each 
student would have a work plan at the beginning of the week, set as an 
individual work commitment, or a personal working contract. Freinet 
believed that:  

 
[…] the renewal of education, an essential prerequisite for the liberation of 
mankind, cannot be brought about by official pronouncements but arises 
from practices and technical processes which in a certain sense force 
renewal upon the system. Printing, which gives material form to thought 
and written communication, is the technical process par excellence. 
(Legrand 1993, 9) 
 
In this context, the obstacles encountered enhanced the urge to know, 

by gaps in the evidence, by a failure to understand, and by searching for 
what will make understanding possible. To be effective, this kind of 
research was spontaneous, actuated by the internal need of the sector, and 
incorporated any mistakes along the way. It is by feeling their way, by 
trying first to approach each other, that the child and the adult achieved 
real learning. In this sense, Freinet was a pioneer, to the extent that his 
ideas on teaching language called for genuine communication and for 
personal expression. Furthermore, he was aware that the lack of genuine 
communication could effectively condemn working class pupils to 
intellectual banishment from a universe of language that was alien to them. 
This would have important consequences in the pupils’ underachievement, 
and possibly, even result in their dropping out, while continuing the never-
ending cycle of the anti-democratic imposition perpetrated by the 
established educational system. 

Mario Lodi’s Approach 

Mario Lodi was a primary school teacher during World War II. He was 
also incarcerated for political reasons, because he stood against fascism. It 
is in the years after the end of the war that he began to work in the primary 
school of his village Vho di Piadena, situated in the province of Cremona 
in the region of Lombardy in northern Italy. Salavati described Lodi’s 
village, providing a historical context: 
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Vho is not an ideal society: we are in the oppressive post-war period […] 
between fathers that left [to go to fight in the war] and never came back or 
fathers that came back disabled, between continuous nightmares of 
retaliations and storms that scare children because they are too similar to 
the war bombings. They are not ideal children the ones that Mario Lodi 
meets: even if with him, they will write poems and a beautiful book like 
Cipí. They are those that today we call difficult students: they are not used 
to ordinary conversation. (Salvati 2011, 73–75, my translation from 
Italian.)  
   
In 1948, Lodi became part of a network of teachers who, a few years 

later, founded the Italian “Movement for Educational Cooperation” 
[Movimento di Cooperazione Educativa or MCE] (Salvati 2011). Founded 
in Italy in 1951, the MCE was named the “Italian Association of Working 
Class Pedagogy” (l’Associazione Della Pedagogia Popolare Italiana). 
The pedagogical theories and social thought of Célestin Freinet mainly 
inspired the Association, but also its members found inspiration in the 
work of Don Lorenzo Milani, an Italian Catholic priest coming from a 
Jewish family, whose parents converted to Catholicism to avoid 
persecution (Mayo 2007). Milani did not simply work in a public school 
but offered extra classes to children in the afternoons, and during the 
summer period. In response, Milani’s pupils did not only read but also 
imagined the world. The emphasis on collective reading and writing was 
always present (Mayo 2007, 2013). Furthermore, Milani has stated that he 
derived many insights and ideas from the factory workers and peasants 
themselves: 

 
I owe everything that I know to the young workers and peasants with 
whom I carried out schooling. It is I who have learnt from them that which 
they believe to be learning from me. I have only taught them to express 
themselves while they have taught me to live. It is they who have led me to 
think those thoughts that are expressed in this book. I have never found 
them in schoolbooks. I learnt them as I was writing them and I wrote them 
because they [the workers and peasants] placed them in my heart. (Milani 
cited in Mayo 2007, 76) 
 
Milani’s pedagogical approach promoted a form of social justice based 

on critical literacy. His objective was to overcome social inequality by 
valorising the knowledge of the oppressed working class. For this, Milani 
introduced peer tutoring and teaching, because he believed that pupils 
often learnt better from their own peers. In this way, students were both 
teachers and learners. He adopted this specific pedagogical approach one 
summer in a classroom of forty students of different ages. The older 
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students, while learning from Milani, also taught the younger ones. This 
provided an arena for collective learning, which was challenging the 
domination of compulsory schooling that promoted a notion of citizenship 
based on the ideology of competitive individualism, so typical of capitalist 
social relationships. On the other hand, the curriculum in Milani’s 
classroom embraced a politics of solidarity and caring. Often, pupils 
linked together academic and technical knowledge, and learnt to reflect on 
the news as reported by the local newspaper. In this way, they critically 
engaged with the politics of everyday life. Similarly, Lodi reported in an 
interview with Salvati that Milani “had a strong sense of community spirit, 
for example, he used collective writing as a method […] we too, teachers 
of MCE, used correspondence and collective text” (Salvati 2011, 136). 

In 1963, Lodi published a diary of his experiences at school. In the 
introduction, he wrote about how the struggle against fascism during the 
post-war years meant fighting together with farmers and factory workers, 
in order to improve their everyday lives. His contribution was to become a 
different educator in the school, by “[…] refusing to be a technician that 
installs the ‘values’ and the ideology of the elite to children who are often 
sons of the poor, of the exploited, of the oppressed” (Lodi 2011, 77). His 
aim was to change the old school, which he perceived as “tyrannical”, in 
order to form “a democratic community” of the classroom (ibid. 43). 
Furthermore, Lodi was trying to put into practice the principles of the new 
Italian Constitution, especially article 21, which was about individual 
freedom, since Italy was not under the power of a dictator anymore and 
was beginning to transform into a democratic society. However, he was 
also aware of the many challenges faced in putting these principles into 
practice. He saw education, and in particular primary school, as “a factory 
of citizens” (ibid. 59). Therefore, he associated the classroom with the 
shifting context of the wider society and community. Furthermore, like 
Freinet, he did not base his teaching on abstract concepts but on the 
observation of the environment. Through observation, he was then able to 
reflect upon wider philosophical issues, enhancing an urgency to build a 
bridge that would allow his pupils to be part of that changing world, 
becoming conscious citizens with responsibilities, as well as the right to 
express their views freely. 

In post-war Italy, as the rebuilding of Italian society was taking place, 
the teachers of the MCE founded a research movement that focused on 
individuals who aimed to promote civil and democratic change. These 
teachers evaluated their pupils’ culture and heritage, seizing the 
opportunity to create the conditions for authentic communication and 
listening. He invoked together freedom of speech and expression in the 
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classroom with individual creativity in order to improve the children’s 
cognitive, social, and emotional development. Lodi described how parents 
often told him to beat children when they were not listening to him or not 
behaving accordingly. The majority of his pupils were children of farmers, 
and he noted in his diary “they spent all their life working the land without 
much hope to leave chronic poverty behind” (Salvati 2011, 81). Lodi’s 
diary describes the difficulty in communicating with his pupils, especially, 
at the beginning of their encounter in the classroom: 

 
This class of boys, for different reasons, is particularly difficult: pupils are 
often absent-minded, they are not interested in the lessons that I carefully 
prepare, they ‘forget’ to ask their parents to sign the observation on their 
conduct, they ‘forget’ to buy notebooks […] ‘ah teacher’, some mothers 
tell me, ‘they are the outcome of war!’ At the same time I am shocked by 
how they are passively disciplined in the classroom: still like statues, with 
inactive brains, often they don’t even reply to a smile. Maybe they are 
scared of me, because when I try to communicate with them during a break 
[…] they close themselves into an icy silence that I cannot break. 
Sometimes from the window I observe them when they get out into the 
street: outside the door of the school it’s a free flight, their silent mouths 
talk and scream: they are happy. Undoubtedly, coming to school is an 
effort: their passive behaviour demonstrates this. (Lodi 2011, 92–99, my 
translation from Italian.) 
 
This passage from Lodi’s diary is particularly significant because it 

highlights the difficulty in communicating with his pupils. It is reminiscent 
of the anthropologist’s notes from the “field”, in which the beginning of 
fieldwork is expressed in terms of the same level of unfamiliar uneasiness. 
Kracke highlights this difficulty in communicating with his “informants”, 
particularly during the first months of fieldwork (Kracke 1987, 67). 
Caudill further argued that learning another culture is a kind of “attenuated 
childhood and dependence” (Caudill 1961, 411, also cited in Kracke 1987, 
70). Similarly, Lodi talked about his reliance on his pupils. He wrote “To 
be able to get to know them, I need to enter into their world and to be able 
to do so they have to let me in. It is about building a bridge, a possibility to 
communicate and a relation that allows for exchange and mutual 
knowledge” (Lodi 2011, 465). Elsewhere, he self-confessed: “[By entering 
in the pupils’ world] I discover my old sadness of disciplined and hard-
working pupil, but not because of duty, but because I was deeply scared” 
(ibid. 440). These passages show how Lodi understood the spectrum of 
emotions his students were going through, showing a strong sense of 
empathy for their lives and the issues that affected them. This urgency 
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highlighted the effort to create an authentic form of communication, in 
order to help them grow up as human beings. Lodi described his goal as an 
educator as that of preparing “citizens that are able to be part of society 
with the right to express their opinions and the duty to listen to the 
opinions of other people” (ibid. 99). However, this was particularly 
difficult in the classroom, especially when the children were used to 
speaking in dialect, rather than Italian as their first language. The use of 
language, whether in dialect or Italian, was indicative of the pupils’ social 
backgrounds. The dialect was the main language used by the working 
class. During my doctoral fieldwork in Bolivia, where I was living and 
working with indigenous children, I faced similar feelings and constraints. 
I remember an indigenous young person who highlighted to me his 
difficulties at school, projecting a sense of cultural rejection and a feeling 
of discrimination by the institutions, because he was speaking in Aymara 
rather than Spanish (Calestani 2012): 

 
“You feel repressed and rejected and you just keep silent. You just listen, 
because you’re worried about making mistakes [. . .] They say ‘small tree’ 
or other diminutives [the use of diminutives in Spanish is typical of 
Aymaras]. There are always words that they use to imitate how a peasant 
talks, an Aymara talks like this.” (Extract from an interview with a young 
man taken from my fieldwork notes in Bolivia, 2012.) 
 
In contrast to this oppressive form of education, Lodi and the other 

teachers of MCE built the children’s confidence and promoted an effective 
communication in Italian, especially with regard to specific skills, such as 
speaking and writing. However, rather than focusing on individual 
performances, they adopted the method of collective writing. In this way, 
Lodi maximized the abilities of the entire class could without placing 
pressure on the pupils for making mistakes. Moreover, the pupils were 
learning from each other, trying to understand their peers’ perspectives, as 
happened in the world of the adults. The teacher assumed the role of a 
facilitator and an ethnographer, and the result was the production of texts 
that included his point of view, as well as, that of the boys. In practical 
terms, the students collaborated in the classroom’s newspaper. After the 
selection and editing process, the pupils sent their selected articles to other 
schools to exchange news and point of views. For instance, Lodi described 
how his school came to be in touch with a primary school in the region of 
Tuscany, and how they exchanged their newspapers. Pupils also 
exchanged letters, in which they focused on everyday issues, such as the 
lack of drinkable water, or how to grow wheat and how to measure the 
acidity of the wine. Moreover, students and Lodi managed to write stories 
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together, such as the one of Cipí. The process of production of such texts 
contributed to the building of common ground between teachers and pupils 
based on creating collective memories. 

Cipí 

Lodi talked about the emerging issues in his pupils’ individual 
compositions, and the success, or failure, of their compositions. He noticed 
that when children chose what to write about, their compositions were 
more successful, something that highlighted their interest in the argument 
or theme they proposed as an important component of a successful text. 
The pupils’ written texts, their drawings, and paintings, all became the 
focus of collective discussions, and students were encouraged to express 
their opinions on the work of their peers. Lodi became more and more 
convinced that this was a successful way to inspire his students to write 
and express their views. It was through this exercise in collective writing, 
followed by discussions, that he and his pupils published a book under the 
title Cipí, which was printed by a small publishing company in 1961. Due 
to the critical acclaim, the book received at the time, one of the most 
important publishing companies in Italy, Einaudi, took its publication 
rights and made it into a classic in Italian children’s literature. Cipí 
narrates the adventures of a little sparrow. Lodi’s pupils got their 
inspiration from a sparrow brooding outside the window of their 
classroom. They then began to write a fictional account of it, accompanied 
by their own drawings of the different moments of the story. Lodi recalled 
in his diary that pupils were so excited that, when summer break arrived, 
they asked him if they could continue to come to school to complete the 
writing project. This sounded a quite different reaction in comparison to 
the one described by Lodi in the beginning of his diary when he wrote 
about their silence and lack of interest. While he portrayed their initial 
encounter as a difficult one, by the end of term their interaction had 
positively changed, as he had found a way to understand his pupils’ 
interests and valorise their abilities. The story begins with the sparrow 
fighting for food and learning how to escape from the ambushes of a cat 
and from the spells of an owl. Nevertheless, the story also highlights that 
Cipí is a sparrow who is different from his siblings and the rest of the 
group. He is an adventurous individual, who stands for the freedom of 
thought and action for independence. His siblings say that they “will fly 
away when we are older,” to which Cipí replies: “I, on the other hand, will 
fly straight away” (1961, 45). The story develops with him leaving the nest 
to see and discover the world: “So, inquiring for everything, Cipí slowly 
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wore his feathers and got ready to see how the world was with his own 
eyes” (ibid. 60). During his adventures around the world, Cipí faces many 
challenges, similar to the life of human beings. In a few words, two 
children imprison him and he suffers a great deal before he manages to 
escape. Then, he finds himself flying in a sky that has become a war field 
as the stars switch off their lights. As the sky turns completely dark, he 
hears the sound of bombing in the far background due to the War. 
Nevertheless, at the end of the story, Cipí finds a loving partner with 
whom he has children: 

 
Cipí and Passerí [his partner] also found happiness at the end and they had 
many children. They taught them all the things they have learnt from their 
life experience: to be hard-working to continue to be honest, to be good to 
be able to be loved, to open well their eyes to be able to recognise the truth 
from the lies, and to be brave to defend freedom. [extract from Cipí, 1961, 
751]  
 
Although not explicitly mentioned, alongside the moral aspect of the 

children’s story, history and politics influence Cipí’s life events. In this 
sense, Cipí personifies the modern hero, and the stages of animal life 
become a metaphor for the life of men. Salvati, among others, highlighted 
that Cipí contains a number of references to human life and to children’s 
individual experiences (Salvati 2011, 1183). This observation echoes 
Moore’s assertion: 

 
The self is no longer, if it ever was, a singular, self-contained entity, but a 
participating, relational one; and one which is no longer simply human. 
However, selves, as we tend to forget, have probably never been simply 
human. They have in many times and many places been part divine, part 
animal, part vegetables and part machine.” (Moore 1996, 7) 
    
In an article by De Pas (2014), Roberto Buoli, who works as an 

assistant headteacher in a primary school in Milan, expresses his views on 
the universal values of Cipí’s story, and on how relevant this still is today. 
He talks about Cipí as a Ulysses: “The sparrow is so curious that he puts 
himself to the test all the time […] but all those dangers will help him to 
grow like Ulysses, who after so many ups and downs becomes a better 
man. Our origins are there in mythology. And this story is about growing 
up and educating oneself” (De Pas 2014, my own translation from Italian). 
Buoli also adds that this story is about being oneself. I think that this is 
also, what Lodi had imagined doing with his pupils. He did not try to 
change them, but instead, asked them to bring themselves into the 



Chapter Seven 140

classroom, in order to write about what they know and who they are. In his 
diary, he also wrote about them as an ethnographer would do, but to do so, 
he oscillated between autobiography, and fictional and semi-fictional 
accounts.  

Reflections on Anthropology in the Twentieth-First 
Century 

Although there are some striking similarities with the time when Lodi 
wrote his diary, nowadays, there are also some important differences in 
social interactions. Technological development, facilitating travel and 
communication, has contributed to the creation of a global village. We can 
fly to the other side of the world in a matter of hours, or talk with our 
friends and colleagues in Europe and Asia as if they were next door 
(Ellwood 2014, 2148). However, in spite of the high level of global 
communication, the process of globalization has led to the increasing loss 
of social capital, and, consequently, to the growth in global inequality and 
social injustice, all of which widen the gap between the world elite and the 
masses. In this sense, in spite of all the technological advancements, we 
are still searching for Freinet’s and Lodi’s genuine communication model 
in an effort to unpack and deconstruct the complexity of the rising new 
worlds:  

 
We as researchers need to get into these strange new worlds and learn to 
understand them and communicate with their inhabitants […] before those 
inhabitants blow us up as the semi-literate Taliban blew up the ancient 
Buddhist statues in Bamiyan, and their leaders subsequently destroyed 
those quintessential symbols of wealth and power, the World Trade 
Towers. This, it seems to me, is where ethnographers, with all their old and 
new tools at hand, should be heading. (Le Compte 2002, 297) 
 
Nowadays, anthropologists and ethnographers face the challenge of 

helping people to develop the social skills and educational policies 
necessary to re-build meaningful and supportive schools within their 
communities. This may require a concern for solving problems, 
engagement with direct activism, and liaison with policymakers (ibid. 
295). Therefore, if this is one of the main roles of anthropology in this new 
world order, the question of “how do we tell the story” remains. Henrietta 
Moore (1996) reflected that anthropology as a unified discipline ceased to 
exist, having been replaced by overlapping interdisciplinary practices. The 
development of new technologies meant that the experience of 
ethnographic fieldwork has also changed. For instance, the increased 



Mario Lodi’s Educational Approach 141 

numbers of anthropologists who engage in digital anthropology open new 
possibilities, such as remote interviews, participant-observation through 
games, blogs, or virtual worlds, and following the lives of “informants” 
via twitter (Rode 2011, 1). The same can also be said about new ways to 
translate ethnographic experiences into meaningful accounts. This can be a 
video, a CD, a website, or a blog to name a few. However, in my opinion 
the issue is not with the technology used, but rather with the content and 
the style of the account. As Moore highlights: “The argument is surely 
about who can be said to produce knowledge” (1996, 6), but also, why and 
for whom we are writing. Moore further argued that post-structuralism and 
postmodernism have enabled an acknowledgment of diversity and 
plurality, and thereby, an acceptance of alternative accounts of others: 
“We are now no longer looking for ontological categories, but for 
interwoven patterns; what was once systemic is now mobile” (ibid. 9). 

The quest for knowledge through communication, therefore, echoes the 
recent anthropological discussion regarding the widening of the 
ethnographic scope; and yet, for others, this is a pitfall. Bourdieu (1970) 
and Passeron (1971) critically considered the educational system as an 
instrument for the reproduction of the existing social structure, rather than 
a system that promotes social mobility. For both writers, schooling was the 
habitus of and for certain social groups, one that creates advantages for 
pupils who belonged to specific social classes. Lodi represents a specific 
movement in Europe that tried to overturn the status quo by applying 
teaching methods that aimed to develop social mobility and individual 
critical capacity through collective writing. This was meaningful for both 
the children, as well as, their teachers in terms of the production of 
knowledge. Lodi and his pupils produced fictional and semi-fictional texts 
and images, which were also cultural, sociological, and political 
reflections of their time and place. They represent the collective memory of 
a post-war time in Italy, and the historical urgency to discover new 
democratic spaces to express individual freedom. In the daily struggles for 
the advancement of analytical knowledge, there are as many nuances and 
positions, as there are individuals. It is in this pluralist context, that I 
promote the educational approach of Mario Lodi as an inspiration for the 
future of anthropology in finding new voices through fiction, semi-fiction, 
or autobiography. 

In conclusion, I believe that the anthropology of the twenty-first 
century has to continue to shift and adapt to change, in order to move 
away from traditional ethnographic accounts stigmatized by the legacy of 
colonial influence that lacked the freedom of creativity and the possibility 
of proposing and reworking on meaningful memories for both the 
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ethnographer and “the informant”. Lodi’s work opens a new path for 
anthropologists to find new voices that may, or may not, immerse in 
fiction or autobiography. Maybe, similar to Cipí, we should also be less 
worried about what other colleagues think about us, and instead, fly 
towards new worlds and be ourselves. This requires us to represent the 
relationship with our “informants” in meaningful ways, and consequently, 
to open up the scope of ethnography towards forms and styles of collective 
writing. By embracing the idea of free experimentation, such pioneers, as 
Freinet and Lodi, proposed the creation of narrative alternatives in fiction 
and poetry, which may contribute to the anthropological reproduction of 
authentic forms of communication creating new spaces of interaction that 
could challenge global inequality and social injustice. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

FOREST OF BLISS: UN POÈME RÉALISTE— 
ON THE AESTHETIC STRUCTURE  

OF A POETICAL DOCUMENTARISM 

NORBERT M. SCHMITZ 
 

 
 

For Susanne Gupta 
 

 
If there is one water in Europe I want, it is the  
Black cold pool where into the scented twilight  
A child squatting full of sadness, launches  
A boat as fragile as a butterfly in May.  

  
I can no more, bathed in your langours, O waves,  
Sail in the wake of the carriers of cottons,  
Nor undergo the pride of the flags and pennants,  
Nor pull past the horrible eyes of the hulks.  
 
—Arthur Rimbaud, The drunken boat (Rimbaud 1871)  

Introduction  
A Change in Perspective: The Holy and the Profane 

In spite of a general acceptance of its historical merits, Robert 
Gardner’s cinematic oeuvre has been discussed almost exclusively in the 
context of ethnographic film, while often encountering rejection because 
of its subjectivity and aestheticism. This chapter argues that the core of 
Gardner’s aesthetic has surpassed this point of view: “I suspect, why some 
[...] colleagues have seemingly been unable to ‘read’ the carefully wrought 
analyses that are embedded in Gardner’s films and that are readily 
available to those who have the eyes to see and, equally important, the ears 
to hear them” (Henley 2007, 36). Gardner’s strongest critics, coming from 
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the American camp of anthropological experts, do not entirely see it as 
being devoid of a certain artistic quality (as in Gupta 2012, 81–116). In 
other words, beyond the sensitivity and charm of the subject, stressed 
artificiality, and aesthetical apparent enigma, Gardner’s film oeuvre 
remains undetermined. In building on this argument, this chapter reviews 
Gardner’s film Forest of Bliss (1986) from an entirely different perspective, 
namely, as a work of art. This does not mean that the origins of the 
documentary aesthetic are to be denied. It is important to highlight that, in 
order to turn this particular mythical reality into an experience, Gardner 
uses a particular style of poetics, which are located beyond the traditional 
realistic aesthetics of non-fictional cinema. Seen in this way, Forest of 
Bliss presents one of the most idiosyncratic documentary films, softening 
the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction, and moving towards the 
visual poetics of experimental film. I hope to show that the general 
criticism targeted against Gardner’s formalism is unjustified. I wish to 
argue that the process of making the film is the result of the conditions of 
the subject matter, namely, the mythical city of Benares and the mythical 
time of the Hindu funeral ritual. My aim is to show how the film’s 
material is, to a certain extent, an artistic statement in itself, offering a 
perspective that is radically one of an aesthetic of modernism. This 
perspective subordinates the material used in the film (theme) and the 
theoretical reflections following it (meta-theme), as well as the design of 
the particular poetics of the film and the actual themes connected to it.  

First, the chapter will be concerned with the question of the particular 
requirements of the aesthetics of ethnographic film. Expanding on this, I 
will be looking at the role of myth in modernist art, in relation to 
Gardner’s association with the tradition of the late Romantics, which 
Manfred Frank termed as the “New Mythology” (Frank 1989). Here, I will 
be focusing on the question of montage, in terms of how the director 
creates space and time as the genuine material of the film. This approach 
echoes the American documentary filmmaking, which combines the 
fascination of the mythical as a non-rational concept of time with the idea 
of rational time. This fascination is part of European modernism (as in 
Gendolla 1992), especially in reference to Gardner’s experimental time-
poetics, in juxtaposition to the conventional time and space modalities 
used in the Hollywood classical style (as in Bordwell 1986, Dadek 1968, 
among others). Furthermore, the chapter will be concerned with the 
relationship of Gardner’s advanced aesthetic to the tradition of ethnographic 
film, looking at how far the director’s poetical reflection on death requires 
an additional viewing in the tradition of realistic documentation, and 
conversely, which form of reality is actually represented in the film. 
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Finally, I will be focusing on the concrete myth and the human core, both 
of which Gardner has in mind, beyond superficial criticisms and questions 
regarding its ethnographic accuracy. In this way, the chapter evaluates 
Gardner’s radical concept of visual poetry, as constructed in the Forest of 
Bliss, in relation to documentary filmmaking. 

Modern Mythology 

The debate on documentary film has been determined by dilemmas 
regarding its authenticity. This can be summed up, on the one hand, by the 
opposition between the premise to produce an authentic and direct view of 
reality, strengthened and legitimized by photographic objectivism, and on 
the other, by the inadequacy of naive and convenient objectivism (as in 
Baudry 1975, Fischer-Lichte and Pflug 2000, and Schmitz 2001). This 
rigid opposition retreats under the constructivist view that recognises that 
even a supposedly “authentic” take is always a construction. In the case of 
Forest of Bliss, Gardner’s subjective point of view of the camera leaves 
this paradoxical dilemma and dichotomy behind. From the very outset of 
the film, he aesthetically acknowledges that every depiction of reality, and 
even more so, any experience of reality at all, is basically a construction 
long before their artificial enhancement in perception and communication 
of everyday life has taken place. Consequently, the question of addressing 
what is “true” documentary is incorrect. Here, I am more concerned with 
different constructions and the never-completed aspects of the 
phenomenological appearance of the Other as reality. For example, the 
appearance of snow and ice during the construction of the igloo in Robert 
Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922), the insights into the problems of 
presenting political history as the ultimate shock in Alain Resnais’s Nuit et 
Brouillard (1955), or filmmaking as a social practice in Jean Rouch’s later 
films. 

Gardner’s approach to myth has three main aspects: first, Gardner’s 
filmography in its totality is a strong and personal emancipation from the 
standards of classical ethnography. In Forest of Bliss, the director radically 
adopts the position of an autonomous artist, i.e. it is a work of art produced 
exclusively from the work in itself, not from the appropriateness of 
scientific methodologies. In the former colonial territories of Africa and 
Asia, there are different arts and media systems, with little to do with 
indigenous aesthetic traditions. The mediums of film and photography 
come from a particular modern industrial rationality. Forest of Bliss is set 
far from a traditional European culture, as it is from a non-European one. 
Accordingly, the questions put to Gardner by contemporary Indian artists 
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do not concern the cultural difference between Western ontology and 
Indian culture-think of the topos of the eternal Indian, but rather, to an 
equal extent, they concern the difference of a modern artist from pre-
modern forms of life in any culture, including the European one.  

Second, Forest of Bliss is set in the city of Benares represented as a 
mythical topos that exists outside the noisy metropolis. Naturally, one can 
imagine a documentary about a mythically defined location in an 
ethnographic-academic film, which presents such a subject in an 
empathetic, visually crafted, and informative light. However, the actual 
confrontation of this city with the invasion of Western civilization could 
not be less the subject of a nostalgically minded homage to Ancient India. 
Yet, the difference remains between the sacredness of the subject and the 
profanity of its presentation, via the academic anthropological perspective. 
Forest of Bliss is an evocation of a sacred topography detached from a 
particular time, as the place of eternal return. Gardner’s portrait of the 
Indian metropolis is anything but a sociological or ethnographical 
documentary. It is more the symbolic design of a holy ritual, which takes 
place in the profane areas of the funeral artisanship and the funeral 
industry, represented in the mythical time of the eternal recurrence. At the 
same time, the film offers a description of human behaviour, in terms of 
being, within a constructed temporal and spatial order, which is opposite 
to the identity of the filmmaker as the child of a modern, post-traditional 
society. In this context, the film offers both a sense of the foreign and 
sympathy with the common fate of every human, that is, death, against 
which every culture can set its specific answers side by side. 

Third, an artwork should open up new approaches to the world. It 
should open up towards the transcendental truth, the loss of which the 
European Enlightenment saw as tragic. Famously, in The Order of Things, 
Michel Foucault (1970) described how the pre-modern world-order system 
disappeared, in favour of a monolithic and ordered classificatory system 
on the one hand, based on science, and, on the other, on associations and 
metaphors taken from the dispositive framework of the classical era. 
Although I do not particularly share the author’s culturally critical verve, it 
seems significant to highlight the importance of the productive survival of 
such a discourse beyond the all-too-dominant scientific system, seeing it in 
terms of a sensible and aesthetic promise. Mythical thought is no longer 
denounced as a long conquered form of an inadequate philosophical 
branch as in the positivism of the nineteenth century. Instead, it is seen 
through the logic of a different school of thought, on an equal footing with 
the rational goal-oriented discourse of science and technology (as in Frank 
1982). It concerns the discussion about things that cannot be explained 
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scientifically, and whose existential elements call for a form, or 
representation, of an entirely different kind. This could be the location of 
Gardner’s art. 

At the Forefront of the Avant-Garde 

The Forest of Bliss’s form and style grasps the viewer’s attention by 
the way Gardner illustrates the order of a mythical time and space. 
Gardner’s take on mythology expands beyond both romantic idealism and 
the limits of science. Gardner was fascinated with other artists. He 
repeatedly sought out encounters with widely different forms of artistic 
creativity, which he then incorporated into his ethnographic films, such as 
his portrait of the painter Mark Tobey (1952). In this context, Gardner is 
associated with the “second avant-garde” movement, as Peter Wollen calls 
it (1975). This refers to the 1970s and the 1980s circle of film directors 
who created transcendental images by means of exponent formal language. 
The group includes directors such as Theo Angelopoulos, Alexander 
Sokurov, Lars von Trier, and above all, Andrej Tarkowskij. Gardner called 
the latter his “elected relative”, not merely referring to the individual 
montage technique, but also to the length of the shots which constitute 
their own statement, the “sculptural forming of time” in Tarkowskij’s 
terms. This is the specific means of a particular cinematographic design: 
“In a particular sense, one could call it a modelling of time” (Tarkowskij 
1988, 67). Accordingly, Forest of Bliss is not a document of the length of 
a ritual, but rather, it is in itself an artistic expression of ritual time. 
Furthermore, Gardner had also met a number of representatives of the 
American Underground Cinema, such as Jonas Mekas or Stan Brakhage, 
who were guests in his television series Screening Room (1973–1980, 
Channel 5 Boston, produced by Studio 7 arts, and in DVD compiled by 
Eric Masunaga, 2005 and 2008). I addition to this, Gardner was familiar 
with the legacy of artistically ambitious documentary films, such as the 
visual poem Song of Ceylon (1934) by Basil Wright. However, Gardner 
does not have a particular direction in experimental or documentary film, 
or even a school with which he feels connected. Rather, it is a set of 
different strategies of form and content coming together in a unique and 
personal form, one that consists of the particularities of its espousal 
documentary and experimental forms. 

It is important to highlight that Gardner differentiates the technique of 
montage used to construct Forest of Bliss as a whole, from the method he 
applies in each individual scene. This double use of montage reveals a 
wealth of aesthetic relations, which he supplements with analogue sound 
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processes. Further to this, the director’s use of the photographic material 
as fragments of reality is equally unconventional. The realistic recordings 
present an almost picturesque beauty. Reality seems to insert itself into the 
frame of its own accord, without the framing in the foreground. This sense 
of beauty expands beyond the colonialist tradition or popular tourist views 
of an “eternal India”. Paradoxically, the perceptibly hard documentary 
style of Gardner’s field shots creates an almost complete Bellezza. One 
might bring to mind Gardner’s composition of the ships and sails in the 
Ganges; or the scene with the dog at the beginning of the film, whose 
parallel path to the axis of the image in the middle of the frame seems to 
be the result of an act of dressage. Both scenes create the charm of a 
fleeting touch of a unique documentation of reality. Gardner switches 
between extreme wide-angle lenses and long focal lengths. The montage 
used in each sequence directly juxtaposes shots against each other, so that 
space and time, as well as the design of each sequence of the film, appear 
to be the result of the artist’s free will. Although the connecting shots 
between sequences are for the most part comprehensible, when compared 
with the standards of classical style, the poetical associations of Forest of 
Bliss, as well as its formal analogies and contrasts, are all independent 
from the thin thread of the narrative visual flow. Its mythical lyricism 
encourages the spectator to find the determinable lines between the 
associative openings and comprehensible structures of the narrative by 
using the sense of intuition, in order to re-connect to the film’s alternative 
ordering of space and time. This style distinguishes Gardner from a purely 
formal oriented aesthetical experiment, such as that of structural cinema. 
Instead, he is more concerned with the intensification of the formal means 
in order to enhance the film’s content. Therefore, by opening up the film’s 
form he aims to improve its reception. 

The principle of Gardner’s technique of montage separates the film’s 
sequences from each scenic unit. He achieves this by placing the 
individual threads of the motifs openly next to each other. These are 
woven together in turn and in retrospect. At the same time, Gardner avoids 
any seemingly esoterically superficial mystification. The depicted fragments 
of reality cannot be described as unique symbols of secret and/or esoteric 
iconography, or an orientalist type of educational philistinism. Instead, 
throughout the film, they remain polyvalent and multi-layered, as it is in 
life itself, which cannot be reduced to a so-called “message”. In this way, 
Gardner’s poetical film reveals a piece of reality greater than the intention 
of its auteur. The director further strengthens the autonomy of the film by 
the extra length of individual shots, the lack of a logically effective 
narrative, and the film’s slow pace, all of which invite the viewer to linger 
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and dwell. For instance, the scene that portrays the identifiable ritual of 
giving flowers illustrates an apparent profane cleansing as a mythical 
event, which is then translated into an everyday experience by the 
viewer/observer. Even the ostensibly necessary duration of the actual time 
of the depicted rituals does not appear to play an integrated role in the 
narrative. This feeling of timelessness echoes the shots with the children 
flying their kites. The time beyond the clock that opens up to the realm of 
the myth is based on an unconventional realism of metaphors taken out 
from the flow of reality. This free form of associations demands the viewer 
make the connections by returning to a field of a fully comprehensible 
horizon of a fragmented reality. In this context, although Gardner’s 
realistic poetry shows a simultaneous proximity to, and distance from, the 
norms of classical style, his filmmaking belongs to the conventional visual 
narrative of the modernist documentary style, such as the reception 
parameter, which determines that the narrative does not become clear until 
the isolated events of the phenomenal world are perceived in retrospect. 
This method is evident in the sequence that portrays the picking of the 
marigolds at the beginning of the film, only to become clear later that it is 
part of the funeral ceremony. Another scene that initially focuses on 
woodworking is subsequently recognised to be the preparation of the body 
for the funeral rite. The depiction of these two themes aesthetically follows 
the tradition of late-nineteenth-century symbolism in the poetry of 
Rimbaud and Mallarmé, which Hugo Friedrich defined as the beginning of 
modernity (Friedrich 1959, 86). 

Gardner’s visual language is not equivalent to a conventional religious 
sign system, but rather echoes a mythological temporal order (as in 
Chapeaurouge 1984). In this sense, Radikha Chopra commented regarding 
Forest of Bliss: “From the first moment, we are confronted with a central 
principle of Hindu thought – the juxtaposition and interpenetration of 
oppositions” (1989, 2). These are the paradoxes of mythology. An outsider 
can indeed decode some of it, but such a scholarly knowledge of the 
theological background of the Hindu cult of death does not lead to the 
experience of its spirituality. In this context, Engelke (2006) described 
Gardner’s aesthetic as a “metaphor of seeing”. These visual metaphors are 
set from the beginning of the film. For example, in the scene on the shores 
of the Ganges with the dog that rushes by like a shadow, using an 
extremely long focal length that visually creates an almost patchy wall, 
strongly recalling the Cerberus in front of the River Styx at the entrance to 
the underworld. This scene further echoes Casper David Friedrich’s 
famous painting of the sea, compared to a removal of the eyelids. Gardner 
leaves such readings open, such as the securely and elegantly framed 
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messenger of death who is also nothing more than a mangy mutt looking 
for his wretched food on the sandbank. On this ambiguity, Henley 
commented: “In the same spirit, rather than take Gardner’s images at face 
value as descriptive registrations of the world as it is, I suggest that we 
should be constantly reading them as signifiers of some more transcendent 
meaning, even while bearing in mind that the phenomenal surface 
meaning of these images may be an obstacle to grasping this ulterior 
significance” (2007, 36). 

Therefore, although Gardner’s images are symbolic, they are not easily 
allocated to symbolic signs in the conventional sense. Rather, they concern 
the “unit of represented significance and sensual appearance” as demanded 
by Goethe (cited in Pochat 1986, 439). Accordingly, the simple representation 
of the ritual would create distance whereas the open artistic work tries to 
symbolically design the process of “making cosmic”, referring to the 
Schelling identification of the largest and smallest (on the romantic 
identity philosophy see Pochat 1986, 471). The mythological world is thus 
represented as an aesthetic figure, just as the ritual is represented without 
differentiating between its allegorical references and its presented reality. 
Undoubtedly, here the rules of the conception of modern identity and its 
logic are broken. Nevertheless, it is precisely this transgression that 
elevates Gardner’s corresponding formal principle into an object of Asian 
religion. Gardner’s circling the void clings to the skin of things. He is not 
concerned with their interpretation, but simply makes visible the mystical 
experience of an aimless movement. This romantic process can only be 
realised by the medium of documentary film, although, it must be said, 
that the genre’s scale is not the primary reality, but rather, the reality of the 
myth that comes to light in the film’s materiality. It follows that this 
cinematic poem can only be made as a documentary. This is not to say that 
it enhances a necessary documentary point of view. As a work of art in its 
concrete and unique form, it finds its justification purely in its aesthetic 
evidence. However, at least this is a legitimate form of the modern 
documentary. And, as such, in all its artificial peculiarity, it is a critical 
challenge to any realistic art, or scientific scholarship, unaware of the 
fragility of its own constructiveness. 

On the Borders of Ethnography 

In addition to the usual criticism of Gardner’s work, he is criticized by 
many anthropologists for misusing foreign cultures as a particularly subtle 
form of a Eurocentric point of view for his own aesthetic purposes, 
namely, the adaptation of foreigners as figures of one’s own psyche (see 
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overview Schmitz and Gupta 2012, 81–155). The objectivity of academic 
knowledge should have stood in place of the view of the romantic savage. 
Gardner’s formulations are typical of the self-image of a radically 
autonomous modernist artist: “A Film‚ ‘sees’ as much as and according to 
the vision of its authors, not the focal length of the lens used or the number 
of feet of film exposed” (Gardner 1987, 267). Nowadays, it is a commonplace 
that the observer, be it the scientist or director, is always involved and 
participates in the production of the documented reality. The paradox of 
participant observation led Jean Rouch to demand the disclosure of the 
cinematic process before the eyes of the viewer as a kind of visual and 
dramaturgical methodology (Hohenberger 1988). Such self-reflexivity 
intends to go beyond explaining the political implications of the colonial 
viewpoint, or the ideology of the documentary-maker, and thereby, to 
become the basis of a dominance-free intercultural discourse. By contrast, 
Gardner’s films completely reject showing any such ingredients taken from 
contemporary documentary aesthetics. 

The times in which one enthused about a naive documentary realism 
that showed things “as they were” are passés. A subtle critic, at least, 
would not question the film’s constructiveness and subjectivity (as did 
Berg 1981–1982). The reflections on the cinematic process, in order to 
question the power relations played during filmmaking, ignore the 
historical fact that the academic point of view is ultimately nothing more 
than the expression of a cultural model of Western modernism. Furthermore, 
the claim to represent a different culture objectively is not an unconditionally 
self-evident truth, but rather, a component of a historical, dispositive view 
of knowledge (as in Foucault 1974). The utopia of an unencumbered, 
dominance-free representation, multicultural, and/or neutral point of view 
is completely impossible. Without wanting to discredit the good efforts 
towards this utopia per se, we could argue that any sort of emancipatory 
aesthetics is the historical product of a euro-centric model of the 
Enlightenment. Instead, Gardner’s involvement with mythological 
thinking inevitably causes him to abandon any claims to objectivity, in the 
sense of critical-rational academic discourse, and emphasize instead poetic 
expression. At the same time, his position acknowledges the principle 
inability to overcome a difference in the positive sense, without having a 
subjugation hidden behind such a so-called “good will”. Gardner clarified:  

 
I use the word ‘moral’ a little the way forerunners of anthropology in the 
eighteenth century, who called themselves moral philosophers, used it in 
their speculations about the nature of man [...] to define the tendency 
shown by people everywhere, to give value to all aspects of the experience. 
Whatever people do, whether trivial or immense, is subject to an 
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unrelenting process of judgement – things are good or bad, funny or dull, 
sympathetic or thoughtless. (Gardner 2010, 243)  
 
Robert Fulton, a fellow artist closely associated with Gardner, summarised 

the above quote as follows:  
 
The term ‘moral’ immediately brings to mind a negative-critical mode of 
evaluating behaviour. There is another sense of the word, which comes 
into existence once the immediate conditions of surviving in a culture have 
been satisfied: that is the higher, unstated, and remote regions of human 
awareness, which most fundamentally inform what is means to be a 
human. It is in this second sense that the filmmaker addresses himself. 
(Fulton 2010, 247) 
 
Therefore, if we are to recognise the reality of the academic dispositive 

as that of being another myth, namely that of the modern Enlightenment 
(as in Horkheimer and Adorno 1969), Gardner’s involvement and position 
must remain immediate. The mythical order, as expressed in rituals in 
everyday performances, belongs to the realm of human action, which is 
ultimately universal, the conditio humana. This framework enables the 
spectator to understand Gardner’s film beyond all cultural differences. 
Throughout his work, Gardner was concerned with the human condition, 
the basis of his complementary scientific and artistic interest in the world, 
be it the Stone-Age Dani in Papua New Guinea, or the examination of an 
artist such as Mark Tobey, with the pictorial image. In this context, the 
poetic discourse of Gardner’s films forms a genuine criticism of the self-
image of ethnographic knowledge. Gardner reaches the level of an 
aesthetic epistemology, which he gains from the concrete experience of 
the “other”. In addition to the subject of the city of Benares, the film’s 
form and content, as well as its artistic structure based on a prominent 
montage style, all come together into an ethnographic work of art. 

Poetical Melancholy 

Finally, I wish to return to the core of Gardner’s “filmic anthropology”. 
His poetical understanding of time is far from all the fantasies of 
redemption of a Westerner tired of his own civilization. Rather, the 
director recognizes the universal tragedy of the conditio humana. His 
aesthetics of time result in apprehension in the face of the transience, 
which carries within it the inevitability of death. This is a constituent part 
of the artist’s life. Wolfram Schmitt has described, in the perspective of 
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Ludwig Binswanger, the close relationship between the modern perception 
of time and melancholy (Binswanger 1960).  

 
The intentional objects of past (retentio), present (präsentatio) and future 
(protentio) are normally constituted in the subjective sense of time as 
horizons of being and action, and thus closely refer to one another, such 
that ‘the [present...] is only possible in the simultaneous execution of future 
and past’ [...] In melancholy, these three dimensions and their interaction 
only exist in deficient modi, that is to say, the intentional construction of 
temporal objectivity is disturbed. (Schmitt 1990, 24 et seq.) 
 
The cyclic experience of time in Forest of Bliss does not even know 

the hope of escaping the vanitas of the actual duration of the film. Rather, 
it is only the perseverance found in its inexorability, a mark of the 
saturnine nature of the artist (see Klibansky et al. 1990). In our 
unpublished conversation with Gardner and Susanne Gupta, the director 
told us that:  

 
“I think that I suffer from melancholia and I don’t know if this is a grieving 
for something that is or for something that has passed or something that is 
coming, but I do think that melancholy is a very understandable state of 
mind for all people because time is going all the time, you cannot retrieve 
time, maybe a little bit, maybe with a film like this you can hang on a few 
bites of time, film is time and film is memory.” (Conversation with 
Gardner 2011 by Gupta and Schmitz) 

 
Death is too common: The medium of film for Gardner is anything but 

a happy promise of technology to rule the world. Gardner continued:  
 
“Inevitably what reality happens every 24 times of a second because 
cameras usually run at 24 frames per second, each 24 frame is the truth. 
Well it’s not the truth. But the cinéma vérité people try to make us think 
that they were capturing truth 24 times per second. I don’t believe that I 
never subscribed to cinema verity, but melancholy is embedded in each 
frame because it is a representation of time that has passed a shadow of the 
past, no question.” (Conversation with Gardner 2011 by Gupta and 
Schmitz)  
 
One can only endure this melancholy within the “metaphors of 

beauty”. Since the Renaissance, the melancholia reflects upon the artistic 
mind, similar to Albrecht Dürer is rendering it into a pictorial form in his 
famous etching (Panofsky 1964). Gardner’s film is about, and for, the 
melancholic subject of modernism. As such, it is not an expression of the 
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Euro-American worldview, but of a melancholic modernity that, 
nowadays, under the influence of a global aesthetics, has regained worldwide 
relevance. Indeed, some Indian citizens do share the melancholic mourning of 
a lost, irretrievable pre-modern mythology. Yet, in this way, we arrive at a 
position of modernity beyond the great classic narratives of Modernism. 
Film history, which is more than just an amalgam of widely different local 
traditions, is still to determine the central significance of Forest of Bliss 
with regard to the history of experimental film and ultimately of world 
cinema. When Gardner withdraws from the race to find an “objective” 
representation of Indian rituals via his radically artistic-autonomous 
position, he does not fall back to the debate regarding documentary 
aesthetics, but rather, in the sense of Rimbaud, he is “absolutely modern”. 
The artistic work no longer fulfils its purpose through meaningfulness, be 
it in the objectivity of a representation of a truth, or by simply being-as-it-
is, that is to say, through an act of form-creation in which the possibilities 
of being a human being become evident. This realisation can only be 
gained at the price of pessimism, as a basic experience of modernism 
across the world. 
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Frame 1 Warsaw, frame from the film. 
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Frame 2 From my home movies. 

Experimenting with Home Movies as a Way of Keeping 
Reality Unsettled 

For many years, while travelling back home (whatever “home” meant 
at that moment), during endless hours spent in airports, or travelling and 
crossing borders, I was observing the obsessive rituals of control under the 
hidden collective fears behind the word “security”. It felt as if these 
crossing points, instead of accommodating, were threatening me with 
prison-like buildings secured with endless interdictions. The world forces 
us to move, but its institutions choke our motions. I am an unsettled 
migrant, keeping all my books in my mother’s house in Poland, four SIM 
cards, and a comfortable affiliation to the Belgian unemployment benefits 
system. Hence, I became interested in migrations towards the Western 
world, the motivations, itineraries, and paradoxes that define the life of 
migrants. More than why do we leave our homes, I have been trying to 
understand what keeps us from staying in our semi-satisfying/almost-
home better world, and what makes it even harder to go back to the home 
we come from. These questions gave me the idea to weave a personal 
documentary film that would tell the complexity of leaving, absence, and 
homecoming. As a filmmaker, I am following the intuition that our 
migrations are strongly related to phantasms of modernity and dreams of a 
better place. In this context, this chapter focuses on my second film, 
entitled The Places from Which We Are Absent (2014 ongoing), which 
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draws from the rich tradition of documentary filmmaking as a performative 
and self-reflective cinematographic practice, while exploring relations of 
proximity with filmed objects and worlds that exist beyond the film frame. 

Nichols (1991) highlighted that representations of reality manifest the 
vocation of documentary films. To me, such representations are only 
possible if the film’s meaning conveys a certain continuity, and if it is an 
uncompleted process by itself: an act or a practice of representing realities. 
Accordingly, the aim of my project is to explore the genre of home movies 
as a source of techniques, which allow the unsettling of the realities that 
take part in the process of documentary filmmaking (both beyond and 
within the film frame), as well as the representations that this process 
brings about. The experimental character of this enterprise lies in my 
proposition that the process of filmmaking could be a permanent 
negotiation between having control and losing it, and the fruit of this 
entanglement might be incorporated in the body of the film. Although this 
process entails explorations in form and aesthetics, my aim is not to work 
on the grammar of film per se. I am interested in making the object emerge 
from its form so that both form and the process of filmmaking embody the 
film’s object. Instead of adapting the diegetic world, and the world beyond 
the film frame, I am interested rather in keeping reality unsettled in order 
to open up the meaning of my films (as in Minh-ha’s observations on 
poetic language 1999). Keeping the sense of reality unsettled requires us to 
follow its paradoxes and to make ground for transformations to take place. 
Therefore, my main hypothesis is that the use of found home movies and 
the appropriation of the process of home movie making offer a way to 
open up the meaning of a documentary film and to engage with worlds 
that exist beyond the film frame. In this sense, the home movie genre 
echoes that of an “outsider art” (the politically correct new expression 
replacing art brut). This relation expands to the documentary style, and the 
art tout court, both of which associated with a “failure [original emphasis] 
of realisation” (Craven 2009, 159). Similarly, home movies and the 
situations created by their screening are highly coded. Nevertheless, they 
allow mistakes and failures. Precisely thanks to this paradox, home movies 
provide a lot of space for experimentation. 

My hypothesis, then, focuses on the home-movie as a genre with the 
particular capacity to incarnate the paradoxes of migration, that relates to 
what is lost, fragile, multiplied, or re-created elsewhere; a “home”. From 
among numerous artists that make use of home movies, in a narrower or 
wider sense of the home movie idiom, the ones that are particularly 
inspiring and important for my research questions are the films of Jonas 
Mekas, Ross McElwee, Péter Forgács and Penny Siopis. The diary films 
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of Jonas Mekas, such as Walden (1969) and Lost, Lost, Lost (1976) portray 
the Lithuanian diaspora and the avant-garde art world of New York. Most 
significantly, Mekas addresses their members and, therefore, contributes to 
the construction of a collective feeling of a community (see Ruoff 1991). 
The temporal gap between images and sound, accompanied by a 
soundtrack that consists of Mekas’s voice-over and music added many 
years after the actual process of shooting, forms an incarnation of 
displacement and homelessness (Russell 1999, 282). The desire to 
construct a new home, and the nostalgic, sensory memory of the places left 
behind, are characteristic of a migrant’s experience. Mekas’s gaze is to me 
a migrant’s gaze: restless and constantly changing the focus of attention, 
as if he explores new spaces or trying hastily to record everything before it 
disappears. 

In addition to Mekas’s filmmaking style, another great influence in my 
work is Ross McElwee’s auto-ethnographic documentaries, such as 
Backyard (1984), Sherman’s March (1986), Time Indefinite (1993), and 
Photographic Memory (2011), all of which explore familiar places and 
persons by recycling archival footage with recorded extracts of his family 
life. McElwee’s camera is a human eye. By wittily participating in the 
filmed situations, the camera embodies the relationships of proximity that 
the director has with his filmed world. Through this process, the spectator 
is allowed to be involved in them. In this manner, McElwee defines 
himself through his relations with others. His self-deprecating humour 
towards his personal relationships, allows the spectator to measure his 
sight. I find it pertinent to follow Ross McElwee’s relational lens in my 
film, for the complexity of migration lies in the succession of ruptures and 
reunions in family relationships. A third influence is Péter Forgács’ films, 
including the series Private Hungary (1988–2002), The Maelstrom (1997) 
and Angelo’s Film (1999), make use of private archives as found footage, 
further revealing the metaphysics of banality. His meticulous work 
consists in re-contextualizing images: “[…] layer after layer to feel the 
graphic intensity of each frame” (Forgács cited in Nichols 2003, 7). In this 
way, Forgács makes visible what had not been conscious or perceptible 
during filming. As Nichols suggests, the characters of Forgács’ films are 
not aware of their future but offer their lives to us who know what their 
future eventually will be. This puts the spectator in the unsettling situation 
of being there and here at the same time (Nichols 2003, 2). Finally, Penny 
Siopis’ short experimental videos, such as Obscure White Messenger 
(2010), Communion (2011) and The Master is Drowning (2012), 
interweave public and private footage by evoking events that marked 
South African history and, at the same time, touch wider questions 
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regarding their historical origin. In terms of style, Siopis’ hypnotizing 
mixture of public and private images incarnates both isolation and double-
ness, enhancing the feeling of simultaneously belonging to different 
worlds. This aesthetic negotiation results in visible contradictions 
manifested in the films’ representation style and, therefore, demands the 
active engagement of the viewer with the film. In terms of narrative style, 
Siopis’ stories are told as a subtext to the visual aesthetic, using a voice 
that belongs to her main characters. The text imitates film subtitles, which 
enhance and evoke the feeling of foreignness. 

The work of all of the above filmmakers highlights the materiality of 
the camera and the process of shooting and editing, which, similar to other 
self-reflective practices, destabilize the relationship between reality and 
representation. At the same time, the intimate act of sharing the secrets of 
the medium with the spectator brings to mind the amateur practices of 
those who love their craft, such as home movie filmmakers, whose gaze 
conveys pleasure and enchantment within the worlds they are filming. 
Such relationships of proximity particularly charactirize home movies. By 
the term “relationship”, I refer to the engagement of the filmmaker both 
with the filmed world and with the medium of the camera. This implies 
that not only does the filmmaker have the power to transform his object 
and the medium through his practice, but also that the medium and the 
filmed world transform the point of view and practice of the filmmaker. 
This near-sighted relation of proximity might be, paraphrasing Jean 
Rouch, a way of talking about difference without producing the alterity (as 
in Piault 2008). I believe that this unsettles both the diegetic world and the 
one beyond the film frame because a “relationship” is never stable or fixed 
but constantly undergoes transformations. Accordingly, my latest film, 
The Places from Which We Are Absent, both follows and forms similar 
relationships of proximity. In it, I focus on filming the present moment of 
change, accompanied by the use of family videos that I have archived for 
several years. 

One of the sources of understanding family films is the situation of 
screening (Forgàcs 2007, 48). Following my screening sessions with those 
who participate in my films, I gathered their feedback as another layer of 
narration, one that defines the “relationship” between the filmmaker and 
the spectator. This feature of home movies is close to performative and 
collaborative techniques developed both in anthropology and in 
experimental filmmaking. For example, Jean Rouch’s standard practice to 
offer feedback screenings to characters from his films and friends, which 
he used in order to incorporate further suggestions and amendments in 
implicit or explicit ways. Accordingly, I performed and filmed feedback 
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screenings with my family, in an effort to incorporate in my film the 
process and the results of the participants’ feedback. A feature associated 
with home movies is their lack of purposefulness: filming without a clear 
and predefined objective, but only a strong desire to film. This further 
echoes Jean Rouch’s notion of “ciné transe”, referring to the liberating 
experience of getting rid of the weight of film theories in order to 
rediscover invention (Rouch 2003, 99–100). As with all improvisations, 
these moments owe an ecstatic character. For the sake of my own 
filmmaking, I borrow the term “being out of my mind”, from the 
anthropological studies of ecstatic experiences, as a tool for producing and 
sharing understanding (Fabian 2000). Following my own experience of not 
being in control of the process of filmmaking, I let myself go with the 
pleasure of being in a particular place with my camera, with my senses 
sharpened, and no desire to follow pre-defined ideas. In this way, I explore 
the moments of being out of my mind during the process of recording and 
remembering my own family life, along with the life of Kante, my 
personal friend, and protagonist of my film. 

Notes on The Places from which We are Absent 

I decided to construct The Places from Which We Are Absent based on 
two parallel storylines: on the one hand, my family’s life in Poland, and, 
on the other, my friend Kante’s life in contemporary Great Britain. In both 
storylines, I am exploring the interweaving of representations and dreams 
of a better place, the dream of a “Western world”, in complementary 
relation with the materiality of everyday life. My aim was to explore the 
interweaving of the real and the imaginary, but also to highlight the 
tensions between individual experience and the shared imaginary. The first 
location is set during the so-called “transition” of Poland to the market 
economy in the early 1990s, which was the time of my childhood. In the 
film, I recall my family’s first travels abroad, and the first visits of our 
Western guest. With my camera, I am also exploring how my migration to 
Western Europe transformed my family life, and how this modified 
relationship alters my plans and activities. I have been also filming the 
visual dimensions of modernity in Poland, especially the changes of public 
spaces, and a style of architecture scarred by the early 1990s violent 
economic transition to neoliberal capitalism. Mining these personal 
memories, I recycle my VHS home movies and our re-enactments of the 
Western visual culture: horror films and popular TV series that I was 
making with my schoolmates.  
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As part of the process, I projected my family VHS videos for my 
parents and filmed them in set up feedback screening sessions. These 
extracts focus on my parents’ expectations concerning the Western world 
and the controversies of their first encounters. I then put them into a 
further dialogue with archival footage coming from the Polish newsreels 
of the époque, edited along with my family, mixing extracts from our 
home movies and sequences along with archival footage coming from 
Polish film newsreels, TV news, shows, and the first Polish TV 
commercials from the early 1990s. I treat these sources as found footage, 
appropriating and manipulating them in editing, which implies disconnecting 
them from their historical condition. This appropriation of found footage 
goes to Dewey’s (1980) idea of ruptures and reunions, which allow an 
artistic process to unfold. I wished to use them both as dream-like images 
that address “the unconscious, the sensitive, unspeakable, touchable but 
mostly silent part of the spectator” (Forgács cited in Nichols 2003, 7), and 
as sensible, the thing that cannot be said, paraphrasing Lucien Castaing-
Taylor (cited in MacDonald 2015, 404). I hope this technique will reveal 
the discontinuities and reunions that are an integral part of the migrant’s 
experiences. For example, I am interested in using extracts from the ten-
minute newsreels, called the “Polish Film Chronicle”, which were shown 
in Polish movie theatres after World War II, between 1944 and 1995. The 
People’s Republic of Poland used such chronicles as a propaganda tool for 
the rising communist regime. The fall of communism in the early 1990s 
witnessed the revival of the newsreel style, this time with wit and irony 
satirizing the first years of “transition” to the market economy. In this 
sense, the chronicles provided an account of the Poles’ remarkable 
capacity to adapt according to a changing situation. More than treating 
them as an illustration, or an explanation of a particular historical context, 
I use the archives to convey a shared imagination of the past and to 
highlight the grey zone of semi-legal business that flourished at that time 
in Poland: the dreams of Western modernity within its Eastern imitations. 
In other words, it was never my intention to use the archival material as an 
illustration of a particular historical moment of transformation, but rather, 
to reflect upon the collective imagination(s) of the past at the present 
moment. The ambiguous use of archives inevitably raises the question 
regarding their historical weight, particularly with respect to the 
implication that their re-appropriation resorts to a political, and at the same 
time, personal interpretation of the past. 
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Frame 3 Family dance, from my home movies. 
 

 
 
Frame 4 Kante in Woking, frame from the film. 

 
My family’s image of the “West” was influenced by the propaganda 

strategies used by the communist regime. The more the propaganda 
machine insisted on a rotten “West”, the more we counter-imagined it to 
be paradisiacal. At the beginning of the 1990’s my family had its first 
encounters with foreigners; we made our first visits to Western Europe. 
The commodities coming in colourful packaging from the “West”, 
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promising an exceptional experience enchanted us. My mother would 
unceasingly fill the bottle of Ultra Doux shampoo, the gift of a French 
couple that came to visit us in Poland, with a Polish shampoo made of 
chamomile. While taking a bath, I would repeat the magical words “Ultra 
Doux”, trying to imagine what these words, so rough in my mouth when I 
pronounced them in Polish, actually meant in French. In 1990, the much-
desired “Western” world finally opened its doors overnight. Leszek 
Balcerowicz, the Finance Minister of the first post-communist government 
in Poland, implemented the “shock therapy”, a term referring to the large-
scale process of privatization and liberalization of the Polish economy. In 
the same year, my father, who was a director of a small primary school in 
the countryside, received from the Department of Education a VHS 
camera, allegedly former property of the Polish Secret Services. From then 
on, this camera kept us company in our first travels to “Western” Europe 
and documented our first visits of our “Western” guests. The travel 
restrictions that my father had experienced during his youth triggered his 
later extraordinary zeal to meet with foreigners. He was willing to take 
part in European twin-town committees and to initiate exchanges of pupils 
and other types of activities related to the new opportunities instigated by 
travelling. Thereafter, I had more than twenty pen friends in England, 
France, and the Netherlands. My mother would spend all our savings to 
buy me fashionable clothes (trying to work out what “fashionable” meant 
in the “Western” world) so that I could go for a holiday camp in Bretagne. 
The camping was a mix of African immigrants and Poles arriving from 
behind the iron curtain, too smartly dressed and a little over-equipped, 
armed with compact cameras that cost two weeks’ wages. We arrived for 
the first time in the country of croissants, the Eiffel Tower, and of ultimate 
refinement prepared to testify back home as to what is the materiality of a 
dream. In 1991, we received a guest coming from another planet: Kara, a 
Peace Corps Volunteer from the United States, stayed with us in our tiny 
apartment. Together with my siblings, we spied on her through the 
keyhole of the bathroom door, as she was purifying the water in the 
bathtub with her magical pills. A year later, my father found an excuse for 
us to go to Leidschendam in Holland, to perform a symbolic theatre piece 
that narrated the rising and fall of the wall. It was entitled “Us and Them”. 
The event was made up of stands that represented the leisure activities of 
Leidschendam’s residents, including knitting, beekeeping, and images 
from the local chess club. At that time, it had never crossed my mind that 
twenty-five years later I would be living in Brussels, thinking in three 
languages and sharing my life between two homes separated by a distance 
of 1300 km. 
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Frame 5 Titanic – remnants of the 90’s economic transformation in Poland, frame 
from the film. 
 

 
 
Frame 6 Piaseczno, close to my mother’s place, frame from the film. 
 

In 2014, I returned to Poland from Brussels, submerged in a feeling of 
profound nostalgia. I was convinced that I wanted to go back home for good. 
Keeping my mother company with my camera, while she was recovering 
from cancer, became my everyday habit. I spent my days listening to her 
stories about our family’s origin, while contemplating the Polish landscape. I  
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Frame 7 My mother looking at family pictures, frame from the film. 
 
watched the intrusive and absurd omnipresence of advertisement hoardings, 
feeling an awkward and profound understanding of the existence of all this 
nouveau-riche kitch, bling-bling paperboard landscape. In my thoughts, this 
landscape took me back to the beginning of the 1990s, at the time when, led 
by a collective desire for “Western” inventions, we would make our 
pilgrimage to the first McDonald’s in Warsaw, spending hours at supermarkets 
and trying out new fancy foods sold in colourful packaging. These 
representations of “Western” modernity that I experienced during my 
childhood became a point of comprehension in my friendship with Kante. I 
met him for the first time on a cold winter day in 2004 in a centre for asylum 
seekers – a former military camp situated in the forest near Warsaw. I 
worked there as a social assistant and interpreter. It was my first job after 
graduation. Kante arrived in Poland from Guinea. He was hoping to get to 
Europe with mafia-smuggled migrants through the German border. Our 
friendship started on that day and kept evolving: the memories of Kante’s 
illegal period in Poland, his marriage and divorce, my own first travels to 
Europe and Africa, followed by my moving to Brussels. A significant part of 
our lives was marked by displacement: looking for jobs, family problems, 
and many situations for which we would help each other whenever 
necessary. In time, a growing feeling that we have something in common 
connected us. It was the phantasms on the “Western” world, the better 
place, which had coloured my childhood and influenced my life choices. 
This also triggered Kante’s risky decision to set off for Europe. It was only 
after ten years that Kante managed to realize his dream of going to Europe. 
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Three years ago, he proudly sent me by post a photocopy of the document 
granting him Polish nationality. 

 

 
 
Frame 8 Kante showing advertisement of the project Ile de Conacry, frame from 
the film. 
 

 
 
Frame 9 Dreams of Guinean modernity, frame from the film. 

 
In January this year, Kante moved to Woking in the UK, working night 

shifts for a company that specializes in internet deliveries. Excusing 
himself as my fledgling fellow compatriot, he recently told me that he 
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would not hesitate to replace his Polish passport with a British one. I 
regularly visited him in his “little Guinea”, a tiny room in a house owned 
by a Pakistani proprietor where he lives with four other single migrant 
workers. I have been filming mundane moments of him watching Guinean 
series and music videos on YouTube. He has been generously translating 
them for me, word for word, from Susu to French and Polish; moments of 
preparing food, cleaning the house, eating, watching photos of our 
common acquaintances on Facebook, joking, chatting, and him sleeping in 
the daylight after a tiring night of work. His room is a crowded narrow 
space, filled with the omnipotent presence of his friends and relatives from 
Guinea with whom he talks on Skype. Observing his fatigue when he 
comes back from the night shift, wanting to support him when he comes 
back from work, to cook and to tidy the room, to offer him what he misses 
every day, to be surrounded by family, made me realize that solitude and 
separation are the most difficult part of our deliberate migrant experience. 
I decided to shoot mainly within the narrow space of Kante’s room, in 
order to convey the density of the world that he has created, both very real 
and inhabited by his memories and dreams; full of his Guinean friends and 
relatives, despite the fact that they are far away. I have been particularly 
interested in the paradoxes of Kante’s choices. By the fact that he is both 
frustrated and animated by his aventure (the term that French-speaking 
Africans use to talk about the risky enterprise of setting off for Europe). 
He is both frustrated and animated by the influence of his invisible 
Guinean relatives, friends, and les bouches referring to “the mouths” who 
gossip, and, in an indirect way, had forced him to set off for the aventure. 
They are the people he misses a lot, but whose expectations and judgments 
prevent him from returning to Guinea. The dream of a better life in 
Europe, as I learnt with Kante, implies tensions between the expectations 
of those who remain, and the bitter words of those he left behind, those 
who did not succeed in realizing their dream. 

Filmmaking for me means to search for a better understanding of the 
world. It means to navigate through its ironies, and, above all, to create 
and maintain true relationships. On a microscale (the one belonging to a 
home-movie filmmaker), the process of producing and sharing images 
with the ones I love allows me to care for them. On a larger scale, as a 
documentary filmmaker, I am entering into a relationship with realities 
existing beyond the film frame. The work put on my film made me reflect 
upon the motivations that push us to produce images. One of them, 
common for the characters of my film, including myself, is that we 
produce images to make up for the physical absence of the Other and fill 
the void of inaccessible worlds. Such was probably the case of my father 
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and his VHS camera that allowed us to enact a bit on the imaginary 
“West” at home; Kante, sending back to Guinea his photos set against 
wealthy surroundings and luxury cars, and myself fighting the fears of not 
having my own family. The making of The Places from which we are 
Absent became the means of getting my fragmented “home” back together. 
The magical capacity of these images produced because of absence, lack 
or loss, is that they perform relationships, sometimes in ways that we 
cannot predict and control, and thus, become Life. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

SENSORIAL RESONANCE AS A KEY READING 
TOOL INTO MIGRANTS’ EXPERIENCES 

MONICA HEINTZ 
 

 
 

Introduction 
 
On the night train from Bucharest to Iassy, a large provincial town in 

northern Romania, a young woman was calling Spain to tell her partner 
about her journey and the discovery of a “true” couchette for this usually 
tiring night trip. She giggled and assured him that she would be back soon: 
“I miss you already.” The conversation was conducted in Spanish. At 
seven o’clock the next morning, she called her village, which is situated 
close to Iassy, to speak to her daughter who was seven years old. While on 
the phone, she announced a great surprise: that she will be able to see her 
that very day when back from school. She then said goodbye to the 
daughter: “I’ve missed you.” This conversation was in Romanian. The 
mother explained to me that the grandmother, who was taking care of her 
child in Romania, knew about her arrival, but hesitated to give the good 
news to the child in advance, as this would have made her daughter 
impatient and the grandmother would have had to answer the child’s 
tiresome questions. At home in Romania, but also at home in Spain, 
somebody was always missing my young travelling companion. Through 
frequent phone calls she was busy managing two different persons’ 
longing for her, her partner in Spain and her daughter in Romania. 
Nevertheless, I may be over-interpreting, as she never expressed this to me 
in the way I have just done. She only discussed at length the various 
options for managing her huge phone bill – a necessary evil.  

At the time of my trip, I was studying the case of temporary migrants 
from Romania who had moved to the West and the double 
presence/absence of the two worlds in their lives. Migrants are no more 
able than anthropologists to translate these feelings into words. Far from 
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sociological concerns regarding the migrant integration in a new society, 
or from the nostalgic return to a homeland of the past, my discussion in the 
train with her made me wonder how the sociological cold gaze could 
correspond to what is at the core of the experience of migration. In trying 
to answer this question, this chapter discusses the ways I used the sensory 
resonance between temporary migrants and anthropology, in my effort to 
create a medium for the transmission of the experience of temporary 
migration to the public. In doing so, I focus on my film on migration, 
which I co-realized with Alin Rus. The film is entitled Behind the Masks 
(Heintz and Rus 2011). The aim of the chapter is to self-reflect upon the 
means used to recreate the feeling of intense presence, or absence, through 
our assembled images, rather than by simply using statistics or words. 

Intra-European Labour Migration 

Temporary migration from Eastern to Western Europe started after the 
dismantling of the Eastern bloc. This wave of economic migrants reached 
unexpected proportions in recent years. In the absence of precise statistics 
concerning the phenomenon, it is estimated that 7% to 10% of the total 
population of Romania are currently working abroad, mainly within the 
European Union, of which Romania became a member in 2007. In order to 
explain this phenomenon, we can first invoke the difference in living 
standards between the former East and the West, and the geographical 
proximity that explains Eastern Europeans’ choice of destination. A 
further reason is the legal framework that, after European enlargement 
towards the East, has allowed EU citizens to move freely and work legally 
in all domains of activity. Since 2002, these juridical facilities were 
already gaining ground, allowing a steady increase of permanent migration 
from Romania, replacing illegal with legitimate labour migration. 
Furthermore, in spite of the resemblance between the economic causes of 
migration today with the circumstances of mass migration, from Southern 
Europe and the Maghreb to northern Europe in the 1960s and 1970s, 
nowadays, cheap communication and travel have radically changed the 
opportunities and solutions to bring families together, and, equally, 
enhanced the feeling of being apart. Advances in telecommunications, 
along with more affordable transport allow migrants to keep physically in 
touch with both places and their communities, which marks an 
unprecedented experience in the history of long-distance labour migration. 
Consequently, European temporary migrants, recently re-baptised as 
“mobile workers” live simultaneously between two worlds. 
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In the past decade, a number of sociologists and social anthropologists 
have studied the trajectory of the migrants and their situation in their 
country of destination (as in Sandu 2006 and Anghel 2013, among others). 
Other works, such as Rostas and Stoica (2006), cover temporary migrants’ 
own accounts of daily life abroad and self-interpretations of life choices. 
While such studies give voice to migrants, they only rely on what migrants 
choose to reveal about their experience of migration in one-to-one 
interviews. Trappers (2009) for instance, discussed the idea of returning to 
the home country as a recurrent theme, along with the transformation of 
“emigration” into “mobility”. Nevertheless, these investigations failed to 
make the link between the life of migrants and their countries of origin in a 
systematic way, and thus, they could not reveal the direct consequences of 
temporary migration for the communities left behind, as well as, for the 
well-being of migrants themselves in their new homes. In other words, 
while thinking about our film project, it became evident that previous 
methodological approaches had limited capacity for capturing the 
experience of migration, because of their exclusive reliance on discourses. 
Furthermore, ethnographic research conducted over the last decade among 
migrants from Romania to Western Europe allowed me to notice the limits 
of language and self-expression in rendering the experiences of migrants. 
This led me to search for alternative ways of capturing it. 

Living in two places means also to be alternatively absent from both. 
One migrant woman, whom I encountered during my research, bought 
new clothes every year in her host country only to send them back to 
Romania where she only lives for only a few weeks a year. She claimed 
that she would not dress up like this abroad, because, as she put it: “Who 
sees me here?” This case of suspended life, one that I also followed for 
more than a decade, can be commonly found among temporary migrants 
of a certain age, especially those who migrated individually (without their 
close life “witnesses”). Therefore, although this contemporary aspect of 
migration (the facilitated means of communication and travel) appears to 
render it more “human”, it also carries the seeds of a chronic absence, 
which anthropologists know only too well from their own experience of 
life-long commuting between home and the field. By living in two places 
at the same time, migrants are always absent from one of them, which they 
try to compensate for through virtual connections. 

One could then wonder whether the new means of communication 
contribute to this feeling of absence and loss in the temporality of migrant 
life. While migrants usually rely on cheap phone calls as a means of 
staying connected to home, I also saw them hanging on to this link to 
home and the people they love, and to a life that they could follow from a 
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distance. Moreover, while one may argue that transnational connections, 
which have been developed within the process of globalization, have been 
discussed since the beginning of the 1990s (as in Appadurai 1991), the 
comparison between temporary migrants born in Eastern European 
villages and cosmopolitan golden boys has reached its limits. Temporary 
migrants are not particularly fascinated by cosmopolitanism. Most migrants 
clearly stated to us that if they were not forced out by economic scarcity, 
they would have rather chosen to stay at home. Recently, the migration 
policy in Romania has also changed, encouraging migrants to return, by 
allocating to each individual a small amount of money for a new start back 
home. In this complex context, the question of where to live and work 
remains present in every migrant’s mind and at each departure. This 
feeling of suspended reality calls for the ethnographer to seek alternative 
cues for understanding the migrant experience. Furthermore, it requires the 
use of alternative means to find out how these forms of migration are 
experienced from the inside. This was the idea behind our 2011 
documentary film. We thought that by staging these situations (a fictional 
method) we would enhance reality. Furthermore, we offered our film to be 
watched by the migrants themselves, in order to allow them to articulate 
their own conditions through the sensory resonance with the life expressed 
on screen. Thus, the whole process, from the choice of filming and editing, 
to the reception of the film by migrants, was part of a research strategy, 
which was meant to capture the inner experience of migration. 

Sensory Resonance 

For our documentary, we filmed two important family gatherings: 
Christmas and New Year’s Eve celebrations in a village in the north of 
Moldova. We chose to follow a single family and their connections in the 
village, which were manifested during these celebrations. Our aim was to 
focus on the life of “characters” that would resonate with the migrants’ 
collective experiences. The family we chose to film included people who 
had migrated, people who never did, people who had returned, and people 
who had been left behind by the others’ departure. We alternated the 
family’s walks in the village with shots in which they encountered their 
memories. We also used feedback sessions in which they commented on, 
and asked questions about the videos we had filmed. Their story is meant 
to be every family’s story. We further thought that our communication was 
meant to epitomise the relations between the anthropologists and their 
“informants”. If there was something, we especially tried to capture 
through our images it was the atmosphere of public and private spaces, 
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and the continuity between them: the masquerade that took place in the 
public space of the village community along with the unveiled relations 
inside the house. Our film shows how these conventionally separated 
spaces interpenetrate in moments such as the New Year celebrations: 
masked men knocking on all the doors, sometimes frightening the 
inhabitants with scary jokes, forcing their way into the houses, only to 
wish the occupants a happy New Year. According to tradition, when the 
visitors are let inside a family home, they are welcomed with food and 
drink, in order to “tame” the masks, and, in turn, to bring prosperity to the 
house. The anonymous and frightening masks are then dropped, unveiling 
familiar faces of neighbours, relatives, or other members of the village, 
who would instantly switch to a friendlier relationship with their hosts. 
The “unveiling” constitutes a particularly strong moment in each 
encounter, as this is the moment when the stranger becomes familiar, and 
fear is replaced by friendship and intimacy. Only families that took the 
risk to welcome the masked youths into their homes could experience the 
joy of seeing them unveiled. For the rest, the masked remain the 
anonymous scary faces that one sees knocking at the window. The taming 
of the masks and the savage spirits they represent guarantees a fertile 
coming year for the host. 

On the other hand, the young migrants enjoyed showing themselves off 
by putting on the grotesque faces. Some of them even seemed to have 
taken the trip from their host countries to the village only for this reason. 
They would spend their three days of masquerade by asking for money 
and drinks, teasing young girls who had surely forgotten them during their 
absence from the village. Nevertheless, some traditional occupations that 
characterised the masquerade for centuries acquire today an additional 
meaning. In this time of false noses, migrants dare to caricature the image 
they often enjoy abroad due to mutual ignorance between migrants and the 
population of their host countries. Indeed, nothing appeared to come out of 
their accounts of their life abroad more often than the need to strive 
against the stereotypes of laziness, theft, and violence. One cannot 
overlook the fact that Romanian migrants do not enjoy a jolly image in 
Europe, as they are facing one of the strongest xenophobic reactions in 
recent European migration (see Duez 2008). The murder of Giovanna 
Reggiani, who was a middle-aged Italian woman, by a Romanian migrant, 
had triggered an unprecedented possibility of expulsion of EU citizens 
from another EU country. It led to a wave of xenophobia and stereotyping 
still suffered by Romanian migrants in Italy. However, by freely behaving 
among their fellow villagers in terms of what they are wrongly accused of 
doing abroad, and even more importantly, by having the possibility to 
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unveil themselves at the end of the festivities to reveal more modest 
behaviour, this was a happy occasion. This revelation was further 
exacerbated by their awareness of being filmed for a foreign audience. 

Equally, we were sensitive to the fact that by focusing on the images of 
scary masked young Romanians we were getting in resonance with the 
unspoken fears spread in their host countries. We naturally wished, as 
most anthropologists do, to show the “real” face of the migrants behind the 
mask. Most of the comments we collected while showing the film abroad, 
were indeed confirming the need to have this real face shown. The host 
populations are no less ignorant of the richness of culture and traditions of 
temporary migrants, whom they see in circumstances where they are “de-
rooted” or “displaced”, with no family ties and no past. Nevertheless, right 
from the beginning, the public we targeted were the migrants themselves. 
Our aim was to make them recognize themselves in the images we 
showed, to make them feel, smell, and live again the experiences they 
shared with their families. We were postulating that their experience of the 
masquerade would allow this sensory resonance to take place. Then, 
through the words of the main protagonists, and our inserts with 
information about the migration story of each one of them, we hoped to 
trigger their awareness regarding the things they have, and the things they 
miss, in their lives between two worlds. Our ethics as anthropologists 
pushed us to look out for this kind of possible “therapy”, based on the 
assumption that by naming we may contribute to their self-awareness. In 
this sense, the film was more than an end in itself. It was a research tool, a 
process, and the beginning of new relations. 

The co-director, Alin Rus, was still in Moldova at the time when I sent 
to all the families involved in the film a copy of our project. He was then 
able to record some of the reactions of those who participated in it. Not 
everybody was back in the village during his fieldwork, so he was not able 
to watch the film with all the actors. We subsequently learned that the film 
was shown regularly on the local TV station. Three years later during a 
fieldtrip, I was able to meet again with some of the actors. Meanwhile, we 
had become locally “famous” and had received the honorary citizenship of 
the village. We were relieved to find out that although many were 
surprised to see themselves in the light we had placed them they enjoyed 
the film. Since we could not directly tackle the question of suffering, 
linked to a chronic absence due to migration, they had remained convinced 
that we were shooting their folklore. We did not dare to betray too many 
of their expectations while editing the material, and so we decided to insert 
in a discreet manner the personal facts concerning each family’s migration 
situation. We know these pieces of information radically change the 
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meaning of “neutral” images. We cannot be sure that the awareness we 
bring is beneficial. Nevertheless, those who saw the film were at least 
happy enough to hear strangers recognize that “this is not easy”.  

In-Between Two Worlds 

Post-socialist Romania was marked by a rational and utilitarian way of 
thinking, which was promoted by the mass media, in books, and even in 
business enterprises during staff training sessions (as in Heintz 2006). This 
way of thinking made it very difficult for someone to talk in front of the 
camera about his or her emotions and feelings, or any other seemingly 
irrational considerations when it comes to economic survival. In front of 
the camera, interviewees would use a utilitarian reasoning for explaining 
the lack of economic choices in Romania, justifying the need to look for 
alternative job opportunities abroad. They would show a certain pride in 
taking their lives in their hands without having to wait in vain for help 
from the state, or display a more aggressive response because the state was 
not able to provide them with the social rights they expected (as in 
Hermeziu 2011). Instead, we made the daring choice of filming and 
showing the side of migration that reveals the difficulties and losses 
migrants do not admit they are living through. Far from searching dramatic 
events, we decided to film joyful moments of family and community 
fulfilment, a dimension of which migrants are often unaware when they 
make their choice to migrate, and of which they remain unaware, 
preferring instead to blame the mal être and insufficiencies of their host 
society. 

In the background of their family stories and connections, our film 
records a number of street happenings taking place during the Christmas 
and New Year’s celebrations, including the Stag and the Goat, the little 
horse bands, and the colindatori. This term refers to groups of children or 
teenagers who go from house to house announcing Christ’s birth and the 
beginning of the New Year. The participants resort to singing, dancing, 
and joking, in exchange for money and food. The Stag and the Goat bands 
were formed of at least half a dozen men, accompanied by several 
musicians who perform traditional songs and music. This takes place in 
the village council’s new central stage, followed by performances taking 
place from house to house. Then comes the masquerade of mostly young 
men dressed in traditional heavy, impressive, and noisy costumes, or 
newly invented caricatured outfits. A masquerade is the time when people 
hide behind masks, a time of reversed values. This exceptional time of 
false noses (described by Leach 1961) could be seen as a symbolic detour. 
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However, even more importantly, a trigger leads young migrants to talk 
freely about aspects of their life abroad. This is why we predominantly 
followed the “masks” and indirectly learnt some surprising things that the 
men behind them would not directly confess unmasked. We met a great 
number of young migrants who chose to spend their meagre resources to 
visit their village, in order to take part in the celebrations. These were 
especially single young people, as it is more expensive for older migrants 
to bring their entire family home. For those arriving only for a holiday, the 
sharp contrast between the dull working life abroad, and the high time they 
have back home, gave them the illusion that this is their “home sweet 
home”. This sentiment exacerbates the despair with which they engage in 
the celebrations: drinking, making expensive masks, and resorting to 
conspicuous consumption. 

On the other hand, those who could not afford to visit home resorted to 
phone calls, or engaged in long conversations via Skype, inquiring in detail 
about the celebrations. They took pleasure from recounting how they used 
to celebrate while at “home”, and generally tried to still participate in the 
life of the village, even though that was not physically possible due to the 
distance. Instead, they had to be compensated with the images sent by their 
families, including pictures, videos posted on YouTube, and verbal 
accounts of the celebrations. So, we asked migrants directly via Skype if 
they knew the Christmas celebrations in the country of their current residence 
to which they could participate. However, they appeared completely ignorant 
of how their host countries celebrate. One man claimed that there was no 
Christmas tradition in Spain, while another that there was no good food in 
Italy. This is, of course, a symptom of typical migrant nostalgia. However, 
this symptom is exacerbated by the fact that the migrants remain 
connected to their birth homes, which enables them to see, hear, and even 
“smell” a chicken taken out of the oven. At the same time, the virtual 
connection that replaces their presence in the festivities, prevents them 
from fully taking part in their lives abroad. Furthermore, the sight of the 
glamorous New Year’s masquerade taking place back in their home 
countries increases the intensity of the moment. Given the impossibility of 
being present in the festivities, they hang on just about enough wired 
access to keep them “connected”. By contrast, their indifference to the 
nature of the Christmas and New Eve celebrations abroad alleviated the 
pain of lacking integration in their host country, as in our discussions the 
migrants we interviewed did not seem to miss anything from their life 
abroad, which they ignored. 

Meanwhile, those who briefly return to Romania for the celebrations 
maintain that their “sweet home” is an illusion. When interviewed, they 
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kept asserting that there was no jobs or honesty in business relations in 
Romania, an old recurrent line of complaint I have investigated elsewhere 
(Heintz 2006). As a result, they had no other choice but to leave again for 
work abroad. This did not prevent them from spending their entire savings 
on a week for a holiday at home, paying for a new mask for the carnival, 
or receiving the colindatori. The tradition of receiving the colindatori with 
money or food is part of one’s assertion of status in the community. It 
became clear to us, that apart from enjoying the celebrations, they thought 
it was important to maintain their status in the community. For instance, 
we met a man who had travelled on a bus from Italy to Romania with his 
family but had the misfortune of being caught in the harsh winter of 
2010/2011. The blocked roads caused him to arrive two days after the 
Christmas celebrations. He still decided to pay some men to kill a pig for 
him (as his “rich” migrant status required) according to the traditional 
custom. However, since he did not have the time to organize the feast with 
the neighbours, he had to carry the whole pork packed in bags on a 36-
hour bus trip back to Italy. Of course, he gave us a utilitarian explanation 
for this: meat was expensive in Italy. He did not wish to admit that he had 
actually come to see the masquerade and his neighbours during the 
celebrations. Instead, he asserted that he was coming home, because “he 
had built a house in the village and this obliged him to return”. On the 
other hand, Italy for him was a respected “modern” country, where he had 
settled well with his wife and family. He asserted he could not be nostalgic 
about his past life. He could not admit missing it. But he kept returning 
over and over again to “take care” of his house. 

Therefore, the images we filmed of the joyful masquerade during 
which migrants were acting themselves constitute a fictional detour into 
their minds and hearts. It is notable that the migrants also filmed the 
celebrations and watched them repeatedly. By filming Christmas, we were 
aware that we radicalized the contrast between the emptiness of the 
migrant life abroad and the fullness of life back home. Ideally, we would 
like to shoot a trilogy, with the other films focusing on village life during 
the rest of the year, and one on the life of migrants abroad. Such a trilogy 
would have been closer to an anthropological account of reality. Instead, 
our film appears as a fictional and illusory account, even though except for 
the choice of images and editing nothing was staged during the filming 
process. But it is meant to reflect upon the dreams and illusions that 
migrants themselves entertain about their life back home, by portraying 
collective events with light humour, as much as the lightness of alcohol 
allows, in richness, as the abundance of the celebrations shows, and 
fraternal, as the spirit of Christmas suggests. 
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The experience of making Behind the Masks raised questions regarding 
the impact of ethnographers when they bypass their role as observers, and 
consciously take the risk of affecting, and eventually, “changing” reality. 
By choosing the film medium, we felt that we were confronted directly 
with this question, because we found ourselves engaged in such a potential 
change. Despite our effort to publish our writings in the local language, 
nothing guarantees that our written texts did actually reach their target. In 
a world of moving images, the image becomes more “moving” than 
words. At least the recipients of our message, the young migrants, were 
more responsive to films than to texts. But was it our responsibility to 
unveil the hidden and the tacit? In Writing Culture, Marcus and Clifford 
(1986) advocated an impulse for dialogical texts in which the participants 
would free themselves from the observers’ omnipotent presence and their 
omniscient accounts. Are we then maybe returning to a pre-post/modern 
anthropology, by trying to bypass informants’ language, as if “we know 
[their souls] better”? The process of cutting and editing sequences, 
choosing what to show, and playing on emotions, testifies to the power of 
the image: does this give us a moral right to use the means of fiction in 
order to approach the reality of non-fiction? Maybe we could admit that in 
a dialogue one always talks, while the other listens, but then they (should) 
take turns, and one always runs the risk of being influenced by the other. 
However, this risk also achieves the highest gain. The particularity of our 
dialogue with temporary migrants came from the specific composition of 
our team of Romanian filmmakers having lived abroad for long periods. 
The resonance between “Us” and “Them” was implicit, as we had lived 
through the experience of migration ourselves. Maybe this is what migrants 
acknowledged when they watched our film. From our perspective, the only 
difference between “Us” and “Them” was the fact that our anthropological 
distancing made us reflect upon the aporia of our common situation. 
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Jia Zhang-ke and the DV Revolution 
 

The term “socialism with Chinese characteristics” refers to the full-
scale commercialization of all trade, including the emergence of popular 
cinema. This instigated a heated debate over the new values of the film 
industry. The state ideology of post-socialist Chinese cinema aimed to 
occlude the social problems that were caused by rapid economic reform, 
endorsing both the socialist policies and the values of commercial cinema 
(as in Pickowiz and Yang 2006). It was against these two modes of 
filmmaking that the post-1990s filmmakers, called “the Sixth Generation” 
of amateur documentarists, invented an alternative “third type of imaging” 
(Wang 2005, 16–26). This was characterized by its independent nature, 
unofficial quality, and a non-commercial interest. These principles were 
accompanied by the introduction and use of digital video making. The new 
technology opened up “the uses and potentialities in specific times and 
spaces, suggesting both their advantages and their limitation” (Stam 2000, 
325). Digital technologies were portable and affordable, allowing a young 
generation of directors to film the everyday emotions and experiences of 
people caught in the process of rapid urbanization. This gave them the title 
of “Urban Filmmakers” (Zhang 2007). In the 1990s, through the new 
medium, the young urban filmmakers reflected upon the post-socialist 
transformation of the market economy in China and the impact of 
transnational capitalism on everyday life. Ironically, the film productions 
of this underground movement were also seen as an unintentional by-
product of post-socialism, because they turned their financial 
disadvantages into an ideological advantage, as the means to negotiate a 
way through the changing market economy. The use of digital video not 
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only transformed the nature of the image, but also enabled filmmakers to 
overcome the state authority’s censorship in the circulation circuits. 
Relaxed state regulations enabled them to go independent, allowing them 
to rent film equipment and facilities, in order to deal directly, albeit 
informally, with overseas distribution agents. 

Nowadays, the director Jia Zhang-ke is publicly recognized as the 
“Godfather” of the Chinese digital video documentary genre. Back in the 
1990s, he had anticipated the rising of the new, experimental, and amateur 
spirit in Chinese filmmaking, one that stood in opposition to the cinematic 
conventions of the time. The term “amateur” does not advocate the 
lowering of the quality standards in film production, or a turn towards self-
narcissism and self-indulgence, which were both antithetical to Jia Zhang-
ke’s “amateur spirit”. Instead, the term referred to a kind of avant-
gardism, based on the freedom of expression and contextualized within the 
wider democratization of filmmaking in contemporary China, firmly 
rooted in the ethos of urban filmmaking. In particular, the introduction and 
development of digital video (DV) technology allowed filmmaker-auteurs 
to take a similar role to that of a painter or a poet. Yiman Wang (2005) 
made the analogy between shooting with a DV camera and writing with a 
pen. This analogy accurately captures the advantages of the emerging 
digital technology, namely, its lightweight, easy operation, and low cost, 
all of which enhance the intimacy between the filmmaker and the subject 
to capture accurately the everyday reality and continuous change. In an 
interview in 2009, Jia Zhang-ke declared: “I love it [the DV format] 
because of how suitable it is for the fast-paced shooting we do. I often joke 
that, if it weren’t for DV, I wouldn’t be able to capture the changes that are 
happening in China, because they are so fast!” This chapter examines Jia 
Zhang-ke’s Platform (2000), The World (2004), and Still Life (2006), in 
order to explore the tensions between space and history, in relation to the 
use of DV technology. It further discusses how Jia Zhang-ke engages 
deeply with Chinese society in the post-socialist era by focusing on the 
nature of contemporary Chinese urban reality as well as the ethics and 
aesthetics of its documentation and memory. The chapter will show how 
the three films, which were produced during the post-socialist turn towards 
capitalism, designated the public disillusionment and wider scepticism 
regarding the official socialist ideology in China at the turn of the century. 

Reading Jia Zhang-ke’s Settings 

In post-socialist China, young filmmakers produced an amazing array 
of “representational spaces”, which they defined in instances of “that 
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concrete (practical and social) space-time wherein symbolisms hold sway, 
where works of art are created, and where buildings, palaces, and temples 
are built” (Lefebvre 1997, 138–146). For example, Jia Zhang-ke’s 
Platform (2000) matches the epic framework of a turbulent decade in the 
collective life of a small-town music group. Jia Zhang-ke uses long and 
fixed takes, and an elliptical narrative that de-dramatizes the personal 
strivings and changes taking place during the 1980s. The film focuses on 
the Fenyang Peasant Culture Group, a state-run Maoist propaganda troupe, 
soon to be forced to change under Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms. 
The key members of this troupe are two pairs of young performers who 
fall in love with each other: on the one hand, Cui Mingliang and Yin 
Ruijuan, and on the other, Zhang Jun and Zhong Ping. In the film, their 
romance is set against the mise en scene of the old city wall. In one 
instance, in the sequence-taking place in a secluded corner of the town, the 
characters meet to discuss their repressed feelings. The thick, gloomy, and 
self-contained city-wall offers a metaphorical allusion of the oppressive 
patriarchal authorities. Under the shadow of that omnipresent power, the 
two pairs of tender lovers strive to keep their relationship alive. A shot 
shows the city’s skyline filled with commercial adverts, juxtaposed with 
the party slogan of “ideological liberation”. This old world is represented 
by Ruijuan’s father, a police officer, who spots his daughter with 
Mingliang in a theatre that shows an Indian film from the 1950s. “You 
have seen too many foreign movies,” he warns her. The scene is set at the 
top of the city’s main gate, where Ruijuan and Mingliang alternately come 
in and out of the battlements against a distant, bright sky. While Ruijuan, 
represented as the filial daughter, decides to stay put in the family home, 
Mingliang takes off from the site of the historic city-wall, leaving Ruijuan 
alone within that “allegorical” wall of weighty patriarchal authorities. A 
year later, on a sunny summer day, Mingliang returns under the city-wall 
to see Ruijuan again, only to be told that her father disapproves of their 
relationship. Afterwards, he climbs up the wall, while Ruijuan stays 
behind below. Here, in the shadow of the father, the two young lovers 
cement their subsequent separation. 

The space of the old city-wall and its main gate offers a lived 
expression of the social environment, in the sense that it is unconsciously 
rendered with an implicit manner that becomes self-consciously explicit. 
For Kracauer (1995) the use of marginalized spaces is a platform through 
which ideas concerning the inversion of secular space visualize the dreams 
of a society. Wherever the hieroglyphics of any spatial image are 
deciphered, there the basis of social reality presents itself. In this film, the 
social reality of the patriarchal social order is responsible for the 
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complicated love affair between the two couples, offering an anti-modern 
strain that enhances the reinforcement of the ritual and the family order. 
Mingliang works in a coalmine where, for the first time, he experiences 
the conditions of a low-wage labourer. These conditions shake his faith in 
privatization and the new capitalist order. If Mingliang eagerly undertakes 
this journey into the faith of new Chinese capitalism, what he has seen on 
his journey is what I would term as the “ruins” of post-Maoist China. The 
privately owned coalmine symbolizes these where human life has so little 
value. Ironically, the privatization of the Maoist propaganda troupe allows 
Mingliang to savour a newly obtained “freedom”. However, he further 
discovers, in his cousin’s misery, another privatized enterprise. The setting 
of the coalmine becomes a turning point in Mingliang’s journey to the 
unknown world beyond the wall. 

In Simulacra and Simulations, Baudrillard (1988, 166–184) argued that 
society has replaced reality with symbols and signs, and, conversely, 
human experience is transformed into a simulated reality. Paradoxically, 
the simulacrum of reality is not based on reality, nor does it hide reality. 
Rather, it simply hides the fact that anything like a representation of 
“reality” is irrelevant to the current understanding of our lives. The 
simulacrum, therefore, is actually a signification, a general symbolism of 
the culture and the perceived reality as constructed by the new media. 
Baudrillard argues that society has become so saturated with simulacra 
that all meaning is eventually rendered meaningless by being infinitely 
mutable. He cites Disneyland as a perfect model of simulation, not just 
because of its play with illusions and the ability to draw a crowd, but also 
because it belongs to the order of the hyperreal. Jia Zhang-ke takes this 
idea of a simulated world further in his feature entitled The World (2004) 
which is set in a sprawling Disney-like theme park in a Beijing suburb. 
The film focuses on the story of a young dancer, called Tao, whose entire 
universe seems to begin and end inside the park. Along with her boyfriend, 
Taisheng, who works as a security guard at the theme park, Tao yearns for 
a better life. But she can barely articulate or envision what a life beyond 
this peculiarly conceived simulacrum might look like. Through Tao’s 
personal story, The World reflects upon the lives of the employees of a 
theme park in Beijing, an enclosed space that is fortified by the ironic sign 
“See the world without leaving Beijing”. The World Park consists of 
miniature replicas of famous world monuments, the Eiffel Tower, Notre 
Dame, the Great Pyramid, the Vatican, Tower Bridge, Manhattan, and so 
forth. It is a simulation of a world where tourists can vicariously 
experience the “real”. Outside the simulated world, the living space is a 
dismal place for displaced migrant workers. The beautiful postcard-like, 
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postmodern simulacra of the world’s landmarks stand in sharp contrast to 
the squalid and pre-modern living conditions of the workers who are 
condemned to live in a narrow corner of the park. In this sense, the World 
Park becomes a monument to China’s imaginary integration into the world 
at large, but the characters from the Shanxi province are not part of this 
brave new world. The migrants stand in for vast numbers of Chinese 
citizens, who have been left out of China’s economic boom and the fruits 
of modernization. Therefore, the World Park is a showcase of the world to 
visitors, but beneath its glitzy surface lays the struggle for survival among 
ordinary citizens. In fact, the miniature virtual world entraps its workers, 
thus becoming a mockery of globalization. 

Furthermore, the workers of the theme park use the Shanxi dialect, 
which, from the perspective of the postmodern new world, symbolizes a 
lack of modernity, backwardness, and the incommensurability of China’s 
poor masses. In addition to the provincialism of the dialect, the social 
status of the characters and the surrounding provinces show that the 
countryside is not at the same stage of development as the city of Beijing. 
The Shanxi dialect also creates a de-familiarizing, alienating, and 
distancing effect on the viewer, positioned as a detached, cool-headed 
observer of the events and lives unfolding in the film. The viewer is 
prompted by the camera-eye’s realistic portrayal of a Chinese world that is 
characterized by great disparity and non-synchronicity. Its citizens are 
entangled in heated games in the context of modernization and 
globalization. On dark, rainy days, the characters of the film dream about 
possible happier things in life, such as love, friendship, and parties. 
Flashes of hope are bracketed in short, brightly animated sequences. These 
are surreal, childlike, cartoon-like fantasies, which may not come true. A 
message on the mobile phone left by a loved one or a friend is their sole 
source of happiness. The sound of its ringing brings hope and mobility for 
those caught in this quagmire. Each time Tao receives a message, the film 
turns into an animation, with hopeful bright colours. She then flies to the 
site for a rendezvous with her lover or friends. In this way, the director 
juxtaposes the dream world against the harsh reality of everyday life. Now 
and then, the private life of Tao is both in and out of sync with the rhythm 
of globalization.  

 
It’s often said that the Cultural Revolution was a great disaster that made 
victims of all of us, but I think the economic changes during the ’80s were 
tantamount to a great revolution that was quite destructive. It’s not 
reformist, it’s a top-down movement; it remains a movement, just as the 
Cultural Revolution was a movement. In such a movement, an individual 
confronts many new things psychologically and emotionally and he loses 
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his or her original ideals. . . . Through running its course, it [the economic 
reform of the 1980s] has harmed a lot of individuals. (Interview with Jia 
Zhang-ke 2001) 
 
The theme of change and its impact on the everyday life of Chinese 

citizens is further developed in Jia Zhang-ke’s Still Life (2006). The film 
follows two parallel stories. The first story portrays the life of the miner 
Han Samming, who has come from Shanxi in the distant south to the 
Three Gorges town Fengjie, in search of his wife and daughter who have 
been missing for sixteen years. The second story line is that of Shen, a 
nurse who is looking for her husband who has also disappeared. The film 
consists of sharp and poignant compositions, and the patient, revealing HD 
camera movements, with which the director is able to create a texture that 
is paradoxically both trivial and saturated with significance. This is 
contextualized within the background of the Three Gorges Dam, part of an 
ongoing nationwide dam project that focuses on reservoir constructions on 
a scale not seen before. This change is most vividly seen in the imagery of 
the urban ruins, a town that has been literally deconstructed. Jia Zhang-
ke’s intention is to represent the ruins of contemporary society, latent on 
the urban landscape, in order to invoke the repulsion and the repercussions 
of the Three Gorges project, in a subliminal way of framing. As Dylan 
Triggs (2006) points out, the ruins are close enough to the present to 
mirror an alternative past/present/future. The mining space testifies to a 
failed past, and warns of a future that may end in ruin. Nonetheless, the 
apparently anaesthetic quality of the ruin belies a force, which disproves 
accusations of it being “ugly” and “wasted”. Instead of being relegated to 
the wastelands, literally or otherwise, the ruin proves its epistemological 
value as it undermines the residue of certainty, and so, forges a new 
criterion for knowledge. 

A second issue depicted by the filmmaker is migration. In spite of the 
increase in labour migrants in the past decades, the Chinese government 
has admitted that the quality of life has declined for the majority of those 
who were uprooted. The problem of migrant life is not just one of 
economic decline. It involves the disappearance of entire communities, 
changes in interpersonal relationships, and a complete lifestyle transformation. 
For example, Mione workers face endless hardship in the Shanxi mines. 
This is seen and received by the Chinese media via news reports, but in the 
film, we are allowed to see it through their eyes, the eyes of the miner Han 
Sanming. In this manner, Still Life connects the Shanxi miners with the 
migration project, within the greater historical changes of its time. 
Furthermore, Jia Zhang-ke’s intention is not to dramatize the dilemma of 
the protagonists, but to represent the reality of the working conditions in 
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the Three Gorges area. This reality is fraught with the ironic, even absurd, 
coexistence of “rationality and irrationality, progressiveness and backwardness, 
misery and optimism, vitality and repression” (Zhang 2010). Therefore, 
the film becomes a cinematic study of “still life”, referring to the 
unfolding and unsettling interplay of capital, labour, and nature.  

In conclusion, this chapter highlighted the use of the new technological 
apparatus of the DV technology and the ways it has enabled alternative 
modes of distribution and circulation of alternative films. The advantages 
of DV technology have allowed Jia Zhang-ke to evolve a cinematic 
language that focuses on the vivid portrayal of the everyday mundane life 
of people living in China. By mapping out the cartography of spaces that 
Jia Zhang-ke uses in his films, one also gets a historical sense of the living 
conditions in post-socialist China. These include examining the patriarchal 
family order and disillusionment with capitalism in Platform, the state of 
migrant workers in globalized China in The World, and the effect of the 
Three Gorges Dam project on the residents of Shanxi in Still Life. Jia 
Zhang-ke’s films are thus deeply engaged with Chinese society, making 
implicit claims regarding the nature of Chinese urban reality today. 
Through the DV format, Jia Zhang-ke’s films reflect upon the ethics and 
aesthetics of the process of documentation in terms of personal and 
collective memories. Drawing upon the style of Michelangelo Antonioni, 
Jia Zhang-ke’s slow paced and long shot documentary style captured 
multi-layered and heterogeneous environments, bringing to the surface a 
variety of contemporary social issues within particular public spaces. He 
allowed scenes to be “seared” by the actual, material ambiance, to the 
extent that the immediate present, which crystallizes layers of the past, 
became his focus. In this sense, Lin (2010) discussed how Chinese 
independent filmmakers use both personal signs and political motifs to 
convey a paradoxical perception of a China as being caught between its 
socialist past and capitalist present. Jia Zhang-ke’s films reflect upon the 
psychological conditions of this paradoxical position, portrayed in 
sketched descriptions, sometimes in a very exquisite manner, which are 
characterized by a keen observational style, while showing consideration 
for human life. For this, Jia Zhang-ke incorporates a minimalist style of 
filmmaking, to the point of making it difficult to distinguish between the 
filmmaker and the protagonists. Wang (2005) pointed out that Jia Zhang-
ke was a filmmaker who kept on travelling from place to place because he 
could not receive state sanction. This itinerant way of life allowed him to 
pay particular attention to marginalized social sectors, such as other 
itinerant figures, art workers, and migrant workers, laid-off urban workers, 
prostitutes, and gays/lesbians. While reflecting upon the shared experience 
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of marginalization, Jia Zhang-ke described himself as a “migrant worker 
in the film industry” (cited in Wang 2005, 16–26). This is, therefore, the 
unofficial, private, and subversive potentiality invested in the amateur-
oriented DV documentary. The agency inherited in potentiality is none 
other than the amateur author’s dedication to the truth of experience. 
Accordingly, Jia Zhang-ke’s independent and oppositional stance 
ultimately derives from his amateur and self-defined authoritarian status, 
one that takes the perspective of a witness who is observing and recording 
the social aspects of everyday life, but with limited power in affecting or 
changing reality. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

MAPPING THE RISE OF SUBVERSIVE  
SLAVE CONSCIOUSNESS 

 IN TOMÁS GUTIÉRREZ ALEA’S  
THE LAST SUPPER (1976) 

IRA SAHASRABUDHE 
 
 
 

The Last Supper’s Historical Context 
 
The Cuban director Gutiérrez Alea associated the birth of cinema with 

imperialist capitalism and a petit bourgeois spirit. His filmmaking was a 
tool in the service of the Socialist Revolution, embracing cinema’s 
capability to raise a revolutionary socialist consciousness. Alea’s films, 
Histories of the Revolution, (1960), Memories of Underdevelopment (1968), A 
Cuban Fight against the Demons (1972) and The Last Supper (1976) 
focused on the history of Cuba, reflecting upon the changing historical 
consciousness of the viewers and their perceptions of identity. These 
features created the possibility for the viewer to engage in a dialectic way 
with lingering and historically determined Creole attitudes towards 
homosexuality, machismo, and the cubanidad identity. This chapter 
examines the authoritative character of Gutiérrez Alea’s filmmaking, 
focusing on the historical content of The Last Supper (1976). The chapter 
offers a reading of the film in relation to the 1970s failure in Cuba to meet 
the ambitious target of “La Gran Granja”, the harvest of ten million tons 
of sugar production, which was meant to pay for resources acquired from 
the Soviet Bloc. 

In the 1970s, the Cuban government had “turned to sugar, which had 
been responsible for underdevelopment, into an instrument of development” 
(Galeano 1997, 75). In this process, the government revived a historical 
mode of production that recalled the dynamics of slave plantations. The 
project was palpable enough for Gutiérrez Alea to construct a surreal 
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parable set in times of slavery, in order to bring the issue into the public 
arena. The Last Supper offers a historical anecdote of slavery in relation to 
the failed sugar project in Cuba at the time the film was produced, as the 
director ironically reverses the theme and time of slavery in order to 
criticize the revolutionary government itself. The Last Supper is set in the 
late eighteenth century, at a time when the fortunes of the Caribbean 
nations were entirely governed by tobacco, sugar, and coffee. To combat 
the acute shortage of labour, the Spanish followed the successful example 
of the Portuguese in Africa and embarked on a trade that was to have a 
significant impact on the regional demographic and cultural trajectories. 
The first Spanish colony in the Caribbean, called “Gran Hispaniola” (now 
comprising Haiti and Cuba) owned a small number of slaves due to the 
Spanish royal edicts and restrictions imposed on the places from where 
slaves were imported. However, after the slave uprising of 1791 and the 
collapse in the production of sugar and coffee in Haiti, Spain relaxed its 
terms of slave importation from Africa in order to scale up its own sugar 
production. This resulted in a great number of slaves being imported into 
the Caribbean between 1790 and 1860. In total, during the three centuries 
from the Spanish conquest of the “Gran Hispaniola” up to the end of the 
colonial rule in Latin America, Spain imported from Africa more than one 
million slaves, the majority of them “negros bozales, rústicos, […] de 
fuerza muscular” in order to meet the market demand for tobacco, sugar, 
and coffee (Ortiz 1999, 306). 

The opening dialogue of The Last Supper consists of a conversation 
between the landowner Count, who has just arrived at his plantation for 
Easter, and the plantation overseer, who is responsible for ensuring the 
sugar production. The brief dialogue introduces the viewer to the two 
instrumental forces in the life of the slaves: labour and Christianity. From 
the very outset, Alea presents them as antithetical, however, 
complementary in maintaining the slave and sugar trades:  

 
Count: The priest is complaining that not all the blacks were at work. 
The overseer: The (sugar) press requires urgent repairs. 
Count: But it was Sunday, and not just any Sunday. It was Holy Week, and 
it was Palm Sunday. The priest is right. 
The overseer: Yes, but it is not the priest who has to guarantee 138 tons of 
sugar this year. 
Count: Well, but we must respect Holy Week. 
[Dialogue from The Last Supper] 
 
The brief dialogue between the Count and the overseer that reveals the 

complex reality of everyday life challenges the seemingly ideological 
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difference between the religious celebrations of Easter and the reality of 
everyday life in the plantations. Alea’s film draws on the deeply embedded 
complex memories of racism and the hegemonic and complementary 
instrumentality of the economic and religious status quo that shaped the 
Creole plantation societies. The slaves were doubly enslaved: on the one 
hand, their bodies were enslaved in the sugar plantations and the economy, 
and on the other, their souls were captured by the rise of Catholicism. In 
another dialogue, the Count is trying to flatter his employed technician, 
Don Gaspard, by promising him new equipment for the mills. 
Nevertheless, Don Gaspard appearances or promises cannot deceive Don 
Gaspard. In a small exchange between Don Gaspard and the Priest, the 
technician makes the metaphor that the cane is similar to the soul, as they 
must both be cleansed with fire to be converted to sugar. Nevertheless, 
“not all cane is converted to sugar”: 

 
Don Gaspard: The sugar has been purged by fire. Like the souls of the 
righteous in purgatory. 
Priest: Unfortunately, not all souls are purified in purgatory.  
Don Gaspard: Unfortunately, not all cane is converted into white sugar. 
[Dialogue from The Last Supper] 

 
The sarcastic tone of such exchanges highlights the complex parallels 

between the purging of sugar and slaves by fire. This scene is set against 
the phantom sound of La edad de luces, the French Revolution slogan of 
liberty, equality, and fraternity, all of which served to foreground the 
moral and social corruption that took place in slave plantations. This 
ontological duplicity was not just promoted from the master, who distorted 
the discourse by using religious and secular structures for the subjugation 
and exploitation of slaves, but also, from the slave to the master, by giving 
rise to fear, anger, suspicion, all of which resulted in the distortion of the 
relationship between the master and the slave. Under the exploitative 
system of slavery, “the master and the slave, the oppressors and oppressed 
were tied together in a veil in which their relative positions were simply 
facts of life” (as in Murrell 2010, 102), without, however, any feeling of 
empathy or solidarity between them, or recognition of the other. The 
slaves were naturally hostile to a religion that denied them their cultural 
identities and served to dehumanize them, as the slave-owners reinforced 
this relationship through their fear of their “uncivilized” and unknown 
servants. 

Bereft of any other possibility, in the daily life of the plantations of the 
Hacendado, the slaves repeatedly crossed the frontiers of economic 
imperatives, religious compulsions and coercive limitations. As observed 
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by Melville Herskovits (1941, 110–142), while on the surface these 
dynamics indicated the conversion of slaves to Christianity, a second 
conversion happened at a subterranean level, through complex processes 
that have since been described in various terms, such as “syncretism”, 
“transcultural” adaptations, “intra-penetration”, “symbiosis”, or “inter-
systems”. These processes were a result of the interaction between African 
slave religions and Catholicism in Cuba and in other slave-driven 
plantations, which were converted into transcultural religious tropes. In 
this context, Christianity united the slaves against their masters: “The 
slaves evidently had a secret religion that upheld and united them in their 
revolts. Possibly they had been carrying on the rites of this religion under 
[their] very nose for years and years, talking with one another on the 
festival drums without [them] suspecting a thing. But could a civilized 
person have been expected to concern himself with the savage beliefs of 
people who worshipped a snake?” (Carpentier 1970, 78–79). The director 
transforms the religious interactions in the plantations to sites of an 
encoded history and culture, as he consciously subverts the panoptic 
dualism of the life in the plantations and the promised eternal life in 
religion by drawing a series of complex parallelisms between tribalism and 
Christianity. As Murrell describes in the history of Cuba: 

 
Since the late 1700s, the Santeria-Orisha pathway has been paved with 
Spanish Catholic hagiography, sacred images used to facilitate the Orisha 
worship of the African Yoruba. Afro-Cubans used the iconography of 
Catholic Sainthood to express and often conceal their devotion to their 
African Orishas, as they construed their religious identity in response to the 
Christianity of their oppressors and other creolizing forces in Cuban 
society. Instead of abandoning their traditions to adopt Christianity, Afro-
Cubans mediated the two systems, a process made easier by the facts that 
African religions were open to new influences and that numerous parallels 
existed between those religions and Catholic mythology. (Murrell 2010, 
101) 
 
The scale of the successive waves of slave imports in Cuba contributed 

to a degree of cohesion of regional, tribal, or religious identities for the 
slaves. Under the complex structure of slavery, the slaves were able to 
organize themselves into groups, sometimes based on their African origin, 
sometimes based on territory and/or religion. It is in these groups, known 
as the “cabildos”, or “cabildos de nación”, that we encounter the first 
manifestations of organized efforts of African slaves to establish a 
consciousness of their own distinct identity. The cabildos functioned on 
the basis of small groups (i.e. “nations”). However, unlike the rest of the 
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Caribbean and Latin America, where the various slave ethnicities began to 
coalesce into a single identity, in Cuba they remained distinct. These 
groups, such as the descendants of the Mina Guagni, the Araras, the 
Carabalies, and the Lucumies of Yoruba, were formed on the basis of 
ethnic, linguistic, religious, and geographical tribal alliances, as well as, on 
mutual empathy for those who had been taken into slavery along the afro-
Atlantic coast. Gradually, the cabildos started to redefine the social and 
cultural contours of the slave/master interactions. Even more importantly, 
these contours were constructed in daily life, and because of this there was 
a conscious selection of particular elements – religious, tribal or otherwise 
– that played a decisive role in how they were arranged into recognizable 
structures by the slaves. This amalgamation reflected the processes of 
negotiations between the loss of a self-identity and the desire to create a 
new one. In this context, new social practices took shape among the slave 
communities that served in providing a shared space for distinct 
experiences, memories, folklores, languages, and mythologies, all of 
which formed an externally recognizable trans-cultured identity. On the 
other hand, the internal process of forming a variety of identities within a 
strong and cohesive bond is evident in the existence of four African 
groups, which survive nowadays. These are the Palo Monte of Congo 
origin, the Regla Arara of Ewe-forn origin, the Abakua Secret Society 
consisting of diverse Calabar roots, and the Regla de Ocha of Yoruba 
origin, most popularly recognized as Santeria. Furthermore, the above 
groups served to subvert the Hacendado’s sense of identity, paving the 
way, on the one hand, for a subversive understanding of the Hacendado 
culture, and, on the other, for an oral religious tradition transmitted 
through songs, storytelling, ritual dances, singing, and, most importantly, 
through the patakis (“parables”). Gutiérrez Alea evokes this subversive 
tradition in the climactic moment of the film, when Sebastián, a runaway 
slave, recounts an old African myth to reflect upon his current historical 
predicament: 

 
Sebastián: When Olofi made the world, he made it complete with day and 
night, good and bad, Truth and Lie. Olofi was sorry for Lie who was ugly, 
and gave him a machete to defend himself. One day, Truth and Lie met and 
they had a fight during the course of which they cut off each other’s heads. 
Headless, Truth groped around for his head, and unknowingly, placed 
Lie’s head on its shoulders. Ever since then, Truth has been going around 
with the head of Lies. (The Last Supper) 
 
Alea brings forward the Haitian Revolution [1791–1804] during which 

the slaves liberated themselves from their foreign masters, only to fall 
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under the whip of the slave-king, Henry Christophe. The subversion of the 
instrumentality of the Christian parables of good and bad, deception and 
truth, master and slave, encapsulate a specific understanding of the 
instrumentality of religious and secular powers. The hunt for the runaway 
Sebastián, and his subsequent barbaric punishment by having his ear cut 
off and being made to watch it being fed to the dogs, identifies Christianity 
with slavery. Following Sebastián’s capture, the Count makes a kind of a 
sermon to explain to Sebastián, who is symbolically seated next to the 
Count, the vanity of his escape:  

 
Count: You see Sebastián, where pride has led you! [Turning to the other 
slaves] Negro doesn’t learn, he is stubborn. Overseer, say what he say 
Negro must close his mouth and obey. Negro don’t answer back to 
overseer. Don Manuel is the overseer and you don’t complain when he 
orders you to work. Negro suffers because he is ignorant. The Don Manuel 
is right to get rough. Negro takes off to the hills; overseer catches him and 
then has to punish him real hard so that Negro does not do it again. (The 
Last Supper) 
 
The Count’s logic echoes the priests’ Christian sermons of the time, 

such as the famous priest Antonio Nicolás Duque de Estrada and his 1791 
book of sermons, which he entitled “Explicación de la Doctrina Cristiana 
acomodada a la capacidad de los negros bozales” (“Explanation of 
Christian Doctrine, adapted to the capacity of Newly Arrived Blacks”). In 
his book, Antonio Nicolás Duque de Estrada encourages other priests to 
make the slaves feel guilty for their sins. He writes: “You yourselves are to 
blame because not all of you fulfil your obligations; you are many; 
overseer only one; today one is missing, tomorrow another one, today one 
does a naughty thing, tomorrow someone else does it: every day overseer 
must put up with this: every day the same story, but he doesn’t like it; of 
course he gets mad” (cited in Schroeder 2002, 82–84). Sebastián’s break 
for freedom is a sinful act in the eyes of his master. Accordingly, 
Sebastián is made to recognize and admit to his slavery, as well as, 
subsequent humiliation and punishment, as if they are natural god-given 
consequence of his break for freedom. 

The Count’s Last Supper: La Gran Granja 

Throughout the film, the Count seeks to be recognized as a kind of 
Christ figure, identifying with the slaves as his loyal disciples. In this way, 
he deliberately chooses to overlook the relationship of labour with his 
slaves, created by the same economic necessity he claims to abhor. He 
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cloaks the slaves in the assumption of their apostleship but addresses them 
as slaves and grants one of them his “freedom”, seemingly ignoring their 
awareness of the difference between instrumental and absolute freedom. 
He justifies their enslavement based on their own “animal natures”, and 
seeks to convince himself that their labour is an instinctual, almost animal 
labour. Nevertheless, the slaves are aware, to varying degrees, that their 
labour is essentially not instinctual. The Count’s farcical desire for 
recognition is dependent upon an objectified entity, which reveals his 
ontological inability to achieve it. His formal and material dependence on 
slaves preclude this possibility, and vice versa, the dependence of the 
slaves on him precludes the possibility of their recognition as human 
beings. Gutiérrez Alea consciously extends this discursive plurality, by 
encompassing the individuality of each slave, with the characters of 
Bangoché, Ambrosio and Antonio, Pascual, and Sebastián, in order to 
provide: 

 
[...] a heterogeneous Afro-Cuban perspective on European notions of 
equality, slavery, freedom, and the European religion par excellence, 
Catholicism. Bangoché, for example, accepts slavery as natural, but unlike 
the Count, interprets equality from a positional perspective. When the 
Count asks Bangoché whether he prefers Africa or the ingenio, Bangoché, 
who claims to have been a king in Africa, answers adroitly: “Bangoché is a 
slave.” For Bangoché, roles may change, but the very notion of slavery is 
not questioned. The same may said of Ambrosio and Antonio, although 
they have internalized their subordinate status to the point of not 
considering the possibility of being something other than slaves. The case 
of old Pascual is revealing. He exemplifies the chasm that exists between 
formal and substantive rights. Yes, Pascual has the formal right of freedom 
granted by the Count, but he lacks the substantive rights of education and 
material resources to give that freedom any meaning. Finally, Sebastián’s 
view of slavery is the most modern (or perhaps most ancient?), since he 
sees it as inherently wrong. (Schroeder 2002, 84) 
   
In The Last Supper, Gutiérrez Alea pulls together these character 

pluralities, in order to reveal a subversive consciousness on several levels. 
First, Alea borrowed the title of the film from Leonardo da Vinci’s 
celebrated mural. Accordingly, the film director uses all the key elements 
of the painting, such as the humility of Christ washing the feet of his 
disciples, the iconography of the long table with Christ and disciples 
grouped around it in a manner that exposes all their expressions to us, the 
dinner table itself, the conversation, the soft and subdued colour palate. 
Yet, Gutiérrez Alea also evokes the surreal, even blasphemous ghost of 
Luis Buñuel’s Viridiana (1961) in order to turns this iconography into a 
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sophisticated parable of his contemporary reality. Leonardo da Vinci’s 
renaissance appropriation of events that had supposedly taken place in the 
Orient made him an archetypical icon of occidental Christianity, one that 
Alea consciously reverses in order to foreground the living conditions of 
the slaves in the New World. Transported onto the shores of the slave 
colonies, the mural becomes a transcultural object that breaks down the 
White Occidental master’s archetypes. The Count is not a messiah, or a 
loving inclusive teacher. He is pretending to be one, not to benefit his 
fellow beings, but to exemplify an artificial sense of piety. The slaves are 
not the devout disciples, companions of Christ, but instruments of labour 
summoned to the last supper by the fear of the whip. Alea distorts the 
humility of Christ into the revulsion felt by the Count, particularly in the 
scene where he washes the feet of the twelve slaves. The Passover does 
not portend deliverance, but death to the slaves. Ironically, the sparseness 
of the Passover meal becomes a long drawn out debauch of food and wine. 
In another scene of the film, the Spanish Count seeks to convert the 
experience of Holy Week into a maudlin self-indulgence. The Count thus 
betrays Christ’s teachings of love and goodwill. Sebastián, seemingly 
acting as another “Judas” because of his betrayal of his master, becomes 
the resurrected free man who manages to escape crucifixion. The twelve 
“disciples” spread the message of “Christ”, in the film’s image of the 
eleven decapitated heads mounted on towering palisades upholding 
slavery. The Count declares that he would establish a new church on the 
mound where the heads were mounted. Nevertheless, the petros (from the 
Greek for “stone” and root of the name of Peter) was that of violence and 
economic greed. 

The long conversation that takes place during the course of the Count’s 
last supper dominates the film. It draws the viewer beyond historical 
questions of individuality and identity formation, moving forward towards 
the political consciousness of the working conditions in Cuba in the 1970s. 
Gutiérrez Alea symbolically refers to these working conditions by 
showing the ideology and instrumentalization of the relationship between 
slave and master. The interventions to Christ’s Last Supper shape The Last 
Supper into a revisionist Marxist text that reflects upon the ills of the 
culture of the sugar plantations. Alea’s desire is to make a film on Cuba’s 
slave history in order to know and understand the past: “[…] we needed 
(and are going to continue to need for some time) to know how we were, 
how we lived, and how we fought in order to recover the broken temporal 
thread of our traditions, and to enrich it in this new historical epoch” (Alea 
cited in Mraz 1993). In this context, the film moves beyond the Marxist 
critique of slavery, constructed on the basis of Fraginales’s original text 



Chapter Twelve 204

that offers a “parallel project of national awareness and recognition for the 
history and culture of Afro-Cubans, a project with a long and venerable 
history” (Schroeder 2002, 78). Accordingly, Alea did not design The Last 
Supper as just a composite element of an incomplete historical jigsaw. 
History is recuperated through the inversions that take place during the 
supper, which then serve as glyphs to read the inversions of socialism 
happening in Cuba at the time. 

After the success of the Revolution, the Cuban government ensured the 
nationalization of commercial US assets in Cuba. This move resulted to 
the freezing of Cuba’s financial assets in the USA and the breaking of 
diplomatic ties between them. The US embargo on Cuba caused an 
increase in trade between the Cuban government and its Soviet allies. The 
growth of this trade led to the ambitious target of La Gran Granja, ten 
million tons of sugar for the year 1970. However, during this period, Cuba 
saw acute labour shortages and a catastrophic loss, as this target could not 
be achieved due to shortages of labour, machinery, processing units, and 
technical expertise, in spite of the fact that an estimated one million 
inexperienced workers worked around the clock to achieve it. One of the 
most devastating long-term effects of this deal was that the overall gross 
domestic production fell due to the concentration of all resources on the 
sugar harvest. Accordingly, The Last Supper reflects upon the collective 
fears of this turbulent period in Cuban history and the world, raising a 
number of questions regarding the policies of the socialist government and 
the increasing dependence on the Soviets, which are set within the master-
slave discourse. Through his film, Alea reveals his enduring concern that 
slavery can come under many names and disguises: religion, Marxism, 
political collaboration, or suppression of intellectuals. Schroeder 
acknowledges the subversive aspects of the film by pointing out: 

 
The sugar economy of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 
differed in many important ways from the Cuban moral economy of 1966–
1970. The differences are especially marked in matters of intentions and 
proclaimed goals. However, one cannot help but note that these two widely 
divergent economic models, which differed so much in professed ends and 
actual practice, shared many outward features. Both concentrated 
economic decisions in the hands of a few. Both treated workers 
paternalistically, tying them to their masters through “free” services. Both 
minimized material stimuli in their compensation of workers. Both 
responded to the attendant decrease in production by militarizing the 
workplace. And finally, both contributed to the deformation of legitimate 
and noble human aspirations – Christianity in the 1790s, Marxism in the 
1970s. (Schroeder 2002, 92) 
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In this political context, the film offers a metaphor of Cuba’s struggle 
for the La Gran Granja against the sugar exploitation and exportation to 
the Soviet Bloc. It subtly refers to the pressures placed on the Cuban 
economy and society in its struggle to create an identity for itself, one that 
is separated from, and within, and the group identity of the countries 
belonging to the Soviet Bloc. Gutiérrez Alea locates himself on this 
collective anxiety, committed as he was to Cuba’s dreams of establishing a 
socialist state and the creation of the New Man. In doing so, he examines 
the shaping of the revolutionary socialist consciousness, looking for traces 
of official instrumentalization in the revolution. Alea’s genius shines in his 
choice of subject matter, the history of sugar labour and slavery, used to 
identify two cultural archetypes that are familiar to every Cuban citizen. In 
this way, he comments upon his contemporary reality, along with the 
reminder that Cubans had always been able to recognize the distortions 
that maintained slavery on the island. He depicts the slave consciousness 
as evolving into a negation of the master’s slavery rhetoric. The collective 
consciousness of the slaves is manifested by their refusal to gratify the 
desire for labour and to accept the justification of their enslavement and 
their dehumanized state. They refuse to play a farce that serves only to 
further their degradation. And so, they revolt. The ensuing Buñuel-esque 
scenes of chaos and destruction end with the slaves running away. One by 
one, they are captured and killed. In the final moments of the film, we see 
the heads of eleven slaves mounted on eleven tall palisades. The twelfth is 
empty, waiting for the head of Sebastián. Standing in the centre, the Count 
swears that he will build a new church on that spot. This chilling scene 
fades into one of Sebastián running wild and free through the woods to the 
tune of triumphal music, symbolizing the subversive consciousness that 
cannot be enslaved. 

Gutiérrez Alea’s Authorship 

During the period in which The Last Supper was produced, there were 
a number of books and films that compared the African slave history with 
the Cuban policies of the time, showing a genuine desire to criticize Fidel 
Castro’s policies. These included Esteban Mojeto’s Autobiography of a 
Runaway Slave published in 1968, Fernandez Retamar’s Todo Caliban in 
1971, and Sergio Giral’s film El Otro Francisco (“The Other Francisco”) 
released in 1975. However, by 1971, the Cuban government had shut 
down a number of university departments, including the Department of 
Philosophy at the University of Havana, and censured criticism of its 
policies from the country’s intellectual academia. The censorship came to 
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be known as the “Padilla affair”. It was further enhanced by the banning 
of films, such as Humberto Solas’s Un día de Noviembre (“A Day in 
November”). It marked a period of gloom and fear, and inevitably came to 
be known as the “quinquenio Gris”, meaning the “five-year grey period” 
(Schroeder 2002, 70). Furthermore, in January 1976, the year The Last 
Supper was released in cinemas, Cuba sent a record 200,000 soldiers to 
fight the Portuguese rulers of Angola. The scale of this involvement served 
to focus the attention of the Cuban people on its own history of slavery, 
and the riots that followed the banning of the Independent Party of Colour 
in 1912. 

For Gutiérrez Alea, the need for the Revolution to examine itself from 
within was imperative, if it had to resist the ideological, religious, or 
economic forms of slavery: “The revolution is forced to sleep with its eyes 
open, and in economic terms this also costs dearly” (cited in Galeano 
1997, 77). The Last Supper proves that in the hands of a skilled auteur, 
memory can become a dialectical tool for interrogating contemporary 
reality. In foregrounding the instrumentalization at the heart of Creole 
discourses, Gutiérrez Alea foregrounds the collective concern that although 
Cuba had been restructured into a socialist state, the disabling and 
discriminating elements of that discourse still lingered on. By adopting a 
contesting position against the socialist national policies, the director 
cleanses the historical archetypes of slavery and sugar from their “been 
there”/“know that” taint. He then reconfigures them as sites of 
participative politics for socialist Cuba. As Balibar notes in relation to 
Cuban identity: “social formation only reproduces itself as a nation to the 
extent that, through a network of apparatuses and daily practices, the 
individual is instituted as homo nationalis, from cradle to grave, at the 
same time, as he or she is instituted as homo economicus, politicus, 
religiousus” (Balibar 1991, 93). In this context, the film offers an 
outstanding cinematic essay that locates itself on the overlap of 
ethnological and fictional uses of history, in order to make a comment on 
the character of post-revolutionary socialist Cuba, the politics of 
economics, and their impact on the social fabric.  

Furthermore, The Last Supper reveals Gutiérrez Alea’s authorship in 
his dialectical way of using the image and the text in juxtaposition to each 
other. For him, it was essential that the post-1959 cinema would not return 
to its fairground commodity status. Alea wished to work with a medium 
that “appeal[s] not only to emotion and feeling but also to reason and 
intellect […] both instances ought to exist indissolubly united, in such a 
way that they come to provoke, as Pascal said, authentic ‘shuddering and 
shakings of reason’” (Alea cited in Martin 1997, 120). In doing so, Alea 
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aesthetically amalgamates the Brechtian technique of alienation with 
Sergei Eisenstein’s montage, in order to enable two radically different 
readings of the film. Accordingly, Alea’s authorship is therefore characterized 
by a dialectical way of weaving the contrary forces of scopophilia and 
distanciation in his films. In this way, the auteur director advocates a 
participative and dialectical cinema that is dynamic enough to modify 
itself in new and alternative ways of thinking. In his hands, filmmaking 
became a powerful tool, used not only to raise a socialist consciousness of 
the Cuban people, but also, to sustain a critique of the Revolution, which, 
as an on-going process, required periodic correctional measures in order to 
keep it on track. The director highlighted such sentiments in his celebrated 
essay entitled “The Viewer’s Dialectic”, in which he critically comments: 

 
The images of the Revolution have become ordinary, familiar […] We no 
longer crave the same kind of spectacular transformations as we did fifteen 
or twenty years ago. Cuban cinema confronts a new and different way of 
thinking about what social processes are going to hold for us because our 
film draws its strength from Cuban reality and endeavours, among other 
things, to express it. (Gutiérrez Alea “The Viewer’s Dialectic” cited in 
Martin 1997, 109) 
  
Alea’s personal film style redefined the contours of popular cinema as 

an interactive space, where enjoyment derived by the spectators’ active 
engagement with the film text, in relation to the current social and political 
implications raised by his films. By breaking the illusion of realism, 
following Brecht, his films formed “a cognitive jump forward in the 
spectator – in this case, a radical historical consciousness through the 
rupture of realist transparency” (Podalsky 2011, 62). In sum, Alea’s film 
reproduction of the Cuban historical consciousness was not simply the site 
of revisionism, or a site of reactionary tendencies. Above all, filmmaking 
was a political tool for interrogating reality from the perspective of 
familiar historical locations. Furthermore, it offered him and the audience 
the means to recognize in contemporary Cuba, patterns and shapes that 
emanated from the past, which he further invested with the powerful 
potentiality of opening new pathways. 
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