
THE SELF AS "OTHER": 
ACCESSINO ISSUES OF DIFFERENCE 

IN TRINH T. MINH-HA'S 
REASSEMBLAOE 

Susan Sinkinson 

A T hesis 

in 

The Department 

of 

Art Education 

Presented in Partial Fulfilment of the Reguirements 
for the Degree of Master of Arts in Art Education at  

Concordia University 
Montr6aL 0u6becn Canada 

August 1999 

Susan Sinkfnson, 1999 



National Library Bibliothèque nationale 
du Canada 

Acquisitions and Acquisitions et 
Bibliographie Sem-ces seivices bibliographiques 

395 Wellington Street 395. rue Wdingûm 
O(tawaON KlAûN4 OnawaON K1AûN4 
Canada Canada 

The author has granted a non- 
exclusive licence dowing the 
National Library of Canada to 
reproduce, loan, distribute or sel1 
copies of this thesis in microform, 
paper or electronic formats. 

The author retains ownership of the 
copyright in this thesis. Neither the 
thesis nor substantid extracts fkom it 
may be printed or otherwise 
reproduced without the author's 
permission. 

L'auteur a accordé une licence non 
exclusive permettant à la 
Bibliothèque nationale du Canada de 
reproduire, prêter, distribuer ou 
vendre des copies de cette thèse sous 
la forme de microfiche/fihn, de 
reproduction sur papier ou sur format 
électronique. 

L'auteur conserve la propriété du 
droit d'auteur qui protège cette thèse. 
Ni la thèse ni des extraits substantiels 
de celle-ci ne doivent être imprimés 
ou autrement reproduits sans son 
autorisation. 



The Self As "0thera: A-hg Issues Of DirTerence 
In Trinh T. Minh-ha's 

Ihe story never stops b e g i ~ i n g  or ending. 
- Tnnir T. Minh-îia in Woman, Natiw, Other 

Ttinh T. Minh-ha, is a wrk which rnokes &d on the perception of the North 

Americun -self in rel&fon to the Asian anù Afiican motherm. As such it hcrr aided in 

my personal quesr to wdemand an work which challenges Euru-centtism. mis 

thesis is M explordon of how Trinh T. Minh-ha 's fiun and writings have raised my 

maremS. It is also on investigation of the use of Trinh T. minh-k's  film to 

challenge the asswnptio~ts and expand the receptiviîy w A n  Educananon srudertls to 

issues of dï@5erence and represen&ztion iil an. 
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The U. S. and the U. S. S. R- are the most 
powerful countries 
but only 118 of the wodd's population 
Afiican people are also 118 of the world's 
population, 
of that 114 is Nigerian. 
112 of the world's population is Asian 
112 of that is  Chinese. 

There are 22 nations in the middle east. 

Most of the people of the world 
are Yellow, Black, Brown, Poor, Female 
Non-C hristian 
and do not speak english. 

By the year 2000 
the 20 largest cities on the world 
will have one thing in common 
none of them will be in Europe 
none in the United States. 

Audre Lorde (Quoted by Chandra Mohanty (1991) in the introduction to 
Third World Women and the Politics of Ferninisr@ . - . . 

In this thesis 1 WU explore the leaming, awareness and understanding that 1 

have gained through the study of the fiim maker, writer, teacher, TNih T. Minh-ha. 

An exarnple of my leaniing will be presented in the fonn of a group interview of an 



Art Education class as an iilustrative response to the film, m r n b - ,  by Trinh T. 

Minh-ha. 

Inspiration for the topic is based on my expenence as 'other' while 1 lived in 

India for three months. I stood out. 1 was treated as a representative of the West. 1 

had a small taste of the experience of people who are visible minotities, in Canada, 

whether as recent immigrants or as people whose families have iived here a long 

time. With this experience as a reference, 1 chose to research Trinh T. Minh-ha, an 

artïst from Asia, situate her work in theoretical context and place her work in an Art 

Education context. 1 did this to integrate the awareness 1 have experïenced and 

1 earned. 

1 have chosen the work of Trinh T. Minh-ha as my subject of study for two 

additional reasons: her art media is fiîm and also she dso writes about the 

intersections of culture, oppression and personal narrative. These themes are 

important in my work as a tilm maker and as a ferninist. Because of the conditions of 

the world as descnbed by Audre Lorde in my opening quotation, 1 believe it is 

important for me as an artistleducator to l e m  about art created by artists in or from 

the "Third World." To me, this means a continual education in identimng and 

confronting my own ethno-centric bias. 

1 will demonstrate my process of learning with this thesis by exploring themes 

r a i d  in the writings of Tnnh T. Minh-ha, ciifference, storytelling and pst- 

coloniality; and those raised in her film, such as Euro-centrîsm, the use of persona1 

voice, cons~ucted narrative and representation. 



1 use the film by TMh T. Minh-ha to explore my understanding 

of her work. As an iilustration, I conducted a group interview with a class of Art 

Education students enroled in the fourth year Multi-media course. to consider their 

response in the Light of my understanding. These students demonstrated some areas 

of awareness and raised questions when they viewed this füm was. 1 explore those 

areas in tenns of theoreticai concems such as: film as representation (docurnentary, 

'Third Cinema', audience rwponse); pst-coloniaiity (authenticity, hybridity, euro- 

centrism); art education and film (Learning/personal narrative, wnstructed narrative). 

The structure of the thesis centres around responses to, and understanding of, 

the work of Trinh T. Minh-ha. The thesis consists of four chapters. Chapter One 

deals with my encounter with her ideas, mainly through her wntings. 1 situate hem 

in the theoretical context which has stimulated my awareness and understanding. 1 

discuss rny response to her film JZeassembIw and contexhialize it in terms of my 

understanding of both the form and content of her work. In Chapter Two 1 discuss 

how 1 conceiveci of the study, the methodology of the group intemiew and the 

theoretical considerations as part of it's design. Some thoughts on the limits of the 

design of the group interview, 1 included in retrospect. Chapter Three consists of the 

Group Interview. In Chapter Four, 1 discuss the student's responses to the mm, 

Reassemblaep, under three categories: audience awareness; relationship of fonn to 

content; issues of race, gender and culture. 



CHAPTER ONE 

In this study, the i n t e ~ e w  format is used to both unwver and cl- my 

intellectual process in relation to my thesis topic. This interview elucidates my 

reasons for choooing to study the work of the writerlteacherlfilm maker Trinh T. 

Minh-ha. In it, 1 also discuss the essence of my ideas. 

1 have also chosen to interview myself so that 1 would use the  fonn of 

personal narrative. 1 remained in the first person to make my voice clear. Giving 

voice to my thoughts was a way of reveaiing my thought processes. Using the first 

person was also a way to validate my own experience as part of the inteliechai 

exercise of this qualitative study. 

Who is Trhh T. Minh-ha? What is her art practice? Wby are you interested in 

her? 

1 will start with one of those questions: why am 1 interested in Trinh T. Minh- 

ha? She's a woman and a film maker, that's the main thing, for me, because I'm a 

woman and 1 make Nms, so 1 relate to her. My interest in Trinh T. Mïnh-ha also 

stems from the fact that her work deals with the interplay between identity, culhue, 

pst-coloniaiism and feminism. These rnirror my own interests. 1 want to further my 

knowledge of these larger issues and of the ways in which they inform responses and 

discussions of art emanating from cross-culturaï and multicultural intersections. Trinh 



artist worlaing with the issues surrounding her experience of beiig a visible minority 

in the North American cultural context. 

Aow do Trinh T. Minh-ha's f h  aid in developïng a critical stance? 

Certainiy the film elicited criticai thinking. Because of it, 1 became aware of 

my own critical bias, aware of my culture through which I view art. My way of 

viewing things, feelings, mental critiques, what I know, is all filtered through the 

culture of which I am a part. 

Why do you think ber art is relevant to Art Education? Io what way? 

Both in fom and content, J b a s s e r n b l ~  offers a means to generate discussion 

of cultural and ethnic difference as it applies to art practice. My study is intended to 

contribute to ideas about teaching that raises student awareness of representations 

which comment on, and highlight, the impact of Eurocentric culture on a multi- 

cultural world. 1 am interested in explorkg students' (who are also part of the 

"Canadian mosaic" , see Lippard, 1990, p. 249n for a critique of the term) responses 

to art work that raises these issues. 1 chose the film Reassemblag, by Trinh T. 

Minh-ha, as a way of explonng student responses to art work that focuses on these 

issues. As issues, 1 refer to the general tenns, cross-cultural and rnulticultural, 

which contain many facets to diruu.  Such a discussion is infonned by Lucy 

Lippard's background: 

Since the late '60.0, the feminist movement's rehabilitation of subjectivity in 
the face of the dominant and loftily "objective" stance has been one mode1 in 
the ongoing search for identity within so-called minority groups. It is precisely 
the false identities to which deconstructionism calls attention that have led 



women and people of color to an obsession with seifdefinition, to a re- 
creation of identity h m  the inside out. On the other hand, over-emphasis on 
static or originary identity and notions of 'authenticity" imposed fkorn the 
outside can lead to stemtypes and fdse representations that kezc non- 
Western cultures in an anthropological present or an archaeologicai past that 
denies their hein a modem identity or politicai reality on an quai basis with 
Euro-Americans. (1990, pp. 11-12) 

The work of bel1 hooks, an Afican American ferninist writer, has aided in the 

formulation of my awareness of the necessity of the recognition of my process. In 

her book. Teachin~ to Tran-, hodcp (1994) critiques Western cultural discourse, 

which currently dominates the globe, for not talLing about or taking into account 

alternative discourses to a sufficient degree. Like hmks, Trinh T. 

Minh-ha aiso seeks to critique the discourse of dominance. proposing instead a more 

inclusive vision which provokes viewers to question their preconceptions of the 

"other". 1 am interested in some of the wmmonalities these two women share. Both 

Epeak to my sensibilities as a ferninist, an artistlfilm maker and as a tacher. 

As an educator, 1 thought an effective way of introducing the students to 

alternative discourses was to show an example. Then, I could conduct a group 

interview to access their awareness. Specifically, I wanted to discover whether art 

education students, after viewing one of Trinh's films, could identify and respond to 

issues such as representation of rneaning, ethnc~centric bias, documentary as 

constnicted narrative and discuss them during an interview. The i n t e ~ e w  would 

give me  an understanding of how students might reflect on their reactions to 

representations of culture through the medium experimentaVdocurnentary film. I was 

cunous to know how the film tesonateci with the art education students in terms of 



their own leaming and experienœ (ability to make connections) and also expand theu 

ideas through discussion with clam mates due to dinering responses. Since these 

were Art Education students, the group i n t e ~ e w  could have been viewed as an 

example of an inclusive teaching style. 

As a result of the experience of the group interview, 1 have wntinued to 

becorne more informed in my practice as an artistleducator due the growth of my 

awareness of ethno-centric bias which exposure to Trinh T. Minh-ha's work has put 

into a theoretical wntext. 1 now have a vocabdary to fbrther my awareness and the 

ability to put this awareness into words, to question and to discuss. As a film maker, 

conducting the group i n t e ~ e w  was a vaiuable lesson to see and hear how an audience 

engaged with the images and sound on many different and cornplex levels. 

Trinh T. Minh-ha, from Vietnam, of Chinese ethnic origin, integrates her own 

narrative Uito her film work and her writing. For example, when writing about her 

background, she asks, 

So what's happening to this "tradition" ... in defking the Vietnamese identity? 
It is here that one realizes the potentiaI of  the centre as a site of resistance - 
not in reinstating the authority of a national patrimony, or of an essentialist 
identity (a mere recovery of the authentic p s t  is in any case an "inauthentic" 
and unrealistic goal), but in offering an "empty " , non-aligned, always-and-not- 
yet-occupied space where the tension between pst and present is politicised, 
hence neither negative nor simply positive. (1995, p.53) 

Thus, 1 feel her work as an interrogation of her interaction with the world (through 

film and her writing), can be u t i l i d  as a catalyst for discussion. 

Do you also mean as an artid who Is of the Third Worldn or speaks to Third 

World concerns? 



Yes, although T M ~  T. Minh-ha hasn't bem living in the "Third World" for a 

long time, she has said that "in every First World the= is a Third World and vice 

versa", which is a way of highlighting that we have conditions of oppression and 

poverty existing hem and now (1995, p.50). 1 keep in mind two detinitions of the 

term "Third World". One, is by Tesholme H. Gabriel (1982) in mird mema in the 

Third Wortd: 

Initially the term, Third World, was used to designate those States in A h ,  
Asia and Latin America which called themsefves "non-aligned", Le., 
committed neither to the Western (capitalist) nor the Easter (communist) power 
blocks. The term implies a mmmon economic and idwlogical purpose. Third 
WorId ldeology is "more socialist than the Amencan model and more 
democratic than the Soviet onew; it is not a Western model of "social 
democracy" but one that is truly indigenous and places more emphasis on 
culture as a tool for ideological as weli as economic independence. 

The term also bears a connotation of rural Life, especially on 
agricultural economy and poverty. 

The tenn "Third Wodd" also refers to developing nations some of 
which have opted for saiialist reconsmiction of their society (e.g., China, 
Cuba, Ethiopia, Angola, Mozambique) and some of which have chosen a 
capitalist mode of development (e.g., Nigeria, India, B r d ) .  (p. 120) 

The second is Chandra Mohanty's definition as a political stance, 

for understanding Third World feminist politics: decolonization and national 
liberation movements in the third world, the consolidation of white, liberal 
capitalist patriarchies in Euro-America, the operation of multinational capital 
within a global economy.. .anthropology as an example of a discoune of 
dominance and self-reflexivity.. .(and) storytelling or autobiography (the 
practice of writing) as a discourse of oppositional consciousness and 
agency. (1997, p.356n) 

Trinh T. Minh-ha, who completed her post graduate education in the U. S. A., 

taiks about her own concems, about herself outside the culture she was brought up in 

and how that affects her. She speaks about king an outsider. For example in 

Woman. Native. Other, she writes: 



The story never real1y begins nor ends, even though there is a beginning and 
an end to every story, just Y there is a beginning and an end to every teiier. 
One can date it back to the immemorial days when a group of mighty men 
attributed to itseif a central, dominating position vis-&-vis other groups; 
overvalued its particularities and achievements; adopted a protective attitude 
toward those it classified among the out-groups; and wrapped itself up in its 
own thinking, intapreting the out-group through the in-group mode of 
reasoning while claiming to speak the minds of both the in-group and the out- 
group. (1989, p. 1) 

"Outside" what and 'othern than wbat? 

Other than white. Outside her own culture. Outside of the politicdly 

dominant gender. She feels she is an outsider in Enns of the messages she wants to 

give in her art. 

Outside her messages? Wbat are her messages? 

She is not part of the dominant Society. Her messages are about how she is 

displaced, marginalized. This is a term she often uses in her writing. Trinh T. 

Minh-ha writes in 'Cotton and Iron" in a way that weaves many voices together with 

her words, as when she uses West Af'rican myth: "Poetry is a golden thread ...g old is 

the only metal that becornes Cotton without king any less uon ...g old is the support of 

knowledge but if you confuse the support with the knowledge it will fa on you." 

(1990, p.266) "Cotton and Irona is an example of how Trinh T, Minh-ha uses poetry 

to both illustrate ideas and as a forrn, as if a storyteller, where she can unwind a 

thought, double back, question, contradict, as in the following, "the centre itself is 

marginal".(l990, p.271) Marginality can be both a position of objectification and a 

point to move beyond, or subven "Cotton and Iron" also discusses many types of 

marginaiity, in tems of race, sexual orientation and gender. It illustrates these ideas 



by quoting corn culturally divergent authors (Native Amencan. lapanese, Btazilian, 

African American), which highlight the power and creativity of the mugins. 

Trinh T. Mmh-ha. in this essay, explored such themes as, marginality. 

dislocation, meaning, creativïty, and voice. 1 reœived her message in the fïrst few 

lines when 1 read "simple and direct in it's indirectness'. This quote illustrates the 

way 1 experience the form and the content of both the writing and films. her words 

and images seem simple but 1 feel disturbed and have to think of the level of 

meanings Trinh T. Minh-ha implies. 

You seem to be skirting around; how exactly does sbe Ceel? 

As in an example 1 quoted earlier, her writing is indirect, using stones, 

quotes, allegories, 'if one goes to an object, if one tries to s5ze it, one would always 

lose it, and this is for me one way towards understanding truth ... a creative event does 

not grasp, it does not take possession, it is an excursion." (Morelli, Trinh T. Minh-ha 

1996, p. 3) Trinh T. Minh-ha also shows what her concems are by her choice of 

images, the way she photographs and in the way she structures or constnicts both her 

writing and her film. 

What do the images speak about? 

They're disconnected, broken, repetitive and contrary to what we've been led 

to expect from Hollywood, that is, ünear continuity in narrative film and television. 

Morelli in her conversation with Tnn h T. Minh-ha, says: ' H y  bridity, interstices, 

voids, intervais, in-betweeness.. . these words circulate in your works and are achially 



inherent to your practices of writing and filming, u, that youi texts @olitidy, 

strategically) resist closures and classifications. ' (19%. p.9) 

Are the images themselves dissooant or is the way she uses them dissonant? 

By "dissonant" do you mean, the dictionary definition of the word, 

"discordant", " incongruous" , " hannonically unresolved"? 

By being different from the Hollywood norm,does she incorporate something 

dissonant, maybe confrontational? 

Well, for instance, Jteassemblw seems like a documentary but, it critiques 

the documentary ethnographic film. The images are mostly of Afncan women in 

Senegal. Trinh T. Minh-ha was teaching in North Africa for three years then she 

retumed to make the film. Nothing is unusual about the way the images are shot, the 

exposure, the framing, the wlour, so they seem W<e the usual type of ethnographic 

film. The difference is in way the images are put together. There is no continuity. 

Sequences begin at different points, sometimes before sometirnes after each other in 

terms of action. There are abrupt jumps between action that we see as continuous. 

The images are also repeated. Between some images the screen goes black for 

several seconds. 

Are you saying she's using conventional methods to elicit an unconventional 

response or using conventional images uoconventionaUy? 

She's questioning, or doing things to get an audience to question the 

ethnographic film, and, to question what they see when they look at film. In 

particular, if the members in the audience are viewing people from a culture different 



than their own, specifically, not North Amerian or North Empean, not other white 

people, she tries to get them to question what they are seeing. She does this by 

intempting the mntinuity of both image and Sound. 

Eow did you met when you saw Jteassernbb? Did you question? 

Well, 1 already hew a lot fiom Tnnh T. Minh-ha's writings and I've heard 

her speak. 1 think my reaction was directed by bat, scï 1 feel a detached when 1 view 

her films, causing me to ask, what is she doing, what does she want me to look at? 

You are very aware she waots you to look nt somethhg? 

Yes, 1 becorne very critical. 

Eow do her films do that? 

1 think it is in the gaps. For instance, in Reassembl~, there is time when 

there is no image, just black. The sound crack has gaps a h ,  not always coinciding 

with the with the black only picture. What does that gap mean, you ask yourself? It 

makes you conscious that someone is behind the camera, choosing what to 

photograph. And in so choosing, the person making the film is speaiang their own 

story, not only speaking about the subject of the images. This, W<e any other film, is 

not a copy of reaiity. 

Would you say this is a geoernl critique Trinh T. Minh-ha levels agaimt 

ethnogmphic films, where someone goes off to New Guioea or Borneo and 

presents these people as a reaiity, a seamles. story? 1s she saying , look, th& is 

only the film maker's perception of re~t i ty  ? 



I think that is one layer of what she is saying. The other layers depend on 

what the viewer brings to the mm. The inteiiectual side of us as viewers comments 

through the Lens that we use to view others, to view films through. A M ,  she is 

speaking of herself as a person with an exterior to which people respond. 

You mean her ethnic background? 

Yes, she quotes a poem in Woman Native Other: 

MXRROR MIRROR 
People keep asking me where 1 corne h m  
says my son. 
Trouble is I'm american on the inside 

and oriental on the outside 
No Doug 

Turn that outside in 
THIS is what Arnerica look me. 

Mitsuye Yamada frorn C a m ~  Notes and Other Poemr 
(1989,P. 89) 

You mentioned before that you thought ber f h  ras both commenthg from the 

outside in and the inside out? 

It's a way of descnbing what 1 get from her work. What I was just speaking 

of, how she feels being in a culture outside of her culture, an Asian woman in North 

Amencan society and the mixed feelings she has as a result of her experience. By 

outside in, I mean her criticism about how we view art, How we judge and 

categorize things from an ethnocentric view point. That Euro-centric sensibility is 

imbued in Our culture. 

You said earlier on that Trinh T. Minh-ha's education bad taken ber outside of 

Vietnam early on, so can you consider her an authentic voice? 

Authentic in what way? 



Authentic to her home culture, or is she a hybrid, tcying to make people 

understand ber hybridity? 

To be authentic is difficult to define as any one thing. Trinh T. Minh-ha 

explores 

The question of mots and authenti~ty ... inauthenticity is condemned as a loss 
of origins an a whitening (or faking) of non-Western values. Being easily 
offended in your elusive identity and revivhg readily the old racial charge, 
you immediately react when such quilt-instilling accusations are levelled at you 
and are thus led to stand in need of defending that very ethnic part of yourself 
that for yean has made you and your ancestors the objezts of excration ... on 
one hand.. .concentrating on authenticity . . .divertecl h m  other important 
issues; on the other hand, 1 do feel the necessity 16 retum to my soalled 
roots, since they are the fount of my strength.. .The difficulties appear 
insurmountable ody as 1 s u c d  in making a distinction between difference 
reduced to identity-authen ticity . . . (1989, p. 89) 

1 am ignoring the question on hybridity as 1 have a gut level reaction to it as a 

term from biology where two 'different' species, or in the case of humans, 'different 

races' breed and produce a mutant, Iike a donkey and a horse bred produces a mule 

(this is where the root of the word 'mulatto' cornes from, Young: 1995, p.8)). In 

terms of "cultural politics" , Young writes " hybridity thus makes difference into 

sarneness, and sameness into difference, but in a way that makes the same no longer 

the same, the different no longer simply different." (1995,~. 26) 1 agree with Judy 

Purdon's description of a post colonial identity created from ideas of hybridity "that 

defies fixity" and contend that art can "show" by representing several things at the 

sarne time, this she says is "borderline art" (1%6, p. 19-20). She quotes the cultural 

critic Homi Bhabha 

. . .the borderline work of culture demands an encounter with 'newness' that is 
not part of a continuum of ps t  and present. It creates a sense of the new as an 



insurgent act of cultural translation. Such art does not merely recall the past as 
social cause or aesthetic production, it renews the pst, refiguring it as a 
contingent 'in-between space', that innovates and intemipts the performance of 
the present. The ' p s t - p m t '  becomes part of the necessity, not of the 
nostalgia of living. (1995, p. 20) 

Is Trinh T. Minh-ha t y h g  to situate herseif withii  the cultuml dbeouisc? 

Yes, but from her perspective as iilustrated by her stance as she asks the 

question, "Have you read the gnevances some of Our sisters express on being among 

the few women chosen for a "Special Third World Women's Issue" or being the only 

Third World Woman at readings, workshops, and meetings? It is as if everywhere 

we go we become Someones's private m." (1989, p.82) The anger at the 

divisiveness of the category of 'difference' is also brought into focus when she quotes 

"a white sister" who says 

Gradually, 1 began to realue the tremendous gap between my rhetoric about 
solidarity with Third World Women and my gut feelings ... Our idea of 
including women of colour was to send out notices. We never came to the 
business table as equals. Women of colour joined us on our terms.. .I starteci 
seeing the similarities with how men have excluded the participation of women 
in their work through Roberts Rules of Order, enwuraging us to set up 
subcommittees to discuss Our problems but never seeing sexism as their 
problem. It became clear that in many ways 1 act the same way toward women 
of colour, supporting them in dealing with their issues.. . I'm now beginning to 
realize that in many cases men do not understand and by understanding 
choosing to share their power. The lesson we have learned so well as women 
must be the basis for our understanding of ourselves as oppressive to the Third 
World Women we work with. (1989, pp. 85-86) 

These Lines illustrate a process of understanding 1 began and continue to foilow as 1 

learn to look at my relationships with people, artists from diverse backgrounds and 

my image making from my ethno-centric bias. The task of confionthg my own 

racism and how 1 contribute to oppression is an on going process which is not only 



one of thinking or reading but involves social action. This is illustrated by Mitsuye 

Yamada: 

. . . should not be too difficult.. .for them (white sisten) to see why king a 
feminist activist is more dangernus for women of wlor. They should k able 
to see that political views held by women of color are often misconstrwd as 
king personal rather than ideological. Views critical of the sysiem held by a 
person of the 'out groupa are often seen as expressions of pefsonal angers 
against dominant society. (If they hate it so much hem, why don? they go 
back?) Many lesbians 1 know have felt the same kind of fnistration when they 
supported unpopular causes ~garded by their critics as vindictive expressions 
to "get back" at the patriarchal system. They too know the disappointments of 
having their intentions misinterpreted. (198 1, p.74) 

I wondered if you had thougbt of these issues withio the fratnework of Post 

Colonial Discoutse? 

In terms of Post Colonial discoune, there are many aspects to be discussed. 1 

discovered when reading a critique by Sara Suleri of the debate surrounding what is 

meant by the word 'postcolonial' which she describes as a 'fke floating metaphor for 

cultural embattlement and as an almost obsolete signifier for the historicality of 

race. "(1992, p.759) She includes Chandra Mohanty, Tnnh T. Minh-ha and beil 

hooks in her critique: Mohanty for the way she makes opposites between Western 

feminism and "ethnically constructed women"; Tnnh T. Minh-ha for hooking race 

and gender metaphorically with postcolonialism and postfeminism; hooks for implying 

the question of authenticity in feminism, that is, "only black people can sp& for 

black people. " Sulari describes the " political untouchability " surrounding the 

designation of 'Third World Women' and asks the question "1s feminism ody skin 

deep in that it can not move away from biological readings of race?" (1992, pp. 760- 

763) It is necessary to sort out the vocabulary of the discussion and apply it to the 



work of Trinh T. Minh-ha as she writes and makes films consciously using theory or 

exposing theoretical stances. 

Africa is a world away from Vietnam, wbat right doa sbe have depicting MriePn 

women? 

1 think she did that with concrete reasons in mind. This was to have the 

viewers question what they were looking at, to question spectatonhip. Who are we to 

watch African women, often bare breasted, while we sit in a classroom, in winter, 

we, many not of African origin ourselves, what right do we have to look at those 

women and view their society from this different space, out of the context of their 

space? 

So we are not viewing their society in their te=, but in tenns of our society, 

like in conventional documentaries, she's tryir~g to fight against that, right? 

1 don't think Trinh T. Minh-ha tried to say the viewer should think a particular 

way but is asking us to situate ourselves as a spectator and be aware of what we bring 

to the viewing. 1 think the issue of race and gender is there. From the sound track of 

Filming in Africa means for many of us 
Colorful images, naked breast women, exotic dances and fearful rites. 
The unusual 

First create needs, then, help 
Ethnologists handle the camera the way they handle words 
Recuperated collected presemed.. . (1992, p. 98) 

She is making the film because she was working there but she was aware that her 

presence, experiencing that culture, was discrepant with ethnographie film she'd seen. 



Two journal articles filustrate my understanding. The tirst is where Trinh T. 

Minh-ha (1990) questions the documentary film form in 'Documentary IdNot a 

Name". In fact, she says 'there is no such thingW@. 52). She discusses truth as 

meaning, categorization as th-, and, the validity of film as d t y .  She cites the 

duaiity of subject and object. The relation of the spectator to those 'out there' is not 

considered as cultural appropriation for consumption, usuall y, by the film maker. 

This essay is a succinct discussion of the theoreticai and technical aspects of Nm 

making and the resulting derivation of rneaning. Although 1 admire her style of 

wnting that includes references to Literature and the use of metaphors used in other 

wnting, this essay gives me a clearer understanding of position as a film maker. 

The second article which helped me to understand Trinh T. Minh-ha's work is 

by Brian Wallis (1988), "Questionhg Documentary'. He descnbed the changing 

nature of what has been cakd documentary photography. As examples, he cites 

work by Tnnh T. Minh-ha and four other photographers, also women, who employed 

strategies from the margins of dominance, such as, women's voices, domestic spaces 

and storyteihg, al1 of which he d e d  dixourses on discourse. The representation 

is w h a  has been called into question, labelling the documentary as cultural 

construction. Wallis summarized the concems of Trinh T. Minh-ha's work and 

described the poetic form, with it's destabilization that forced the viewer to malce 

their own meanings. 

Why do you want to show this fiim to students? 



In terms of teaching and as a pemn h m  the Western privileged world, 1 

need to ask rnyself what are the considerations I need to address in viewing art h m  

other cultures? How do 1 look at art in terms of what the artist intended or how do I 

get outside my cultural bias'? 

Films are one kind of art, an art form, although not ail films are pieces of art. 

The work viewed as part of this study was one of Trinh T. Minh-ha's early Nms. 

She taught in North A h  for thme yean and then retumed to shoot the N m  which 

she completed in 1982. Trinh T. Minh-ha has made a number of films, al1 non- 

fiction except the most recent, a narrative fature. AU her films are difficult to 

categorize and Reassembl- was no exception. She used what seems to be a 

documentary film fonn but developed it to becorne non-linear and Lyrical in style. 

She has, through her writing and her films, developed a critique of the 

overwhelmingly Euro-centric ways of perceiving culture that the West uses to 

dominate the rest of the world. (Said, 1978: p. 3) The way Trinh T. Minh-ha 

addresseci issues of race and gender in her art, f find iiiustrative of these ideas. Film 

is particularly attractive for Canadian students, 1 believe, due to their exposure to 

television and film so continually that people are adapted to be responsive to the 

medium. This film confronts what people have been led to expect fkom film. 



CHAPTER TWO 

So, you think this film b appropriate to show to Arî Eduestion students? 

Yes, 1 questioned my own abüity to step outside my culture and put myself 

someone's cultural shoes, to see if 1 could appreciate the stance of another petson, to 

understand their point of view, to see and hear what they are saying. It is important 

not only to infonn ourselva about art that is infonned by divenity of cultures, but 

also, art that critiques the Euro-centric perspectives. In the present environment 

(Concordia University, Montreal), students ofkn come h m  diverse cultures or their 

parents corne from more than one culture. 1 asked myself, how do students m a k  

sense of who they are and what they have corne from? As Carol Tuzano has pointeci 

out in her Master Thesis, which used audience response to a TV movie showing 

African American women as powerful role models, this could be an illustration of 

how in Art Education we could design cumcula that is more multicultural. As she 

states, many Art Educators have supported (Nadaner, 1981; Neperud, 1969; 

Masteman 1983) a much more inclusive cumcula. Her study concluded that "In 

addition to irnproving cultural understanding arnong participants.. .could assist in 

developing multicultural curriculum content and teaching strategies." (1990, p. 123) 

It was with some of the same ideas as Tizzano that 1 wanted to interview Art 

Education students. The purpose of the group i n t e ~ e w  was to develop a research 



question that would explore how students cespond to art work by artists from diverse 

racial and cultural backgrounds. The goal of this research was: 

1. to develop ideas about teaching methods that address multi-cultural issues; 

2. to explore the impact of gender, culture, and race issues within teaching 

practice. 

1 wanted to learn more about the issues that inform iesponses and discussion of 

art emanating from cross-cultural and multicultural interfaces. 1 was also interested in 

developing strategies for Dlsing students' awareness of ideas of representation which 

comment on and highlight the impact of Euro-centric culture in a multi-cultural 

world. Because 1 was interested in exploring student responses to an art work that 

rai& issues (such as: images of women's bodies, representations of culture, reality, 

ethno-centricity), 1 chose the fdm Reassembl- by Trinh T. Minh-Ha, because both 

its form and content offered a way of discussing racial and ethnic difference as it 

applies to art practice. My interest in Trinh T. Minh-Ha stemmed from the fact that 

she is an artist and film maker whose work explores many of the concepts 1 am 

interested in: narrative. identity and culture, postcolonialism and ferninism. In this 

group interview, 1 wanted to study if students, after viewing one of Tnnh T. Minh- 

ha's films, would respond to these issues and discuss them in the interview session. 1 

thought this would give me some understanding of how students react to 

representations of A frican culture through a film constructed to "challenge.. . the 

imposition of weiï defined boundaries". (Trinh T. Minh-ha, 1992, p. 162) 



Keeping in mind what 1 wished to elicit h m  the students, the question 

informing my intentions for the group interview was - 'Does prior knowledge of an 

artist's identity direct how an audience responds to a N m  or art work?" - changed to 

a more explicit question: "What insights can be gauied h m  viewing works by artists 

from different raciaVcultura1 backgrounds in an art clas?" 

W h o  participated in the gmup interview, where it was conducted and what was 

the data you collected? 

The group consisted of nine university students, ail of whom were in Art 

Education or in Studio Arts, therefore they had a common educational level which 

Vaughan advised is important when conducting a planned discussion. (1996, p. 53) 

In order to elicit a range of perceptions, Memam (1988), suggests the environment be 

a non-threatening, relaxed forum for giving responses on the questions related to the 

topic. As I was the students Teaching Assistant, in a huesemester course and 1 had 

developed a level of trust. The group interview was audio bped in a smaü projection 

room immediately after viewing the film. W e  gathered amund a table, munching on 

chocolate chip cookies 1 had brought. Comfoa foods Like this create an informa1 

atrnosphere conducive to discussion. The students ~sponded with enthusiasm. 1 was 

able to elicit detailed anaiyses of their perceptions. The group interview and analysis 

is included as part of this study. 

Did you Cuid, from your group interview Cor your thesis, that most of the 

students were open to the sort of inquiry that you youmif were undergoing? 



The students did respond in a criticai way both in terms of what the artist wu 

cntical of and in eliciting an examination of themselves as weli. 

1 chose the group interview technique to use as a iesearch tool to inform my 

thesis. This was after 1 had found the means to design the interview for my needs. 

My research on interviewing began with Bell, who described the focused interview, as 

opposed to the unstructured type, as 'a framework.. .estaMished by selecting topics 

around which the i n t e ~ e w  is guided." (1992, p.72) 1 hoped to disawer the ways 

that students respond to an expenmental film in an art education wntext by using 

questions to elicit that information. The group i n t e ~ e w  design was also s i d a r  to a 

focus group. It wnsisted of a group of people, who had common charactenstics, in 

this case, being studio art and art education students. They discussed, in a planned 

way, perceptions that related to my topic (Krueger, 1990, p. 18). In the design of the 

intewiew, 1 utilized suggestions by Krueger, who stated that the environment should 

be a non-threatening relaxed forum for giving responses, ideas, comments on the 

questions related to the topic (1990, p.20). 

In order elicit the group discussion, 1 designed the group interview from researching 

two methods, the focus group model, d d b e d  by Knieger, and the case study 

research method by Merriam (1988). 

I found that focus groups, derived from market research, were designed to 

provide qualitative data about attitudes, perceptions and opinions, which was exactly 

what 1 wanted. For my needs in the design of the interview, the focus group provided 



a method to gain understanding h m  the discussion as opposed to testing a p w s e  

h ypothesis. 

The object of the questions was to provoke discussion among members of the 

group. (Vaughan, 1996) in designing questions, Memarn's case study research 

identifid the following classifications of questions: 1, opinion; 2, feeling; 3, 

experience; 4, knowledge. 

Developing Questions 

1. "Opinion/value questions' are designed to lem what people think about the 

world (or a specific art object, film) and personal ideology or belief affects the 

response. (Memam, 1988, p.78) For instance the question; 

. Can you tell me about other films or ideas that this film rerninds you of?, 

was a good way of initiating the interview as it is often easier to solicit opinion 

through cornparison. Two other questions for this type were: 

. Can you describe the aspect of the film you Iiked/found most interesting? 

. Can you describe a part of the film that you did not like or find interesting? 

2. "Feeling questions' are designed to elicit and understand the emotional 

response of the respondent to their experiences and thoughts. (1988, p. 78) These 

questions were designed to solicit descriptions about the participants feelings during 

various moments of the film. 

. Descnbe how you felt watching (whatever scene, action, sound) you liked in 

a section of the film. 

. Descnbe how you felt watching whatever r e n e  you didn't like. 



. When you felt these emotions, what was it about the fdm that made you feel 

that way? 

3. "Expenence/behaviour questions" evoke ideas of what it might be lilue to 

imagine being piesent in the film space.(1988, p. 78) 

Describe what might it We to be in (such a m e  as related to the opinion 

questions)? 

. Does the film relate to your own expenences in me? 

4. "Knowledge questions' determine what information the participant has 

about the topic. (1988, p. 79) These questions were to find out if the participant has 

prior howledge of; film/documentary aesthetics or theory, the location of the film, or 

the fiIm maker. 

Can you descnbe where this film might have been shot?" 

. Where do you think you rnight go to see this film? 

. Have you any thoughts or ideas about the person who made this Nm? 

Do you agree that your study has implications not oaly for Art Education but for 

the field of Multicultural Studie.? 

Multiculturai studies sounds We a much larger area of shidy than 1 intended. 

In my study, 1 explore more fuUy the p s t  colonial theory as relates to mm, 

narrative, feminism and education. 

This study is an inquiry 1 have used to see if by using a medium 1 am 

interested in, made by an artist 1 am interested in, could provoke students to discuss, 



question, and be cntical of themselves when viewing art from artists of diverse 

backgrounds, experiences and ethnicities. 1 asked the question whether this is a 

usefixl teaching twl for nising students' awareness of art made by people h m  other 

cultures. The students' response was a vehicle to provide me with a tool for a 

discussion of my understanding of how students reflect on the representations viewed 

constmcted by an artist who critiques the eihno-centric bias of 'Western' audienoes. 



The Gmup Interview 

1. Does tbb remiad you of any d e r  f h  yoir've seen or experiences yau9ve had? 

S. - 1 think we need a bit of time to reflect on it for a little while. 1 just find 

it's not a typical film, there's no conventional film iechniques. it's like a structure of 

waves, they begin and end but there's no  real beginning and no r d  ending and it's so 

reflective of film making and what we conceive of watching a film, what we expect it 

to be when we watch a film and it totally breaks 1 1  the conventions. 1 think it's ieally 

interesting but 1 have to think about it further. 

Z.Yes, 1 ean understand that, but just y t  level reactions, off the top of your 

head, it doesn't have to be in depth analysis but codng dght out of it, how do 

you react? 

S. - 1 just assume there is sornething missing in the sound track. 

No there isn't. 

N. - Was that the way she or he just wanted to do it? It just looked like a 

technical problem so it bothered me. 

S. - 1 think that's what she's playing with. 

Je. - Yes. Yes. 



S. - Like 1 was saying eariier, it's not a conventional film. She's tallàng about 

how Western End of society imposes certain structures on film making and how to 

see the Afncan Society. She tallrJ about 'copying reaîity meticulously" and speaking 

about the "discourse of images as eternal' iüce photography ... 
B. - 1 don't think she's necessariiy saying it's Western, 1 thidc she's tallgng 

about her experience in going there and trying to be objective, whatever that means. 

S. - But I'm talking about how we interpret it, not what she was dohg but 

seeing film from a Western perspective, like N. was saying, well there's gaps in the 

sound track. I don't know about you but it gave me time to reflect on what she 

actually had to say. 

Je. - Yes, yes. 

S. - And it became photography, it was Like a mixiure of film making and 

photography. 

B. - That's the cutting, don't you think? 

S. - You're right. 

B. - So many cuts, constantly, she could have planned it out to fill the other 

half, if she wanted.. . 

J. - Even with the sound hack, it came across as a poem, the whole thing was 

kind of like a poem. 

3. What did you really like about the f h  and what did you reaUy hate? I 

shouldn't put the two together üke that... 

f .  - 1 liked the sound track. 



4. What about it? 

J. - It was so unusual and different h m  what you would expect h m  a 

documentary and 1 think that's what made it feel more Like a poem. 

G. - Do you watch " Au coune autour de monde?" Every week they have 

movies from everywhere in the world, very often they tak  about triboux (tribes) in 

Afnca. Like when we saw the Alrwnu.. . people for example, they talked about them 

their problems, so I saw that N m  as reportage, it made me think about " Au course 

autour de monde" they have a structure, research and interviews, things to Say. It's 

really controlled. But they have the resources. 

Na. - Maybe that's why I'm not surprised with the sound track, 1 Wce it, the 

way it works in the movie, you how with MT sound, the surprise thing. You know 

when you saw the monkey, suush, right there she changed fast to another subject. 

S. - She taiks about the abc's of photography even, there's a lot. 1 find she's 

constantly talking about film making, the dialogue. You were talking about other 

shows, the films I've seen on Senegal or African wuntries are, you how,  a lot of 

women with breasts, maybe that's their cultures but it's always seen from an 

ethnographic point of view, From the outside looking in, never from the inside loolring 

out. It's always trying to get these objective point of view's and 1 think she was 

playing with that. 

Je. - Yes she was. 

Na. - But it sort of gave the sarne effect 



5. When you said it remhded you of those shows... was that sotnethhg you üked 

or didn't iike? 

G .  - It reminded me of "Aux courses autour de mondea because 1 iike those 

interviews, ôecause the people going in those countries, most of the time it's their 

first time that they go to see those tribaux and they have a really naif (hocent) and 

open mind and they are free to show what they want, not somethUIg politique. 

Na. - Something different. It's not Wre you are watching TV and sec the same 

thing, and they ail talk about the sarne thing. 

G. - No, they are d l y  ftee they don't have to focus on the strict ... it's just that they 

have to constmct it that's interesting. 

6. But you were sayiog it not üke that €or you, S.? 

Je. - Yes, 1 agree as well. 

S. - 1 find that's interesting because it wasn't, like you were saying, G., it's 

not like a theme, it's not trying to prove a point. It,s like in al1 documentaries they 

have to have an objective, Iike the way we write essays or compositions, there's a 

certain.. . objective. 

Na.- Yes but they have five minutes. 

S. - Even when you write essays in school you are told to organize you ideas 

in a certain fonnat that controls the way we read it, there's a certain fonnat that 

makes it easier to read one essay after another if they are al1 using the same format. 

G. - Let's say that somebody who's been there for a while.. . and decides to 

put al1 those things together and say something, as we have those films b m  when we 



were a child and we put them together, we are simpüfying at the m e  time, not in 

the documentation way but just as the fact that the person was there and that's what 

she saw. 

1. - To me there's a lot of layers of meaning. On one level it's that and then 

there's al1 these other metaphors and ... 
7. So, what Und of metaphon, what do they mean for you? 

J. - Like the carcass in the end, weU, I'm not sure. I'd have to think about it 

more , whether it was really significant. 

B. - 1 don't think it was at al1 actualiy. I thought it was really a visual thing, 

that what she was saying was interesting but not essential to any thing you saw. 

G. - 1 agree with that. 

S. - But you did see the carcasses there was also the foreboding fm, that was 

going to burn everything down. 

B. - Yes I know, but 1 really can't believe she was trying to manipulate you 

with that. 

S. - But 1 think it had to do with her film making objectives. 1 think she was 

fihning what she saw and didn't want to control it or put it into a format. It's almost 

like what she felt is what we got. There was very little editing that went into it. Or it 

seems that way. There might have been a lot of editing. 

Je. - 1 think there was. 

C. - There was all those paits that were placed in, moving shots. 



S. - Yes but it was almost an intuitive thing, it wasn't a thought thing, it was 

like poetry. 

C. - It would keep flashing you back, it reminded me that this is going on as 

we sit here, this action, they would show the people working so hard and always 

smiling. How simple their life is but how happy they are just doing that and then I'm 

thinking I see the animal dead and it was disturbing but it was like was disturbing but 

it wasn't. Maybe they just let them sit and nourish the earth and its part of a cycle. 

G. - You know what I thought when I saw those women working? They could 

find a way to construct a kind of machine. 

C. - But that's the whole point of it all. 

G. - But I thought, ok this is the way I think as a white people here, if they 

had a sort of machine they could spend more time with their child. Yes, then they're 

going to have this machine and then this.. . machine is going to happen and then.. . 

Laughter. 

C. - But here they are, the children are by their side. 

S. - But you have to realize there's this camera person standing there in front 

of them so they are smiling. 

N. - But they are always smiling. It's very realistic in a way. 

S. - I've never been there. 

N. - In a way under this smiling attitude they still have their unhappy things. 

If you asked them if they would like to have a mouline (grinder), something to grind 



with, they would want one. Of course, because it's d y ,  &y hud to be a woman. 

She does the whole work, everything.. . 
G. - niey don? have time to take care of their kids. 

N. - Take care of their kids, iike play with them, but actually the kds are very 

happy there, they are very close to adults. Adult work in groups and kids work just 

beside them. 1 don't think it's as separate as what we have here. 

G. - You're right. 

N. - It's just different . 1 don't want to judge it. 

8. What does it feel like for you having been therc, to watch this? 

N. - It's sort of nostaigic, things that 1 knew, maybe my reaction is different. 

There was a Little excerpt in the film where she tallcs about the moine(?), maybe she 

didn't use that word, but things that are exotic but once you've been there and b e n  

involved you see it differentiy. 

9. What9s different do you thinlc? You've heard people's reaction, what's 

different? 

N.- This would be hard to Say. what is exactly different. I don't know. You 

how,  it's like going back to your old street, and, you know, your house, you know 

it.1 see it like something that 1 know, not totally. Sometimes I try the reverse situation 

what would it be W<e for somebody from a village to see a film. Robably they see an 

American film, they see this as exotic. Some people live like this but others just 

maybe 15 minutes away there is a village where there is a movie. 

G. - 1 didn't know that. 



N. - It's not as different as we think. 

Na. - Maybe it's because all the time we see movies we never sec Afiican TV. 

G. - It's just iike we when we see a village that is very fat h m  the city ... 
Na. - But always when I've seen the life of Afiica 1 saw that. 

C. - But it's just like people see Canada as Wre, igloos. 

N. - But it's not the same thing because unless the villages are far, away fkom 

everythingjust because they üve far h m  everything else doesn't mean that they're 

not aware, they might have a h n n y  idea (of here) of what it is but they have one. 

S. - It's interesting when you talk about other countries see us as igloos uid  

we see Afnca as this. This is our representation of Afnca. But they have cities that 

are bigger than Montreal. People that go ihere to make films want to tal<e out what's 

ethnographie not what's the same. 

Na. - It would be interesting if they did both views, cities and.. . , not to make 

a comparison, a mix or something. 

N. - 1 think you would have the same comparison if you go to a village in 

Quebec, what is village life, what is ruban üfe. 

Na. - Are you sure? They have a car they have water, nothing change. 

N. - You mean the comparisons are not as big? 

Na. - Not at dl, you've al1 the news, everything is the same, except in the 

village now and then you get a cow or something. 

N. - Are you thinking of technology, or are you talking about mentality? But 

Montreai is not Quebec and Toronto is not Canada, 



G. - But hem since the last 30 years or maybe 40 has drarnaticaüy changed. 

My grandparents comhg from the farm, with my mother and they were like twelve 

kids and they come in the cities and work in the usines (factories) and have a small 

space, like three m m s  for twelve people. I'rn just the next generation. 

10. Are you making a cornparison, between vWage lire in Africa and a generation 

ago when families were more together, more tribal? 

G. - Personally 1 don't feel so far away fkom that sort of living of my 

grandfather. 

N. - 1 find that interesting because over there people think that the way we live 

now has always been like that. If you push it they don't necessarily assume that. But 

they say , you white people, you don't live close to your families or they started 

telling me about the structure of how we live, which is not always nght, but, I'm 

telling them, just my Mum was living very similar to you guys, just my Mum, one 

generation. Then they changeû their opinion about how they feel after because I'm 

telling them that the traditions that my Mum told me about, my Mum was from the 

village, so aimost two generations, people from Montreal, you could say it's one 

generation, the difference, but my Mum is.. . 
S. - If you think about what people from other cultures sep of our, or North 

American society are American films, which is New York, and everybody elsewhere 

thinks that Canada, North Arnerica is one big city, as we see Afnca as one big bunch 

of tribai cornmunities which is not so but it's the impression that we get through film 



making. It's how film making directs us to see or ethnographically plot out how we 

see different cultures. 

J. - But she does that deliberately, I think, but on the other mm she did on 

Vietnam, Shoot For The Contentg, it's the same she doesn't show any cities ... 

S. - But there's a comment in that. She's also so much aware of what she's 

doing. 

G .  - Just as we are talking, I find something hteresting that they d o  with the 

materiel (abjects, things, material) you see theu hair the way they have les peignes 

(combs), you see the way they build theu houses, they have those bijoux (jewelry), 

everything around them is manuai, they take it from the earth and then they transfonn 

it. Everything is built. This is something 1 really Lice and see al1 the time. 

S. - It's like an artistic community. 1's not a pretentious art. Everyone's an 

artis t . 

Na. - They take le matenel primaire and transform it and here you can't do 

that. 

S. - Well, it's done for you. You don't think about it as much. 1 don? know, 1 

guess this is what the film makes you think. 

11. Can 1 just ask about more gut reactions, anybody have any stroog emotional 

reactions to any parts of the film? 

C. - 1 did. Here this is going on nght now, this contrast. Two parts that really 

struck me. One  where they showed, 1 don't know, the albino, 1 think. 1s that how it 

is? 



B. - A real albino. 

S. - A black and a white. 

B. - It was so red. 

S. - Yes 1 could see, h e  was really red, but 1 thought he was out in the sun a 

lot. 

Na.- Oh, yes 1 see, no pigment. 

C. - Anyway, they showed they focused on this and then the shot of the dark 

skin and then they showed these trees, out of focus and then ali of a sudden this older 

kid pop@ up with the same (pigment). It was just so strange how she filmed that, 

your eyes were sort of, then bing there it is again. And then another part was a Little 

baby carried around, the little Americanized doll, the Cupie doll, it's like an 

American symbol almost. 1 was wondering how that fit in. It's almost tike The Gods 

Must Be C m ,  or something. How did that get there? Then they said later that the 

American tourists would come and give them candies. 1 thought what was that Like for 

thern to have.. . 
G. - When 1 saw that kid with the doli, 1 thought that he cried and that doll is 

not enough to make him srnile. You see the bonhomme (little boy) crying with the 

doll. 

S. - To me it wasn't, like nomally when you see those kind of pictures it's 

directed for you to see oh, poor little kid, look at the doll, it's really emphasued and 

glorified. In this wntext it was totally downplayed. It's iike she was lwking at the 

kid who was crying and he just happened to have a doll. 



N.- I'm not sure 1 saw it iike that just because 1 see it as reality. 

C. - That's how I see it too. 

S. - But it wasn't focused, you know glorified, the way we see Oxfam, 

suffering children. 

12. What was that teeüog, C., can you describe abat ma& you feel tbat way? 

C. - For me it seems, that they reaiiy are happy, 1 mean everybody gets sad 

but there's just such a sense of community and it's so basic. 

13. So, you felt an affinity or closeness or a...envy? 

C. - Yes,alrnost like an envy or a sense of loss in this society where it's just 

so strange the cornparison and that's very basic and very simple and they've kept that 

very simple al1 throughout and that little doii showed a Little bit of American culture 

coming in but the baby was still very close to the mother. The children were very 

close to the mother. Then they talked about the different views on men in that 

society. The 1 s t  question was, 'Do you have a husband all to yourself?" 

G. - It's fùnny that people mention how close the children were to their 

mother, it's an indice (indication) for us that something seems to be, we see a kid 

with his mother and we say, oh, kid close with the Mum, stay with the Mum, d w s  it 

mean that we don't have this particular thing, different from Our culture? 

C. - No, no, in general nowaâays kick are just put in their daycare and theu 

parents are home at 7 at night and their parents are just. .. , it's reality. 



N. - From what 1 saw the biggest difference was not necessarily the time and 

the care and the love, because I think people love their kids here. Over there they are 

beaten a lot, you know, these kids, so they'n not always ... 
C. - No, 1 don? want to get into a discussion about that. 

N. - But the difference is the body, they are always close to the body, so even 

if the mother is preoccupied or whatever she stiU ha9 the baby close to the body 

where we tend, Mummy's not feeling good, we tend to a little bit separate people 

from Our body if we are not really into it. But there the Mother a n  be mad, pissed 

off with the kid but still she's going to carry the kid on her back. So it makes people 

more mellow because there's no distinction with 1 want to love you and 1 have time 

now or 1 do not have time leave me in peace. 1 think we have more borders 

between when we have time and when we don't. 

G. - She's right. 

Na. - We always see the woman with the child. Where's the men? We dways 

see the children with the woman. Generally, here they are together with the father. 1 

didn't see one time the men with the.. . 

S. - But the men weren't even in the picture. The Nm was very directed 

towards that society and the men were just, they were in the background they were 

really not important there. Kids were important but when they got older they were 

j ust accessories. 

G. When 1 remembered seeing the men, they were praying or smoking, but 

not working. 



Na. - 1 saw one man working but it's a different cuiture and they have 

something else, Wre we have something else. 

N. - They're just segregatcd. Men work on one side and women work on 

another. 

C.- They didn't show it. We  have no idea what.. . 
Na, - 1 know it's fmused on women but s a ,  never one man there. But here if 

you trkd to füm only women you would have men amss there, it's not bad it's 

just.. . 

B.- 1 just saw that as, once again, what her position in it was that she was a 

woman and much more interested in hanging out with the women. What you said 

about it being reaily simple? 1 think in a way the film makes it seem simple because 

you just see them doing these repetitive acts which are almost mesmerizing and you 

can concentrate on what she says. But what she says really doesn't tell you anything 

about them as people at ail. 

14. How did you feel about that, B.? 

B. - Personally I have a big problem with documentary and objective stuff 

because 1 not sure 1 believe anyone can be objective. So 1 liked it but 1 really saw it 

as a visual thing. 1 didn't feel like, it's the sort of film where you are given these nice 

images and you can look at them and then because there's northing else going on you 

can really think about what she says. But what she says isn't much, she just kind of 

hints at things. 

S. - But 1 think that's good. 



B. - I'm not saying it's bad. 

S. - But most of the documentary I've seen , sponsored by National 

Gwgraphic, they direct you how to see. What she's tal.king about is creativity and of 

creativity . 
B. - And it reflects on her which is better because that's aU she can talk about 

rnyway, d l y .  

S. - Exactiy, that's what 1 iike about it. She's very much aware that she's a 

film maker and this is her perspective and you how that throughout the whole mm. 

It's not like this is an objective representation. But she doesn't tell you much and 1 

think the part 1 like are. .. 

J. - On another level she was just using that format of the documentary 

expressing other things like poetry, the Little comments and things and the way the 

sound track was done.. . 
S.- So, you're saying it could have been Israel or anywhere. 

J. - No, I'm not saying it was about Israel, it was about that whole thing that 

was a metaphor for something on a deeper level. 

15. 1 think this might relate to what you are saying in a way, if you were to put 

yourself in this film, who would you be, where would you be, what would you be 

doing? 

J. - Yes, 1 could pretty easily, in fact my gut reaction was something like what 

C. was saying, wanting to be there, the primitive, the music the drum beau and the 



women with their breasts bare. Kind of üke you were saying a Ionging in a sense of 

loss for a pre- technological.. . 
Na. - But we can't change anything, it's her perception, if 1 be there it maybe 

totally differen t. 

C. - But that's the point, to show us to make us think. 

B. - But that's what I've been eyuig to Say, 1 don't get any of that, 1 don't 

reflect at al1 because 1 really think it's her. 

16. 1s that a separation Cor you, B.? So you reaily cadt imagine youiself there? 

G. - The reason why we can't imagine ourselves king there is that you saw 

the image, you really saw that there was a distance Like ktween her and the image, 

it's not as if she was there with them. Like in some films we see that the people there 

have a relationship with those around, you see that they know each other, exchmges, 

they've been talking and something happen with them together. 

17. So, you're saying that it would have helped you to see what the Tiho maker's 

relationship with the people was? 

N. - Maybe, yes. 

S. - We are used to documentaries where you hear the people speak and it's 

subtitled, we know what they are saying they speak but we don't understand a word 

they say and if you were there you would'nt understand a word they say either. 

J. - That whole scene where she had a bit of sound track there h a language 

then repeated .. 
S. - There was just a Little bit there, we don't know what they were saying. 



G. - 1 would like to know nnnnnnnnnnn, what is that! 

S. - But that would d b t  you. 

G. - No, but direct me but why do 1 have to snain ears for what 1 heu, it's 

human language? 

S. - But if it's translated io that exactly what they're saying? 

G. - No, just an idea about what they are saying. 

Na. - Maybe they talk about.. . 

G. - 1 really feel there was the image, the wall, the viewer. 

S. - But if you were there in person you wouldn't be able to speak to these 

people either, they would speak in a different language than you. 

Na. - But maybe 1 try to speak with them. Lïke before when 1 didn't speak 

English, or in Colombia I didn't speak Spanish but 1 would say un minito ÿust a 

minute), and 1 tried so much, 1 speak , 1 do everything 1 can to understand them. 

Maybe it's in me. When 1 go somewhere 1 can just try. 1 don? want there to be a big 

difference behveen them and me. I'm in another country, don't look at my colour, 

I'm human. 

G. - Still we can talk with people. 1 spend al1 day long with people who don't 

speak the same language and 1 finally get to say something and we understand each 

other in a reaily short time. It's surprising how much you can get to understand 

someone even if you don't speal< the same language, amazingly surprising. 



B. - To me this is always the conversation we get h o  when we tak  about 

documentaries, there's aimost no point in having it, because it aü cornes d o m  to the 

sarne thing, which is, she could have done that ... 

Na. - But it's her point of view. 

B. - But even sommne who did it it's, still in front of the cameas, it's still a 

tape recorder, aU these things filtering. 

S. - But she also talks about film malring as an ethnographer so if she goes 

into another culture and she looks at it fiom her point of view which she's 

constantly.. . 

B. - 1 think it's a good approach, 1 W<e it. 

18. But for you Na., you were saying you were frustrated? 

Na. - Not frustrateci, but cunous about what they were saying. 

19. But a certain bamer for you? 

G. - To push farther ... 

Na. - In English she had an accent. But with the image 1 caught a lot, 1 have 

the habitude (habit) to not understand. 

20. Where do you thiak this film might be shown? 

S. - Well, anywhere, festivals. 

21. Why do you say festivals? 

S. - People would get very irritated if they saw it on TV. 

G .  - You think so? 

B. - Because it's too expimental. 



J. - Expenmentai, at an art show, art gallefy. 

Na. - Maybe it's experimental, but for me 1 iilced, because you know the 

professionai things are, you know on the TV is always the sarne thing, this is 

something different, maybe it's me but 1 U e  different things ... 

C. - It's for the general people, they just want to sit there. 

22. DO you think it would go on TV? 

G. - Why not? 

S. - 1 think it would be good if it was on TV. 

Na. - You know the time, 1 look at this thing? Back from work it's five 

o'clock in the moming, 1 sit and look at ail the reportage, 1 love that, woops, it's 

Seven o'clock. 

G. - Instead of those series. 

Na. - Yes, no complication, after that you question yourself. 

23. Do you have any ideas about the film maker? 

B. - She's must have had an artist's background. 

C. - The formai aspects of the way it was shot. 

Na. - Because she wants to malce somethhg different. Play with ... 
G. - ... images? 

24. You look doubtful, G., wbat? 

G. - First 1 didn't understand everything she said, because 1 don't understand 

English very well, second 1 keep my first idea, the= was somebody, maybe a 



woman,. . .around, she seems to be interesting about the travelling she did, she's been 

in the place for a while. .. 
25. Do you think it's a woman because of the voice over? 

G. - Yes and also because she also filmed a lot of women and taik about 

women and at the same time for me she was me, you have her, us, and what we see 

and it's like sornething away. 1 don't feel it was like somebody was there and getting 

through the culture, really like.. - 
B. - She's probably not white, with a name like that. 1s she Vietnamese? 

Yes. 

C. - 1 was thinking about it, but 1 wasn't ... 
G. - It was more interesting about the image than what she said. 

S. - It's more interesting the camera angles, because we are so used to lookllig 

at documentary made by men they are usually higher.. . 

26. Do you have some idea about the f h  maker because of that? 

Na. - She's small. 

S. - But it gave a bit more intimacy, you're not looking down at people you're 

looking sligh tly up. 

C. - Yes it was very intimate. 

J. That's why 1 felt drawn into it. 1 felt she waui't there, except when she 

spoke she wasn't there much, 1 felt drawn the visuals, like the way it was intimate, 

the close-ups.. 

B. - The way they look into the carnera. 



S. She talks about "the circle of looksWand there's lots of circular camera 

movement, going around and talks about.. . 
C. - Going around, yes, very pleasing. 

27. Would you have wanted to know something about the fh  maker before 

seeing this film? 

B. - NO. 

G. - No, no, because for letting us fiee to.. . 
Na. - ... Open minds, 1 carne late and 1 thought you had ... 
G. - Some fdms need that because you are shocked or unhappy about things 

you don't understand, but in this way when you can see the movie without 

information it's good, personally 1 don't feel Iike something don't work because 1 

don? know or don't understand something. 

N. - Did anyone mention the breasts? It bothered me, so they don't have a T- 

shirt on, so what? You keep showing tits, you know, show it Iike you show a head, a 

back, but when you show it more than anything else, you can get away with it if you 

are a woman but if you are a man, oh my God! 

G. - 1 felt that too, it was too much. 

S. - She was talking about that, what we see of Afncan culture, we see women 

without shirts on.. 

G. - It's a very long time that people see it's not oooh ... 
S. - But it was overbearing and 1 think she wanted it to be like that, she 

wanted us to think it's enough now, it's intentional. 



B. - There were other things that were repetitious 

S. - It annoyed me too, but 1 think that was good. 

G. - Cliché. 

A. - The tits was to make us aware of.. 

S. - She talked about it too. This is how Western Society sees Afncan society. 

B. - Yes, she mentioned that, 

S. - Then she showed a h e  of tits. 

A. - In a lot of those anthropological films the people are iike plants or 

animals, depicted in the same way as natural history films are, so the beauty of it is 

important, but this the colours are a bit odd and the film old looking. But the way she 

framed the shots it sort of broke that down a bit, Lie when she went for the 

k n g s ,  focusing on the beauty, so 1 thought that she was using film to represent 

people as if they were natural objects rather than human subjects, the idea that are 

these people or are they buttefies? 

N. - But these people are butterflies, not to mean that 1 see them as Iike this 

but it's part of their culture to be very coquet (proud of their appearance), they love 

to show off these people, they just love it and for me it was just part of real 

Senegalese culture to show this woman with earrings, 1 just thought it very natural. 

A. - I'm not talking about the coquettishness or the pride or the stnitting, I'm 

talking like it emotes like naturai history. 

N. - 1 understand you, it's just that 1 have different layers of reaction to 

anthropological film. 1 only know Senegalese culture, even if 1 see film from Zaire 1 



don't know if it's aii true or if it's not. Sometimes 1 notice that Western people are so 

used to the discourse of we don't want to be colonialists in our way of doing things, 

like how can they show them as cute people yet they want to show themselves that 

way . 
A. - They're not showing themselves üke that. In tenns of what we see this 

isn't their everyday life this is a representation of their everyday life. What we see is 

Trinh T. Minh-ha's representation of them as they are represented by other 

ethnological Nm. In a way the subject is indifferent because it's much more about 

anthropological film than it is about Senegalese people. 

G .  - That's what 1 mean when 1 said still we had the viewer and the distance, 

we don't see her living with them. her expenence of hem, the relationship with 

them, we don't see them acting in an intimate way, as if they were in a bottle. 

A. - 1 found it a very interesting strategy, made me very self conscious about 

those films, I think of National Gmgraphic. S. - At fist when 1 saw it 1 thought 

this was an artist who defmitely did not go to film school, there was not sound at the 

beginning, 1 didn't really get her intent until later. 

A. - I found it very unarty for an experimental füm. 

S. - 1 found it very arty. 

A. - To me it had the self-conscious look of an amateur film maker, it 

rerninded me of the film.. . made of his grandfather, the cutting nght in the middle of, 

then stuck together, accidental, but of course it was selfconscious on her part. 



G .  - But do you think she put it together but reaüy not mntroiied, but couldn't 

she do it carefully ... 
N. - Without it seeming like a technical mistake, you can say few works but 

why do you have to cut the sound, . . . change the structure.. .? 

S. - You see it as an amateur who is there taking a document of what is going 

on not a film maker who is tryîng to direct you to see something. 

B. - This is very contro11ed. She makes you question all that. 

SEPARATE INTERVIEW WITH A STUDENT WHO HAD TO LEAVE JUST 

BEFORE CROUP INTERVIEW 

28. What was you reaction to the film? 

A. - I felt bord  or disinterested. 1 had to work at viewing. 1 wasn't in anyway 

being seduceci. 1 kept asking, is this what she had Nmed or is it archival footage? I 

was becoming more and more analytical, from shot to shot, 1 wanted to know exactly 

what was happening. My fantasy was she went to Africa and fümed it herself. Then 1 

thought she chwse the footage. Then 1 thought, she's playing with my perceptions by 

reorganizing it, 1 started to see the manipulation. 1 wanted it to be an art work about 

Africa: 1 wanted to see Africa. 1 thought she was making anti-aesthetic decisions so 

that we would react to it negatively. We create Our own reality. How that is done is 

created by the seduction of narrative and the beauty of images. This was an de- 

aestheticized expenence, rough, fragmented, hard to hear, incoherent, furzy, 



repetitive. She refûsed to be omnipotent. 1 think she's more of a philosopher than a 

film maker. 

29. Did you relate to this film? 

A. - When 1 was travelling in Nepal, 1 felt more and more isolated. I felt the 

impenetrable complexity of cultures and becarne very aware of my own prejudices, 

bias' and assumptions that I have and take for granted, espe!ciaUy about Afiîca. At 

first 1 didn't question what I saw, then 1 felt ashamed or embarrassed about my 

prejudices, not against people but for how I felt about AFnca, exotic, bare breasted, 

pots on head. Actually 1 was bom in Afnca, Ethiopia, and have pictures of me as a 

baby being held by an Afican woman. 1 felt bad, ashamed, but 1 thought it was self 

nghteous of Trinh T. Minh-ha to make me feel this way. 

30. Where would you see her f h  being shown? 

A. - To a very limited audience. Only intellectuals, in a university situation 

probably . 

31. Would you bave wanted to know about the f h  and the fUm maker in 

advance? 

A. - It would have helped me to know something about her because there was 

so much going on. 1 wanted to know what she was trying to say. It would have been 

good to know the techniques she used, othenuise, it just becornes too fnistrating. 

S he's true, though, she doesn't pander to people. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

Analysis of Croup Interview of Art Education Students 

1 tape-recorded, and later tranrribed the group interview. h the üanrript, 1 

refer to the participants by the first initial of their fint names. This method has beui 

adhered to in the following analysis. 

Following Bell's method of categoruing data and building on the initial 

interview questions, I identified three themes and used them to analyze the responses 

gathered from the group interview. The themes were: one, the meaning of the film 

and its resonance for the viewer; two, the audience awareness of the relationship of 

the film form to it's content as they perceive it to be; three, the relationship of the 

audience response to issues and representations of race, gender and cultural 

difference. 

After sorting through the interview acfording to the 

categories, 1 found the students had wonderfdly diverse 

responses and ways of expressing themselves. I felt as if 1 had documented an 

important event due to the detail and 

insightfulness they demonstrated by their discussion in 

answenng the questions. I have discussed the specific 

answers under headings suggested by the categories used to 



sort out the interview for analysis. 

Audience Awareness 

In the midst of the students' responses to the film their ideas regarding the 

films' meaning as well as it's resonaiice, that is, the* own perceptions of it, emerged. 

For example, I. found many layers of meaning and thought metaphoricaiiy about the 

images in the film, "iike the carcass in the end...I'd have to think about whether it 

was really significant". B. then responded with her interpretation: "1 thought it was 

a really visual thing, that what she was saying [as part of the sound track] was 

interesting but not essential to anything you saw.' Whiîe agreeing with B.'s reading 

of the film as being composed for visual effect, S. reacted emotionally to the 

juxtaposition of the images such as the carcasses and 'the foreboding fm, that was 

going to bum everything down" by injecting her own sense of meaning about what 

was possibly happening. 

Although the students could draw certain parailels between Africa and Canada, 

such as the shift from rural to urban life, they also realized that rural and urban life 

here in Canada are not al1 that different fiom each other, As G. said: 

But here since the last 30 years or maybe 40 has dramatically changed. My 
grandparents coming from the fann, with my mother and they were like 
twelve lcids and they corne in the cities and work in the usines (factories) and 
have a smail space, like the  roorns for twelve people. I'm just the next 
generation.. .I don't feel so far away from that sort of living of my 
grandfather. 

In addition, the students constmed meaning by tallang about the Afncan setting, 

using their own past as a reference point. 'They have a car, they have water ... except 

in the village you get a cow or something.' Obviously village life and urban iife here 



in the present do not differ widely, in terms of living conditions, whereas in Afiica 

we don? know about their living conditions. These comments were made during a 

discussion of peoples' assumptions based on what they saw. For example, images of 

A f k  s h o w  in Canada often show aspects of Mage Me, smaU groups of people, 

slow Pace of life, but one student remarked there are cities in Africa bigger than 

Montreal. A student who had lived in Senegal commentai on the reverse situation 

where Africans she met had believed that North Americans have always lived at the 

present level of technology and urbanization. Indeed, she also commentai that they 

did not perceive that we, in the West, had any positive attachments to famiiy life. 

This perhaps based on the images and narratives they had been exposed to. Viewing 

the film elicited these cornparisons and others based on the critique of the 

ethnographic documentary form as perceived by the students as they discussed this 

film. 

The students noticed that, in the film, bare breasts were a recumng visual 

motif. This annoyed some of the viewers who wntended that, because the film maker 

was a woman, she could get away with it; had the N m  maker been male, he  would 

have been cnticised for focusing on breasts. Other students, although irritated by the 

persistent use of the breast motif, thought that the film maker was trying to make the 

point that ethnographic films reinforce stereotypes about 'the other'. Still others 

detected in this the N m  rnaker's deliberate strategy to present people as objects to be 

viewed as if in a zoo or  other forms of wildlife, which was thought to be part of the 



critique offered by the film to provoke cornparisons to ethnographie or documentary 

film form. 

Relationship OP Form To Content 

In responses to questions the students identified many techniques used by the 

film maker to communicate her ideas. Some thought the gaps in the sound track were 

mistakes, while others welcomed these as a pause for reflection. A comment was 

made about the fragmenteci sound track, which included mnds  of insezts, Afiican 

people speakîng, wind, drums, poetry and dialogue spoken by Tnnh T. Minh-ha: 

"She's talking about how Western kind of society imposes certain structures on N m  

malong and how to see the African society. She talks about 'wpying reality 

meticulously' and speaking about the 'disfourse of images as etemal' Like 

photographyn . 
The editing was also a point of discussion. One student thought perhaps the 

film was very intuitively made, with littie or no editing. However, upon hearing 

other students comment on the number of cuts there were in the film, she revised her 

opinion. She realized, when another students said, 'so many cuts' , that the film 

maker had chosen abrupt cuts, juxtapositions, jump cuts (where the action abruptiy 

changed to another point in time), which drew attention to the construction of the 

film. Another student noted that there were "aii those parts placed in, moving shots" 

that emphasized the editing. By employing this disjoinied style, Tnnh T. Minh-ha 

suggests, that the viewer question whether non-fiction films present objective r d t y ,  

or merely constmct their own versions of reality. 



"Even with the sound track it cornes across as a poem, the whole thing was" a 

student commenteci, giving her impression of the fonn of the film. Another student 

said that the film maker used the documentary form to k expressive in a poetic way. 

The techniques, used by the film maker, noticed by the students, were the circular 

movements of the camera which emphasized the roundness of the houses and the low 

camera angle which was thought to give a feeling of intirnacy and might have 

indicated the small stature of the N m  maker. The odd colours and the framing, 

broke down the beaufy of the images which caused the viewer to question rather than 

merely enjoy the images. 

In a lot of those anthropological films the people are like plants or animals, 
depicted in the same way as naturd history films are, so the beauty of it is 
important, but the colours are a bit odd and the film old looking. But the way 
she f m e d  the shots it sort of broke that d o m  a bit. Like when she went for 
the earrings focusing on the beauty, so 1 thought that she was using film to 
represent people as if they were n a d  objets rather than human subjects, the 
idea that, are these people or are they butterflies? 

In describing her perception of the Hm's form, G. said: "1 r d y  feel there 

was the image, the wall, the viewer." G. later elaborated: "we had the viewer and 

the distance, we don't see her (the film maker) living with them, her experience of 

them, the relationship with them, we don't see them acting in an intimate way, [it is] 

as if they were in a bottle." This statement describes the student's impression of 

being kept at a distance because of the disjunctive nature of the film's form, not only 

the film's way of getting across meaning or demonstrating it by way of the form but 

also the impact on the student. One person thought she could identify the füm 

maker's purpose and technique: 



1 started ta sec the manipulation ... 1 thought she was making anti-aesthetic 
decisions so that we would react., .negatively.. .This was a de-aestheticised 
experience, rough, ndgmental, hard to hear, incoherent, fuay, repetitive. 

This observation indicates an awareness of the consciousness of the style of the film. 

The arnbiguous quality of the soundtrack, which was disjoint&, and unclear, 

led the viewer to question the film rnaker's intention, which was not explicit. 

Another groupmember was annoyed by the soundtrack's lack of clarity. This 

fnistrated yet another student, who felt that it impeded her ability to penetrate beneath 

the surface image to gain real understanding of the cultural contexts presented in the 

fil m. As she explained it, whenever she met people of a different racial and cultural, 

background, she tried to get them to understand her: 'don't look at my colour, I'm 

human. " Conversely, it was the least she could do, she felt, to understand them as 

real people. The ambiguity of the film also serves to raise questions in the viewer's 

rnind of the impact of the power of one culture on another. That the intent was not 

necessarily explicit was fûrther reinforced by another student, who wondered out loud 

about the pervasive intrusion of American culture af'ter viewing the film's image of an 

African child with a pink doll. Another member of the group took an entirely 

different tack, commenting that the hypersensitivity of liberal western discourse, 

migh t actuall y distort the way Senegalese people migh t want to represent themselves. 

A concrete surnmary of the understanding the students reached is illustrate. by 

the following quote: 

1 have a big problem with documentary and objective stuff because 1 am not 
sure 1 believe anyone can be objective. So 1 iiked it but 1 really saw it as a 
visuai thing. 1 didn't f e l  like it's the sort of N m  where you are given these 
nice images and you can look at them and then because there is nothing else 



going on you can really IhUiL about what she says. But what she says isn't 
much, she just kind of hints at things. 

When the last student was interviewed singly, having not had the benefit of the p u p  

experience, she was more fnistrated with the ambiguity of  Trinh T. Minh-ha's style 

and stated that she would have welcomed background on the film maker. However, 

the student ended by saying in an admiring tone of voice 'she doesn't pander to 

people. " 

h u e s  of Race, Gender and Culture 

The students' responses indicated that they were attracted to the film's images 

and interpreted them in a variety of ways. The film's technique, discontinuous and 

disj ointed , gave an ambiguous impression from which many different meanings were 

derived. These were r a i d  and discussed by the students. 

The group's discussion of their reactions to the film can be separatecl into three 

areas: race, gender and culture. 

One student commented on the 'impenetrable complexity of cultures" which 

counters the prevalent impression one feceives from documentaries that purport to be 

a window on a society. Here, a major paradox of the ethnographie film - that it 

seeks to present 'objective' reality, while, in actual fact, presenting oniy the film 

makers particular vision of that reality - was highlighted. 

In discussing film's impact in terms of viewing other cultures, one student 

came to the point where "you question yourself". Awareness of the constructed 

nature of difference came up during discussion of the perceptions of cultures. For 

instance, many people in the group were unaware that many Aficans, even in 



villages, had access to films and television; in correcting this misperception we were 

fortunate to be informeci by a student (not of African heritage) who had lived in 

Senegai, mentioned earlier. she was also able to relate how Aficans can have faulty 

judgements about North America based also on representations they have seen. 

Thus, judgements can be easüy made based on what can be seen; smiling for 

the camera, is it coquettishness, is it happiness, or is it representative of a piece of 

time which does not deny other times of pain and suffering? AU these constructions 

were talked about in the group. A discussion occurred when a cornparison had been 

made describing the people having been filmed as if beautiiùl butterflies, that is, 

represented in a fashion similar to that in natural history films. The Senegaiese 

people "love to show off.. .they want to show themselves this way", was the 

judgement of the student who had Lived in Senegd. As with all images, particularly 

film, which gives a greater illusion of d t y  than many forms of images, developing 

critical awareness by students about the implications of representation can be done by 

approaching the anaiysis from many directions. 

In terms of gender, many observations were made by the students about the 

film. The repetitive manual labour of the women was noticed and confirmed by the 

student who had been in Senegal. One student speculated about inventing a machine 

to perform repetitive tasks so that the women in the film could spend more time with 

their children and then wmmented that was the way she. as a white person, was 

thinking. In fact it seemed from what was shown in the Nm, as was pointed out by 

students in the group, in Africa. children are with their parents most of the time and 



very close to their mother's body when Young. The student who had lived in Senegal 

said that, although child rearing pnctices are not necessarily ideal in Afiica, she 

admired the body closeness in relation to motherchild behaviour hem. 

The students noticed that there were hardly any men depicted in the mm. 

Certain judgements surfaced about men not working or not considered important by 

the film maker until it was remarked that the society was segregated dong gender 

lines, but that this was not discussed in the Hm. Thus, omissions and repetitions 

had a function which the siudents accessed, through group discussion. Accenting how 

non-Africans see African society through representations is the example of one 

students realization who: 

. .. became very aware of my own prejudices, bias and assumptions that 1 have 
and take for granted, especially about Africa. At first, 1 didn't question what 1 
saw, then 1 felt ashamed or embarrassai about my prejudices, not against 
people but for how 1 felt about Africa, exotic, bare breasted, pots on heads. 
Actually, 1 was bom in Africa, Ethiopia. and have pictures of myself king 
held by an AErican woman. 1 felt bad, ashamed, but 1 thought it was self 
righteous of Trinh T. Minh-ha to make me  feel this way. 

Awareness of attitudes of racial difference surfa& in a variety of ways in 

discussion about the film and the intentions of Trinh T. Minh-ha. For instance, a 

student was shocked at the image of the albino African child and a do11 a child was 

carrying which was pink in colour. This led another student to observe 

normally when you see those kind of pictures it's directed for you to see. poor 
little kid, look at the doll, it's emphasized and glonfied. In this wntext it is 
totally down played. It's iike she was loolcing at a kid who was crying and he 
just happened to have a doll. 

Elements of romantic idealization were indicated by hvo of the students, who 

exoticised what they perceived to be the lifestyle the film depicted. One of them 



wanted "to be there, the primitive, the music the drum beat and the women with their 

breasts bare.. .a Ionging for the pre-technologid. ' This is an attitude where one 

group thinks of another group as exotic and thereby makes a distinction of 

difference.(Said, 1978) Other students commented that they were attractsd to the 

unusual, the handmade, houses and jewelry, which wuld be mmanticising the labour- 

intensive life of the people filmed. The student who had lived in Senegal observed 

that we in the West tend to view the handmade as artistic. She said the women there 

would love to have a machine to cut down on the continuai work they must do to 

prepare food. It is not racist to admire a certain lifestyle in a romantic fiamework, 

but a less idolizing attitude was injected when a student said 'If you asked 

them.. .something to grind with, they would want one ... it's d l y ,  really hard to be a 

wornan. She does the whole work". 

Finally, I when looking at the interview itself, 1 asked how did the questions 

work? What might 1 have done to improve the experience? 

Reflections On The Process 

Most of the questions foilowed the format 1 planned in advance. I followed 

this somewhat rigidly, not taking the chance to follow the lead of the discussion or to 

probe a point further when the opportunity presented itself. The time constraint of an 

hour and a half, due to the space restrictions, was a factor in my desire to conform to 

the pre-planned questions. One third of the questions were asked to clarify something 

in the discussion. OccasionaUy the question 1 asked did not foUow accurately or gauge 

the direction of the discussion. For instance question sixteen, "1s that a separation for 



you B.? So you really can't imagine y o u d f  there?', appeared to stop the student 

rather than provoke m e r  thought. Question nine,'What's different do you think? 

You've heard people's reaction, what's different?', seemed to be a leading question 

rather than sumrning up what a student had said, although my intention had been to 

chrio. Question twenty-four, about prior knowledge of the N m  maker, did not seem 

really necessary by tbe end of the interview. 1 wished 1 had a s M  the students to 

write for ten minutes, their impressions and thoughts, about what their perceptios of 

the film and whether it would influence the way they saw, made or taught art. 

Sumrnary of Croup Interview 

My purpose in doing this interview was to gain insights into the ways students 

respond to  art which is critical of Euro-centric views of art. The students responded, 

interpreted and evaluated both the fom and the meaning of the film. By analyzing 

the structure and content they dirmssed their perception of the intention of the artist 

and the impact of the film on them. The discussion was varied: critical, analytical, 

questioning , comparative and descriptive. The student' s art background was evident 

and informed the depth and breath of their responses both in a sensual and intektual 

way. 

There were various kinds of reactions to the film and to the perceived 

intentions of the film maker: responses to the visual and auditory information showed 

two trends. The sensuai response, one, anaiyzed what was seen and heard and 

projected their feelings and experiences to wnstnrt meanings or connections. Others 

watched and listened carefully and applied frameworks to make a textual uialysis, 



and, two, attempted to grasp what the film maker was irying to say. Occasionally a 

student responded to the sensory input by h a h g  emotional reactions and then 

thoughtfbiiy made meanings. The film was also placed by students as part of a 

theoreticai debate which demonstrated the participants understanding of the many 

levels of meaning that can be constxucted when analyzing a film. The wide ranging 

discussion miseci many issues of what we see when viewing multi-cultural art. This is 

evidence that a group discussion can stimulate thinking and new insighu about the 

artwork for the group participants. 

The levels of rneaning r a i d  by viewing the nIm and discussing their 

responses to it, indicates ways this kind of technique rnight generate exploration of 

multicultural issues through the art work as a motivation tool. Cross cultural art 

challenges art education students to enter in to an exploration of an artist's world view 

even if the perspective is quite different to their own. This can expand ways of 

responding to art work different from, or critical of, Euro-centric ideas about art. 

This is important because so many of today's art courses have students from diverse 

ethnici ties. Possibl y, presentation of readings by and about artists from culturally 

diverse backgrounds would widen student understanding further. 1 have yet to 

explore this strategy. By this 1 do not mean simply exposure to 'ethnic art', a linle 

bit of art produced by First Nations, Inuit, South American, African or Asian artists, 

but discussion that attempts to identify and wnfiont Our own cultural bias'. 

While this project was very useful in identifying possible strategies that 

address issues of race, culture and gender in responding to art. 1 would do some 



things differently in the future. Although in general the responses to the open-ended 

questions elicited replies where the students surnmarized aspects of th& expriena of 

viewing the film, 1 ihink 1 could have followed the direction of the participants to 

deepen my understanding of what they were thinking. In a group situation there is 

the personal response and then there are developed those in reaction to what other 

members have said, this can make a stimulating context for elkithg attitudes and 

beliefs, if the group animator is skilled. Knowing just when to intervene with the 

appropriate question and when to let the discussion percolate is a su. This is a 

subtle process in which it is possible to gain an understanding of a wider range of 

attitudes, values and perceptions of art education students from many racial and ethnic 

backgrounds. In conclusion, this group i n t e ~ e w  offered me to ways of initiating of 

initiating discussion about issues of difference in art. It offered me a platform h m  

which to explore my own process of awareness of my ethno-centric bias in order to 

work toward furthering diversity in artistic practice and in culture. 



Bell, Judith (1987). Doing vour Research Pro*. Philadelphia: Open 
University Press. 

hooks, bel1 (1994). Teachine to Tm-. New York: Routledge. 

Gabriel, Teshome H. (1982). Third Cinema in the Third World The 
Aesthetics of Liberation. Ann Arbor: UMT Research Press. 

Juneja, Renu (1993). Pedagogy of Difference Using Post-colonial Literature in 
the Undergraduate Cumculum. Col lw Teaching. Vol. 41, No. 2, 64-70. 

Krueger, Richard A. (1988). Focus Grouos A Practical Guide For ApOlied 
Research. Newbury Park, Beverly Hills: Sage Publications. 

Lippard, Lucy P. (1990). Mixed Blessines New Art In A Multicultur~ 
America. New York: Pantheon. 

Memam, Sharan A. (1988). Çase Studv Research in Education A Ouditah . . ve 
Approach. San Francisco: Josey-Bass Publishers. 

Mohan ty, Chandra Taipade (199 1). Cartographies of Struggles. Third WorlP 
Women and the Politics of Feminism, eds. Chandra T. Mohanty, Ann Russo, Lourds 
Torres. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

Mohanty , Chandra Talpade (1997). Woman Workea and Capitaiist scripts: 
Ideologies of Domination, Common Interests, and the Politics of Solidarity. Feminist 
Genealoeies. Colonial Leeacies. Democratic Futur-, eds. M. Jacqui ~lexander and 
Chandra Mohanty. New York: Routledge. 

Morelli, Annamaria (1996). The Undone Intemal. me Post-Colonial Ouestiqn 
Common Skies. Divided Horizons, eds. Iain Chambers and Lidia Curti. London: 
Rou tledge. 

Purdon, Judy (1995). Mapping Difference. Third Text. No.32, Autumn, pp. 
19-32. 



Said, Edward (1978). Qrientalism. Harmsworth: Penquin. 

. . . . 
Seidman, 1. E. (1991). b t e ~ e w i n g  As Qlialitative Regearch: a u e  fu 
hets in education and the social scienca researc . New York: Teachers College Press. 

Sulen, Sara (1992). Women Skin Deep; Feminism and the Post-coIonid 
Condition. Cntical I n a w .  Vol. 18, 4, Summer, pp. 756769. 

Trinh T. Minh-ha (1989). Woman. Nati .w- . - 
ve. Other. P o s t c o l o n ~  and 

Ferni nism. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
0 . .  

Trinh T. Minh-ha (1990). Cotton and Iron. r o n  & 
Contemnorarv Culturq, eds. R, Fergeson, M. Gever, Trinh T. Minh-ha, C. West. 
Cambridge, Mass. : MIT Press. 

Trinh T. Minh-ha (1990). Documentary IdNot A Narne. mtober. Vol. 28, 
no.2, pp. 52-55. 

Trinh T. Minh-ha (1992). Framer Framd. New York: Routledge. 

Trinh T. Minh-ha (1995). 'Who is Speakhg?' Of Nation, CommurÜty, and 
First-Person Interviews. Feminisms In The Cinema, eds.laura Pietropaolo, A& 
Testafem. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

Vaughan, Sharon and Jeanne Shay Schumn and Jane M. Sinagub (1996). 
9. Thousand nd: Sage 
Publications. 

Wallis, Brian (1988). Questioning Documentary. m r e .  No. 1 12, Fall, 
pp.60-61. 

Yamada, Mitsuye (198 1). Asian Pacific American Women and Feminism. 
Bridee Called Mv Back Writines Bv Radical Women Of Color, eds. Cheme Morgana 
and Gloria AnazaIda. Watertown: Persephone Press. 

Young, Robert (1994). Colonialism and Desirc. London: Routledge. 




