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Abstract

Unframing Empire is a study towards anticolonial film curation. It examines how
moving-image practices negotiate and unsettle colonial worldviews. Drawing
inspiration from anticolonial thinkers who identify culture as a site of imperial
domination and resistance, it investigates the moving-image as both an archival object

and pedagogical tool for unlearning imperialism.

The project addresses a gap in scholarship on Spanish-Philippine colonial histories.
While textual archives have been extensively studied, little attention has been given to
how public spaces might function as sites of decolonial encounter. Beginning with a
return to the moving-image archives of Spain and the Philippines, the research asks:
how have Spanish and Filipino films represented this shared colonial history? This
inquiry resulted in a newly defined corpus of moving-image works across a range of
genres. Read collectively, they reveal the structuring fictions underpinning these
respective countries’ national cinemas. These lists were activated through public
screenings rather than simply catalogued, an exercise in instilling an irreverence to the

archive as a hallowed space of knowledge.

Methodologically, this project contributes an innovative approach by synthesising
multiple epistemologies —archival theory, anticolonial and decolonial thought,
curatorial studies, and film programming-into a method of anticolonial curation and
screening practice. Archival research was combined with collaboratively curated
screenings and post screening workshops in Spain and the Philippines. Drawing on
anticolonial pedagogies and decolonial methodologies, these events were desighed
towards dialogue, privileging situated knowledge and collective interpretation. These
workshops were documented through video and sound, culminatingin a film that

reflects on these situated dialogues.
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Unframing Empire attempts an advance in debates on anticolonial curatorial practice

by conceptualising the screening space as a site of negotiation between colonial pasts
and lived presents. It offers a replicable, practice-based methodology for interrogating
imperial inheritances through critical dialogue, producing new affective and epistemic

spaces across diverse contexts.
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Research Questions, Aims & Objectives

Research questions:

1.

Aims:

In what ways do materials in the moving-image archives of Spain and the
Philippines articulate their shared colonial history?

How can one create spaces of dialogue attuned to the specific relationships and
experiences audiences have towards these histories?

What opportunities does this approach present to challenging or reconfiguring

their attitudes to these histories?

To shed light on attitudes to coloniality in Spain and the Philippines, current and
past, through the moving-image.

To disrupt the colonial narratives existing in these archives.

To formulate an approach to film curation that is anticolonial, collaborative and

rooted in dialogue.

Obijectives:

Search the cinematic archives of these respective countries for representations
of this shared colonial period, producing a new corpus of films.

To propose a dialectic between these films by defining context-specific
programmes for public exhibition through collaborative processes.

Bring these narratives into the sphere of public scrutiny through post screening
discussions.

Document and synthesize the discussions and their findings through film.
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Preface

Preface

At the time of the conceptualisation of this project in 2021, | was in a context wherein
the term, realities and legacy of colonial history seemed far more distant than it does
now. While in Spain during the early phase of my research, | was often met with
expressions of commendation or confused bewilderment when | would explain my
project’s aim of challenging Spanish attitudes towards their colonial relationship with
the Philippines. With either reaction, they shared the premise that this was a facet of
history far gone, relegated to a past that supposedly has little relevance to the present.
Why the Philippines? Why now? Why in this way, through film? During my time in Spain,
the fact that | had to preface most introductions to this project with a general history of
Spanish colonization of the Philippines to Spaniards | met felt like proof enough of the
necessity of this work. With every such introduction, | was dumbfounded by how 300
years of Spanish presence on the archipelago could vanish from these people’s minds.
More than once, | had to educate a Spaniard on the namesake of my home country,
Felipe Il of Spain. Amnesia —a common malady across the spectrum of colonial
experience. It is of particular potency, the kind that allows you to forget even as you

pronounce its name.

Itis -l admit- a lofty ambition: to attempt to force Spanish people to engage with their
colonial history in the Philippines. It is a thankless task that required an endless amount
of contextualization, justification, words that felt redundant. Now, after years of thinking
and conceptualising, attempting a practice that interrogates the legacies of
colonialism; as | sit down to make sense of this and write my dissertation, Israel has
been waging a horrific genocide against Palestine. With this war, they are continuing
their claim over Palestinian land and lives. Since October 7 we have been witnessing a
process of death and displacement, a systematic take-over enacted by Israel onto
Palestine, of their territory and history. Supported with an arsenal and media coverage
by the US and UK, we have been witnessing a colonial take-over in real time. With Gaza,
we are inundated with images of the dehumanization of Palestinians: from being forced

out of their homes to live in tents, to the remnants of those tents after an Israeli bomb-
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shelling, to the mass graves and sites of torture —we do not lack for visual proof of the
atrocities of Israel’s settler-colonial project nor for the hi-jacking or obfuscation of these
images by western media outlets and governments to twist this narrative to their own
agendas. We have reached a point of critical mass with these images of colonial
conquest and horror. And yet -what do we do with them? The images do not aid us in
our sight. We do not see the forest for the trees. For all the value of thousands of words,
these images fall short; we do not produce the right words. We do not call the genocide

what it is.

What images remain? Some it seems, are more real than others: the claim that Hamas
were committing atrocities with babies’, for example —these words painted potent
images in the mind’s eye. So potent were they that they were used to validate Israeli

violence. Images of these acts did not exist —and yet...

In 2022, seated on my cousin’s couch back home in Baguio City, Philippines, we
watched on television as our country elected BongBong Marcos Jr. (BBM) to the
presidency. The son of ousted dictator Ferdinand Marcos, the election of BBM
consolidated the return to power of the Marcos clan despite a history of graft and
atrocious violence? toward the Filipino people, and multiple International Court Cases

still active against them (Lazaro, 2022; Cabico, 2020).

BBM'’s Presidential campaign employed a strategy of re-writing the history of the Marcos
family as misunderstood heroes and of constructing a public image of BBM as a ‘regular
guy’ through targeted video campaigns?® (Bagayaua-Mendoza, 2019b). A nation that has
been identified as the most online country in the world®, the Marcos campaign’s
strategic use of meticulously crafted video content and mis-information farms® were

perfectly designed to mislead the Filipino people.

1 See MP David Lammy’s appearance on Sky News where he makes these claims: (Israel-Gaza war:
Forcing Gazans south must be done ‘according to international law’ - David Lammy, 2023)

2See ‘Dark Legacy: Human Rights under the Marcos Regime’ by Alfred W. McCoy; Amnesty
International’s public statement, ‘Philippines: Restore Respect For Human Rights On 46th Anniversary Of
Martial Law’ (McCoy, 1999; Amnesty, 2018).

3 See Rappler’s three-part report, Networked Propaganda (2019), (Bagayaua-Mendoza, 2019a)

4 See ‘Pinoys remain #1 Internet users globally, says Digital 2025 report’ (Ayeng, 2025).

5 See articles: ‘Marcos insists he has no trolls, says fake news 'dangerous” (2022) ; ‘Filipinos fall for fake
history’ (2022) (Buan, 2022; France-Presse, 2022).
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Watching the ballot count climb to obscene, unrealistic numbers® in favour of BBM, |
read the message implicitly communicated from the Marcoses: power rests in the

hands of those who have the means to control and fabricate the historical narrative.

| write this to illustrate the relevance of my study to our situation today: that colonial
greed and interests are still at play in our world and our ighorance and amnesia (wilful or
not) will not save us. | have come to understand my research as a poetic reflection on

these exigencies of empire, and our place in trying to answer to it.

This is an exercise. At one level, my work considers the role the moving-image has
played and continues to play in our (in)ability to identify the colonialin our everyday. On
another more personal level, in the background of this process, | am reckoning with my
place in the fall-out of these histories. It is, in a way, a rumination on my own existence

as shaped by colonial legacies, a parsing of my own hyphenated inheritance.

| complete this study in London, where | have come to spend the majority of my adult
years. | reflect on the circumstances that have lead me to live in the belly of another
colonial beast, to be working and writing in a language that has —for better or worse—
become mine; this, thanks to the colonial systems that regulate the reach and validity of
specific forms of education and demand assimilation into an employment structure

that recognizes certain achievements over others.

Now, having lived the majority of my life in Europe, it does not cease to astound me how
the histories of colonialism continue to be relegated to peoples and places far off, as
though the very foundations of European identity —not to speak of its material reality—
were not constituted by this very paradigm. A walk along Madrid’s streets can confirm
this to you; just consider its buildings. London likewise does not lack for these very

same visual reminders that colonialism happened right here.

| write this also to draw very clear limitations to the efficacy of my study. This project
does not identify itself as equivalent to projects of direct action who function in and

against the literal violence of empire. Decolonization is not a metaphor. Watching films

8 The official vote count in favour of BBM was 31,104,175. More than double of his vote count from the
previous election, where he ran for Vice-President, and double that of his opponent, Leni Robredo
(Bongbong Marcos Results | Eleksyon 2022 | GMA News Online, 2022).
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and writing a PhD about it does not actually dismantle empires. But perhaps, inthe
folds of this gesture, there lie traces of what we can do, how we can engage in ways of

thinking that bring us beyond the image, to a place of words and action.

May every empire fall.

London, United Kingdom.

March 2025
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Introduction

At the time of this project's inception in 2020, Spain was commemorating the
Quincentenary of Magellan and Elcano’s circumnavigation of the globe —a three-year
state backed celebration (2019-2021) marking the departure and return of the
expedition that would lead to the colonization of vast parts of the world. While
internationally positioned as a celebration of maritime exploration, the
commemorations largely reproduced a triumphalist narrative of empire (Espanola,
2019). Framed uncritically, they served to affirm Spain’s former status as a global
power without addressing the colonial violence entailed in that history. That these
festivities echoed the unreflective commemorations of the 1992 Columbian
quincentenary suggests that Spanish cultural and political institutions remain resistant

to the influence of decolonial thought (Smith, 2009).

Taking the celebration as the point of departure, this project aims to interrogate the
enduring gaps in Spanish critical perspectives on colonial history —particularly in
relation to the Philippines. Although the archipelago was a Spanish colony for over
three centuries, even taking its name from King Felipe Il, the Philippines has been
almost entirely erased from Spain’s post-colonial imaginary. Concepts such as
hispanismo’ —which continues to structure Spain’s cultural and ideological
relationship with Latin America® —exclude the Philippines altogether. That the
Philippines remains marginal to this imaginary reveals the extent to which Spain has

disavowed this colonial entanglement.

7 Hispanismo articulates a hierarchical system of cultural belonging between Spain and its Spanish-
speaking former colonies, with Spanish language and culture at its apex. This has shaped both national
identity and foreign policy, especially during the Franco regime. See Mark J. van Aken, Pan-Hispanism: Its
Origin and Development to 866 (Berkeley: University of Califor nia Press, 1959);; Christopher Schmidt-
Nowara,"After Empire, AfterFranco: A Dialogue with Josep M. Fradera on Spanish Colonial
Historiography’ in After the Imperial Turn: Thinking with and through the Nation (2003) Duke University
Press. (Schmidt-Nowara, 2003)

8 See Ideologies of Hispanism. Ed. Morafa, Mabel, Vanderbilt University Press, 2005. (Morafia, 2005)
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By contrast, the Philippines remains deeply shaped by its colonial pasts. Colonised
successively by Spain and the United States, the legacies of Spanish rule are manifest

in everyday aspects of language, law, naming conventions, and religious practice.

Filipino film historian Nick Deocampo has described cinema as “perhaps the last major
cultural legacy the Philippines derived from its former coloniser, Spain” (Deocampo,
2017). The arrival of the cinematograph at the end of the 19th century —coinciding with
the collapse of the Spanish Empire- positioned cinema at the intersection of colonial
handover, as the United States entered the global Imperial stage. The technology of
cinema, introduced under Spanish rule and consolidated during the American period,
bore with it the aesthetics and ideological formations of its European antecedents

(Deocampo, 2003).

As Marta Garcia Carrion argues:

“...los inicios del cine coincidieron con el momento &lgido del imperialismo
europeo, y que el desarrollo de la industria cinematografica y del lenguaje
filmico en Europa fue de la mano de la creacidn de una mirada orientalista hacia

los territorios coloniales.” (Garcia Carrion, 2016)

“[]1the beginnings of cinema coincided with the height of European imperialism,
and the development of the film industry and film language in Europe went hand
in hand with the creation of an Orientalist gaze towards colonial territories.”

(Garcia Carrién, 2016) (Deepl translation)

Cinema thus emerged not as a neutral record of history but as a visual apparatus
deeply implicated in colonial modes of knowledge production. Following Ariella
Azoulay, we might understand the camera shutter not merely as a metaphor for
imperial power, but as a materialisation of it —-what she calls “an imperial technology”
(Azoulay, 2019:40). The visual field constructed by cinema served to stabilise
hierarchies between coloniser and colonised, rendering colonial violence legible and

repeatable. “Cinema”, as Ella Shohat contends, “has operated as an epistemological
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mediator between two spaces: that of the Western spectator and that of the culture

represented on the screen” (Shohat, 1991a:42-43).

If cinema functioned historically to mediate, extend, and aestheticise colonial power,
this project asks whether it can also be a site through which to investigate
contemporary attitudes toward coloniality. Can the medium that once functioned to
entrench imperial logics now offer a space for reckoning with their afterlives? This
research addresses such questions through a dialogic and archival methodology that
examines the moving-image traditions of Spain and the Philippines, paying attention to
their respective filmic representations of their shared colonial history. It considers the
moving-image not only as an historical artefact but as a mnemonic device, asking how
contemporary audiences in both contexts engage with these films and what those
engagements reveal about the persistence —or erasure— of colonial memory. By
documenting these engagements through video and sound this research also uses

filmmaking as a creative method to analyse and synthesize its findings.

This project's methodology charts its beginnings considering trends in decolonial
scholarly and artistic praxes, then rooting itself firmly in anticolonial praxis. Drawing on
a lineage of thinkers and practitioners this project considers the work of Ariella Azoulay,
Onyeka Igwe, Filipa César, Linda Tuhiwai Smith and Paolo Freire to name a few to
develop an anticolonial methodology that privileges non-hierarchical and collaborative
ways of working. Recognising that the task of confronting colonial legacies must be
borne by both former colonisers® and colonised, this project aims to bring forth these
perspectives through dialogue (Nandy, 1983). At the same time, it remains critically
aware of the structural limitations of the academic institution —particularly the
extractivist tendencies of Global North researchers conducting field work in the Global

South (Leinius, 2020).

In response, the project takes care to resist extractive modes of research by embedding

collaborative ethics throughout its process. This includes foregrounding the

9 Anindelible link Aimé Césaire has characterised as working to “decivilize the coloniser, to brutalise him
in the truest sense of the word”; what Franz Fanon has identified as a relationship of dependence, where
the coloniser’s identity and position are defined and maintained by their subjugation of the colonised
(Césaire, 1955:35; Fanon, 1963).
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contributions of local practitioners, valuing situated knowledge, and relinquishing the
authority of the researcher as sole interpreter. Drawing from Linda T. Smith's critique of
the university as a colonial institution that claims epistemic dominance, | approach this
work as one possible intervention in redistributing the power to define, represent, and

historicise (2021b).

These commitments, while sincerely held, have also revealed their own limitations. This
projectis necessarily incomplete, imperfect, and subject to the very contradictions it
seeks to challenge. As such, part of its task has been to acknowledge the failures and
compromises encountered in the research process —whether relational, institutional, or
epistemic— and to reflect critically on what they might teach us about the constraints
and possibilities of anticolonial practice. By holding space for these failures alongside
its more generative moments, this project hopes to contribute to a more honest and

accountable discourse around anticolonial research.

10
Unframing Empire



Chapter 1

Chapter 1

The Dust and the Light

-On Archives, and the Politics of Seeing

Overview

Set against the popularity of intellectual and creative practices that return to the
archive —particularly in relation to histories of colonialism-this chapter outlines the
initial phase of this research project, which likewise begins from this location. It
introduces key conceptual frameworks that have informed my thinking around the
archive as a privileged site of learning and explores how these ideas shaped the
development of my methodology, expanded on in the following chapters. Focusing on
my encounters with the archive, this chapter traces a shift in orientation: from
fascination and reverence toward a more sceptical and interrogative stance. This
progression echoes what Onyeka Igwe and Ariella Azoulay describe as the necessary
“unlearn(ing) [of] reverence for archives”, a gesture toward displacing the archive’s
primacy as a site of historical truth (Presse, 2020). The chapter also outlines the
practical steps | undertook during this phase of research in identifying where the
archives are located and how they were accessed. It concludes with the formation of a

new corpus of films; the first concrete outcome of the project™.

This research began with a straightforward question: How do Spain and the Philippines
represent their shared colonial history through their respective moving-image
traditions? The formulation arose from a curiosity about the archive’s potential to
reveal patterns of representation —of how histories are constructed and whose
perspectives are made visible. The turn to the archive, as both a method and a site,

emerges from its identification as a locus of power and the structure of knowledge

10 This can be found in the Appendix on p. 131.
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production (Mbembe, 2002; Foucault, 1972). Nevertheless, this understanding was
soon complicated by Azoulay’s framing of the archive not simply as a repository, but as
a technology; a structured apparatus that produces and maintains dominant
narratives, often at the expense of other epistemologies and life worlds (Azoulay, cited

in, Unlearning Imperial Violence, 2023).

Azoulay's notion of unlearning imperialism became increasingly significant in this
context. To unlearn the archive, as she articulates it, is not merely to revise the content
of historical narratives. It is to interrogate the conditions under which knowledge is
produced, circulated, and legitimised (Azoulay, 2019). What then, does it mean to begin
from the archive? Is it possible to do so while remaining attentive to its structuring
violence? What are we complicit in when we engage its forms and categories
uncritically? And crucially, how might alternative ways of seeing and relating be

rehearsed through the moving-image?

What is meant by ‘archive’ in the context of this research? Here, | adopt a broad and
necessarily elastic definition. | understand the archive as the accumulation of disparate
materials organised into categories, which —through processes of inclusion and
exclusion- come to define the contours of a collective memory or historical
understanding. For the purposes of this study, the archive is constituted by the body of
moving-image productions’ made in Spain and the Philippines, with a particular focus
on works that explicitly orimplicitly engage in their shared colonial history. These
materials were sourced from both public and private archival institutions, as well as
through conversations, memories, and digital traces; labour of the imagination that

emerged as unexpectedly generative.

Between these sites —the material and ephemeral- | propose the existence of an archive
of Spanish and Philippine moving-image traditions. This is not a single, centralised

collection, noris it readily identifiable in the way ‘the colonial archive' is often

| use the term ‘moving-image productions’ or ‘moving-image works’ to allow for the inclusion of all
screen-based moving-image pieces. The term ‘cinema’, for example, alludes to a specific tradition in
moving-image work. In Film Studies, this refers to moving-image work made for the cinema space and
according to specific time and form. This category of scholarly study tends not to include in this definition
work created for the gallery space (artists’-moving-image). My use of ‘moving-image works’ is thus
purposefully broad, to include non-linear work, documentaries, short-form films, home-movies and
broadcast reels.
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conceived. Rather, itis a dispersed and contingent formation, invoked through the idea
of the ‘national' —a term that, while fraught, holds a galvanizing power. The archive
exists simultaneously in institutional holdings and in the memory of those who have
seen and engaged with these works. Indeed, the formulation of the research question

itself helped to bring this archive into being.

Despite this expansive conceptualisation, my inquiry yielded a relatively narrow list of
titles. These lists are not definitive. Instead, they function as ‘living’ records —starting
points for identifying patterns or 'regimes of representation’ within their respective
cinematic traditions (Hall, 1989). As new titles are added over time, they offer a way to
track how histories are told, repeated, or obscured. In this way, the archive becomes
not a static container, but the generative space for examining how colonial histories are
visualised and re-encoded through the moving-image. These questions of
representation are ultimately questions about power —about who has the authority to

narrate the past, and to what ends.

As my research progressed, conceptual concerns around the archive began to trouble
the very rationale of beginning here. Azoulay's provocation, “Why do we project onto the
archive a coherence it never had, only to then critique it in the present?”, offered a
pointed critique of the idea of an 'alternative' archive (2019:86). | found myself asking: If
the exclusions and limitations of the archive are already understood, why insist on it as
a point of departure? This chapter traces that evolving reflection, including the

productive disorientation it occasioned.

What emerged was a reformulation of the research question. Rather than asking only
what exists in the archive, the project began to ask: what should be done with these
materials? How can we meaningfully confront shared colonial histories? If the moving
image offers possibilities for reckoning, what are they? And if they prove inadequate -

what then?

Framed through Azoulay’s call for unlearning, this study takes up the practice of film
programming and workshopping as a form of rehearsal space —a provisional, collective
exercise in unlearning imperial ways of knowing and relating. Drawing also on Stewart

Hall's notion of the ‘living archive’, | came to view the act of publicly screening and
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discussing these films as a critical intervention (2001). It is this impulse —to shift the
archive from a static repository to a dynamic site of anticolonial encounter—that

animates the next stage of this project.

Against a history and practices in the archive

The archive speaks — Foucault, archive and discourse.

The profusion of artistic and intellectual projects that return to the archive to negotiate
and examine it underscores the enduring entanglement between archival practices and
the exercise of power. This tendency reflects an urgent recognition: the archive isnot a
neutral repository of the past but the site where authority is constructed and
legitimised. As Foucault famously declared, the archive is the space from which power
speaks: “The archive is first the law of what can be said, the system that governs the

appearance of statements as unique events” (1972:129).

In The Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault interrogates the historical formation of
western disciplines —particularly history— and the systems of thought that dictate how
knowledge is structured and legitimised. He identifies recurring patterns that shape
disciplinary boundaries: the push toward either order or disruption, continuity or
rupture. His project is not to correct these systems, but to expose their contingent

construction —that s, the rules by which knowledge becomes intelligible.

At the heart of this critique is what Foucault calls ‘systems of enunciation’: the
underlying conditions that determine what is possible and authoritative. In other words,
the archive is not merely a collection of documents but the mechanism that selects,

arranges, and relates information according to specific logics. As he writes:

“[...]the archive is also that which determines that all these things said do not
accumulate endlessly in an amorphous mass... but they are grouped together in
distinct figures, composed together in accordance with multiple relations,
maintained or blurred in accordance with specific regularities.” (Foucault,

1972:129)
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As Foucault clarifies, there is a logic to the archive. This is predetermined and
contingent on a moment in time. These logics produce discourse which in turn, enacts
power by defining what can be known, by whom, and to what effect. Discourse
formulates what he terms ‘regimes of truth’: systems that determine what is accepted

as truth at any given moment (Foucault, 1972).

When | began my research into theories about the archive, Foucault’s seminal text
proved foundational as it introduced me to the archive as a dynamic site of epistemic
production and control: an architecture of rules, categories and thresholds that
structure not only what is preserved but what is thinkable. A foundational theorist on
the relation between power and knowledge, Foucault's focus on disruptions,
omissions, and silences in the archive reveals how it both reflects and reinforces the
boundaries of language and thought. The archive, then, is not simply the repository of

knowledge —it is its condition, its limit, and its weapon.

Necromancing the archive - Achille Mbembe and the colonial condition.

While Foucault locates the archive's power in systems of enunciation, Achille Mbembe
deepens this analysis by anchoring his in a post-colonial context. In Mbembe’s
formulation, the archive functions as an ‘instituting imaginary’, formalising fictions
such as statehood or national history (Mbembe, 2002:22). It functions to produce
authority through symbolic, and material means. The archive thusisn't just a reflection
of power, but an active participant in producing institutional legitimacy and
epistemological authority. Mbembe ties these theorisations specifically to the ways the
state formulates its legitimacy and insists on its authority, definitively stating, “there is

no state without archives” (2002:23).

Crucially, inclusion in or exclusion from the archive is not a passive process. Itis the
result of a process of discrimination, what Mbembe terms as a “trade with death”
(Mbembe, 2002:22). More than the literal end or absence of life, ‘death’ is the symbolic
severance of the document (the archivable item) from its creator or origin (an event or
pointin time). The archived item is uprooted from its living context, from the voices,
communities, and temporalities that produced it. The potency of its memories is
expunged. ‘Death’ is the “architectural event” of the archive according to Mbembe; itis
what makes archiving possible (2002:21). It transforms documents into ‘relics’ —
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indicators of lives lived and histories frozen without the affective and potentially
explosive qualities of the memories they refer to, rendering them safe for institutional
handling. In this formulation, the archive does not simply resist oblivion; it tames
memory, sanitizes the unruly, and disciplines the past. Mbembe points out that the
conviction that “the dead should be formally prohibited from stirring up disorder in the
present” underpins this formulation; artefacts contain the potential to disrupt our
present and the archive, in this characterisation, ensures procedures of containment
and inoculation (Mbembe, 2002:22). As artefacts are severed from their contexts, the
archive organises them to serve institutional logics: state legitimacy, historical
continuity, national identity. The archive is thus cast not merely as a guardian of the

past but as a disciplinary technology that anticipates and neutralises disruption.

The combined elements of the fictive dimensions of the archive and its claims to
authority and truth lends it an uneasy credibility- one that warrants sustained
interrogation. This is not a neutral space; Mbembe clarifies this when he points to the
validity of the state as resting on its possession of an archive (2002:23). Yet this
relationship of the state to its archive is essentially one of paradox. No state can claim
of a valid existence without its archive, even as the archive poses a constant, veritable

threat to it:

“More than on its ability to recall, the power of the state rests on its ability to
consume time, that is, to abolish the archive and anaesthetise the past.”

(Mbembe, 2002:23)

This trade with death enables the archive's secondary function: the construction of a
relation to time (Mbembe, 2002:23). This “chronophagy” as Mbembe terms it —-this
consumption of time- can otherwise be understood as claiming absolute authority over
history (2002:23). The archive keeps the score, accounting for a multiplicity of
narratives or potential narratives that the state cannot wield complete control over. The
state's engagement with the archive is therefore never innocent or without ulterior
motive as it functions to “anesthetise the past” by escaping accountability for its
actions (Mbembe, 2002). Thus, the archive functions not simply to mark the passage of

time; it is used to control the terms on which the pastis allowed to enter the present.
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It does so by transforming documents into historical objects —‘talismans’ as Mbembe
refers to them- offering these up for collective engagement under conditions it sets
(2002:24). The archive thus lays the foundation for auxiliary institutions -museums,
commemorations, heritage industries— that stimulate encounters with history while

carefully regulating their affective and political risks:

“In giving those who carry it (in this case those who consume it) a feeling of being
protected or of being co-owner of a time or co-actor in an event, even if in the
past, the talisman softens the anger, shame, guilt, or resentment which the
archive tends, if not to incite, then at least to maintain, because of its function of

recall.”(Mbembe, 2002:24)

The past becomes ‘co-owned’ —that is, the people are allowed to identify themselves as
a part of it, that this pastis theirs— only in so far as it is rendered legible, inert, and
manageable by these institutions. Processes such as commemorations, Mbembe
claims, serve forgetting rather than remembering by taking distance from the initial
event being commemorated, a declaration that this action/event should never be

repeated (2002:24).

To examine the past is thus to identify how the mechanisms of order, discrimination
and control define our understanding of the past and its mediations with our present.
Both Foucault and Mbembe identify the archive as the location of and structuring hand
in formations of power, particularly in the production of historical knowledge and state
legitimacy. Both point to their fictive dimensions, a result of processes of careful
selection by archivists/historians of artefacts in the archive, strung together to create
the illusion of a (linear) whole. Likewise, both question the production of knowledge,
though they differ on a fundamental level: Foucault writes within a context of Western
epistemology and interrogates the foundational assumptions of its disciplines, focusing
on the production of discourse and the boundaries of thought and language; Mbembe,
meanwhile, writes from and to the post/colonial condition, his critique anchored in the
political dimensions of the archive’s role in shaping colonial histories and neocolonial

presents. For Mbembe, the archive is not simply a site of preservation but one of
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disavowal. For him, itis a place where the violence of colonial histories is buried or

distorted to serve the interests of the state.

Mbembe articulates a complex process involving ‘death’, chronophagy, ‘the talisman’
and ‘remembering in order to forget’, concepts that in their interplay characterize the
state’s relation to the archive. The archive is the site where state power is forged,
refined and masked through this complex mechanism that tames the subversive
elements of the archive. Foucault shares in identifying the archive as the locus of
power, but limits his assessments to discourse, the result of careful compositions of
elements of the archive. Mbembe develops this point further by exposing the archive's
role in servicing the interests of the state: its desire to sever accountability to historical

violence through the management of memory.

In the postcolonial context from which Mbembe writes, his identification of the power
of the archive has implications, extending this analysis beyond the consideration of
western disciplines of knowledge to questioning the very foundations on which these
disciplines base themselves. To Mbembe, the production of knowledge through the
archive is fundamentally a process of the imagination. This is in the service of the
state's ideological project. His critique compels a reassessment of both the
construction of colonial histories and our reliance on archival institutions in projects
aimed at decolonial recovery, highlighting the risk of reproducing the logics we seek to

dismantle.

Ariella Azoulay and the Archive as Technology

Building on these critiques of the archive's role in the consolidation of state power and
the production of sanctioned historical narratives, Algerian-Israeli scholar and thinker
Ariella Azoulay offers a further provocation: to view the archive not simply as a site of

control, but as atechnology'. That s, as a structured apparatus that governs not only
whatis remembered but how perception itself is formed. Where Mbembe foregrounds

the archive's entanglement with death, authority, and erasure, Azoulay directs our

2 This conceptualisation has crucially likewise been developed by Ann Laura Stoler, who ties the archive
to the machinations of state power. See Colonial Archives and The Arts of Governance (Stoler, 2002).
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attention to the contemporary, active processes through which the archive shapes
subjectivity, constructs categories, and re-inscribes imperial violence in the present.
Her work challenges not only what we inherit from the archive, but how we encounter

and engage with it, and what such engagements demand of us ethically and politically.

What does one do with technology? One uses it towards a purpose, setting off its
carefully designed components developed to accomplish a specific task. To Azoulay,
engagement with the archive is to trigger a technology designed “to supersede people's
place in a world previously shared with others” (Azoulay, 2019:279). To illustrate this,
she cites her research in the archives of the National Red Cross in Geneva, specifically
her encounter with a photo of a Palestinian man taken in 1949 by a French
photographer working for the Red Cross (Azoulay, cited in, Unlearning Imperial
Violence, 2023). | summarise below her description of the photo, in the interest of

demonstrating this technology at work.

The photo’ shows the man crouched, surrounded by men. The Palestinian man is
vehemently holding his cane in the ground, a gesture of adamant resistance, as the
Israeli soldiers/men are trying to remove him from his land. Around him the men loom
threateningly, pointing to some other place, out of frame. Azoulay states that the
location where this photo is kept- the archives of the national Red Cross in Geneva- and
the language of its organization and exhibition', shape the way we imbibe it and how
we come to view the Palestinian man and his gesture (and those of the Israeli men, for

that matter).

Labelled a ‘prisoner of war’, the caption contextualizing the photo obfuscates the
Palestinian man's gesture of resistance and reassigns him another political identity.
Here, we are attending to “the moment when a Palestinian is being forced to become a
refugee” (Azoulay, cited in, Unlearning Imperial Violence, 2023). The caption instils a
reality wherein an Israeli state is an accepted given, a reality that denies the Palestinian
state and thus the validity of Palestinian resistance. Crucially it admits the violence of

the Israeli state. With this photo Azoulay states:

3 Fig 3.1 in Areilla Azoulay’s Potential History: Unlearning Imperialism (2019:76).
14 She was told by the archive that she would not be allowed to exhibit the photo without the
accompanying caption, approved by the archive (Unlearning Imperial Violence, 2023).
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“We are attending a very critical moment when this Palestinian is refusing to
become the embodiment of the archival category that will turn him into a
refugee and will turn him into an infiltrator once he will try to return to Palestine

from where he is now.” (Unlearning Imperial Violence, 2023)

This is the violence of the archive that Azoulay identifies as a technology. Itis a
mechanism, an engagement not just with its contents, but with the organization, logic
and language of the archive that makes us complicit in the violence of colonialism in
the present. Azoulay states that the technology of the archive —in this case, relating

specifically to photographs'- compels us to believe that:

“We are actually coming after the event, which means that we have to accept
the way the event has been not only described, but shaped with these kinds of
international legal categories that made of him (the Palestinian man in the
photograph) a refugee rather than an expellee”(Unlearning Imperial Violence,

2023).

To Azoulay, the archive is not a repository of traces to be joined and signified. It does
not engage with the past. Rather itis atechnology thatis triggered in real-time,
repeated with each encounter with the archive that accepts its logic and forms of

representation. She clarifies:

“Rather than a delineated institution with a threshold through which we are
invited to believe we enter and exit, the archive is a regime of coordinated
thresholds —what | have called imperial shutters—that underwrite the shared

world.”(Azoulay, 2019:77) (My emphasis)

Thus —if we are to continue with Azoulay’s example- reading the accompanying caption
while viewing this photo has us utilise this “regime of coordinated thresholds” in
denying the context of his gesture and ascribing him another political identity (2019:77).
It subjects him to archival categories that strip him of his way-of-being in the world

wherein the Israeli state and its violence are the threat, “[...]Ja category that made them

5 Azoulay writes further about the entrapments of photography and the image in her book The Civil
Contract of Photography (2008), in many ways a precursor to her 2019 Unlearning Imperialism. (Azoulay,
2008)
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who they are, rather than a category that accounts for the violence that made them
expellees” (Azoulay, cited in, Unlearning Imperial Violence, 2023). It is a violence that
affirms an imperial world order, deceiving us into believing that this is an engagement
with the past and not a process that is re-affirmed, re-inscribed each time this

formulation is met without critique (Azoulay, 2019:77).

Azoulay grounds her investigation of the archive firmly in the context of the liberation of
Palestine and the ongoing genocide against its people. Thus, when she states that the
encounter with the archive is not an encounter with the past, thisis understood in its
most direct sense in relation to events in Gaza. The profusion of photographs of events
in Gaza continue to populate an ever growing archive of images of Palestine and
Palestinians that are categorised and regulated by a predetermined set of rules, a
language that in the (re)encounter with these images perpetuate the transformation of
the political identity of Palestinians into refugees and into infiltrators when they attempt

to return to their homeland (Unlearning Imperial Violence, 2023).

Azoulay’s conception of the archive as technology is illustrated here through the
extreme case of Palestine, a context of political violence whose un-abstract nature | do
not wish to mistakenly identify with the archive and history of my study. This genocide is

not abstract.

| wish rather to use Azoulay’s conceptualisation of the archive to assist us in thinking
differently about the nature of the archive and what it produces. Azoulay sharpens our
senses to how the archive functions and to its function: that is, its capacity to shape
and affect perception in-real-time, perceptions that mould the lived experiences of

people.

Moreover, she foregrounds the camera as an attendant imperial tool. Describing this

process of the camera, she writes that:

“In a split second, the camera’s shutter draws three dividing lines: in time
(between a before and an after), in space (between who/what is in front of the
camera and who/what is behind it), and in the body politic (between those who

possess and operate such devices and appropriate and accumulate their
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product and those whose countenance, resources, or labour are extracted).”

(Azoulay, 2019:13)

The camera and its resulting product —-images- frame and entrap the world according to
a set of predetermined criteria that historically has been utilized to enact and entrench
a colonial world order. Itis this capacity that spurs Azoulay to identify the camera as the

materialization of colonial technology and its shutter as:

“a synecdoche for the operation of the imperial enterprise altogether, on which
the invention of photography, as well as other technological media, was

modelled.” (Azoulay, 2019:12)

In other words, the camera, the image and other media —of which the moving-image
should readily be included-were developed according to imperial interests and thus
constitute a tool that in their very formulation attend to reinforcing the colonial world

order.

Azoulay’s conception of the archive as technology forms the basis of my study's focus
on the moving-image practices of the respective countries of Spain and the Philippines.
It prompts a reconsideration of the research question that guides this initial phase’®.
This investigation is thus not simply an inquiry into records or representations of
colonial history, but of tools whose function depends on their design, calibration, and
mode of engagement. What do these films do, and for whom? What realities do they
enable, obscure, or re inscribe? Their function, as Azoulay warns, is not necessarily

innocent.

Framing them through her lens compels us to move beyond a hopeful, but perhaps
uncritical, notion of the archive as an open expanse of epistemological possibility.
Instead, we are urged to attend to the archive's design —its structural logic, its imperial
residues, and its influences on the imagination. This is where Azoulay meets Mbembe:
both foreground how the archive produces not only knowledge, but ways of seeing,
being, and remembering. These productions serve political and historical interests. In

the context of this study, such a framing becomes essential —not to disavow the

8 Detailed in the section ‘Research Questions, Aims & Objectives’.
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political or poetic potential of the films, but to remain alert to the conditions under
which that potential emerges, and to the risks of reproducing the very structures they

may seek to resist.

How might we resist reproducing these structures? Ariella Azoulay’s concept of
‘unlearning imperialism’ offers a critical framework for this study's engagement with the
moving-image archive and its afterlives. For Azoulay, unlearning is not a passive
revision of historical narratives, but an active and ongoing refusal of the imperial logics
that continue to shape contemporary forms of relation, perception, and belonging. It
entails dismantling the epistemological and temporal frameworks that empire has

naturalized —particularly the ontology of the archive itself. As she writes:

“Unlearning the ontology of the archive as an institution is to make perceptible
the violence exercised outside the space that the archive claims as its own,
violence that renders obsolete other forms of being-together in the wake of its

materialization.”(2019:77)

Thus, to unlearn is to interrogate the conditions under which we live, move, and relate
to others —conditions structured by colonial histories and sustained by their archival
and institutional legacies. It is to reject the narratives that justify the existence of
borders, the designation of certain populations as ‘illegal’, and the promise of linear
progress through the constant pursuit of the ‘new’. For Azoulay, the embrace of the
‘new’ is itself a colonial desire —one that erases the past and devalues alternative

modes of coexistence that imperialism has rendered obsolete (2019:11).

Taking inspiration from Azoulay's provocation, this study approaches film programming
and workshopping as a practice of unlearning. While Azoulay's conception of
unlearningis intentionally open-ended —emphasising orientation over prescription-this
project seeks to embody her call through collective and situated encounters with the
moving-image. It frames these encounters as rehearsals: iterative, imperfect, and yet
necessary acts of non-imperial thinking. As Azoulay notes, “Rehearsals in non-imperial
thinking are necessary in order to ask how this unstoppable movement storms through
citizens” (2019:16). What is this movement, if not the ongoing reproduction of imperial

relations through our institutions, media, and everyday gestures?
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In this context, the moving- image becomes both object and method. This project
explores how the moving-image has historically participated in the consolidation of
colonial narratives —and how, through certain calibrations, it might also help unsettle
them. As a medium that shapes perception, temporality, and emotion, the moving-
image holds the potential to expose the sedimented forms of violence embedded in the
archive and to imagine new forms of relation. In doing so, this work takes up Azoulay’s
invitation to unlearn not only what we know, but how we know —and how we might begin

to understand things differently.
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Researching the archive

Azoulay’s framing of the archive as a technology —one that actively shapes perception
and inscribes imperial modes of relation— brought new urgency to my inquiry. If the
archive is not simply a container of the past but an active participantin its ongoing
formulation, then the question becomes not only what is found in the archive, but what
it does and how we relate to it. It was with this in mind that | turned to the moving-
image, both as an object of study and as a methodological prompt. Film does not
merely record or reflect historical narratives; it participates in their production,
mediates how they are remembered, and conditions how they may be reimagined
(Grieveson and MacCabe, 2011:254). My choice to approach the archive through the
lens of cinema was thus guided by a desire to trace how histories of colonialism
continue to live in the aesthetic, narrative, and material forms of national film
traditions. Informed by Azoulay’s insistence on unlearning imperial ways of seeing, |
approached the archive notin search of a truth to be recovered, but to observe what
structures and omissions shape what is made visible —and what remains unsaid. This is

the orientation that underpins the research phase described below.

The formulation of the initial research question —centred on the representation of the
shared colonial history of Spain and the Philippines— provided a broad entry point into
the respective moving-image traditions of each country. Rather than imposing fixed
criteria such as a time-frame, genre, or auteur, | defined the scope of this inquiry
through thematic focus: specifically, the presence of references —explicit or implicit-to
the three-century-long colonial relationship between Spain and the Philippines, and its
enduring afterlives. For a title to be included in the initial long lists, it needed to register
or engage with this colonial history. While this framework was deliberately open-ended,
the practical work of locating relevant titles revealed the necessity of maintaining
flexibility rather than rigid boundaries. Casting a wide net proved essential. The aim at
this stage was not comprehensiveness but to assemble a preliminary corpus of films on

which to base the public programmes that constitute the next phase of this research.

Despite the conceptual breadth of this framing, the number of titles meeting the criteria
was limited, and unevenly distributed between the two national contexts. As might be
expected, the Philippines yielded a significantly higher volume of relevant titles than
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Spain. These long-lists'” are not definitive or exhaustive. Rather, they should be
understood as starting points for identifying thematic and formal patterns, as well as for
tracking certain regimes of representation that persist within each country's moving-
image history. The initial research question thus functioned not as a fixed guide but as

anincision into larger ‘monoliths’ of moving-image history.

National Cinemas and the Archive: A Provisional Framing

At this juncture, | wish to introduce a set of terms and conceptual frameworks that
underpin this phase of research. Central among these is the contested notion of
national cinema. While fully aware of the substantial scholarly debate'® surrounding
this term —particularly its tendency to homogenise complex cultural formations—| adopt
a provisional and deliberately paired back definition of for the purposes of this study.
Here, national cinema refers to moving-image productions that have been produced or
shot within the geopolitical boundaries of Spain and the Philippines. These works form
part of each nation's moving-image heritage and, in their accumulation, may be
understood to participate in the construction of a shared cultural identity. This usage
draws loosely on Benedict Anderson's influential formulation of the nation as an
“imagined community”, wherein collective identity is forged through shared modes of

communication and cultural production (1990:49).

Anderson locates the emergence of national consciousness partly in the rise of what he
terms “print-capitalism” —-the technological and economic conditions that enabled
mass access to printed media, and in turn, new forms of temporal and social alignment

(1990:58). He writes:

“The search was on, so to speak, for a new way of linking fraternity, power and
time meaningfully together. Nothing perhaps more precipitated this search, nor

made it more fruitful, than print-capitalism, which made it possible for rapidly

7 Included in the Appendix, p. 131

'8 For the varied contestations and considerations about the term ‘national cinemas’, see Cinema and
Nation (Hjort and MacKenzie, 2005); for a redressing of the term in the Philippine context see Patrick F.
Campos’ illuminating book The End of National Cinema: Filipino Film at the Turn of the Century (2016).
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growing numbers of people to think about themselves, and to relate themselves

to others, in profoundly new ways.” (Anderson, 1990:52)

In other words, Anderson draws a connection between the proliferation of mass media
and the production of national affiliation. The ability of a medium to produce and
circulate shared representations of the world contributes to the experience of the
nation as “fraternal, sovereign, and limited” —the defining characteristics of nationalism

in his view (Anderson, 1990:49).

Though Anderson's thesis has been widely critiqued'® —particularly for its tendency to
present the nation as a bounded or coherent entity— | nonetheless invoke it here for its
generative potential. The nation remains, despite its contradictions, a powerful
organising structure in our current political and cultural moment. It delineates not only
geopolitical boundaries but also imaginaries of inclusion and exclusion. It has the
capacity to galvanise collective action, though not always toward emancipatory ends.
Within the context of moving-image culture, the term ‘national cinema’ continues to
circulate with surprising resilience. As Andrew Higson has noted, it is often assumed -if
problematically-that national cinema provides “coherent images of the nation”,
reinforcing ideological conceptions of identity and offering a space for the exploration

and celebration of what is perceived to be a distinctive, indigenous culture (2005:49).

While the assumption of coherence is itself highly contested, what is crucial is that
such frameworks continue to be mobilized -by critics, curators, and notably, by states.

As Higson argues:

“The concept of national cinema still has some meaning, as governments
continue to develop defensive strategies designed to protect and promote both

the local cultural formation and the local economy.” (2005:49)

My intention is not to reify the nation as an uncontested analytical category, but to
recognize the persistence of its institutional, affective, and representational power. In
identifying moving-image works that address the colonial entanglements of Spain and

the Philippines, | treat national cinema less as a descriptive fact than as a structuring

® Most notably by Partha Chatterjee. See his: Whose Imagined Community?(1993) and The Politics of The
Governed: Reflections on Popular Politics in Most of the World (2004) (Chatterjee, 2020, 2004).
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fiction; one that continues to inform the production, circulation, and reception of

colonial narratives.

Regimes of Representation and the Political Stakes of the Moving Image

In interrogating the respective national cinemas of Spain and the Philippines, the long-
lists that emerged through this research reveal not only thematic consistencies but also
broader patterns in how shared colonial histories are represented. These patterns can
be read through what Stuart Hall terms “regimes of representation”, a concept central
to understanding how power operates through forms of cultural production, specifically
cinema (Hall, 1989). A regime of representation constitutes a structured system
through which specific demographics, events, and histories are made visible,
knowable, and relatable. These representational structures are not benign; rather, as
Hall asserts, “every regime of representation is a regime of power formed” (1989:71).
Their dissemination, endurance —and crucially-their internalisation are often mediated

through mass cultural forms such as the moving- image.

In postcolonial contexts, regimes of representation take on heightened political
consequence. They not only shape the external perception of formerly colonised
peoples and geographies but also intervene in the internal construction of identity?°.
Repetition is key to their efficacy: over time, these representational tropes are
naturalised, becoming internalised epistemologies. This is the insidious success of
visual culture. It persuades through familiarity, embedding systems of domination
within the realm of the everyday. As Hall articulates, the power of such regimes lies not
solely in theirimposition from above, but in their ability to engender “inner compulsion

and subjective conformation to the norm” (1989:71).

Hall builds this dynamic on the work of Frantz Fanon, who describes the colonised

subject’s psychological subjugation through the adoption of colonial cultural values, a

’n

phenomenon he describes as being “elevated above their ‘jungle status’” by

internalising the coloniser’s worldview (2008:9). Ngligi wa Thiong o deepens this

20 hell hooks explores this process specifically in relation to the representation of black people within the
United States in her book Black Looks: Race And Representation (1992).
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analysis with the concept of “the colonisation of the mind”, which names the process
by which the language, narratives, and symbolic orders of the coloniser displace the

colonised peoples’ own ways of knowing and relating to the world (wa Thiong’o, 1986).

The moving-image is thus a powerful vehicle for this colonising dynamic. Through its
capacity to frame and aestheticise, cinema not only reflects dominant ideologies but
participates in their propagation. Ella Shohat, in her analysis of Western cinema’s
global reach, notes that “notions of ‘self’ and ‘other’ in the post/colonial world have
been both internalised and resisted in relation to these familiar representations”
(1991b:42). In this sense, the internalisation of colonial discourse is not limited to
formally colonized subjects; itis also embedded in Western representational logics
that continue to affirm Eurocentric superiority —often through narrative tropes, casting
choices, and aesthetic conventions that render the Global South peripheral or

subordinate. Shohat reminds us that:

“Any attempt to articulate questions of cultural identity and to discuss
oppositional political discourse in the twentieth century therefore cannotignore
the major role of cinema and television in projecting ‘imagined communities’.”

(1991:41)

These forms shape not only national but also transnational imaginaries, extending the
reach of dominant regimes of representation and shaping the cultural terrain on which

identity, memory, and belonging are negotiated.

Taken together, these critiques foreground the moving image as a politically charged
medium —one with the potential both to perpetuate structures of domination and to
offer alternative imaginaries. In the context of this research, the archive of these
national cinemas become sites where these dual capacities are made visible: a space

our colonial logics may be repeated or resisted.

Reading the Archive: Patterns of Power and Representation

The process of assembling these lists began with two parallel steps: first, identifying the

film archives in Spain and the Philippines that | could consult —-whether physically or
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remotely; second, initiating contact with the Spanish curator Juan Guardiola. My
location in Spain at the time of beginning the project made in person research feasible,
and a fortuitous encounter led to a collaboration with Guardiola, whose personal
collection of Filipino films became a valuable resource. This early experience proved
indicative of the nature of the research as a whole: that identifying and accessing
archival materials would be a discontinuous, asynchronous process. Results were
often unpredictable and contingent on both availability and human connection. Much
of the research unfolded in parallel across both countries, following whatever surfaced

at a given moment.
The publicly funded institutions consulted are as follows:
Spain

e Filmoteca Espanola: A member of the International Federation of Film Archives
(FIAF), its stated mission is to “recover, investigate, conserve and disseminate

the cinematographic heritage” of Spain (Filmoteca Espafiola, 2024).

e Filmoteca Vasca: Based in San Sebastian and supported by the Basque
Government, this archive collects, preserves, and disseminates moving-image

material related to the Basque Country.

e Filmoteca de Catalunya: A public institution preserving and cataloguing

Catalonia’s audiovisual heritage.
Philippines

e FDCP (Film Development Council of the Philippines): A government body tasked

with archiving and promoting Filipino cinema.

o Cinemalaya Archives: A repository of films screened at the Cinemalaya Film

Festival since its founding in 2005, housed in Manila.

| consulted these archives via online databases and direct e-mail correspondence. In
some cases, | was able to visit in person when it proved fruitful. However, what

emerged most significantly from this phase of research was the importance of
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interpersonal networks and memory-based recall. My search criteria relied on content
knowledge that often eluded conventional database structures —systems typically
organized by director, genre, or date. What was required instead was a kind of visual
narrative recall, the kind that lives in people rather than catalogues. In this sense,
conversations became an essential methodology: accessing not only titles but also a

critical awareness of what was absent from institutional collections.
The following individuals and resources were instrumental:
Spain

e Consultants: Santiago Aguilar, Pablo La Parra Pérez, Carlos Muguiro, Juan

Guardiola, Sally Gutiérrez
e Online Resources: RTVE Database
Philippines
¢ Consultants: Nick Deocampo, Richard Bolisay, Adjani Arumpac, Juan Guardiola

¢ Online Resources: Internet Archive, Letterboxd, BFI Archives, Fukuoka Film

Archives, Asian Film Archive, Biblioteca AECD

Guardiola granted access to his personal collection of Filipino films, archived on DVDs,
CDs, and VCDs- a legacy of his curatorial work on the 2006 Filipiniana exhibition at
Casa Asia in Madrid. Engaging with this material was a strangely anachronistic
experience. Handling physical media and sourcing a working DVD player to view it
underscored the technological obsolescence of a format that is at once materially
present and culturally receding. This tactile encounter with digital detritus highlighted
the temporal frictions within the archive itself: the tension between technological pasts

and digitally networked presents, between memory and materiality.

Searching formal databases with keywords such as “Spain”, “Philippines”, and
“colonialism” often returned minimal results —particularly in the case of in Spanish
archives. It became clear that little material, filmic or textual, was categorised under

these terms. Consequently, | developed a working method: beginning with human
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consultation, outlining the research question in dialogic form, and then using resulting

leads —titles, names, keywords— as entry points into databases and catalogues.

My first application of this approach was with Guardiola, who had viewed and curated
the entirety of his collection. | asked whether he could recall any films that directly or
obliquely addressed the colonial period. This prompted a moment of hesitation, which |
soon recognized as a recurring feature of these conversations. Even those deeply
embedded in the visual cultures of Spain or the Philippines had not necessarily
encountered —or been prompted to consider—films through this particular historical
lens. The research criteria itself introduced a new way of entering the archive, one that
reframed existing materials and challenged conventional frames of reference. In that
sense, the archive, as assembled here, is not only a repository but also a provocation: a
callto reorient perception and to imagine how visual histories might be constructed

otherwise.
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Stuart Hall: the Archive as a site of cultural struggle

In his seminal essay Constituting an Archive (2001), Stuart Hall reflects on what it
means to assemble an archive —not in terms of cataloguing technique, but as an
inherently political and cultural practice (2001). For Hall, the act of archiving is not
neutral: itis shaped by discriminatory practices around what to include, how to
classify, and what to leave out (2001). These decisions are not made in a vacuum but
reflect the social, ideological, and historical positions of those who engage with the
archive (Hall, 2001:92). Crucially, Hall identifies the social dimension of the archive’s
constitution: archivists, researchers, artists, and viewers all play a role in animating its
contents (2001:91). These disparate, heterogeneous materials acquire relevance not
because they are preserved, but because they are activated in relation to the present.
Through these encounters, the archive becomes part of a “network of associative
meanings” that links past to present and enables the formulation of alternative futures

(Hall, 2001:91).

In contrast to Achille Mbembe’s characterisation of the archive as a death-bound
institution —a space where the state secures its authority through erasure and loss- or
Ariella Azoulay’s framing of the archive as an imperial technology whose operations
reinforced contemporary structures of violence, Hall's account offers a more
generative conceptualisation. He casts the archive not as a static repository or a closed
system, but as a site of cultural contestation, always “constituted within the lines of
force of cultural power and authority”. (Hall, 2001:92). What sets Hall’s intervention
apartis hisinsistence on the archive’s potential to be transformed through social
engagement: itis not simply inherited, but remade through the labour and critical

inquiry of those who work with it (2001:91).

This reframing is vital to my research, which treats the archive not merely as a source of
historical record but as a space of relational practice. Hall's thinking was immensely
influential in conceiving of staging public interventions on the materials as a form of
archival activation —an intervention that repositions the focus of inquiry squarely in the
present moment and asks how colonial histories are not only remembered, but how
this relation is articulated. The concept of the “living archive” is particularly generative

here: it positions the archive as something influx, constituted through encounter and
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rearticulation, rather than by fixed institutional authority (Hall, 2001:89). This shifts the
emphasis from preservation to recomposition, and —as with Azoulay— from reverence to

critique.

As Hall writes, the archive “always stands in an active, dialogic relation to the questions
which the present puts to the past” (2001:92). In this sense, it becomes not simply a
place of memory, but a mechanism for questioning dominant histories and opening
space for alternative narratives. By tracing the structures through which meaningis
produced —and identifying the gaps, silences, and illusions within them- archival work
becomes political. And if —as Hall argues- the archive is never complete, always in
motion, then the authority that it is often assumed to secure -whether epistemological,
cultural, or political —is also contestable. In this, his thinking converges with Mbembe’s
critique of the archive as an instrument of state power: if the archive is open to
reinterpretation, then so too is the legitimacy of the regimes of representation and

sovereignties it has long upheld.
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Practices of Unlearning: Artistic Engagements with the Archive

In the following sections, | examine two exemplary works: Spell Reel (2017) by Filipa
César and collaborators, and the practice of Onyeka Igwe; these have significantly
informed the developments of my own research. These case studies function not
merely as precedents but as critical articulations of the conceptual frameworks
outlined in the preceding sections. Each engages with the archive as a contested site of
memory, power, and possibility, and demonstrates how artistic practice can
interrogate and reanimate archival materials. Through their attention to process, form,
and participation, these works foreground many of the concerns central to this study:
the politics of representation, the materiality of the archive, and the potential for
collective modes of unlearning. They offer concrete examples of how theory can be
enacted and expanded through creative research, and in doing so, serve as
touchstones for my own methodology: both in terms of conceptual orientation and in
the practical formulation of public programs that engage with colonial histories through

the moving image.

“...aprojectile, in flight...” - Spell Reel: Archive as Movement and
Encounter

In 2017, Portuguese artist and researcher Filipa César, together with Guinea-Bissauan
filmmakers Sana na N’Hada and Flora Gomes, and a network of local and international
researchers and archivists, released Spell Reel, the filmic outcome of their near decade
long engagement with the audiovisual archives of the Instituto Nacional do Cinema e
Audiovisual (INCA) in Guinea-Bissau?' (Spell Reel, 2017). The film documents their
process of uncovering, digitising, and circulating reels of militant cinema shot during
Guinea-Bissau’s liberation struggle against Portuguese colonialism (1963-1974). In

addition to preserving the footage —facilitated by Arsenal, Institute for Film and Video

2' | uta ca caba inda: time place matter voice (1967-2017), also the name of the resulting publication
(Aikins et al., 2017)
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Artin Berlin—the team initiated a series of public screenings across the Bissauan
countryside, projecting the digitised films in makeshift cinemas assembled in village

squares, fields, and backyards.

What distinguishes this project is its approach to the archive not as a closed or sacred
repository, instead regarding the “film materials as contemporary agents” (Aikins et al.,
2017:165). As César puts it, “Instead of looking at the material as something precious,
we thought of it as a moving body, a projectile that we were able to accompany in its
flight”, adding that the archive revealed itself as, “anirrelevant, irreverent force
claiming: ‘l am not from yesterday’ ” (Aikins et al., 2017:165, 7). This view rejects the
tendency to treat archival fragments as relics or remains and instead positions them as
active participants in the present. The films were not approached for their value as
historical records per se, but for the kinds of gatherings, questions, and dialogues they
could animate. N’Hada, César, and the wider team practiced what might be called a
productive irreverence —refusing to revere the archive solely for its proximity to history,

and instead treating the material as contemporary, as agential.

Central to their project were the screenings themselves. Spell Reel (2017) includes
scenes of these projections: images beamed across outdoor spaces, illuminating trees,
walls, and bodies gathered in anticipation, seated on chairs. The audience, made up of
local residents, encountered these images not in silence but in conversation. Because
many of the reels had lost their original sound, they were accompanied by live
commentary from Gomes and N’Hada, both of whom had shot parts of the footage as
young filmmakers trained in Cuba, part of Amilcar Cabral’s revolutionary cultural
programme (Aikins et al., 2017:30). Their presence and narration were integral,
reanimating the films with historical and personal context. As César explains, “to bring
them [the filmmakers] here is to bring the condition of the images’ production and the

historical context around them” (Aikins et al., 2017:25).

These screenings were not simply retrospective; they became spaces of memory and
critique. In one particularly striking scene, a woman from the village shares
recollections of her part in the resistance sparked by the images. At another, a group of
young people contrast the ideals of the resistance with their current political
disillusionment, pointing to the unfulfilled promises of liberation. These moments make

36
Unframing Empire



Chapter 1

clear that the archive, in this context, is not only about recovering a forgotten past, but

also about confronting the present.

Spell Reel presents the rich and complex potential the archive has in collapsing the
proximity of past and present, bringing the context of the militant struggle into the
present. It demonstrates how an archive can become a site of activation rather than
preservation. As César and her collaborators show, it is not enough to restore our
catalogue material -the question is how to engage it. What is provoked? What becomes
visible? What kinds of conversations, tensions, or solidarities arise? Researcher

Carolina Rito reflects on this dynamic, writing:

“The multiplicity of voices around/nearby these images don’t provide a single
history to explain the facts but map a complex installation of affairs and, one
could say, affects, which are provoked by being in touch with the images but are

not limited to what the visuals portray.” (2017:10)

Here, the image —having “overcome our guardianship”, to use Sana na N’Hada’s
phrase- stimulates other connections that are impossible to foretell (Aikins et al.,
2017). It becomes a point of contact rather than closure. As Mbembe reminds us, the
archive “is always situated outside its own materiality” (2002:21). The value of these
films is not exhausted by what they show, but in what they make possible: connections,

memories, critiques that cannot be anticipated or controlled.

What is especially instructive for my own research is the project’s openness to the
archive’s unruly and generative potential. Rather than seeking to restore the material to
some imagined point of origin, Spell Reel foregrounds a mode of engagement in which
the archive is reanimated through the desires, frustrations, and situated knowledges of
those who encounter it. This approach makes room for multiple, and at times
conflicting, narratives to emerge —narratives that speak not only to the past but to the
urgencies of the present. In this refusal to contain or fix meaning the archive becomes a
dynamic site of activation and critical pedagogy rather than a closed repository. For my
own research, this offers a compelling model —one that insists on public participation,
embraces multi-vocality, and recognises the encounter with the archive as a political

and affective event shaped by the conditions of its reception.
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Dancing with Ghosts: Onyeka Igwe and the Colonial Afterimage

Filmmaker and researcher Onyeka Igwe’s work offers a compelling example of what it
might mean to engage with the colonial archive critically —-not as a repository of static
truths, but as a contested site of knowledge production, bodily resonance and
historical absence. Her practice, particularly in the films No Dance, No Palaver (2017-
2018) and a so-called archive (2020), provides a concrete articulation of the theoretical
questions raised in earlier sections of this chapter: namely, Azoulay’s conception of the
archive as a technology of imperial governance, Mbembe’s formulation of the archive
as a spatial and sovereign structure of power, and Hall's emphasis on the archive’s

social and political becoming (a so-called archive, 2020; No Dance, No Palaver, 2017).

In her trilogy —-Her Name in My Mouth (2017), Sitting on a Man (2018), and Specialised
Technique (2018)- Igwe investigates the colonial filmic record of the Aba Women’s War
of 1929, the first major anticolonial uprising in Nigeria. Mining the archives of the Bristol
Empire and Commonwealth Museum and the Nigerian Colonial Film Unit, Igwe
identifies what she terms the “dance break”: a recurring trope in which sequences of
dancing black bodies are inserted into colonial films as a ‘morality device’ employed to
index primitiveness or cultural deficiency (Dyer, 2018:4). Rather than accepting these
images at face value, Igwe reclaims them, recognizing them as sites of subversive
energy. Her identification with the women on-screen emerges through a bodily
recognition; an intuitive, affective response that crosses the temporal and spatial
divide. Here, dance becomes a mode of historical relation and critical reclamation,

undermining the archive’s intended framing and attendant logic.

This intervention resonates strongly with Ariella Azoulay’s argument that the archive is
not merely a repository of traces, but a technology —a structured apparatus that actively
configures subjectivity and regulates perception. By using her own body and sonic
interventions, Igwe triggers the archive not as a closed system of meaning but as an
opening, a site of generative instability. The movements she identifies and reactivates in
her own body resist the colonial scopic regime, challenging the imperial shutter that

seeks to fix black life as spectacle. In doing so, she refuses to reproduce what Azoulay

38
Unframing Empire



Chapter 1

calls the “violence of the archival category”, instead insisting on other ways of being

with and through the image by interveningin it (Azoulay, 2019:186).

Equally importantis the way Igwe grapples with the material and architectural forms of
the archive in her later work. In a so-called archive (2020) and its companion film No
Archive Can Restore You (2020), she shifts her attention from the contents of the
colonial archive to its housing: the physical spaces that once served as imperial
repositories. These include the now-derelict buildings of the Nigerian Film Unitin Lagos
—a colonial outpost the British Colonial Film Unit- and the British Empire and
Commonwealth Museum in Bristol. By documenting these decaying sites, Igwe
foregrounds the spatial and institutional infrastructures of the archive, echoing Achille
Mbembe’s assertion that the archive “has neither status nor power without an

architectural dimension” (2002:19).

These buildings, emptied of their original function, still hold the traces of their colonial
purpose: stacks of dusty film reels, obsolete equipment —the faint imprint of
bureaucratic order. Yet, Igwe does not seek to restore or rehabilitate them. Instead, she
asks what it means to let them rot —to refuse their symbolic centrality and to listen

instead, for what haunts their ruins. As she reflects:

“The question that | was kind of ruminating [on] was, what would it mean to
empty out and leave these colonial archives? And leave them decaying, leave
them decomposing. And leave them, knowing that there’s a presence that we

can’t see.” (Igwe and Modisane, 2024:81)

The “presence we can't see” evokes what both Igwe and Mbembe identify as the
spectral charge of the archive: its capacity to structure absence as much as presence,
and to conceal as much as it reveals. In refusing to reproduce colonial images, Igwe
enacts a form of critical fabulation?: a practice that works against the archive to

imagine the lives and resistances erased by it. Her soundscapes, silences, and oblique

28 A concept coined by writer and researcher Saidiya Hartman: “advancing a series of speculative
arguments and exploiting the capacities of the subjunctive (a grammatical mood that expresses doubts,
wishes, and possibilities), in fashioning a narrative, which is based upon archival research, and by that |
mean a critical reading of the archive that mimes the figurative dimensions of history.” (2008:11)
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references invite viewers to listen differently —to attend not only to what the archive

contains, but to what it excludes or refuses to remember.

In this, Igwe aligns closely with Stuart Hall's conception of the archive as a site of
contestation and active meaning-making. Hall insists that the archive is not simply
about preservation, but about relation: it is constituted through the questions we bring
to it and the communities we build around it. Igwe’s work stages precisely such a
relational encounter. Her refusal of archival reverence, her use of the body and voice,
and her attention to the spatial residues of empire exemplify what it means to
“constitute” an archive in Hall's terms: not to fix itin place, but to open it up to new

uses, new publics, and new forms of political and affective relation.

For my study, Igwe's work and the work of César, N’Hada and co. documented in Spell
Reel, provide vital models. They demonstrate that archival work need not rely on
restoration or completion, but can instead operate through fragment, resonance, and
refusal. Their attention to the conditions under which archival images are encountered
—-by whom, where, and to what ends- closely mirrors this study’s methodological and
ethical concerns. In charting an engagement with the archive that is at once critical,
embodied, and imaginative, Igwe and Spell Reel offer ways of working with moving-
images that foregrounds the politics of representation, the materiality of memory, and
the possibility of repair. Moreover, they are exemplary methodologies that foreground
the moving-image not simply as an object of study but as a terrain of creative and

critical intervention.
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Conclusion

This chapter began by situating itself within a trend across artistic and scholarly
practices in returning to the archive, particularly as a means of confronting the legacies
of colonialism, in order to unsettle dominant historical narratives. In outlining the
conceptual ground from which this project departs, | sought not only to clarify how |
understand the archive, but also to trace the evolution of my own orientation toward it:
from fascination and reverence to one marked by a more critical —even cautious—

engagement.

Drawing on the work of theorists and artists such as Hall, Azoulay, César and Igwe, |
frame the archive as neither a neutral repository of the past nor simply a metaphor, but
as a contested and constructed space —one shaped by the interests of power and
animated through the relations we form with and around it. Theoretical interventions by
Azoulay and Hall were especially formative. Where Azoulay’s framing of the archive as
an imperial technology foregrounds its capacity to inscribe and perpetuate violence in
the present, Hall reorients our attention to the social processes that constitute and
activate archives: as spaces of transformation and re-signification. Between them, |
found a framework that holds the archive accountable while also insisting on its
potential —if approached with care-to serve as a space of critical encounter and

possibility.

This conceptual terrain was brought into sharper relief through the creative research
practices of Filipa César and Onyeka Igwe. Their works exemplify modes of working with
the archive that neither disavow its violence nor allow it to be read at face value.
Instead, they propose strategies of activation: through public projection, through
interventions in sound, gesture, and embodied resonance. They foreground the social
life of archival material and its capacity to provoke memory and collective reflection.
Spell Reel (2017) demonstrated how an archive need not be restored to an imagined
wholeness in order to be meaningful; its generative capacity lies not in what it contains,
but in what it sets in motion. Likewise, Igwe’s films resist the imperatives to ‘redeem’
archival imagery, choosing instead to explore the spatial, affective, and spectral
registers of the archive. These projects, while distinct in form and context, both enact a
refusal to isolate the archive from the conditions of its reception.
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This turn —-toward the social, the affective, the embodied-is formative in how | have
come to understand the role of the moving-image in my own research. Rather than
treating film as historical evidence, | approach it as a site of negotiation: a surface
through which colonial histories are encoded, repeated, resisted, or re-imagined. My
search across archives in Spain and the Philippines —-messy, discontinuous, and
shaped as much by conversations as by catalogues— has resulted in the formulation of
two evolving corpuses of film, presented here as long lists?. These lists are not
intended as definitive cannons, but as open records of what has surfaced, and through

which patterns and absences might be traced.

The following chapter elaborates the next phase of this research: a methodological shift
from collection to activation. If this chapter has explored the archive as a conceptual
and material formation, the next turns to the act of encounter. Through the design and
facilitation of public screenings and workshops, | consider how curatorial practice
might serve as a form of research —one that is relational and accountable to the

histories it seeks to address.

24 Appendix pp. 131-141.

42
Unframing Empire



Chapter 2

Chapter 2

Unsettling Frames

-Fanon, Wynter and the Methodological Grounds of
Anticolonial Curation

Overview

The trajectory from Chapter 1 to Chapter 2 follows a shift in emphasis: from the archive
as the locus of colonial inscription and resistance, to the methodological frameworks
through which | attempt to engage those legacies in practice. Where the first chapter
interrogated the logics of collection, preservation, and representation —drawing on the
work of Hall, Mbembe, and Igwe to demonstrate how archives are never neutral but
function towards designated interests— this chapter asks how such insights can be
translated into the field of film curation. In doing so, it charts a movement from theory to
method, from the historical weight of colonial residue to the generative possibilities of
cultural practice. The question animating this shift is not simply how to read the archive,
but how to activate its lessons in the present: how can we devise practices of exhibition
that do not replicate the epistemic violence of the colonial archive, but instead open up

to potentially transformative encounters?

In this chapter, | outline the theoretical foundations of my project and trace the
development of the methodological framework that underpins it. While identifying itself
as an anticolonial project, it engages critically with facets of decolonial theory, situating
itself within the broader continuum of anti-imperialist and anticolonial thought of which
decolonialism forms a later, though related, strand. By grounding its conceptual
orientation in the writings of Frantz Fanon and Sylvia Wynter, this chapter seeks to
navigate the contested terrain of decolonial theory without becoming mired in its often-
polarising debates. From Fanon, | adopt an understanding of decolonisation as a
necessarily disorderly, unsettling process that must address both the psycho-affective
and material realms of colonial domination. From Wynter, | draw the insistence that
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culture constitutes a critical arena of struggle, forged relationally through dialogue and

critique.

| draw on the work of indigenous scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith, whose academic
intervention Decolonizing Methodologies (2021) lays bare the colonial foundations of
the academe and its enduring complicity in the regulation of knowledge. Her critique
underscores the extractive logics embedded in research practices and calls for a radical
reassessment of their epistemic underpinnings. In Smith, | found answers to an anxiety
central to my work and that | found impossible to reconcile: the inherent paradox of
attempting an anticolonial project within the academe. Her work provides both a
warning and a methodological provocation: she affirms the necessity of reflexivity
within research that aspires to anticolonial aims and insists on grounding such work in

dialogue with the communities and contexts it engages.

Building on this theoretical orientation | turn to the field of film curation. While still an
emergent area of academic inquiry, film curation has a long and rich history as a
professional practice. | sketch this context by drawing on reflections from programmers
and curators, as well as examining the work of contemporary practitioners whose
practices have been particularly generative from my own thinking. These examples
demonstrate how film curation can operate as more than a technical exercise of
selection: they frame it instead as a relational practice of encounter, dialogue, and
exchange, capable of generating imaginative and critical engagements that exceed the

moment of film viewing.

The chapter then brings in Paulo Freire into conversation with this framework. His
seminal book Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) resonates strongly with the
motivations underlying my own methodology: the insistence on dialogue, reflexivity, and
practice as essential components of liberatory work. Freire’s conceptualisation of the
dialectical relationship between reflection and action echoes my motivation in
structuring screenings and workshops as spaces that function in the service of dialogue

and rooted in the lived contexts of participants.

Finally, | present the working method developed for this project, drawing together these

multiple influences. Positioned at the intersection of anticolonial theory, critical
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curatorial practice, and radical pedagogy, my methodology opens film exhibition to a
multiplicity of generative encounters. In so doing, it aspires to articulate alternative
ways of curating and community-building, and to reflect —-through praxis— on what a film
curatorial practice oriented toward decolonial ends might look like. This chapter thus
establishes the theoretical and methodological foundations for the project, which are
tested and expanded through their practical application in the subsequent third

chapter.

Towards a Dialogic Anticolonialism: Insights from Fanon and
Wynter

Principally, decolonialism may be understood as a critical orientation that interrogates
the political, economic, social, and cultural structures shaped by colonialism, with the
aim of dismantling these legacies and fostering modes of thought and being that resist
the reproduction of colonial forms of oppression. Historically, the term —and its
cognates such as decolonisation and decolonise- has been mobilised in divergent, and
at times conflicting, ways by actors with differing political and intellectual investments.
Its usages have ranged from the declarations of former colonial powers signalling their
withdrawal from imperial territories, to the assertions of political independence by
emergent nation-states; from calls to reassess intellectual and cultural practices in
order to dislodge their colonial inflections; to radical critiques of foundational
constructs such as the nation-state itself or the sovereignty of Indigenous peoples
(Banivanua Mar, 2016). Each of these moments has at one time or another occupied a
central place in the evolving and increasingly amorphous constellation of meanings that
cluster around the term decolonialism (Mendoza, 2021; Bonn, 1938; Mignolo, 2007). As
a field of inquiry, it encompasses a wide array of concepts —including coloniality,
colonial difference, and subalternity— and is marked by internal contestation. By the
time this project entered into its debates, decolonialism had already become a highly

disputed, and at times intractably ‘sticky’, term.

Over the past decade, both academic and creative fields have withessed a marked
surge in scholarship and artistic practices aiming to ‘decolonise’ their respective
domains —each defining this imperative according to its own frameworks and urgencies.
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However, as Onyeka Igwe has observed, the term has increasingly been employed as a
catch-all, much like ‘intersectional’ or ‘queer’ once were: invoked broadly as conceptual
signifiers that often inaugurate or conclude critical inquiry without sufficient depth or
specificity (Igwe, 2021:12). In the course of my research, | have grown increasingly
cautious about aligning my work too readily under the banner of the ‘decolonial’, wary of
the polarising debates and conceptual ambiguities that surround its usage. These
tensions often highlight a gap between the term’s radical intent and its institutional co-

optation.

Rather than disavowing the term entirely, however, | position this project within the
continuum of anticolonial thinking —of which anticolonialism and decolonialism form
interconnected but temporally and theoretically distinct phases. For the purposes of
this study, | adopt a Fanonian framework as the basis for defining both decolonialism
and decolonisation?. In The Wretched of the Earth (1963), Fanon articulates
decolonisation as the active dismantling of the structures —material, epistemic, cultural
and psychological-that underpin colonial domination. He famously describes this
process as necessarily turbulent, writing: “Decolonization, which sets out to change the
order of the world, is, obviously, a program of complete disorder” (Fanon, 1963, p. 34).
Decolonisation, in this view, is not a linear or neatly executed program; it is disorienting,
incomplete, and necessarily unsettling. It succeeds as often as it falters. There is ho
single moment of its arrival; rather, it unfolds in fragmented, overlapping and ongoing

ruptures.

Because colonialism structures the very foundations of knowledge, governance, and
sociality, decolonisation must operate at those same foundational levels. As Fanon
insists, itis only in “the exact measure that we can discern the movements which give it
historical form and content” that decolonisation can be rendered intelligible (1963, p.
34). Any decolonial praxis must thus attend to the specificity of the colonial encounter:
to the cultural, historical, and political particularities that define a given context.

Decolonialism thus, is not a universal programme but a series of situated interventions.

2 Fanon’s work is often retroactively classified as “anticolonial” because the term “decolonial” gained
prominence later in Latin American theory (e.g., Mignolo, Quijano).
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Crucially, for Fanon, the struggle is not confined to material transformation but also
unfolds within the psycho-affective realm. His most enduring insights lay bare the link
between colonial domination, racism, and mental trauma. The internalisation of
colonial values and resulting psychic injuries suffered by the colonised are central to his
analysis. This study takes that psycho-affective terrain seriously, foregrounding the

internalisation of colonial logics as a key site of resistance and re-imagining.

Fanon’s work has laid the intellectual groundwork for subsequent anticolonial and
decolonial theorists, particularly in diagnosing how colonialism distorts not only
material and social realities but the very epistemological scaffolding through which the
world is known and navigated. By anchoring this project in Fanon’s anticolonial thought
—which precedes but anticipates many contemporary decolonial frameworks—|am able
to delineate a decolonial praxis that resists both academic abstraction and co-optation.
His conception of decolonisation as an embodied, disorderly, and praxis- oriented

struggle informs both the theoretical and methodological architecture of this research.

In this sense, the practice-based dimension of my study?® is not merely an illustration of
theoretical claims; it constitutes a mode of inquiry and resistance in its own right.
Situating this work within the broader continuum of anticolonial traditions affirms a

commitment to it as a lived and ongoing practice rather than a fixed or completed state.

| turn to the writings of Jamaican theorist Sylvia Wynter for guidance in thinking through
the work of anticolonial struggle. Best known for her critique of the category of “Man”?’,
Wynter’s extensive body of work offers a fundamental challenge to the colonial and
humanist categories that underpin dominant epistemologies. Her analysis centres on
how the colonial invention of “Man” came to serve as the universal measure of being;
defining who qualifies as human, whose lives are valued, and how human relations to
each other and the natural world are structured (Wynter, 2003:260). While much of her

scholarship is celebrated for its focus on the lived realities of black people as shaped by

26 The curatorial work of the screenings and workshops, complemented by the filmic documentation and
synthesis of the workshops. This is discussed further in Chapters 3 & 4, and shown in the films linked in
the Appendix, p. 130.

27 See her essay Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the Human, After
Man, Its Overrepresentation -An Argument (2003) for her rigorously argued dismantling of the conception
of the term (Wynter, 2003).
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these colonial logics, her work also speaks to a broader reconfiguration of the
epistemological order itself. In this sense, Wynter's critique resonates with Fanon's call
for decolonisation to inaugurate a “new man”; a vision that seeks to explode the
foundations of colonial subjectivity and reimagine what it means to be human in the

world (Fanon, 1963:198, 316).

For the purposes of this study, | draw on one of Wynter's early essays to develop a more
situated understanding of anticolonial struggle: We Must Learn To Sit Down Together
And Talk About A Little Culture: Reflections on West Indian Writing and Criticism (1968),
hereafter referred to as Reflections (Wynter, 2022). In this text, Wynter foregrounds the
role of arts and culture as critical arenas in which the colonial order is contested.
Analysing Caribbean literary works and their reception, she distinguishes between what
she calls the “appeasing arts” —art that offers escapism or consolation- and art that
directly confronts the historical and material conditions of the present (Wynter,
2022:91). The latter, she argues, functions as a vital, disruptive force: “a vital and
functional element of the dynamics of a society”, which, by engaging the tensions of its
time, helps illuminate the structures that shape lived experience, thereby pointing

toward their transformation (Wynter, 2022:91).

Crucially, Wynter pairs this conception of art with the practice of criticism. In her
account, criticism is not a detached intellectual exercise but a culturally embedded
practice of “reinterpreting reality” (2022:90). It is through this reflexive engagement that
a society becomes aware of its own “sickness”; particularly in moments when reality is
so distorted that it appears “impossible and abnormal” (Wynter, 2022:90). To reinterpret
reality, she writes, “is to commit oneself to a constant revolutionary assault against it”
(2022:90). In this formulation, criticism forms a necessary counterpart to cultural
production —it constitutes the dialogic exchange through which anticolonial struggle is

enacted.

Like Fanon, Wynter sees culture as forged in the crucible of resistance to colonial
oppression (1963; 2022). It is not a fixed inheritance, but a contested and continually
evolving field. Importantly she insists that culture is always relational: it is formed

through a dialogic process rather than through discourse alone (2022:139). For both
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thinkers, culture becomes a scene of confrontation where internalised colonial logics

are brought to the surface and reconfigured.

For Wynter it is not abstract theorising but the creation of critical, dialogic spaces that

enables the transformation of cultural consciousness. She states:

“We need a new awareness of our own paradox, and this awareness should be
diffused through our praxis, however inadequate, rather than through our

sermons.” (Wynter, 2022:139)

This form of praxis is necessarily situated and relational. It creates spaces that allow for
the reassessment of received narratives and the redefinition of identity in relation to
others. Such encounters serve as the “enabling precondition of psychic and cultural
awareness for all parties of colonial relation” (Edwards, 2001:18). Through this lens,
criticism becomes a vital act of disillusionment, disenchanting the “illusory spell” cast
by Western cultural authority and exposing the historical and ideological scaffolding

that sustains it (Edwards, 2001:20).

My study aligns with this Fanonian-Wynterian conception of anticolonial praxis as a
process of radical redress: one that reorders the epistemological and affective
frameworks through which the world is perceived and inhabited. It locates culture —
specifically the moving image- as a key terrain in which this struggle unfolds. Through
film exhibition and programming, the project seeks to enact a dialogic practice between

culture and criticism, theory and practice, the colonial ‘metropole’ and its ‘outposts’.
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Working within the Paradox: Linda Tuhiwai Smith and Anticolonial
Praxis in the Academe

At this stage, | return to address a persistent anxiety that has accompanied this project:
the paradox of pursuing anticolonial aims from within an institution historically
complicit in colonial domination. The university and the practice of research have long
been central to consolidating imperial power, producing and legitimating colonial ways

of knowing.

Indigenous scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith articulates this with precision in her seminal
book Decolonizing Methodologies (2021), showing through the suppression and
dismissal of indigenous knowledge systems and ways of being, the Academy
established its authority as universal®® (Smith, 2021b). She characterises research as a

regulatory and generative instrument of colonialism:

“Research is one of the ways in which the underlying code of imperialism and
colonialism is both regulated and realised. It is regulated through the formal
rules of individual scholarly disciplines and scientific paradigms, and the
institutions that support them (including the state). It is realised in the myriad of
representations and ideological constructions of the Other in scholarly and
‘popular’ works, and in the principles which help to select and recontextualise
those constructions in such things as the media, official histories and school

curricula.” (Smith, 2021b:8)

For Smith, genuine ethical engagement —particularly when working with indigenous
peoples— demands more than the ritual declaration of positionality. It requires a radical
reassessment of the epistemic foundations of Western scholarship: its claims to
rationalism, objectivity, linear temporality, and the automatic privileging of White,
Western authorities. Such interrogation must reckon with the harm these concepts
have historically enacted and actively work to develop alternative methodologies in

collaboration with the communities concerned.

28 | suggest reading her second chapter ‘Research Through Imperial Eyes’ for her extrapolation on these
ideas and how “what counts as Western research draws from an ‘archive’ of knowledge and systems,
rules and values which stretch beyond the boundaries of Western science to the system now referred to
as the West” (Smith, 2021b:49).
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Smith's interventions are grounded in her own positionality as an indigenous scholar.
My own situation differs: though | am Filipino, | am not indigenous to the Cordilleras, the
region of the Philippines where | grew up. Nor is my project focused solely on the
experiences of the indigenous people who comprise parts of my audience. While | share
undoubtedly in the effects colonial histories have had on the shape of my place in the
world, | do not claim Cordilleran indigenous identity. | turn to Smith not to transpose her
framework wholesale, but because her work exposes with clarity the colonial
foundations of the university; understanding the academe and research through
indigenous eyes lays bare the mechanism of the university, how it has contributed to
“part of the historical processes of imperialism” and “established an essential part of
the colonising process”(Smith, 2021b:74). These are foundations that shape my own

uneasy positioning.

Smith acknowledges this tension from within her own scholarly practice, offering
decolonising methodologies (often drawn from indigenous activism and community
projects) as ways of working both within and against the institution. Yet the possibility of
reforming the university toward genuinely anti colonial ends remains contested. As
Gayatri Spivak has observed, “if one begins to take a whack at shaking the structure up,
one sees how much more consolidated the opposition is” (1990:6). Smith's account

reframes this impasse:

“Decolonisation is a process which engages with imperialism and colonialism at
multiple levels. For researchers, one of those levels is concerned with having a
more critical understanding of the underlying assumptions, motivations and

values which inform research practices.” (Smith, 2021b:22)

Rather than resolve this paradox, | choose to inhabit it consciously. Following Wynter's
reminder that we need to be aware of our own paradox, | treat this tension not as a
disqualifying flaw but as a condition of work within the Academy. Smith's scholarship
has helped me centre reflexivity —towards the contradiction of my location, the
epistemic inheritances | carry, and the ways that these might be unsettled through the

process of research itself.
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This reflexivity has been enacted collaboratively °: with my project partners and
audiences, we have asked how colonialism's enduring influence shapes how we
conceive of ourselves and others; how the films we present might serve as frames for
questioning these conceptions; and how film exhibition might invite audiences into
similar acts of self-interrogation. These questions sit at the heart of my practice, and
they guide my turn now to the field of film curation itself: the histories, conventions, and
exemplary practices that inform my own approach, and the possibilities they opened for

a practice of anticolonial education.

2% | elaborate on this process in Chapter 3.
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A context of curation

Curation in film occupies a paradoxical position. As a scholarly discipline, it is in its
infancy®: only in the last decade have universities in the United Kingdom began to offer
courses dedicated to it. Yet as a professional practice, it has a long, rich history,
grounded in the accumulated knowledge of programmers, curators, and cinephiles®'.
When these academic courses first emerged, many of my curator friends —already
seasoned practitioners— reacted with disbelief. For them, curating films is not
something that can be distilled into modules and assessment criteria. It is a practice
learned by doing: watching films obsessively, testing ideas in public, and refining
approaches through the interplay of logistical problem-solving, intellectual

engagement, and the contingencies of the real world.

Academic Laura U. Marks, reflecting on the same issue, notes the widespread

assumption that:

“[] there is little theory of how to do curating and programming, as though it
should just come naturally, like teaching or sex, from some mysterious internal

source of inspiration.” (2004b:37)

While many practitioners are sceptical of curation as an academic discipline, my
research takes the scepticism seriously. Rather than replacing practice with theory, |
attempt to shape a scholarly approach that remains grounded in practice, situating my
work at the intersection of these two modes of knowledge. In this section, | explore
some conceptions of this practice to clarify how my research is a contribution to this
new field of study. | sketch a context of ideas that conceive of this practice as one that is

inherently pedagogical and political, informed by practitioner knowledge and a relation

30 The history of art curation is rich in scholarly critique. It might be pertinent to assume that practices
and reflections of curation within film stem from this discipline, inflected of course by the specificities of
working with the medium and audience of film and the moving-image. It is not within the remit of this
study to trace these genealogies specifically, but for a suggested context: For an overview in global
developments in art curation since the 1980s see the book A Companion to Curation (Buckley and
Conomos, 2020). For a history of European and N. American curation see A Brief History of Curating
(Obrist, 2012). For a perspective on curating art from a South-East Asian context see Patrick Flores’ book
Past peripheral: Curation in Southeast Asia (Flores, 2008).

31 Examples of scholarly reflections on curating the moving-image in relation to the gallery space include:
Exhibiting Cinema in Contemporary Art (Balsom, 2013), Curating the Moving Image (Nash, 2023), and Lis
Rhodes’ seminal essay Whose History? (Rhodes, 2019).
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to the world, charted across multiple theoretical models and subject to

economic/political forces, and historical shifts.

In her contribution to the symposium Terms of Address (2003)%2, Karyn Sandlos
observes the links between curation and pedagogy, stating that they share “the problem
of belatedness of acting without fully knowing or being able to articulate what one is
doing in advance” (2004:18). For Sandlos, this is not aimless improvisation. Itis a
process of “learning in public”, in which the contours of practice emerge only through
action (Teitelbaum, 1996:40). The work of curation, then, is less a set of rules than a
mode of making and thinking in the open, producing the conditions for its own

articulation.

Curating according to Marks, can be divided into three broad fields®® that she
summarises as: “Respect the work; Respect the audience; Use argument to respect
work and audience” (2004b:37). These models she describes as: the work model, which
programs according to what emerges from the works themselves; the audience model,
which allows the program to live and transform in relation to its viewers; and the
argument model, which builds a program around a clear thesis, ensuring its coherence

for the audience (Marks, 2004b:39).

She also distinguishes between the programmer and curator. The programmer,
according to her, is often institutionally embedded, curating with a responsibility to
reflect “the state of the field” and uphold the interests of the organisation (Marks,
2004b:36). Thus, they have their “own ethics of responsibility to artists and audiences”
(Marks, 2004b:36). The curators work, on the other hand, is driven more explicitly by

their own subjectivity and thematic vision (2004b:36). She states:

32 “The conference "Terms of Address: A Symposium on the Pedagogy of Film and Video Exhibition,"
organised by the Centre for Media and Culture in Education of the Ontario Institute for Studies in
Education (OISE) at the University of Toronto and held in Toronto, March 7 and 8, 2003.” - From the
publication’s foreword (Marks, 2004a)

33 These she attributes to three mentors, whom she learned from through her engagement with curatorial
practice (Marks, 2004b:37).
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“[Curation] is a reflection on the state of the world, in some kind of dialectic
between the field of film and video and the curators' ideas. Audiences are
attracted by either the theme or the subjectivity of the curator.” (Marks,

2004b:36)

Yet she admits these categories are porous: “objectivity” and “subjectivity” are not fixed
traits but positions that can —and should- be interrogated through the arguments a
programme makes (Marks, 2004b:36). They exist, in other words, in a relation of
dialogue and negotiation with their programmes and the context in which this work

unfolds.

Renowned curator Alexander Horwath adds another dimension: the shifting terrain of
cinema education. He remarks that curators “active today come from completely
different positions in terms of their practical cinephilia”, due to “a ‘knowledge’ received
during each individual cinephile socialisation, through multiple moving-image sources
other than the actual cinema screening” (Arroba, 2012:19). Today's curators come from
diverse signified lineages shaped by ever-evolving technology: the DVD, the internet
and, more recently, streaming platforms —pathways that have displaced the cinema as
the primary site of film experience. The pandemic has further reshaped avenues to

cinema through the curation of online festivals.

For Horwath, these different routes into cinema shape curator sensibilities and the
impossibility of a singular, fixed history of curation. “[] There are specific Histories of
Cinema connected to specific places, cities, film cultures”, Horwath continues (Arroba,
2012:26). He identifies the duty of the curator, “in thinking about cinema, to become
aware of these specific differences” (Arroba, 2012:26). The practice evolves alongside
the medium itself, reflecting (and interrogating) its formal, technological, and cultural

changes.

The political dimensions of this work are equally inescapable. Alexander Horwath cites
the expanded cinema movement in North America as an example. He states how in
post-war Fordist society the cinema was “seen as part of an oppressive ideological
apparatus which aimed at distraction, at keeping citizens in a state of obeyance and

passivity”, tied in with a political conception of leisure time “equivalent to the way the
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factory, the workspace, the social state were organised” (Arroba, 2012:24). The
expanded cinema movements of the 1960s and 70s sought to disrupt this apparatus,
challenging the spatial, sensory, and ideological conventions of projection,

spectatorship, and spectacle.

For archivist and curator June Givanni, the political stakes of this practice are more
immediate. Citing his keynote address at the symposium, June Giovanni quotes Hamid
Naficy who observes that the visibility of films and festival contexts can be influenced
by the geopolitical status of their country of origin (Naficy, 2004 cited in Givanni,
2004:74). Givanni's experience programming black British cinema for the BFl in the
1980s and 1990s underscores the racial and economic pressures shaping programming
decisions. “Cultural identification became, for the first time, a distinguishing factor and
an expedient programming tool”, she states, referring to the influence progressive
efforts in production had on broadcast programming in the United Kingdom in the 80s
and 90s (Givanni, 2004:62). It was a double-edged sword, however. Cultural
identification became a tool for diversifying screens, but also a potential trap, raising
the risks of “pigeonholing” or “ghettoising” certain kinds of work (Givanni, 2004:64).
Curators faced the complex task of representing the breadth of black British filmmaking
while navigating audience expectations and institutional agendas, as well as the

realities of the market.

Curating film has changed much. Givanni notes this herself, from her time programming
in the 80s and 90s Britain. The growing importance of the market and ensuring a film's
longevity severely affected what programmers could present, with “the shift away from
the notion of audiences (the cultural influence), [being] one of the big differences
between the 1970s to the 1980s and now” (Givanni, 2004:73). Givanni observes the ties
of economic and racist influence in the politics of programming black British film in the
UK, quoting her colleague Gaylene Gould who identifies “the way in which the industry
is fragmented, financially driven, and inherently racist” (Givanni, 2004:74). Gould further
cites the “inequitable sense of cultural ‘worth’ that is attached to these different
markets by the industry” (Givanni, 2004:74). In Givanni’s experience, the context of
curation is one that is beholden to economic interests and racist structures inherent in
this industry that come to (devalue) certain cinemas over others.

56
Unframing Empire



Chapter 2

The context of curation | wish to sketch here —and in which my own work intervenes—-is
therefore one that is both political and pedagogical. It is an emerging scholarly
discipline, but one with long practical histories; it is shaped by technological shifts,
cultural conditions, and economic pressures; and it is in constant dialogue with the
political realities that structure what can be seen, by whom, and in what context. This
history is not linear but multi-origin, unfolding across overlapping and contested sites.
To understand curation in film is to attend to these plural genealogies, recognising that,
like the medium it serves, it is always in motion. Rather than conceiving of its history as
unfolding linearly, perhaps a conception of multi-determined origins of film —of histories
of cinema and thus contexts of film curation— might produce more nuanced, complex

considerations of this medium and its attending practices.
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Inspired Practices, Practices of Inspiration

Learning from a Practice of Deep Engagement: The Influence of Ricardo
Matos Cabo

My early practice in film exhibition was profoundly shaped by the work of independent
programmer, researcher, and friend Ricardo Matos Cabo. We met by chance in 2016,
just as | had organised the inaugural screening of what would become my film club,
Filikino®*. Ricardo, at the time, was programming for Birkbeck’s Essay Film Festival®*. My
chosen film for that first screening was Kidlat Tahimik’s seminal Perfumed Nightmare
(1974). In a serendipitous alignment, Ricardo had curated a retrospective of Tahimik’s
later essay films for the festival —scheduled in the very same week as my event. [t was in
the context of these complimentary screenings that our paths crossed, and from that

encounter a collegial friendship emerged.

As my own interest in film exhibition deepened, Ricardo became a key intellectual
companion and sounding board, offering both inspiration and critical engagement with
my developing practice. His programming career is both extensive and distinguished,
encompassing work for institutions and festivals such as DoclLisboa, Doc’s Kingdom —
International Seminar on Documentary Cinema (Portugal), the Birkbeck Institute for the
Moving Image / Essay Film Festival, the Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA), and Tate
Modern in London, the Courtisane Film Festival in Ghent, and Cinéma du Réel / Galerie
du Jeu de Paume in Paris. His curatorial oeuvre includes retrospectives on Peter Nestler,
Raymonde Carasco and Régis Hébraud, and Pedro Costa, as well as acclaimed
retrospectives dedicated to the German-French filmmaking duo Jean-Marie Straub and
Daniele Huillet, and to the Japanese documentary visionary Ogawa Shinsuke and the

Ogawa Pro Collective. Notably, the Straub-Huillet and Ogawa Pro retrospectives, first

34| founded Filikino in 2016. As a film club dedicated to bringing classic and contemporary Filipino
cinemato London’s screens, it forms my first venture into the practice of film exhibition. | have continued
this project, programming under Filikino in Tabakalera in San Sebastian in 2020 and most recently in my
hometown of Baguio City, Philippines, in 2024.

35 Birkbeck’s Essay Film Festival ran from 2015-2023, their programmes exploring forms of the essay film
(Essay Film Festival - Birkbeck, University of London, 2023).
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shown in London in 2019 and 2016 respectively, have since been reprogrammed by

other institutions —a testament to their curatorial significance.

Ricardo’s practice is rooted in meticulous research, political attentiveness, and a deep-
seated commitment to the films and filmmakers he champions. From attending his
screenings and through our many conversations, | have come to recognise a central
tenet of his work: the films are always situated within the political and cultural contexts
of their production and reception. His programmes extend beyond the films
themselves, inviting audiences to consider them as living cultural texts, alive with
resonances in the present. | recall him recounting, with delight, an instance in Paris
during the Ogawa Pro retrospective, where the films prompted a post-screening
discussion among members of local labour groups, who drew connections between the
activism of the Japanese farmers in the films and their own struggles over labour
politics. While this moment spoke to the enduring power of the films, it also
underscored the significance of Ricardo’s framing: the way his curatorial juxtapositions

open up space for a localised, politically charged dialogue.

The strength of his programmes lies in their discursive construction. They frequently
incorporate archival materials, contextual documents, and critical texts that illuminate
the films as products of specific cultural and political milieus. His retrospectives often
position films in dialogue with works by other artists, such as in the Ogawa Pro series
where films about the collective were screened alongside their own work, complicating
and expanding their reception®¢. Equally central is the presence of live interlocutors:
critics, theorists, researchers, and other artists are invited to introduce films, lead

discussions, or produce new texts in response to the screenings®’.

Through Ricardo’s example | have come to understand film exhibition as a generative
practice: one that produces new research, fosters institutional and intellectual

collaborations, and stimulates cultural and political debate. His programmes refuse to

3¢ Such as queer feminist filmmaker and artist Barbara Hammer’s film Devotion: A Film About Ogawa
Productions (2000), that attempted to explore the complex hierarchical and gendered relationships that
existed in the radical documentary collective.

%7You can view the programme of the retrospective of Straub and Huillet on www.straub-huillet.com to
get a full sense of the research and intertextual relation created around these films through Ricardo’s
work. (Matos Cabo, 2019)
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let films sit as static cultural artefacts; instead, they open them to multiple voices,
currents, struggles, and contradictions. This approach treats film with a profound
reverence —not in the sense of untouchable veneration, but as a medium whose artistry
and politics demand attentive, sensitive, and politically engaged presentation. Ricardo’s
work has been formative in shaping my own view of programming as a practice of
dialogue-making: creating conditions for the film, its contexts, and its audiences to

speak to one another in ways that extend far beyond the screening room.

Ecologies of Relation: Animistic Ontologies of Cinema and the work of May
Adadol Ingawanij

Another significant point of reference for my thinking on film curation is the work of
academic and curator May Adadol Ingawanij. Her curatorial project Animistic Apparatus
(2019) and her co-programming of the Flaherty Seminar in Thailand, To Commune
(2024), have expanded my conception of curation as a mode of practice that not only
mediates films for audiences but also engages cinema as a socially embedded activity,
capable of activating localised histories and epistemologies (Ingawanij, 2019)

(Ingawanij and Ross, 2024).

Central to Ingawanij’s practice is the centring of Southeast Asian (SEA) filmmakers and
historical trajectories. Her scholarship extends the field of SEA experimental cinema,
both historicising and aesthetically situating these practices within a broader critical
discourse. In Animistic Apparatus, she advances an alternative ontology of cinema, one
grounded not in the ontological assumptions of the Western canon, but in the animist

traditions of Southeast Asia —specifically, Thai animism. As she explains:

“To take partin or to function as a part of the apparatus of ritualistic addressing
of spirits is to be entangled in an animistic ecology of communication. To define
the communicative praxis of animistic cinema this way is to differentiate the
dynamic at play from the question of the suspension of disbelief in the face of an
uncanny manifestation, in other words, from the conceptualisation of the
fantastic and its attendant issue of the relationship between visualisation and

knowing.” (Ingawanij, 2021:93)
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This reframing opens up cinema to an expanded constellation of relations —objects,
spaces, beings, and temporalities— through which we are invited to reconceive what
cinema is and does. Drawing on a Thai fable as an analogy, Ingawanij asks whether
cinema might be imagined not solely as the projection of moving images upon a screen,
but rather as “an ecology of relations sustained and changed with sound and image, a
ritual of communicative exchange among beings entangled in multiple worlds”
(Ingawanij, 2021:43). The notion of an ‘ecology of relations’ positions cinema within the
reciprocal exchanges characteristic of SEA animism: offerings, rehearsed gestures, and

ceremonial acts that facilitate communication between human and non-human realms.

Animistic Apparatus stages an encounter between contemporary SEA moving-image
and media art and the genealogies of ritualistic moving-image exhibition in northeastern
Thailand (Ingawanij, 2021:90). It engages with a tradition of itinerant outdoor projection
that emerged during the Cold War; an incidental outcome of propagandistic film
dissemination and the infrastructure connecting geopolitical interests in Laos and
Thailand. Today, this tradition continues through projection companies whose
technicians construct large-scale outdoor screens and mobile sound systems,
travelling to villages and forest clearings to stage screenings and concerts. These
practices intersect with local animist customs: Nang Kae bon screenings as they are
called, are commissioned as offerings to spirits in exchange for blessings —be it
agricultural abundance, business prosperity, or other personal requests (Ingawanij,

2021:89).

Ingawanij approaches these ritual projections with deference to their cultural
significance and social purpose. Her scholarly attentiveness refuses the scepticism
often characteristic of Western accounts of such practices. Her writing remains precise
in its theoretical articulation —delineating the roles of the client, the projection team,
and the metric of filmic ‘offerings’- yet resists the impulse to rationalise away the

animist worldview that underpins them. This position is critical. As she notes:

“The emphasis here concerns human-spirit sociality, an assemblage of process,
apparatus, and participatory action, rather than witness and belief.” (Ingawanij,

2021:93)

61
Unframing Empire



Chapter 2

Her reconfiguration of cinema’s ontology thus does not depend on a literal belief in
spirits, but on recognising the function of these rituals as social and energetic
exchanges; practices that are culturally embedded and sustained through participation.
In this, her conception of an ‘ecology of relations’ foregrounds cinema’s potential to

operate as an active participant in a web of reciprocal, multi-world engagements.

Ricardo Matos Cabo and May Adadol Ingawanij each enact a curatorial practice that
moves with precision, patience, and a profound faith in the generative powers of
cinema. Their work insists that film exhibition is never a neutral act: it is an invitation
into a web of relations: between audience and filmmaker, between histories and their
afterlives, between the materiality of the moving-image and the worlds it touches (on
this plane and others). In Ricardo’s programmes, political histories are reframed
through attentive research and the careful juxtaposition of works and contexts; in May’s,
cinema is opened to ontologies that exceed the Western frame, re-imagined as an
ecology of relations among the human, the non-human, and the unseen. Both extend
cinema beyond the limits of the screen proposing it as a social, intellectual, and at

times spiritual practice.

Their approaches embody what Stephanie Schultz Strathaus calls the programmer's
guiding principle: “to question continuously their own work, to reflect on the job of
creating cinema” (2004:9). This ‘job’ is not the static work of presenting what already
exists, but the restless task of asking —again and again—- what cinema is and what it
might become. From Bazin’s ontological inquiries®, to the insurgent declarations of
Third Cinema®®, to contemporary reflections and piracy and circulation, this question
has animated both theory and practice since the medium's inception. To include
curatorial work in this tradition is to acknowledge that cinema is not only made in

production but also in the event of its public encounter.

My own practice is, in this sense, a way of dwelling with this question. To curate a film is

to reactivate it, to position it in relation to other works, ideas,