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documentary during emergency, and conceives 
it as a structured and articulated record of an 
emergency situation. It explores how documentary 
ethics implicates the trio of filmed, filmmaker and 
the film spectator simultaneously in the process of 
filming and film spectatorship. It wonders whether 
the afterlife of such a documentary can offer civil 
society a means toward resistance in times of a 
future emergency. I offer the example of El grito, 
México 68, a Mexican documentary about the 1968 
students protest movement, during which army 
personnel and city police killed scores of students 
present in the Plaza of Tlatelolco on October 2, 
1968. A handful of students from Mexico’s film 
school had been filming the 1968 protests using 
borrowed 16mm cameras. This documentary could 
only be screened in discreet activist circuits after 
its completion. Thus, anybody watching the film 
in subsequent years was risking arrest, because the 
country was in the midst of the Dirty War, a period 
of political repression waged by the government 
against political subversives.4 The 1968 protests 

Among the many extant definitions of documentary, 
that by Dai Vaughan is not the best known. The 
celebrated British film editor says it is not a style or 
a method or a genre of film making, but a “mode 
of response to film material.”1 He conceives of 
this mode of response operating under two axes. 
First is the vertical, in which the film is seen as a 
record, associated with its pro-filmic elements and 
consequently to its indexical value of the historical 
world. Second is the horizontal dimension wherein 
film is seen as language, the way in which the 
vertical elements are structured in a text, how the 
filmmakers have articulated their versions of the 
camera’s impression of the world.2 The most famous 
theoretical definition of emergency is by the Italian 
philosopher Giorgio Agamben. He describes them 
as “states of exception” and writes that they reveal 
the hidden truth of modern sovereignty. They are 
breakdowns of the contract between the state and 
its subjects enabling the sovereign state to delimit 
the right to life, decide who lives, who dies and 
who is reduced to a “bare life.”3 This essay tests 
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and the mass killing of innocent students remains a 
seminal event in the history of Mexico, and indeed 
Latin America, because it exposed the myth of the 
sanctity of the social contract between the state and 
its citizens.

The Mexican government’s order to fire was a 
response to what it considered as an open challenge 
to the law and order situation in the country by 
student protestors. This essay explores the ethics 
of representation and spectatorship in El grito and 
envisages documentary cinema as a response 
of civil society in times of emergency thinking. 
Regarding representation, what are the challenges 
before a filmmaker in pursuit of a just and honest 
portrayal of endangered and disenfranchised 
subjects? Regarding spectatorship, can viewing a 
documentary about lives in emergency be without 
contingent responsibilities? How are the filmmaker 
and the film spectator implicated together as 
members of the civil society in resisting oppression 
meted to subjects in a film? In other words, this 
paper explores the breakdown of the contract 
between the state and its citizens in the context of 
the contract between the filmed, filmmaker and the 
film spectator. What follows is a close analysis of El 
grito in the context of the absence (and presence) 
of the filmmaker in the image, the play between 
ambient voices and voice overs and asynchrony 
of the image and the sound track. Bill Nichols 
has called this relay of gazes as “axiographics” 
or “ethics of space”—which he defines as an “an 
attempt to explore the implantation of values in 
the configuration of space, in the constitution of a 
gaze, and in the relation of observer to observed.”5 I 
analyze the ways in which filming conventions and 
aesthetic choices of editing implicate us within the 
politics and ethics of the documentary gaze. 

The civil society’s response to Agamben’s 
emergency situations could be many. One way 
could be to take the position of “I told you so”: 
For instance, Craig Calhoun calls the “emergency 
imaginary” as being solidly embedded within the 
institutional discursive and cultural framework of 
the modern West.6  He argues that this has deep 
historical roots and any escape route out of this 
sinister biopolitics is difficult. One of the most 
famous hopeful solutions comes from Jürgen 
Habermas, who argues that discourse rationality, 
from the world of communication, can provide 

the conditions of possibility for a democratic self-
founding.7 Others have argued that the paradox 
of emergency and nonemergency makes politics 
an open ended process, like the legal theorist 
Bonnie Honig, who has argued that political life is 
defined by openness and debate, not by consensus 
and closure.8 Critical theorist Elaine Scarry, on 
the other hand, argues that there exist examples 
(she cites cardiopulmonary resuscitation training) 
for how to think and act democratically when 
faced with emergencies and that we can devise 
“procedures that are legal, open, widely understood, 
and carefully prepared in advance of the crisis 
to make possible a democratic, not a dictatorial 
response.”9 In a way, Scarry would agree with 
Agamben in saying that the state of exception is 
the basic, permanent political fact of our era, but 
suggests that the best possible way out of this is to 
embrace deliberation and democracy as “cultural 
values” that push us to work together to ensure our 
collective survival. This essay begins on the basic 
premise that documentaries like El grito, a specific 
kind of photographic record, can be one form of 
response to emergency situations. The rest of this 
essay is an examination of this starting hypothesis 
that documentary can be conceptualized in terms 
of “cultural values” of deliberation and democracy.

Because the highest cost during an emergency 
is death, the essay sections are arranged in levels of 
threat to life: crisis, jeopardy and emergency. The 
first section compares and contrasts the organizing 
structure of El grito with the “crisis structure” of the 
Drew & Associates direct cinema documentaries 
in this pursuit. This is to explain and exemplify the 
reason why I began this essay by evoking Vaughan. 
I believe the formal poetics of El grito, both its 
record and discursive functions are vital to my 
arguments. The first section also serves as a brief 
introduction to El grito and places it in 1968 student 
protest movement and history of Mexico. Next, I 
delve into the ethics in the representation of death, 
the eternal challenge of all documentary cinema. 
I argue that the bodies in front of the camera, 
bodies behind the camera, and bodies watching the 
documentary are equally invested in their responses 
to the emergency. If cinema is an unequal encounter 
between the bodies of the filmed, the filmmaker 
and the film spectator, then documentary must lay 
bare the power relations between them, even in 
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the perilous times of emergency. The last section 
briefly compares and contrasts the representation 
and reception of El grito to a recent online project 
“A 50 del 68: La historia que nos une.” Both of them 
are about the same political moment, but they take 
a different route to its documentation as a historical 
record. I argue that the two media projects work 
differently in terms of their efficacy as civil society’s 
modes of resistance in times of emergency. 

Crisis

When Vaughan is defining documentary, 
he is essentially critiquing the ‘observational’ 
in documentary. This observational mode in 
documentary is usually traced to the direct cinema 
and cinema verité experiments by filmmakers 
predominantly in the US, France and Canada.10 
The political upheaval in the sixties played no 
minor part in this stylistic and technological 
development, best exemplified by work of Robert 
Drew & Associates, with the “crisis” films that 
aired on network television in the first half 
of the decade. “Crisis” was mainly a narrative 
approach for the filmmakers but was also the 
implicit subject of many of their films of this 
period, which tended to focus on a group or an 
individual as they face a major decision within a 
set period of time.11 The “Imperfect Cinema”12 
and “Third Cinema”13 aesthetic that took shape 
in Latin America of the late 60s was undoubtedly 
inspired by these observational cinema verité 
experiments in Anglophone and Francophone 
worlds. My project in this section is to show why 
El grito is part of this Latin American aesthetic of 
oppositional cinema, and yet deserves a place of its 
own due to its unique chronicling of the political 
crisis in 1968 Mexico. As Vaughan puts it in the 
context of the observational, and the definition I 
furnished earlier, 

If documentary were merely record, 
then editors would not be needed to 
order it, since to grant significance to 
the order in which records are presented 
is to impute to it a linguistic nature; yet 
if documentary were language pure and 
simple, editors would not be needed to 
manipulate it, since there would be no 

meanings generated other than those 
commonly available—to film crew and 
viewers alike.14 

I wish to argue and will presently show that the 
editors of El grito creatively rearranged the recorded 
filmic units to create a newer language to document 
the crisis of 1968 Mexico. 

This political crisis in Mexico that erupted in 
July 1968 was always around the corner with the 
post-WWII boom in economy slowing down but 
was precipitated specifically by the huge spending 
undertaken by the government in anticipation of 
the Olympics hosted in Mexico City that year.15 
El grito was filmed between July 1968 and until 
the inauguration ceremony of the gala event. The 
“crisis” of El grito unravels  in four chapters, clear 
demarcated by intertitles announcing the months 
of July, August, September and October. During 
these four months, about twenty students from the 
Centro Universitario de Estudios Cinematográficos 
(or CUEC, the country’s first film school set up as 
an arm of the national university). These students, 
who were still beginners to the trade, used two 
16mm cameras from the university while borrowing 
several others from friends and family, and filmed 
speeches, marches and rallies throughout the city. 
This filming was done under constant fear of being 
detained by the governmental forces. In fact, the 
idea to make a documentary out of the footage 
never existed as they set out to shoot. Considering 
that all the twenty student filmmakers shot all 
the events largely independent of each other, the 
raw material at the end was a gigantic collection 
of 8 to 10 hours of film and over 40 hours of 
audio recordings, along with thousands of still 
photographs that had to be woven together in 
the aftermath of the massacre. As various writers 
have pointed out, the editing wasn’t complete 
until almost two years after the filming.16 The raw 
materials had to be constantly moved to prevent 
confiscation by state authorities, while the filming 
students feared for their freedom themselves. 

Most existing scholarship about El grito is by 
literary scholars who write about the documentary 
as a repository of collective memory and suffering 
for those who survived 1968 and those that didn’t.17 
My aim rather is vto read it as an experimental 
“audiovisual text,” as in I’m more interested in the 
aesthetics and ethics of the documentary, rather 
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to capture a crisis moment in history, but because 
its simultaneous filming by multiple filmmakers 
is clearly in the Drew mold. I would even argue 
that El grito should be seen as akin to Leviathan 
(Lucien Castaing-Taylor and Véréna Paravel, U.S., 
2012), which was filmed using dozens of  GoPro  
cameras  that  were  either  attached  to  the  deck  
of  a  commercial shipping  vessel  or  released  into  
the  ocean.  The asynchrony of sounds and images 
registered in El grito makes it a text “as open ended 
and digressive as life,” as film makers of Leviathan 
speak about their film.20 But despite its many 
similarities to the Drew & films Associates films, 
the differences are too hard to ignore. First, El grito 
takes a female voice over as a route to representing 
the catastrophe and crisis of the 2nd October 
massacre. The ideal Drew subject was an active, 
positive male, who will become a hero by acting 
assertively in the crisis situation.21 Oriana Fallaci, 
the Italian journalist, whose writings provide the 
key testimonial in El grito is never shown during 
the film, nor is there any attempt to attribute any 
romantic heroic stature to her. Second, the film 
never stages any kind of a resolution, as images 
of the massacre spontaneously make way for the 
inauguration of the Olympics, 10 days after the 
massacre. The sync sound portable camera was the 
true creator of the direct cinema movement. But in 
the asynchrony of the voice and images and in using 
a female voice off to represent the catastrophe, the 
documentary challenges and improvises on the 
potentiality of the observational mode. Vaughan’s 
vertical axis of the observational record informs, 
but the horizontal axis of creative montage helps 
El grito create a newer language that pushes for 
contemplation in the spectator in turn leading to 
an active reconstruction of the emergency situation. 

Jeopardy

I now move from the aesthetics of the film 
described in the previous section to ethics. The 
first chapter, Julio (July) starts with the incident 
in the last week of July 1968 that is traditionally 
cited as actual beginning of militarization of the 
university campus.22 The female voice over tells 
us about an ordinary fight breaking out between 
students on campus after which a school official 
calls the federal police, who arrive with machine 

than its evidentiary value.18 I will analyze the Agosto 
(August) volume here to make my point: At 50 
minutes, it is the longest of the four volumes and 
seeks to show the nitty-gritties of the protests in 
campus. We see images of students making posters, 
postcards and painting graffiti on the walls as the 
size of the demonstrations keeps getting bigger. 
Pans and tilts come at furious pace as students 
are seeing perched over balconies from various 
buildings inside the campus. We hear various songs 
and hymns sung live during the protests edited over 
images of demonstrations, interrupted occasionally 
by sounds of surveillance helicopters, at times off 
screen. Under the stewardship of Leobardo López 
Aretche, the filmmakers created a montage of static 
images and 16mm camera footage; this serving as a 
substrate for audio from speeches made by leaders 
of Consejo Nacional de Huelga (CNH, a student 
body coordinating all subversive activity), actual 
speeches by Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, the country’s 
president and excerpts from the writings of noted 
Italian journalist Oriana Fallaci. At several points 
during the film, the speeches are edited over still 
and moving images of marching students who were 
protesting the crisis in the Mexican polity.

The sixties were also an era of crisis in the 
Mexican film industry. The studios that ushered in 
the “golden age of cinema” had gone bankrupt both 
in terms of funds and creative ideas of filmmaking.19 
A major contest of experimental cinema was held 
in the early 60s to spur innovations in film making 
and independent cinema became more a necessity 
rather than a choice. The spirit of experimentation 
is especially evident in El grito as we hear audio 
recordings of the strike planning committee 
speeches, glued over images of demonstrations. 
These are audio recordings by the leader—
director of the film, who was also the film school’s 
representative to the strike committee. The action 
moves freely between the university campuses 
and the main city downtown considering that 
twenty film makers spread themselves all over the 
various sites of protest. While the final massacre 
took place at one particular location, fragments of 
protests from various part of the city are spliced 
seamlessly to demonstrate the wide reach of the 
student movement. I have been arguing for El grito 
to be assessed in the tradition of 1960s Drew & 
Associates direct cinema not only because it seeks 



28 SPRING 2020

CRISIS, JEOPARDY, EMERGENCY

because the images leave behind traces of each these 
occulting spatial locations. Midway in the film, 
during one of the protests, the camera accidentally 
captures a policeman’s contemptuous look at a 
woman giving speech. He along with a colleague 
later move on to a nearby seat. Suddenly they 
realize they are being filmed and instantaneously 
rise from their seats and charge threateningly 
towards the camera and seemingly towards the 
spectator. Thus, the precarious space between the 
filmmaker and the possible unmasking that could 
lead to his capture, is extended to the spectator. 
As the spectator watches the mediated action, they 
are aware that it’s a three-way encounter between 
the spectator, the filmmaker who has put his life in 
peril and the source of danger in the form of the 
uniformed avatar of the state. When the spectator 
is watching the film, she has consented to the 
filmmakers imperiling their lives. The consent 
started at the very moment that she agreed to 
watch the film, but the act comes to a standstill at 
this juncture. Inside the world of the documentary, 
the massacre is still a little while away and jeopardy 
will soon turn into death. Now, obviously, the film 
under our consideration is not a fiction film, and 
when it was screened in informal circuits after 
1968, the audience knew about the massacre that 
has happened in Tlatelolco. But it is these traces of 
jeopardy in the images that I find striking. 

The October volume, that lasts until the end of 
the film, begins with an early morning panoramic 
shot of the city’s skyline, as we hear the female voice 
over narrating the fateful events on October 2nd 

1968. The female voice off is reading the memoirs 
of Oriana Fallaci, a noted Italian journalist, who 
was in in Mexico to report for the Italian news 
magazine Europeo. Her reportage for the weekly, 
along with her recollections in Nothing and So Be 
It, a collection of essays, forms the basis for the 
first-person voice off in El grito.25 The documentary 
uses the voice of Magda Vizcaino, a voice actress, 
to read Fallaci’s texts for the screen. The female 
voice off is used to narrate the events that happened 
at the Plaza de Tlatelolco and structure the poetic 
montage of the still and moving images—until it 
goes silent at the climax. The voice off is edited over 
screams and cries (in Spanish, grito means a cry 
or a yell) recorded at the actual site of the event 
by the young filmmakers. The military armed 

guns in hand. Moving images of helpless students 
are cut against still images and sounds of marching 
footsteps interspersed with cries and sighs. We see 
scores of students, stunned at the sudden arrival of 
armed cops, holding up their hands in surrender. As 
we see images of police officials violently nabbing 
and beating students with batons, we witness 
everyday life in university city turn instantly into 
horror. This specter of death for unarmed students 
in the hands of armed uniformed agents of the 
state, will last until the end of the film.

Vivian Sobchak writes that whereas death 
is generally experienced in fiction films as 
representable and often excessively visible, in 
nonfiction or documentary films it is experienced 
as “confounding representation and exceeding 
visibility.”23 In other words, she means that the 
existential and social event of death in our culture 
poses an ethical question to vision and challenges 
representation. “In filming the event of death, 
what eventually gets on the screen and is judged 
by those of us who view it in the audience is the 
visible constitution and inscription of an ethical 
space that subtends both filmmaker and spectator 
alike,” Sobchak writes.24 I wish to present this 
ethical space in El grito as a space that takes on the 
contours of the actual events that occur within it. I 
argue that there is a relay of jeopardy that extends 
from the bodies of the policemen to that of the 
spectator, the protestors and film makers serving 
as intermediaries. Here I mean that the spectator 
is inscribed inside the fatal space that subtends the 
protestors, film makers and policemen, as I will 
show presently.

 It was not just the lives of protesting students 
that was at risk, the young filmmakers were also 
facing mortal danger. The government jailed and 
tortured hundreds of political subversives in this 
period and any suspicion of their filming intentions 
would’ve meant certain arrest. Throughout the 
four chapters of the film, we see shaky, awkward 
framing of police officials and military personnel 
because the filmmakers had to hide their cameras. 
Shots and pictures taken at low angles, high 
angles or straight angles attest not so much to 
aesthetic choices, as much as fatal jeopardy for the 
filmmakers. The spectator concludes that cameras 
must have operated from trunks of cars, hiding 
atop balconies of buildings and corners of streets 
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yet as fragmentary, virtually unspeakable, and 
striated with fantasy constructions.”28 I have tried 
to show that El grito lives up to this test. The 
aestheticization of space in which the raw footage 
of death is embedded, using a montage of still and 
moving images, punctuated by a collage of voice 
and silence—becomes a mediated contemplation 
on the fragility of the modern nation-state.

Emergency

Mexico had a spate of events in 2018 to 
commemorate the 50th anniversary of the 1968 
Tlatelolco massacre. On 22nd July, an arm of the 
national university (La Unam) launched a social 
media project, where the movement’s history was 
told through messages, photographs and videos—
by its historical “witnesses and protagonists” as if it 
were happening in real time, where subscribers on 
Facebook and twitter could connect with it from 
the comfort of their cellphones.29 As the makers of 
this project explained, their mission was to establish 
a virtual dialogue between the “historical voices” 
of the events of 1968 and the “current voices” 
that evoke them.30 They wanted people following 
their project on their app, Facebook or Twitter 
to feel that historical events were happening 
simultaneously in the daily posts. The Mexican 
film archive commissioned a digital restoration of 
El grito and had a screening at the actual venue of 
the massacre on the day of the anniversary of the 
event.31 But as media texts, the afterlife of these 
two media couldn’t be more different, both in terms 
of their value as emergency texts and texts that 
commemorate an emergency. 

As I received daily updates on my Facebook 
wall, this new form of a “serial” that employs the 
multiplicity of voices to generate a “liveness” of 
history, sounded interesting. That the project would 
eventually end up as a bunch of quotes and pictures 
united by the grammar of hyperlinks was not so 
much my concern, as much as the sanitization 
of the images. Blame it on the demands of the 
medium, the “artifice” of the images included in the 
project, strike me as the real difference between it 
and the documentary. The social media designers 
had to clean and sanitize the images of any traces 
of the contingencies of photography, like the 
unintentional hand that partially blocked the 

with machine guns and automatic weapons had 
cornered people gathered on the third floor of a 
building nearby, the place from where Fallaci and 
her friends from the student movement had been 
issuing directions to the crowd. As one biographer 
explains, one grenadier grabbed her hair, as she 
feigned fainting, fell to the ground and encouraged 
others to do the same.26 Since men were firing from 
the helicopter, the wounds incurred were random. 
One bullet hit her back, next to her spinal cord, 
another fragment entered her knee from behind, 
and a third splinter hit her leg. As her cries of help 
were slowly muted by the pain, most presumed that 
she was dead on spot. After being transferred to a 
hospital for treatment gradually, she miraculously 
survived and refused to give any press interviews 
about the incident. Much to the consternation of 
the local authorities, Fallaci wrote in the hospital: 
“I feel sick; I am still confused. You see, there is 
something that hurts me more than physical pain, 
than this tremendous pain in my shoulder, lung, 
knee, leg…this recurring nightmare hurts me...
Mexico was worse than Vietnam.”27 Prior to the 
unfortunate events on October 2, Fallaci had met 
with student leaders as a reporter on the ground 
and had become sympathetic to their cause. It is 
for this reason that the filmmakers ventured to use 
her reminiscences of the event for the voice-off. 

The voice off ends with a still image of a 
woman holding her dead son against her breast. 
Black-clad mourning women are seeing grieving 
in burial grounds, which are juxtaposed against 
some still images of the victims of the massacre. 
This montage promptly makes way for moving 
images of the inauguration of the Olympics, the 
key catalyst for the student movement of 1968. 
Most importantly, the actual act of the massacre 
is never explicitly shown. I argue that this poetic 
elegy, borne through ellipsis, ends up speaking 
less of the scores of deaths that took place in Plaza 
de Tlatelolco on October 2nd than, in general, 
of death’s limits of representation. Calling it the 
“traumatic paradox,” Janet Walker has argued 
that “films and videos most effective politically to 
redress real abuses of the past are not necessarily 
those that represent realistic character stories 
in fictional or nonfictional form but, rather, are 
those that figure the traumatic past as meaningful 



30 SPRING 2020

CRISIS, JEOPARDY, EMERGENCY

still images spontaneously making way for a burial 
scene followed by a nonchalant transition to the 
inauguration ceremony of the Olympics—paves 
the way for a spectator to enter the citizenship of 
photography and issue a rejoinder to the state that 
exercised its monopoly over legitimate violence, in 
the Azoulay conception. In sum, not only was the 
making of El grito an act of protest, but the act of 
watching it no less a form of resistance. 

This essay has tried to think about a film 
and explored its value as a representation of a 
historical event and argued that its relevancy in 
present times stands undiminished. With over 
150,000 deaths by official count due to the drug 
war in the past 12 years, Mexico clearly is still in 
a state of emergency.33 Through its adherence and 
subversion of the recording potential documentary, 
El grito interpellates the spectator into the seeming 
continuities about precarity of life that existed 
in 1968 and contemporary times. Further, the 
screening of documentary on the actual site of the 
massacre on October 2, 2018 along with multiple 
screenings all over the country and online streaming 
venues, should be seen as a part of the need for civil 
society’s democratic response to emergency that I 
mentioned earlier. In fact, dear reader, this essay 
that you just read—is my small contribution to this 
effort. And now yours. 

camera’s view, the unplanned awkward angles, 
the shadows of surrounding objects that had 
inadvertently crept into the original images. The 
filmmakers of El grito who were shooting and 
editing the film in times of emergency, had no 
such intentions or even the luxury. 

The ethics of space in El grito and its 
representation of death remind me of Ariella 
Azoulay’s conception of photography as an 
emancipatory “civil contract” between––camera, 
photographer, photographed subject, and 
spectator. Azoulay writes about a “citizenship 
of photography,” a framework of partnership 
and solidarity among those who are governed, 
a framework that is “neither constituted nor 
circumscribed by the sovereign.”32 This civil contract 
of photography shifts the focus away from the 
ethics of general seeing or viewing to an ethics of 
the spectator, an ethics that sketches the spectator’s 
responsibility toward what is visible. I read this 
spectator’s responsibility operating in two ways: 1) 
The images in El grito, as shot by twenty filmmakers 
simultaneously, leave behind the jeopardy that 
they put themselves in as a part of the process of 
filming. When a spectator consents to see these 
images, she recognizes that the filmmakers had to 
risk their very lives to record them. 2) The poetic 
representation of the final massacre—in form of 
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