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  William Greaves is a key figure in American filmmaking. 
Despite his historical and contemporary significance, few of his 
films are restored and available. As artists, writers, and educa-
tors, we have both been deeply influenced in our own practices 
by Greaves’ progressive artistic strategies, particularly his use of 
psycho-drama to reveal the nature of hidden power structures, 
and his use of Brechtian tools for analysis of labor conditions 
around the making of the work. We are also interested in the way 
his unique observational eye and virtuosic editing tell a specific 
and rich story of black empowerment during the ‘60s and ‘70s.

  With this symposium, we want to share this important work 
with a new generation and give access to films that have rarely 
been screened. For this occasion, 1972’s rarely seen  
Nationtime—Gary has been newly restored. During this day, 
there will be a keynote address and a panel discussion with 
contemporary artists and thinkers to more deeply probe the uni-
verse of William Greaves. There will also be an exhibition with 
works by Greaves and the artists Martine Syms and Sondra Perry, 
both of whom are working in the vein of his legacy.

— Fia Backström and Martine Syms
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Martine Syms: First, I wanted to ask you: How did you learn about 
Greaves’ work?
 
Fia Backström: A friend pointed me to Symbiopsychotaxiplasm (1968) a 
few years ago and I was blown away by it. It is destabilizing in so many 
ways. One can never really be sure what is real-life and what is staged 
in the film. Greaves is visibly the director but he is also playing the ‘“di-
rector.” There is not much of a script, but for a continuous repetition of 
one scene. This rut triggers the whole scenario of the crew’s upheaval, 
which climaxes in the final discussion in which Greaves reveals that the 
operative premise (or question) for the film is a critique of alienating 
labor conditions. What about you, how did you get to know about his 
work?
 
MS: I also came across the same film. I had seen part of it when it was 
released on Criterion Collection. When I was in college, a friend of 
mine was watching every single movie in the collection. Symbiopsycho-
taxiplasm was playing in her dorm room while we were hanging out 
and I was trying to figure out what it was. But I didn’t have the title and 
I didn’t know the director. Years later, I was meeting with Erin Chris-
tovale and Amir George for the Black Radical Imagination screening 
and they had just presented Symbiopsychotaxiplasm in Boston and I 
was like “Oh, shit, that’s that movie.” I rewatched it and in that gap of 
almost 10 years, I’d become obsessed with Black Journal and knew who 
Greaves was through his public television work. My artwork and re-
search were about alternative histories of television. I’m often thinking 
about the gap between representation and reality, how moving images 
can change your relationship to your lived experience, and how the la-
bor of image-making shows up in the image itself. Most recently, I was 
teaching Greaves’ work in a studio class about repetition. His films were 
the focus of our recursion unit, formally in the way they are edited and 
because his work contains several strange loops about performance 
and process.
 
FB: Me too, I used the film to teach a critical issues class. Like for you, 
new layers of meaning open up each time I see it. I am interested in his 
use of psychodrama as a method, which extends for me from pedagogy 
to art making. In 2009, I actually did a cover version of Symbiopsycho-
taxiplasm. I translated its parameters into exhibition format as a way to 
understand and explore psychodrama. I became the Indecisive Artist, 

C O N V E R S ATI O N
FI A  B AC K STR Ö M  AND  MARTIN E  SY MS
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involving everyone in the institution from the museum directors to 
the interns. I asked the curatorial assistants to record the process. Like 
Greaves, I needed a short scene to provoke the dynamic within the 
institution. So I lifted a scene from the play Les Enfants Terrible by Jean 
Cocteau, because it was the name of the restaurant where the curator 
and I had met to talk about the work. I presented the scene in which 
the two siblings work out their rivalry in a tent-like structure in their 
moonlit living room to the museum staff as a foundation for what could 
exist in the space. In the end, a minor, unstaged upheaval from the 
installation crew actually took place.

MS: Yes, it’s almost another recursion—an enactment of what he’s do-
ing. When I was teaching it, we had started working on this symposium 
and exhibition, so I was thinking about it in relation to In the Company 
of Men (1969), which I was obsessed with. It feels very contemporary in 
the way that power dynamics are being discussed. It brought up ques-
tions about how people are now understanding those relationships, 
and how psychodrama or reenactment can be used to play with them 
and create a different way of relating. I recently saw the director Céline 
Sciamma speaking after her film Portrait of a Lady on Fire (2019). She 
was talking about how most of the time the way you’re taught to write 
film is about a negotiation, a conflict, a struggle. She was really inter-
ested in trying to write scenes without a traditional hierarchy, and how 
that allowed for different possibilities, different relationships, created 
different conversations. You see it repeatedly as a technique used in 
Black Journal, too. It creates this opportunity, or interruption, for imag-
ining other ways of interacting, other ways of living, and so forth.
 
FB: I think the real-life enactment of something where you put your 
body on the line is part of the incredible power of the work. To work 
through representational space or semiotic systems, like his contempo-
rary Jean-Luc Goddard, is a very different tactic than trying to imagine 
another outcome by working through a specific scenario in real life. It’s 
like actual social reality is his material, for example in Nationtime–Gary 
(1972) he frames the Black Caucus with the narrator voice of actor Sid-
ney Poitier, to turn it into a drama. It’s almost like seeing a stage play. 
Greaves’ use of pseudo-documentary to analyze reality is more urgent 
than ever because of the contemporary media situation that makes it 
hard to distinguish real-life events and persons from fictionalized ones.
 
MS: I feel maybe Greaves and a lot of people who worked on Black 
Journal were coming from theater and a live context, and within 
television was this new medium. They were still in that time of there 
being a lot of hope around what television could be and in the United 
States, commercial television hadn’t totally foreclosed the option of 
what could be on TV. (In the last few years, I do feel that some of the 
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potential of showing in those spaces has been foreclosed by advertis-
ing.) Still, I do think there are a lot of similarities. The parallel with my 
own life would be the internet. I really grew up alongside that and I 
wanted to make film and video for that medium. I liked the way things 
could circulate and how that circulation, similar to a theatrical context, 
actually became a part of the work. And when you were just talking 
about putting your body on the line, I was thinking about embodiment. 
I think embodiment is also really key for me in this work because at the 
end of the day, that’s kind of what race is about. That’s the difference 
in lived experience. So, how do you make work around an embodied 
experience without having some stakes? I think it becomes really flat 
when it’s just talking about representation. With my work “Lessons,” 
for example, my initial goal was reflecting on what Sciamma was 
talking about, along with many other filmmakers, Greaves included, 
whom I’m influenced by. I wanted a project where I made everything 
the wrong way. I was kind of talking the way Frank Logan talks about 
“impropriety” but in relationship to blackness. I was going to put cuts 
where they shouldn’t be. I was going to have the composition be fucked 
up. I was going to have the sound be fucked up. Most of the footage I 
was using was documentary footage, whether that was taken from my 
own archives—I kind of go back through my own archive, cannibalize 
my own images all the time—or footage from news and things like that. 
Plus, I was interested in having primarily black people featured in them 
so it’s like a document of what black people are doing: How we are liv-
ing, acting, breathing, thinking, and, in that way, it really does parallel. 
Like I was saying, I was watching Black Journal and I was just like, “This 
is so insane.” It’s really just incredibly made.
 
FB: That’s incredible! But to understand that there really was no news 
or TV program for black people is so fucked up, so Black Journal be-
comes this incredibly important source of empowerment.
 
MS: Right, that it wasn’t standard. Black Journal was first run by white 
executives, and not until the fifth episode is the leadership black. That’s 
the first episode that William Greaves directed.
 
FB: Returning to embodiment, in Still A Brother: Inside the Negro 
Middle Class (1967), which consists of a series of interviews, mainly 
with black middle class men, there’s another interruption technique. 
In the middle of the film, a staged satirical scene at a mansion suddenly 
appears. In a role-reversal, a group of African Americans dressed in fan-
cy garb and tennis clothes are served cocktails by a submissive white 
maid. It gets me thinking of Derek Jarman’s film The Tempest and The 
Garden, in which a musical number interrupts and radically alters the 
tone.
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MS: I think Sondra Perry does that very beautifully, as I’m also think-
ing of Simon Leung, another filmmaker I love whose work does that 
using fiction, fantasy, music, and so on to create a departure point. So 
in the midst of this kind of realism, there’s another genre or “mode of 
address” that’s deployed. I appreciate that it shows how constructed 
the reality is, and when you put them back-to-back and cut to a kind of 
overture, it shows that they’re equally constructed. That it’s prescrip-
tive. What about repetition in Greaves’ work?
 
FB: In Symbiopsychotaxiplasm, there is the banal, soap opera-like script 
with the brief exchange between two characters that gets rehashed 
throughout the film in different iterations, like a refrain that refuses 
character development and the classic dramaturgical arc of climax 
and release. It becomes allegorical as actors become types. Together, 
the repetition and the banality create the itch in the crew to create a 
revolution on the set.
 
MS: Absolutely. With repetition, I think a lot about how it is used to 
kind of aestheticize a type of exhaustion. There’s something about 
the kind of content of that pretty inane conversation that happens in 
the movie that frustrates everyone, but it contains enough pressure 
points—whether that’s through misogyny or homophobia or just the 
sort of stereotypical relationship that it’s depicting—that it does get ex-
hausted. The different crew members respond to it like they’re just tired 
of hearing it. Repetition is an interesting way of showing exhaustion. 
 
FB: Apart from Psychodrama, Interruption, and Circulation, Repetition 
is another of the many strategies that Greaves used to revolutionize 
how to make films. They are all still relevant and helpful tools or gifts 
for us now as artists.

MS: That’s a great way of saying it. I think as an artist, though he’s been 
so influential to so many artists, he’s been underrecognized. Clearly he 
was somebody who wanted his work to be what he was doing for a liv-
ing, and have it be shared with his audience. It’s becoming clear as art 
museums and collections try to rectify the holes that have been in their 
canon, those opportunities weren’t really available to him. He worked 
around that by working in documentary, working for public television, 
working in theater, as well as being an independent filmmaker. I think 
these kinds of inheritances we have—these tools—I definitely use in 
almost all my work. It’s nice to put Greaves back into this art context 
and broaden our notions of moving image work.
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  William Greaves should be a household name. And I don’t mean 
“in an ideal world” or “if he had his due,” but rather given the basic 
facts of his career: an auspicious start as an actor boasting credits with 
Broadway and Hollywood productions; a prolific filmography exceeding 
200 entries and spanning more than half a century, including dozens 
of commissions from public offices and funding agencies across the 
country and around the world; reams of critical acclaim and a shelf 
of coveted prizes, among them an Emmy, membership in the Actor’s 
Studio, induction into the Black Filmmakers Hall of Fame, a citation 
for Lifetime Achievement from the Association of Independent Video 
and Filmmakers; a résumé of collaboration with some of the biggest 
names in culture and politics, from Amiri Baraka and Toni Morrison to 
Sidney Poitier and Anthony Quinn. Greaves was high-profile and highly 
accomplished, yet one can be forgiven for never learning the first thing 
about his life and work, even as a film scholar or, more modestly, as a 
fan of black cinema broadly defined. 
  Some of this has to do with the relative obscurity in which documen-
tary production teams generally labor, only more so in the case of black 
documentarians. There are, to be sure, niche audiences for documen-
tary filmmaking—aided of late by digitization and video streaming 
services—and educational institutions still ensure a captive market 
for mainstream fare and a living library for specialized output; but, in 
contrast to popular narrative genres, even when documentary films 
achieve the occasional broad appeal—winning an Academy Award, for 
instance—it is unusual that a writer or director or producer becomes 
well known as a result. Greaves himself described his own prodigious 
body of work with characteristic understatement: “I thought I was 
going to be a hurricane, but I ended up becoming merely a single rain-
drop. Hopefully there are other raindrops of similar mind.” Fortunately, 
there are creative intellectuals like Fia Backström and Martine Syms 
who are dedicated to recovering lost works in Greaves’ vast catalogue, 
building upon their rich legacy, and convening public forums to begin 
exploring their profound significance. Raindrops may yet gather into a 
storm.
  Greaves’ career reminds us that the lines between documentary and 
fiction filmmaking are blurred at best in the development of black cine-
ma. This is so because, as anthropologist Dionne Bennett reminds us in 
a survey for the Encyclopedia of African-American Culture and History, 
many black artists trained in varied formats, styles, and techniques, 

AN  E X C HA N G E  OF  F A IT H S:  THE 
C I N E M A  OF   WI L L I A M  G R E AV E S 
J A R E D  S E X TO N
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moving across generic conventions as needed; and because, as cultural 
theorist Valerie Smith noted a generation prior in the canonical Black 
Popular Culture anthology, “the documentary impulse” in black film 
requires, for better or worse, formal permeability, where neither realist 
nor fantastic tendencies can easily be cordoned off from the other, 
given the peculiar demands of black representation unfolding between 
the force of historical facticity and the vagaries of lived experience, 
individual and collective. This impulse can no doubt serve to stifle the 
imagination and naturalize what are in actuality troubling ideological 
positions, but it can also, in a fortuitous twist, imbue documentary 
film itself with a unique artistic license that respects the facts of the 
matter while addressing the subject at hand in ways that, far from 
merely enlightening audiences, foster a productive uncertainty, a dark 
illumination.
  One of the first things a careful viewer may notice about Greaves’ 
many films—whether an early work for the National Film Board of 
Canada like Emergency Ward (1959), his coverage of major historical 
events in The First World Festival of Negro Art (1966) or From These 
Roots (1974), his later biographical treatments like Ida B. Wells: A Pas-
sion for Justice (1989) or Ralph Bunche: An American Odyssey (2001), or 
perhaps especially his most experimental project and magnum opus, 
Symbiopsychotaxiplasm: Take One, and its latter day sequel—is that 
presentation of the most elementary data (e.g. facts, figures, names, 
dates, places) or emplotment within received narrative structures is 
approached therein as an unavoidable but insufficient point of depar-
ture. His cinema is well versed in and relentlessly critical of the form 
and substance of the ruling ideas, not unlike many of his colleagues 
influenced by currents of cinéma vérité and social documentary pho-
tography; but its nuanced relationship to interrogation as a value is the 
hard-earned result of endlessly frustrated efforts to tell it like it is, time 
and time again. 
  This is not, then, primarily a philosophical disposition interested 
in eschewing the liberal constraints of empiricism or positivism or 
rationalism, though I think it manages to do so quite persuasively. With 
Greaves, the camera, whose frequent long takes alternate between 
unassuming establishing shots and intensive close-ups, is not simply 
pensive or quizzical for the sake of more adequate intelligence; and the 
commentary, whose vernacular erudition cannot but arouse yearning 
for greater levels of mass political literacy, does not delight in ambiguity 
or skepticism for its own sake. Rather, the ensemble of questions—and 
the questioning spirit—that sit at the heart of each production, in 
image and text alike, are raised as concrete effects of an ongoing effort 
to describe and explain and chronicle the strivings of black people, 
however grave or grandiose or granular, and finding that none of this 
can be done well in the terms of a morality tale or a natural science or 
a general law. All of the work exhibits that sensibility, even when black 
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people are not the central focus. 
  There is a relatively straightforward reading of Greaves’ oeuvre that 
suggests it documents precisely what literary scholar Hortense Spillers 
rightly claims is most denied the black personality in the modern 
world: “the dynamic principle of the living that distinguishes the sub-
ject from his/her objectification.” To my mind, though, Greaves’ cinema 
reveals, in ways sly and sincere, how that testimonial aspect of the 
film’s mechanical witness is rendered quotidian and mundane, almost 
unremarkable, a point made more subversive because it happens along 
the way to another meditation regarding the dynamic persistence of 
structures that cannot be fled or forgotten, despite our best efforts; 
a meditation, that is, on the experience of structure rather than its 
suspension or transcendence. The Struggle—for “freedom, justice, and 
equality,” or for the “unity of purpose” supposed to make all else pos-
sible—does not inhabit this cinematic universe as something external 
or extrinsic to the structural conditions of racial slavery or the living 
legacy of colonialism or the predicament of nominally free black pop-
ulations throughout the diaspora. Put differently, the will of the people 
is not heterogeneous to the circumstances that seem to call upon it to 
find or forge an historic mission.
  On this score, Greaves’ documentary practice could be said to reso-
nate with the contemporaneous theoretical enterprise of philosopher 
Alain Badiou. Over the same decades of the late twentieth century, 
Badiou drew creatively from mathematics to elaborate a materialist on-
tology of “being and event” meant to move beyond the perceived lim-
itations of “the linguistic turn” and the currents of romantic vitalism 
among the left intelligentsia. And, as a lifelong militant like Greaves, 
his labors were engaged with the most pivotal social, political, and eco-
nomic transformations of the period: from the decolonial convulsions 
of May ‘68 to the neo-imperialism of the War on Terror, from the post-
Cold War ascendance of neoliberalism to the post-recession assertions 
of reactionary populism today. Since at least the publication of his 1969 
The Concept of Model, Badiou has mobilized the combined resources 
of art, literature, psychoanalysis, and science in attempts to under-
stand how truth makes itself known in the world as “the materiality of 
the new.” As he once put it in conversation with his foremost English 
language translator, the Latin Americanist Bruno Bosteels: “What is the 
new in a situation?” 
  Badiou expanded upon his aim in that aptly titled interview—“Can 
Change Be Thought?”—by clarifying, with no small amount of exasper-
ation, that “the principal contribution of my work does not consist in 
opposing the situation to the event,” but rather “in posing the following 
question: what can be deduced, or inferred...from the point of view of 
the situation itself?” I quote here at length:
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In the end, therefore, I would like to be evaluated or judged on this 
part of my project, because in my opinion that is where the heart of 
the matter lies as well as its novelty, even as far as the attempt is con-
cerned to illuminate the militant dimension of a procedure of truth. 
However, I am very surprised to see that, in general, for reasons due 
to their own interests, the commentators jump on the event to qual-
ify it as transcendence.... Truth, for me, is not the name of the event, 
even though that is how it is often interpreted. Truth is what unfolds 
as a system of consequences, secured by an unheard-of figure of the 
subject as a consequence of the rupture of the event...without any 
guarantees from the event’s transcendence in and of itself. [...] My 
unique philosophical question, I would say, is the following: can we 
think that there is something new in the situation, not outside the sit-
uation...can we really think through novelty and treat it in the situa-
tion? [...] But, of course, to think the new in the situation, we also have 
to think the situation, and thus we have to think what is repetition, 
what is the old, what is not new....

Cinema “from the point of view of the situation itself” may be the 
most suitable caption to Greaves’ output. From first to last, despite the 
wide variance of venue, audience, running time, and operating budget, 
Greaves is concerned to think the situation, as it were, to understand 
what repeats and what continues in order to deduce or infer what is 
new within it, a novelty that becomes discernible as a result of the 
emergence of a figure—a leader, a movement, a work of art—but that 
should not be confused for the agency of that figure itself. The subject 
of the event, to stay with Badiou’s terminology, is not the cause of our 
efforts; it is an element of their conditions.
  This insight has a profound bearing on the leitmotif of Greaves’ 
most celebrated titles: solidarity. That is perhaps most evident in a film 
like Nationtime–Gary, with its explicit interest in the conscious and 
deliberate efforts of black political organizations to formulate a radical 
agenda, “a dynamic program for black liberation,” within and against 
the two-party system of governance in the U.S. The diverse array of 
constituents gathered together under the black nationalist banner are 
tasked with forging a policy platform that might afford sufficient com-
mon ground while navigating cross-cutting issues and internal conflicts 
of interest. We see this tension staged again in Still A Brother: Inside the 
Negro Middle Class regarding the sustainability of “linked fate” across 
the growing divisions between the black middle and working class-
es and the black poor. Or, adjacently, in La Raza (1972), which poses 
questions of solidarity among the galvanized Latinx populations of the 
U.S. in the 1960s and ‘70s (e.g. immigrant communities from Cuba and 
Mexico and Puerto Rico challenging white supremacy and U.S. impe-
rialism across differences of race and national origin) and between the 
multiracial Latinx demographic and (overlapping) non-Hispanic black 
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communities from New York to Los Angeles.
  But, to my mind, the underside of this overarching thematic explo-
ration of solidarity regularly complicates, and perhaps suspends, even 
the aspiration for alliance or coalition. What Greaves discovers anew 
in each investigation, and what cannot fail to shock us (even when it 
does not fully surprise us), is an inconsistent multiplicity—sometimes 
strained, sometimes conflictual, sometimes antagonistic—related 
to a concealed or disavowed truth in the field of encounter. Nothing 
better illustrates this facet of Greavesian filmmaking than the vignettes 
featured throughout In the Company of Men. Ostensibly a consideration 
of the dilemma of the “hardcore unemployed” in black communities 
and the muted attempts by state and civil society to redress it with 
affirmative action, the film is, in effect, an extended examination of the 
everyday torments of “human relations” and “industrial psychology” 
in the early post-civil rights era workplace, torments that continued by 
other means the racist repression making headlines on the streets of 
dozens of American cities at the time. 
  One aspect of this halfhearted remediation involves the use of 
“psychodrama,” or role playing, to seek “ways to get the supervisor and 
the worker to communicate, to get through to each other, to make the 
other face-to-face, peaceably, instead of hand-to-hand.” The method of 
psychodrama covers the permutations of workplace interaction—be-
tween (white) supervisors, between (black) workers, between (white) 
supervisors and (black) workers—and often involves role reversals in 
order to gain some appreciation of the perspective of the other party, 
their hopes and fears, their expectations and experiences. Importantly, 
one is meant not only to better grasp the meaning of another’s state-
ments, but also, by hearing one’s words repeated by another’s voice and 
from another’s place, to grapple with the sound and fury of one’s own 
demands. It has the added benefit of demonstrating that power derives, 
in theory, from the institutional position rather than the individual 
person, but racialization has the effect of permanently conflating that 
fundamental distinction. Moreover, reversibility within hierarchy does 
not beget reciprocity, much less recognition. To the contrary, it can 
entrench and compound dominance, adding insult to injury. The resul-
tant racial pantomime is tragicomic.
  In this vein, Greaves juxtaposes two powerful scenes early on in 
the film: one the one hand, a rap session among young black men, all 
presumptively unemployed, in which they muse about how “you can 
also be militant on a large scale,” not unlike their counterparts some 
years later in Just Doin’ It: A Tale of Two Barberships (1976); on the 
other, a dramatization of the related ordeal facing black men “once 
classified as unemployable [who] can now compete successfully and 
obtain good jobs.” Charles Darby, one of those interviewed for the 
documentary, recounts his desperation navigating the segregated labor 
market and soul-crushing conditions of employment: “I keep getting 
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fooled, I keep getting these promises, and it actually hurts me. I don’t 
like to get too emotional, but the way I feel now, I’m ready to give up on 
life....” A white actor, playing a typically callous supervisor, replies on 
cue: “I don’t understand why you’re making such a big thing out of it...
you’re getting the money...you’re getting paid.” The look on Darby’s face 
registers the dreaded futility, his eyes downcast and averted, betraying 
restrained anger and inadmissible sadness.
  This is not to say that Greaves’ cinema is morose or melancholic. 
But neither is it upbeat or rousing. It is informative and educational as 
far as it goes, but well beyond its undeniable pedagogical function it is 
an archive of unspoken or unspeakable acknowledgement. Of what? 
Something captured well, I think, by Wanda Coleman’s poem, “Office 
Politics,” included in her powerful 1983 collection Imagoes. There a 
black woman narrator relays comments made to her by the diverse 
occupants of her contemporary workplace in a rough approximation 
of the race-class-gender vertical array, including: “the white boss,” 
“the jewish foreman,” “the white feminist co-worker,” “the mexican 
co-worker,” and “the japanese accountant.” The boss lays out the oper-
ative terms:

stops at my desk to see how i’m doing. it’s something, what a
good strong work horse i am. nothing like those lazy mexicans
and them power hungry jews can’t be trusted
who knows what’s on the oriental mind
but we negroes understand what the white man is about
we understand that his best interest is ours
that’s why we’ve always made such fine employees

Hot on his heels, others share their thoughts and feelings in turn, 
soliciting forced or facile solidarity, confiding their preferences and 
prejudices, quietly insulting others without logical consistency or eth-
ical coherence, or, in one case, plainly ignoring the narrator’s presence 
altogether. Finally, there is another appearance:

my black co-worker

comes over to my desk, looks deep
into my eyes. opens his mouth. moans
shakes his head
and goes back to work.
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  “Now more than ever” is often a cheap shot, but the phrase finds a 
rare, apt application in the oeuvre of William Greaves. While much of 
his work fits under the umbrella of “documentary,”  Greaves’ engage-
ment of the documentary form–unlike most of the film objects that are 
deemed as such–shows us more about the artifice of social structures, 
human engagement, and our engagement with said structures than 
they do document an “objective” reality. In front of Greaves’ camera, we 
see the real through the fake and the fake through the real.
  Of course, Greaves’ work exhibits the usual layer of documentary 
functioning as a journalistic medium, shining a light on that which 
we Had No Idea About. A film like Nationtime–Gary is a very special 
document in this sense, reminding us of the actuality of discourse in 
black radical political circles circa 1972. Specifically of interest: the 
formulation of the relationship between a black radical agenda, global 
anti-colonial efforts, and good old fashioned class & labor politics. 
We could call this dynamic “extreme solidarity.” No better time to be 
reminded of it.
  However, alongside these more traditional efforts, Greaves spent 
much of his time using “documentaries” to interrogate the utter fake-
ness of the real. This is, of course, most evident in his “meta-documen-
tary” Symbiopsychotaxiplasm. Aside from that, throughout his career, 
Greaves was interested in a method of group therapy called “psychodra-
ma,” a technique that involves role-playing situations from a person’s 
life alongside other group members, who play various characters within 
the narrative, in order to assist in participants’ understanding of them-
selves and their own history. The documentation of these gatherings 
are uncanny objects where everyone is performing. Some perform self, 
some perform otherness, some perform their perception of homogene-
ity. Though staunchly documentary in process, these works remind us 
that embodied reality is and always has been malleable. 

R E F L E C T I O N
A R I A  D E A N



16 Stills from Nationtime–Gary



17
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Presented by the Princeton University Program in Media + Modernity, Department 
of African American Studies, Department of Art and Archeology, and Program in 
Visual Arts

Published on the occasion of William Greaves: Psychodrama, Interruption, 
and Circulation, a symposium organized by Fia Backström and Martine 
Syms at Princeton University, February 21, 2020. 

Symposium 
Keynote: Jacqueline Stewart
Panel: Malik Gaines, Naeem Mohaiemen, Alex Pittman, Martine Syms, and Fia 
Backström, moderated by Erin Christovale

Exhibition
William Greaves — Sondra Perry — Martine Syms

A note on the type: headlines are set in MARTIN, named for Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. and designed by Tré Seals  Body text is set in Karmina, designed by Veroni-
ka Burian and José Scaglione.

Screening 
Nationtime—Gary is a report on the National Black Political Convention held in 
Gary, Indiana, in 1972, a historic event that gathered black voices from across the 
political spectrum.

Martine and Fia would like to thank the panel and exhibition participants and the 
publication writers for all their rich contributions. We are grateful to all the people 
who have worked hard to make this possible: Colleen Asper, Marjorie Carhart, 
Heather Grace, Brandon Ndife, Rick Pilaro, Derek Rigby, Kristy Seymour, Sandra 
Schulberg, Jaclyn Sweet, Bhavani Srinivas, and Marion Young. Thank you to Mar-
tha Friedman who gave us the opportunity. Finally, we would like to express our 
gratitude to Louise Greaves for permission to screen the films and whose generous 
advice throughout the process has been invaluable.


