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Project Summary

The Good Life/la Buena Vida is a multi-parc video project comp0§ed of over 400 video inter-
views with pedestrians on the streets of 12 cities in Latin America, shot between 2()0? agd
2008. The work examines processes of democratization as they relate to US mtervegnomst
policies in the region. The Good Life/La Buena Vida is formed of an Internet.archlve (la~
buena-vida.info), a video installation, and a series of commissioned texts and arcicles.

Introduction

The Good Life/La Buena Vida was a four-year project that shaped itself in response to the
experience of its making: at first, my idea was to make a documentary about the way in
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Figure 13.1 The Good Life/La Buena Vida by Carlos Motta.
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which ordinary Latin Americans perceived the influence of US foreign policy in that
region. I knew I wanted to base it on street interviews recorded on video, but thought I
would construce a linear narrative (most likely in the form of a film). As I scarted to
gather the hundreds of interviews that compose the work it became apparent that I
needed to lec the marterial “tell me” how its form should shape. At the same time, I
started to think of formal strategies, artistic methodologies, and (art) historical prece-
dents that treated similar kinds of initiatives.

The Good Life/La Buena Vida became a multi-pare video project composed of over 400
video interviews with pedestrians on the streets of 12 cities in Latin America, shot
becween 2005 and 2008. The work examines processes of democratization as they relace
to US interventionist policies in the region. The conversations and dialogues, recorded
in Bogotd, Buenos Aires, Caracas, Guatemala, La Paz, Managua, Mexico City, Panama,
Santiago, San Salvador, Sdo Paulo, and Tegucigalpa, cover topics such as individuals’
perceptions of US foreign policy, democracy, leadership, and governance. The resul is a
wide spectrum of responses and opinions, which vary according to local situations and
specific forms of government in each country.

Why | Made The Good Life/La Buena Vida by Carlos Motta

In 1968 Argentinean ilmmaker Fernando “Pino” Solanas made La Hora de Los Hornos
(The Hour of the Furnaces), a radical political documentary and manifesco that unapolo-
getically advocated the construction of a just society, free from the forces of bourgeois
neo-colonialism and US and European imperialism. This major work, emblematic of
1960s revolutionary filmmaking, is a hearcfelt cry for independence. Solanas and his co-
screenwriter Octavio Gertino formed the Grupo Cine Liberacién (Liberation Cinema
Group) and went on to formulate what they called Tercer Cine (Third Cinema), a film
practice that articulated the social, political, and economic illnesses of the time from che
perspective of “the people.” Third Cinema distanced itself from the commercial pressure
of Hollywood and the seemingly uncompromising atticude of European films &'autenr.
Film for the Third Cinema was an aeschetic instrument to politicize, liberate, and create
an awakening of critical consciousness.

Similarly, the work of Brazilian pedagogue Paulo Freire was motivated by the rejec-
tion of the inequalities of the established social order, which enforced an elitisc “banking
model” of education in which information is “deposited” into students, who are
expected to digest ic withour asking questions. Freire, alternatively, emphasized dia-
logue and praxis as means of developing a consciousness that has the power to transform
reality. Freire, like Solanas and Getino, was interested in developing critical tools for
people to use as means to liberate themselves from oppression.

The decades that followed the release of La Hora de Los Hornos shattered Solanas’ as
well as Freire’s social and political dreams. Since the 1970s, the United States has
backed several military coups and dictatorships, civil wars, counter-revolutions, and
countless other forms of intervention throughout the concinent to systematically eradi-
cate any (socialist) project chat may have challenged its economic power. Today, 40
years later, Latin America is still bleeding, dependent, ignorant, violent, poor, and
oppressed. These works—their political and historical contexts—have been important
conceptual and methodological references for the making of The Good Life/La Buena
Vida.

The work is scructured in the form of an Internet archive (la-buena-vida.info), which
provides several ways to search or access the marerial. It holds all of the unedited video
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documentary practices such as direct cinema’s innovative use of hand-held cameras and
synch sound, or more specifically cinéma véricé’s approach to the passerby in street
interviews. How did you come ro the interview as a formal structure?

CARLOS MOTTA: As I started to consider a formal method to approach my incerest in
this fascinating yet enormous subject-—the way we as citizens of Latin America percejve
and assimilate personally and collectively the history of U.S. Interventions in the
region—1I carefully looked at Latin American documentary film from the 1950s, 1960s,
and 1970s. These decades staged several forms of resistance to what these filmmakers
termed “American imperialism and bourgeois neo-colonialism,” and witnessed the pro-
duction of alternative ways of social empowerment via the politicization of culture.
Filmmakers such as Fernando Birri and Fernando “Pino” Solanas in Argentina; Carlos
Alvarez, and Jorge Silva and Marta Rodriguez in Colombia; Patricio Guzman in Chile;
and Jorge Sanjinez in Bolivia used film as a political tool to inform, inscruct, educare,
and stir “popular” audiences about their social conditions, and their political needs,
rights, and responsibilicies.

A shared interest for all of them—and a central subject for my project—was the pro-
duction of alternative Wways to construct “public opinion.” A critical position with
regard to che largely unquestioned manipulation of the mainstream media’s production
of political and social consent was essential to the creation of new forms of mediatic
interaction. Perhaps influenced by the recently formed cinéma vérit€ approach in France
led by Jean Rouch, and its informal aesthertics, some of these Latin American filmmak-
ers were also going out on the streets equipped with a microphone and a hand-held
camera confronting pedestrians with difficult questions, documenting social move-
ments, and ralking with individuals and groups about politics and society.

These historical precedents, as well as my growing concern about the corporate struc-
ture of the media—and its unapologetically biased reporting in the name of the
“public”—led me to use the interview form in The Good Life/La Buena Vida. It was soon
clear to me, though, that T wouldn't make a film but use only the interview form to
underline and contest its potential for the acquisition of knowledge and information.
While interviewing is commonly only one of the features of a documentary film (along

- wich a voice-over narration, etc.), the interview for me was the means and the end. Con-

sequently I sought for a form to organize these hundreds of interviews in a “democraric”
way, which led me to the creation of an Internert archive (la-buena-vida.info),
ED: I'm glad you mentioned the media and ics constitutive effect on public opinion.

The agglomeration of the media into mega-corporations points to how the reproduction

- of the existing social order—the economic structure in which these corporations con-

tinue to be some of most profitable institutions owned by the wealthiest people on
carth-—is the fundamental form of consent they orchestrate. We are (to0) familiar with

the resulting cycle of fluff and mayhem that characterizes media entercainment logic,

particularly for television. When you adopted the posture of the interviewer, but offered
Your set of seven questions on U.S. intervention and perceptions of democracy, obvi-
ously you created dissonance in the familiar media-based model of the interview. Did
People pick up on that? Did your subjects reflect, on or off camera, on the form of media
“sency you yourself posed, or thart you solicited from them?

CM: Upon beginning the project in Mexico City in 2005 I had to come up with a
Methodology to conduct the interviews that would work to achieve the kind of content
| was looking for. I realized very soon—after several failed atcempts—that the set up of
the interviews [ had seen and studied from several news channels and documentary films
Uncluding Jean Rouch's Chronicle of a Summer and Vilgot Sjoman’s I Am Curious
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A Selection from “Speaking Democracy: Carlos Motta’s The Good Life/La
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the world of practical human action, and
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participation.’

can be read to assert that a philosophy and life
activa—must form the basis of democratic

For Arendt, action primarily constitutes public speech, and is the means by which

individuals come to reveal their distinctive identities, encounter one another as members

of a community, and exercise their capacity for agency.® She holds up the Athenian polss
as the model for this active, essential space of disclosure and communicative speech.’
This conceptual space for speech and action as delineated by Arendt, as well as the
formal attributes of the democratic spaces of antiquity, are evoked in Carlos Motta’s The
Good Lifell a Buena Vida.

Hailing from Bogotd, Colombia, Motta was interested in how U.S. interventionism
was perceived across the continent, as well as in understanding the role of these events
on his own perceptions of what it means to be a citizen, an acting subject in society.
Basing his itinerary on cities that had been influenced by specific historical circum.
stances (sites of failed revolutions, military coups, and economic reforms), Motta,
together with local assistants, sought out a range of individuals to speak with in each
city. His dialogues with students, teachers, activists, laborers, etc., resulted in a spec-
trum of opinion which fluctuated according to local situations and forms of government.

In Santiago, many responses touched on the overthrow of former Chilean president Sal-
vador Allende in a military coup;

the International Monetary Fund
political and social landscapes of
personal narratives and revealing
place outdoors, in parks, plazas, o
action through public disclosure.

in Buenos Aires, the recent economic impositions of
were a source of discussion. The dialogues explore the
each city and the interview subjects’ lives, unearthing
a breadth of collective memory. Each dialogue takes
t sidewalks, transforming public space into a space of

Formally, the project exists in three parts: a sculptural installation that was initially
developed for an exhibition ar the Institute of Contemporary Are (ICA) in Philadelphia
in early 2008, which since then has traveled internationally;® a publication in which
artists Ashley Hunt, Naeem Mohaiemen, and Oliver Ressler, and political theorists
Tatiana Flores, Maria Mercedes Gomez, and Juan Gabriel Tokatlidn present essays in
response to the question “What is democracy to you?”; and an online archive, la-buena-
vida.info, which holds all video interviews and texts

associated with the project. The
three parts present different ways of experiencing the work: through a physical simu-

lacrum of participating in dialogue in the installation, through sustained critical dis-
course of specific social issues as they relate to democratic ideas in the publication, and
through a personalized process of navigating the vast amount of research material that
the project generated (over 400 interviews, 40 hours of video, and a dozen texts) in the

In la-buena-vida.info, users initially encounter thumbnail tmages of all videos in a
large grid and can select and watch them at random. The website, however, also offers
4 more considered way of approaching the material: users can identify videos through a
st of broad categorizations based on gender, nationality,

age, or profession, or they can
feview videos with particular subject tags such as “capita

lism,” “democracy,” and “reli-
gion.” Tagging is a common, vernacular practice in the creation and navigation of blogs
and websites—tagging tools are now included in most generic blogging software. For
Motta, however, the tagging process is an alternate, more democratic way of thinking
through the process of video editing. Although it is also based on Motta’s predeter-
Mined categories, tagging enables a viewing process partially constructed by the

Website's users.
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The tags themselves—as well as the structure of the interviews and their means of
identifying their subjects—take their structure and methodology from sociological or
anthropological research. That structure has art historical precedents—August Sander’s
efforts to compile a photographic archive of German social “types” based on their voca-
tion is the most canonical example.” While the process of navigating through the
archive is not a process of research in a statistically quantifiable way, it nevertheless is an
invaluable repository of oral history. In an evocation of Arendt’s space of public disclo-
sure and her theorization of the vita activa, or “active life,” which became increasingly
important to Motta over the course of the project, la-buena-vida.info offers up inter-
action with hundreds of individuals speaking openly about the ways in which politics
intimately affects their lives.

The Good Life/lLa Buena Vida takes a seemingly straightforward documentary
approach to the interview process, though it makes overt references to the democratic
spaces of antiquity. Neither strategy, however, is presented as unproblematic. The
formal structure of the videos underscores the centrality of the speaking subject.
Unlike some documentary work which focuses on the performative interaction
between the interviewer or filmmaker and their subjects (along the lines of Michael
Moore), Motta keeps the camera on the people he is speaking with, and his presence
limited to his questions being read and heard. This is not an effort to efface the role of
the interviewer or artist; rather, it functions as an acknowledgment of the critical’
importance of speech as action, and as a way for the dialogues to symbolically func:

tion as open and public.

As a whole, la-buena-vida.info makes a statement about the contested nature of the
term “democracy” itself; a complex multiplicity of ideas over which people in polit-
ical theory, social movements, and cultural practices hold their own sets of debates.
Among the plethora of opinions on the concepts of democracy presented in The Gond
Life/La Buena Vida, one in particular recurs: the view that democracy necessarily
means more than a single, occasional vote on a predetermined issue, or a vote for one
of a set of pre-selected political candidates. A Caracas historian Motta interviews
points out that the recent efforts in Venezuela to integrate ordinary citizens in
decision-making processes through community councils qualify chat country as a
democracy. An 80-year-old Buenos Aires woman declares that, despite her age,-she

has yet to have “lived in an ample democracy,” while a lawyer in Guatemala City dis-
avows the term completely for any country limited to electoral processes. In liscening
to their statements, it bécomes apparent to the viewer that Arendt’s well-known argu-
ments against representative democracy have a popular echo. For Arendt, the relin-
quishing of day-to-day deliberation and action to a small number of holders of power
destroys the “space of appearance” in which citizenship can be fully realized.'” The
recuperation of this space clearly occupies a wider political imaginary for Motta and

his subjects.

Technical Description by Freckles Studio (Antonio Serna and Peggy

Tan)"

When we were asked to create a web component for The Good Life/La Buena Vida, artist
Carlos Motta had just completed and digitized the 400 video interviews that spanned
over three years in time and geographically covered a good half of the American
continent. Our challenge was to translace Motta's video project into an Internet archive
(la-buena-vida.info) that would conceptually carry the essence of his project.
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