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Abstract

Falling from the Sky 天降 (2009), by Chinese independent documentary filmmaker Zhang Zanbo, 

reveals how rocket debris frequently falling from the sky during the launch of satellites impacts 

the rural population in Suining, Hunan province. In this documentary, the discursive relation-

ship between moving image, written text, and spoken language/verbal narration in representing 

the cinematically coded natural scenes (sky and land), modern constructions (rocket debris), and 

multiple media spaces (the black screen, photograph, television, video) anchors a documentary space 

speaking to Edward Soja's concept of 'Thirdspace' (1996): one that is open, hybrid, and discursive. 

The filmmaker spatialises the negotiation between the underprivileged rural population and state 

power, which complicates and challenges the notion of subalternity. By avoiding a gesture of giving 

voice, Falling from the Sky deconstructs and shifts subalternity into a productive representation of 

rural lives in postsocialist China. 

概要

由中国独立纪录片导演张赞波拍摄的纪录长片《天降》（2009）记录了中国卫星发射过程中从天而降

的火箭碎片对湖南省绥宁地区村民的影响。片中影像、书面文本、口头叙述共同构成的复线关系在表

现自然场景（天空和陆地）、现代建构（火箭碎片）和多种媒体空间（黑屏、照片、电视、视频）的过程

中，锚定了一个如爱德华·索亚（Edward Soja）的“第三空间”（1996）一般开放多元的记录影像空间。张

赞波导演将农村底层民众与国家权力之间的协商交涉空间化，从而充分探讨了“底层”这一概念的复杂

性及其内在问题。通过避免“为底层发声”的姿态，《天降》解构“底层”这一概念并创造性地想象了当

代中国乡村的能动性。

Keyword: Subalternity 
关键词：底层群体

Giving Voice or Reinforcing Subalternity? Spatialising the Chinese Rural Subject in 
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为其发声还是强化从属性？
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1. Introduction  

In Falling from the Sky 天降 (2009), by Chinese independent documentary filmmaker Zhang Zanbo 

(张赞波), the director mainly reveals how the rocket debris frequently falling from the sky during 

satellite launches impacts peasant life in a remote village in Suining, Hunan province. The falling 

debris destroys houses, crops, and even claim lives, filling the peasants' daily lives with unpredict-

able dangers. Intriguing stories arise from the peasants' claims for compensation, and the local 

government's propaganda and actions in educating the peasants to be co-operative on the issue of 

receiving the debris. At the peculiar encounter between modern space technologies and primitive 

agriculture, the sense of amusement and absurdity rising from the opening dialogue points out the 

primary concern of the documentary: the tension between the individual's fate and the interests of the 

state. 'Individuals' in Falling from the Sky are peasants rendered subaltern. As Lü Xinyu comments, 

Chinese workers and peasants have somehow become the 'subaltern class' in postsocialist China 

(Zhao 2010, p. 9). Through the documentary, what can also be studied is the subaltern-filmmaker 

relationship mediating the subaltern-state relationship. I recognise that it is precisely the mediating 

power of the filmmaker who usually comes from a relatively elite background and embraces humani-

tarian concerns that risks reinforcing the subalternity of the rural population and exploiting that 

concept by overemphasising the binary structure of the 'subaltern' versus state power.  However, 

I argue that in Falling from the Sky, Zhang Zanbo avoids reinforcing subalternity by opening up 

various cinematic spaces for reimagining Chinese rural dynamics in negotiation with state power. 

The focus on the tension between peasants and state power in rural areas embodies the humanitarian 

concern prevailing in Chinese independent documentary filmmaking. This concern can be problem-

atic. Consciously or unconsciously, documentary filmmakers may give the subaltern a voice but 

meanwhile justify their works and positions over them. The ideal of giving voice through documen-

tary representation thus falls into the slippage between literal 're-presentation' of the subaltern and 

'representation' as 'speaking for' them (Spivak 2010, p. 28). Due to their lack of linguistic agency, 

Gayatri Spivak believes that subalterns are elusive figures who cannot really speak. One deriva-

tive consequence of the encounter between the elusive subaltern and the documentary filmmakers 

who want to give them voice is that, in 'representation', the subaltern could easily be dragged into the 

discourse of opposition between domination and 'subordinated people'. Giving voice thus becomes 

reinforcing subalternity. Scholars in the Subaltern Studies Group have made it evident that to 

think subalternity as an attribute is far less productive than interpreting it as a relational structure. 

Subalternity should be understood in relation to elites (Chakrabarty 2000) and the social structures 

that render 'the subaltern' not simply socially or economically underprivileged but also unable to 

access institutions of utterance and recognition by themselves (Spivak 2010, p. 228). Subalternity is 
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given to 'the subaltern' and thus they 'cannot speak' and 'do not have the institutional means of having 

their voice registered and recognised' (Sun 2014, p. 23). In the Chinese context, Gail Hershatter 

(1993), in her study of Chinese subaltern women, also appeals to us to carefully examine the relation-

ship between subalterns and the elites who give rise to their subaltern status.  

Hence, subalternity exists in both the dichotomy between the subaltern and those who want to 

represent them—in this case, the documentary filmmaker—and between the subaltern and the 

dominant, or state power in this article. These two pairs of relationships bolster and inform each 

other. As Edward Soja insightfully points out when addressing the issue of the subaltern being 

trapped in the discourse against hegemony and the dominant, to build a binary relationship between 

the knowledge production of the powerful group and the subaltern as a category of 'subordinated 

people' is an act of othering. Subjugated individuals only have two options in that case: they either 

accept their identity as the subaltern, or they transform powerlessness (or let their powerlessness be 

transformed) into a discourse that reaffirms social divisions. Hence, their 'assigned “otherness”' is 

predestined to 'struggle against this power-filled imposition' (Soja 1996, p. 87). Such identity politics 

'builds upon the empowerment of the “subaltern” against the “hegemon”' (Soja 1996, p. 90).

However, I interpret Falling from the Sky as an alternative way of rethinking subalternity. Although 

Zhang adopts an activist attitude towards the impact of the state's mass infrastructure construction 

on peasants, and shows sympathy towards them, his way of dealing with space reserves avenues to 

break with subalternity as a condition characterized in a binary manner as being against state power. 

Zhang tackles a discursive relationship between moving image, written text, spoken language, and 

sound in various cinematic spaces, navigating back and forth between natural scenery (sky and land), 

industrial constructions (rocket debris), and various forms of media (the black screen, photograph, 

television, and video). With the sky symbolising state power and the land symbolising the peasants' 

life, Zhang spatialises the relationship between the subaltern and state power and complicates that 

relationship in multiple spatial dimensions. This hybrid cinematic space created by, but running 

beyond, the director's complete control, enables the spectator to rethink subalternity both as 

mediated, and as challenged by the interactions between the filmmaker, peasants, and state power 

that are incarnated in spatial dynamics. 

The spatialisation of the power dynamics enriches film as a form that is primarily temporal. In this 

cinematic space, real space and virtual space, reality and fiction, collage in a spatial reflection on 

voice-giving as the reinforcing of subalternity. Between the filmmaker and the filmed subjects, the 

film becomes a 'Thirdspace' (Soja, 1996), a way to think through space as a critical framework to break 

binary structures. Thirdspace is 'a space of extraordinary openness' with the potential 'to encompass 
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a multiplicity of perspectives that have heretofore been considered by the epistemological referees 

to be incompatible, uncombinable' (Soja 1996, p. 5). Thirdspace is hybrid and expansive enough to 

break the temporality-oriented understanding of history and society, as well as binary epistemological 

structures. Similarly, filmmaking as a type of spatialisation shows that the subaltern is not necessarily 

the opposite of power, waiting to be represented by the documentary filmmaker. In this article I study 

Zhang's use of black screens, the non-correspondence of sound and image, and media within media. 

I argue that Falling from the Sky exhibits subalternity as a porous structure formed, deconstructed, 

and transformed through the spatial interactions between peasants, state power, and the filmmaker. 

Subalternity can be considered a site to rethink how modernisation as well as knowledge production 

configure rural life. 

2. Visual-textual configuration and the black screen

Filmed shortly before and during the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games, Zhang shows in Falling from 

the Sky that the peasants simultaneously complain about their endangered life and feel proud of 

their country. As shown in interviews, some peasants happily say 'Go Beijing. Go China. Come on 

Beijing Olympic Games!' Some actively adjust the television signals, ironically received from the 

very satellites that threaten their lives during launching, to watch the opening ceremony, while some 

struggle with the loss of property and the sorrow of the death of a family member due to the fallen 

debris. There is also a peasant who says indifferently that 'I heard our country is holding the Olympics 

today. I just heard it is luxurious and exciting.' The relation between state power and peasants becomes 

even more intriguing when some peasants critique the government for building the launch base while 

busily harvesting their crops, while others show off that 'the country's leaders eat our products' and 

deny the destruction caused by the debris. There are also peasants who are very curious about the 

debris and actively collect it as the fetishized evidence of their witnessing falling rocket debris. Some 

among them even turn the collected debris into products to sell. Diverse and mutually contradictory 

reactions to state power emerge simultaneously. Multiple paired spaces, including the sky and the 

land, the political centre of Beijing and the subaltern village, the agricultural land and the market, 

also become entangled, which challenges the binaries of the 'subaltern' and the dominant. 

The complexity of the peasants' life is unveiled by the documentary's form. The way subtitles 

emerge spatialises the power dynamics of the encounter between state interests and the rural 

population. The documentary is divided by subtitles into four chapters: 'Home', 'Homeland', 'Land', 

and 'Sky'. Appearing at the corner of the black screen as markers of transition, the smallness of 

the subtitles and the emptiness of the screen contrast with the implosion of events regarding the 

fallen debris addressed before. Such a contrast breaks the audience's emotional continuity. Refusing 
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to indulge in an excessive, linear impression of the 'people subordinated' and 'oppressive power', the 

filmmaker uses black screens with subtitles as virtual spaces, and asks spectators to reimagine life 

in postsocialist Chinese rural space as porous. Viewers are encouraged to rethink to what extent, and 

in what ways, the peasants' plight is related to China's rapid development. Are they truly unsatisfied 

with or proud of their country? Who is responsible for all the problems? Reflections thus open up a 

space of imagination off screen. The ultimate mapping and comprehension of all the issues should 

be generated from an aloof, invisible, and pervasive structure, and can only be traced if we resist 

defining a privileged central viewpoint from which to understand power dynamics. As Pooja Rangan 

says, 'disenfranchised humanity is repeatedly enlisted and commodified to corroborate documentary's 

privileged connection with the real' (2017, p. 2) even though that connection can be deceptive. As the 

Scottish filmmaker and theorist John Grierson theorised, documentaries have a 'social mission' to 

alert the public about social crises such as corruption and poverty. This mission overrides questions 

of reality and aesthetics. To complete this central mission, documentary filmmakers may equip 

themselves with a central viewpoint of representing the underprivileged as social victims in order to 

give them a voice, regardless of the latter's own understanding of their life and their potential agency 

to negotiate with state power. Subalternity is therefore produced and given to the underprivileged 

through a process of patronising-as-othering. 

However, by adopting the black screen and requiring further spatial imagination of the viewer, 

Zhang refuses to maintain any visual consistency to 'the subaltern' and instead deconstructs this 

category. In the film, black screens also serve as spaces where intertitles emerge. These intertitles 

are transcription of the peasants' words (see figures 1 and 2). Most of the black screens carrying 

intertitles bump up during the film and cut into the narrative flow, effectively drawing the spectators' 

attention back to the peasants' words. The insertion of the black screen shifts the film from being 

time-oriented to spatially-unfolded at the moments when the screen appears. It takes away the time 

spent on filming subaltern images and provides a spatial break  from subjugating the peasants under 

the othering device of the camera. 

Figure 1. Figure 2.
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The words of the peasants selected to be transcribed are rather arbitrary and simple in terms of 

content. For example, a peasant who maintains the temple on the top the mountain tells the filmmaker 

that 'It is the 8th today. Tomorrow is the 9th, and then 10th. I burn incense, cut grass, feed pigs, 

and cook. That's all.' Another peasant tells the filmmaker about his newly bought television for 

watching the Beijing Olympic Games. He mumbles that 'There is no image on TV. I can't make it 

work.' Considering that it is quite easy for peasants who keep tolerating the lethal falling debris 

to be portrayed in an oversimplified way as the subaltern, the transcription of the peasants' words 

suffers the risk of further 'performatively' turning 'the addressed subject' into 'the submissive' 

(Benthien 2012, p. 327). As Judith Butler argues, 'certain kinds of utterances, when delivered by 

those in positions of power … have the effect of resubordinating those to whom such utterances 

are addressed' (1997, p. 26). However, Zhang's method of selectively addressing his subjects' words 

can be read as challenging such patterns of transcription. He avoids repeating the peasants' word 

critiquing government policy on the black screen, but rather repeats words that seems irrelevant to 

the tension between the peasants and the state. By resisting meaning to a certain extent, this choice 

gesture towards resisting any form of giving voice that in fact affirms the abjection of the dominated. 

The use of written texts on black screens also disturbs the visualisation of the so-called subaltern. 

'The subaltern' is, or is often viewed as, less educated. Their assumed distance from a literati and 

written culture that celebrates the depth of meaning can easily confine them to the status of superficial 

'primitive' figures that arouse privileged people's problematic humanitarian concerns. In other words, 

while visual culture is fashioned as a conduit for those who cannot speak via writing to speak through 

images, it risks flattening the problems of image-making itself. The powerful effect of the subaltern's 

images may not come from the social critique of these images but from the othering capacity of 

image-making that affirms instead of subverting the hierarchy of knowledge production. However, 

in Zhang's case, he juxtaposes the cinematic space of the rural land fraught with tension with 

'meaningless' texts without depth on black screens. This subtly exposes and resists the power-filtered 

division between visual culture and written culture in postsocialist China. Furthermore, he may find 

it awkward to transcribe peasants' words that are too formal or pertinent to the struggles against state 

power, because this may ironically generate doubt: how could these peasants as subaltern people who 

are supposed to be powerless express themselves in such educated ways? Isn't this staged? Yet the 

opposite may again point to a dead end: the way of being empowered via images in fact subjugates 

the peasants under the filmmakers' and spectators' feeling of sympathy, or their suspicion of whether 

the peasants are turned into visual instruments of political resistance to state power. Here I find the 

significance of Zhang's black screens with their connection to real space: they spatialise both the 

dilemma of being subalterns who cannot really speak, and the filmmaker's own struggle to find an 

appropriate way for them to express themselves.
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In addition to transcribing the peasants' words, Zhang also selectively transcribes the words of 

certain officials that are calculated to propagandise the great revolutionary history of Suining and 

the achievements of the local government. The transcription of these words onto black screens as 

virtual space is connected with the actual space the local officials occupy. Every time Zhang films 

an official, the latter formally sits or stands by a desk or in front of revolutionary slogans. They talk 

about the significance of supporting government policy, and how the revolutionary history of Suining 

grants it the characteristic of endorsing the great leaders of the nation. Here are some examples of the 

officials' words: 'Venezuela is a country. We are going to launch a commercial satellite for Venezuela. 

It will improve our space industry and comprehensive national strength'; 'Villagers can't be fed as 

lions, [though] of course they can't take loss without compensation'; 'Trouble doesn't exist. As long as 

the debris chooses your precious land, trouble can't be avoided.' These words are often 'too relevant' 

in persuading peasants to accept the status quo compared to the spontaneity of the peasants' words. 

Through this contrast, Zhang demonstrates the irony of state power without directly positioning the 

relationship between the state and peasants as that of the dominant versus the subaltern. Instead, this 

comparison exposes the power-filled spatial relations between the sky/state power and the land/the 

peasants that embodies how knowledge engenders the division of space between the subaltern and 

Us: without knowing Venezuela is a country, and only sketchily understanding what's a 'satellite', 

the 'space industry', and 'comprehensive national strength', the peasants' bodies are bits of space 

subjected to governmentality and othering representations, just as their land receives the devastating 

fallen debris.  

By adding these black screens in postproduction, Zhang also sets himself up in relation to such spatial 

relations as a 'third'. This position of 'third' can go two ways: being a translator who is simultaneously 

capable and incapable. He is capable in the way that his black screens do not confine the peasants 

in a closed entity that passively awaits to be included into the binary between the subaltern and the 

state power. Instead, they carry the mutual translation undertaken by Zhang and the peasants. This 

translation process does not block the light of the peasants' own words but allows them to flow into 

a knowledge landscape opening into, and engaging with, other sources of knowledge production. 

But meanwhile, the black screen, as a blackened mirror, though it does not block the light of verbs, 

blocks us from seeing the image. This semi-blocked institution reserves the uncertainty of fully 

understanding subalternity and what has happened in postsocialist China, which encourages the 

spectator to remain critical of Zhang's position and their own judgement. Black screens as opaque 

mirrors reflect the uncertainty of fully depicting and understanding 'the subaltern' peasants, through 

either images or words. In this sense, Zhang is both capable of such visual translation and incapable 

of completely controlling the translation, because the black screen is also a 'third' in the cinematic 

space, in which the peasants are neither completely represented nor represent themselves, but can 



363

communicate across spatial confinements laced with power dynamics. 

This striking use of the black screen, which disturbs documentary realism and the film's narrative 

flow, also suggests the intermediality of written text, image, and spoken language. Like a mirror that is 

ironically not transparent, the black screen indicates the slipperiness of the state to be grasped. Indeed, 

we can also interpret the textualisation of the peasants' word on black screens as an over-articulation 

and overdetermination of what they mean that restricts communication between the filmmaker, the 

peasants, and the spectators. But it can also be comprehended in other ways: a moment of alienation 

that denies the problematic, patronising gaze, a struggle to spatialise the complex that creates the 

discourse of the subaltern, a form of cultural translation that rethinks subalternity … I put ellipsis 

here because there are other ways to understand the use of the black screen. Or the ellipsis could mean 

ways of using black screens that exceed those I can currently imagine. This ambiguity in the scholarly 

analysis of the black screen parallels the flexible utilisation of the technique in the documentary.  The 

point is, this manipulation of the black screen can be understood from multiple perspectives. This 

logic of 'both' rather than 'either/or' is precisely what Soja picks from Lefebvre's journey of discovering 

'an-Other alternative' marked by 'the openness of the both/and also'. This 'also' reverberates back to 

disrupt the categorical closures embedded in the 'either/or logic' (1996, p. 7). 

3. Spoken language's departure from the moving image

Verbal narration, a specific form of sound, functions as a guide for our sight as well as to the movement 

of images in cinema. Following the narration, spectators travel toward a goal, a destination, a guided 

understanding of the filmed subject. But when the verbal narration does not correspond with the 

moving image, its departure allows a space where we can rethink what is designated by language 

and time-oriented cinematic movement. This space is what Gilles Deleuze calls 'any-space-what-

ever' (1986, p. 111), a space 'extracted from a given state of things' in which movement is uncertain 

of where to go. Any-space-whatever fashions a space that is 'an amorphous set … a collection of 

locations or positions which coexist independently of the temporal order which moves from one part 

to the other' (1986, p. 120). This means space is no longer determined and governed by time and 

its linked orientations of events. In this sense, Deleuze's any-space-whatever specifically deals with 

how cinematic space can refuse the epistemological or philosophical binary structure of knowing, 

which speaks to Soja's Thirdspace and can be applied to my reflections on subalternity. Since 

any-space-whatever delinks the connection between the start- and end-point of movement, between 

images and the institutional forces that order them, it destabilises the narrative that leads people to 

identify clear arguments grounded on oppositions, such as the opposition between the hegemony and 

anti-hegemony, between the state power and the subaltern. 
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Three scenes in Falling from the Sky in which verbal narration does not coincide with moving image 

precisely open such any-space-whatever. In the first scene, the camera is placed on a moving vehicle, 

sweeping across peasants' ramshackle houses, the precipitous mountains, the vast farming land, and 

the sketchy slogan 'The Party on Behalf of the People' (人民的党). A news broadcast about satellite 

launching is inserted as background sound. The news says: 'China has sent Venezuela 1 broadcasting 

satellite into orbit successfully by launching the Long March 3B carrier rocket in Xichang Launch 

Centre. It is China's first contract to manufacture and launch a satellite for a Latin American country 

… The orbiter, named Venezuela 1 Telecom Satellite, is Venezuela's first telecoms satellite.' Zhang 

does not comment on this fissure between the peasants' lives at risk and the country's glorious launch 

mission. Instead, he lets the fissure emerge poetically from the gap between image and sound. His 

silent gesture allows what lies between sound and image to speak for itself and develop into an 

'any-space-whatever' in which the spectator's panoramic understanding may be facilitated. Finally, 

the fissure further falls back on Zhang and suggests his self-reflexivity, because this gap between 

sound and image can only be realised in post-production. Through post-production and editing, 

Zhang exposes himself as a vehicle, a medium for documentary that is also a medium. He lets 

image and sound speak, but also establishes his position within them. His position as a 'third' brings 

attention to the split between image and sound that interrogates the fissure between state power and 

the peasants. Nevertheless, being the 'third' instead of merging with either the state or the peasants, 

he remains alert to the identification of an absolute fissure that may lead to an ideological misreading 

of humanism and categorise the peasants as permanently abject. 

Second, in the final shot of the documentary, Zhang films fog rising in the mountains. He introduces 

a verbal narration cut from different peasants' comments on the fallen debris into the empty and 

desolate scene. Their words are, for example: 'The government should build defence facilities for 

people and for areas like ours which have to receive debris over the long term. People should be 

evacuated into safe facilities. But we don't have that'; 'We ordinary people can do nothing but trust 

in fate'; 'They just hope that not too many people will get injured'; 'We'd better not gather the whole 

family in one place. If the place is hit, it will be all over. If the whole family is killed, we can't even 

hold a funeral, because there will be no-one left'; 'If I am hit, I have to take it. That is my fate.' This 

narration is not related to the image of the foggy valley. In other words, the words depart from the 

image. At this moment of departure, a sensual space is opened that does not designate any single 

privileged image. As Deleuze states, the human eye cannot surmount its 'relative immobility as a 

reception organ', which suggests that 'all images vary for a single one, in relation to a privileged 

image' (1986, p. 81). This 'privileged image' can become an instrument through which documen-

tary filmmakers claim rights for their subjects, because it reduces a whole picture involving many 

complicated factors to a single point on which an argument like 'they are the oppressed' can easily be 
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based. But Deleuze also points out that 'camera is montage' (1986, p. 81). By letting the camera see 

the natural scene by itself and allowing the peasants' words to emerge from this foggy, empty space, 

Zhang leads the spectators towards a 'gaseous perception' (1986, p. 80), seeing the discursive truth 

rather than a restricted understanding of rural life bounded by the filmmaker's humanitarian perspec-

tive. In other words, the fluidity of this 'gaseous' space refuses to overemphasise the victimhood of 

the peasants and overpower their own configurations of their lives. 

The third example is related to close-ups. Though the face in close-ups risks being deterritorialised 

as a partial object sacrificed for the spectator's visual organ—the eye—the face can also become 

an affective entity 'crossing space, setting fire to the unjust state of things' (Deleuze 1986, p. 105). 

Therefore, by bringing faces into the cinematic space, close-ups introduce a sense of affective 

performativity that subverts the problematic norms, the 'unjust state of things' people perceive, act, 

and get used to in reality—that the peasants are supposed to be the subaltern. A dialogue can thus be 

formed between Deleuze and Soja on the openness of space in relation to close-ups. The close-up as 

a form of cinematic spatialisation does not necessarily serve as an othering technique to isolate and 

categorise the peasants as the subaltern. 

There are moments in Falling from the Sky in which close-ups mediate a gateway for reading the 

subject beyond the definability of subalternity. Zhang's camera zooms in to give close-up shots 

of the peasants' withered faces. In many circumstances such operations suggest the filmmaker's 

commitment to his/her subjects, which nonetheless inevitably and customarily demands subjects 'to 

be recognised as possessing the attributes of humanity by others who already possess these attributes' 

(Rangan 2017, 192). However, these close-ups are not steady in Zhang's case. They are destabilised 

by the nondiegetic sound and camera movements. For instance, the close-ups of the withered faces 

are disturbed by the panning camera that films a group of peasants working in the field and by the 

superimposed nondiegetic sound of the Beijing Olympic Games opening ceremony. This montage 

of different types of shots and sound blends the filmmaker's identification with the peasants into 

their everyday life, connoting nothing special, and the Olympic games, connoting a significant 

national moment. In this discursive spatial relation constituted by sound and close-ups that do not 

conform with each other, an affective space rises, and it is 'distinct from every individuated state 

of things' in Deleuze's words (1986, p. 98). This more fluid affective space 'abstracts the face from 

the person to which it belongs in the state of things' (1986, p. 97), which is crucial for acting against 

the faces excessively depicted to symbolise subalternity. Furthermore, by introducing the distracting 

nondiegetic sound—the news broadcast—hinting at the social background, and by frequently shifting 

the camera's angle, the connection between faces and the camera is weakened. To some extent, the 

faces of peasants are freed from what abstracts them from the whole picture and gain the potential 
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to 'disappear' from the filmmaker's potentially patronising eyes that may trap them in the identity of 

'subaltern'. In addition, the camera pans towards the land, the geese, and cattle, while one peasant says 

that 'We little peasants have no choice but this bitter life.' This camera panning avoids identifying 

with this 'bitterness' culturally imposed upon the peasants' mind. What is left is the natural scenery 

spatialising an affective image that dissolves the face and thus shuns a humanitarian misreading. 

This disjunction between spoken language and moving image challenges the uniformity of cinematic 

space and summons an 'any-space-whatever' where the binaries between state power and the peasants 

are deconstructed. What is forming is a new entity of knowledge production that is quite porous. It is 

a system that does not reinforce subalternity in the name of giving voice. Instead, it allows open and 

diverse interpretations of the peasants' situations and the rural dynamics that exceed the opinion of 

the filmmaker.  

4. Spaces of media within media

In Falling from the Sky, Zhang retains his sensitivity while filming audio-visual media within the 

gaze of the camera. He turns the camera lens onto photos, pictures, television, and video, forming 

a sense of self-reflexivity in relation to multiple layers of thickened media presence. Such hybridity 

in cinematic space foregrounds how audio-visual media, as the bearer of knowledge and power, 

constructs subalternity in a dichotomous relationship with 'the dominant', but, in their negotiation 

within the cinematic space, also suggests the potential to challenge it. 

When introducing Suining as a place with revolutionary history, Zhang interviews some peasants. 

During the interview, Zhang keeps his attention on the old photos showing how the interviewed 

peasants contributed to the country as loyal soldiers in their youth. According to Erika Fám, 'the 

picture-within-the-picture always rearranges the focal point of the host image; more precisely, it 

expropriates it' (2011, p. 285). This argument also applies to photos included in a film. In the documen-

tary, the photos open new spaces in another temporality. However, as André Bazin contends, the 

frame of the photo is essential for their emphasising of 'the difference between the microcosm of 

the picture and the macrocosm of the natural world' (1967, p. 165); this indicates the new space and 

temporality opened by photographs are also fragmentary versions of the world. These fragments, 

in Susan Sontag's argument, are pieces of reality that 'anyone can make or acquire' (1977, p. 4). 

Therefore, the more the old photos are emphasised in Falling from the Sky, the more they highlight 

the division between the embalmed past in photographs and reality. This division is also the split 

between being loyal soldiers in the past and the cruel fact of losing family member and property from 

falling debris.   
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Though he shows the sorrow of the peasants when filming them looking at photographs of their past, 

Zhang simultaneously denies the fragmentary version in photographs that may lead to an oversim-

plified understanding of state power and the peasants as in opposition to one another. Throughout 

the film, the director brings out dynamic juxtapositions of photographic and cinematic space. 

Hence, viewers are guided to shuttle back and forth between multiple spectacles and spaces where 

they can imagine various ways to understand the peasants' life. For instance, Zhang juxtaposes a 

shot of photographs with scenes in which peasants are dining under a portrait of Chairman Mao, 

or indifferently passing by a slogan propagandising national development policy. This juxtaposi-

tion reveals that the memory of being loyal soldiers in the past, embedded in photographs, and 

the reality of getting used to, and sometimes agreeing with, national propaganda, coexist with the 

peasants' endangered lives under the wheels of national development. This co-existence reimag-

ines how power does not just possess the peasant's past and present but moreover lives with as well 

as through their everyday spaces and memories. What gives subalternity to the peasants is not just 

state power but also mutual media experiences, part of which is the peasants' own absorption and 

internalisation of the power hierarchy.

Television is another important visual space that Zhang rethinks through cinematic space. The confron-

tation between televisions and the peasants is spatialised in Zhang's documentaries through metaphor 

and absurdity. Television carries moving images within the documentary film. It is a space of moving 

images within the moving image, which contrasts with the stillness and silence of the peasants, who 

sit at a distance from the television, or get close up and fix their eyes on the screen. One example 

in Falling from the Sky is of family members gathering around a small television that is specially set 

up to watch the opening ceremony of the Beijing Olympic Games. The family members, apparently 

aware of the existence of the camera, sit stiffly with a sense of unease. The mother breaks the awkward 

silence: 'Sons, you must learn English well. You see, they speak English on TV.' Such words stress 

three things: their pride in China's development and willingness to experience empowerment through 

watching the glorious opening ceremony; the family's performativity, rendered by the spatial closure 

exerted by both the camera and the television; and their subalternity, equivalated to the spatial gap 

between the world on television and world of their reality. Such a spatial configuration embodies the 

peculiar encounter between state power and its receiver and conveys an irony: these peasants can watch 

television thanks to the satellite that transmits television signals, but they also have to be prepared to 

'welcome' dangerous satellite debris on a daily basis. Nevertheless, the peasants still choose to live on 

their land, and sometimes enjoy the visual experiences brought by the television, even though specta-

tors may pity these peasants and attribute subalternity to them. 

I am not trying to deny the fact that the peasants' lives are threatened by the falling debris and 
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that they lack opportunities to claim their rights. What I want to emphasise is that the gesture of 

giving voice without understanding the peasants' own choices and situations will further render them 

subaltern. I should also note that while Zhang avoids attributing subalternity to the peasants, he still 

unveils how Chinese media such as television spread knowledge as a vehicle of state power. He uses 

a close-up shot to shoot the news broadcast of a satellite launch in another family television-watching 

scene. The television frame disappears in the close-up shot, and thus the documentary itself becomes 

the news broadcast. Zhang willingly emphasises how the continuity of cinematic space in his 

documentaries is thrust upon and even possessed by television screens, through which he exhibits the 

overwhelming power emitting from China Central Television news, and unravels how media redefine 

the spatial relationship between the peasants and state power. The peasants are thus educated by the 

media and persuaded to themselves become the receivers of mediating state power, distant yet always 

above and ready to fall from the sky. 

Spatial mapping also entails temporality. At the end of Falling from the Sky, Zhang includes a video 

that shows the flashing falling debris sweeping across the black sky at night. The video was shot 

by a peasant using their phone. The filming of the falling debris indicates that the on-going process 

of filming as witnessing emphasises amorphous time: the villagers have to wake up at night when 

they are supposed to be asleep. The peasant's filming substantiates this amorphous time by filling it 

with a hand-held device: the phone. They thus try to normalise their distorted time by spatialising 

it in the camera phone that offers a frame, a frame that possesses and thus eliminates the threat-

ening effect of the debris. This time is given, in the form of the falling debris, by state power and 

the policy of developing space technology. However, in the documentary, the peasants are in fact 

excited about going out of the house to see the debris fall, and film it voluntarily rather than be 

forced to do so. In that sense, the peasant who films the falling debris is not being given a piece 

of distorted time by the country, but actively embraces an opportunity within an emergency to 

give time to themselves. The peasant now becomes the producer of a certain kind of knowledge 

that weakens and questions subalternity. Therefore, this video-filming scene can be regarded as a 

hallmark of the trialectical image exchange between the state, the peasants, and the filmmaker. To 

be sure, the state's satellite debris is turned into images by the peasant's filming activity and then 

recoded into Zhang's documentary. In such exchanges, the boundaries between centre and periphery, 

the powerful and the powerless, who is looking and who is being looked get blurred. This exchange 

is precisely where Zhang's documentary can be re-evaluated as not giving voice, not giving time, and 

not giving subalternity to the peasants. Such an exchange is further spatialised in Zhang's post-pro-

duction because he puts this video taken at night on the black screen; the two black spaces thus merge 

into one and the video becomes the film. This hybrid space embodies the peasants' fluid relation-

ship to state power, the filmmaker, and knowledge production, which points to the macroscope of 
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Thirdspace where binary structures are largely dissolved.

The camera's curiosity in examining other forms of visual media internalises a reflexive gesture. By 

shifting the focus to photos, pictures, and slogans, Zhang encourages spectators to ask a question: 

can we assume a full understanding of other people, and their past and memories, especially when we 

understand them as 'subaltern'? By filming the peasants watching television, the contrasts between 

mobility and stillness, between loudness and silence, are foregrounded to address the gap between 

rural life and dazzling economic development. In this process, Zhang also indicates that subalternity 

should not be given to the peasants simply because spectators with patronising eyes are searching for 

the 'subaltern' left behind by the modernisation process. By including the video filmed by the camera 

phone, Zhang foregrounds the peasants' potential agency in the spatialised negotiation with state 

power and the representation of rural life. Navigating through different layers of media, spectators 

are requested to feel 'a shattering of the world into pieces of media representations or the experience 

of some kind of juxtapositions, jumps, loops or foldings between the media representations and 

what we perceive as cinematic reality' (Pethő 1994, p. 5). This shattered world wipes binaries and 

categorisation in multiple layers of media experiences.

5. Conclusion

Navigating back to the opening scene of Falling from the Sky, the officials refer to the debris of rockets 

and say: 'It is very auspicious, isn't it?' 'Before falling from the sky, it was the soldier descending 

from Heaven.' In using 'auspicious' (辟邪) and 'descending from Heaven' (天兵天将), they attach a 

traditional religious notion of life and death entangled in fate to the fallen debris. Furthermore, at the 

end of the film, a sentence responding to the debris cut from a peasant's previous interview appears: 

'If I am attacked [by the debris], that's my fate. I have to take it.' Fate, a concept that recurs several 

times throughout the film, connotes the peasants' attempt to ward off their powerlessness through 

compromising with state power. It is what the peasants choose to accept to normalise their peculiar 

encounter with various modern constructions. Does this fate trap the peasants in a dichotomy 

between them and state power, between their subalternity and the documentary's, as well as our, 

sympathetic gaze? Falling from the Sky reveals the complexity of the peasants' relations to the state 

and the filmmaker by spatialising them into a dynamic flow of moving images, written text, and 

verbal narration. The documentary in fact reveals, destabilises, and deconstructs this sense of fate. 

This 'fate' is not given but produced and reproduced around knowledge and power in reciprocal spatial 

interactions between state power, the documentary maker, spectators, and the peasants themselves. 

The documentary reimagines these complexities and opens up the potential for reconsidering postso-

cialist rural transformations.
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Specifically, first, black screens connecting the filmmaker and the peasants expose the power 

structures that reinforce subalternity. Yet they also serve as the virtual space for mutual transla-

tion between the peasants' life experiences and the filmmaker's perspective. Second, nondiegetic 

sound, the voice of state power, does not always coincide with the moving images addressing the 

hardship peasants go through, which highlights the hierarchical gaps between state power and the 

peasants. Yet this gap also destabilises discourses of subalternity by refusing the continuity of verbal 

narration. Finally, the intermedial spaces chart how the media, as bearer of knowledge and power, 

penetrates peasants' lives but also creates possibilities for them to create knowledge. All these ways 

of spatialising how subalternity is formed transcend the dichotomy between the imaged hegemony 

and subalternity, discovering a Thirdspace for reimagining rural liveness.

Zhang Zanbo, focusing on subaltern life, somehow becomes a subaltern filmmaker himself. Without 

much external support, investment, or accesses to exhibition in mainland China, Falling from the 

Sky, to a large extent, is an individual project that connotes his own dilemma regarding gaining 

agency through utterance. However, his position far from the power centre allows him to think 

independently. As Guo Jing（郭净）(2003, pp. 3–4) states, 'Independent thinking and marginal 

images constitute a visual space of multiplicity, where various perspectives are allowed to coexist, 

different voices are articulated, and real dialogue is realised.' Zhang self-reflexively exploits his 

flexible position to facilitate a journey into Thirdspace, where the dichotomy between the filmmaker 

and the filmed subjects is potentially dissolved, and the subalternity reinforced by the gaze of the 

camera may be challenged.
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