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4. Renzo the Great Emancipator. The persona as vehicle of personifications 

 

Renzo Martens | Episode III: Enjoy Poverty (2008) 

 

 

Episode III: Enjoy Poverty (2008) is a film by the Dutch visual artist Renzo Martens. It depicts a 

performance in which Martens critically questions the development aid industry during his travels in 

the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). He turns his critical gaze on the corporations that are 

active in the area, the rebels that fight against them, the news media that report on humanitarian crises, 

the role of the visual arts depicting the social circumstances, and, less directly, on the Western 

consumer following it all from a safe distance. After introducing these agents, Martens takes action, 

and tries to make a difference by empowering a group of Congolese photographers. He shows them 

how to take charge of their resources using Western methods to benefit from the situation in the 

region. This ‘emancipation programme’, as Martens has called it, starts with a classroom lesson 

stressing the theme that poverty is DRC’s greatest source of income, thus its greatest resource, a great 

‘talent’ that they could consider exploiting, just as the Westerners do. This gives way to a workshop in 

humanitarian crisis photography and motivational speech for plantation workers: all executed in 

modes that typify the beneficiaries of the status quo to maintain and deepen inequality. But the 

operation to train the Congolese to become like Western photojournalists fails: they are excluded from 

this ‘image economy’ (to use a term coined by D.J. Clark and used by T.J. Demos) by Western figures 

that function as its gatekeepers. Martens does not insist, but turns instead to plan B: perhaps it is best 

to engage the oppressed people working for rich white plantation owners and persuade them to accept 

their poverty, embrace it as their destiny, and be happier that way.  

 It is this self-interested, wilful maintenance of poverty as part of the status quo by the 

dominant class that Martens critiques, foregrounding his “self-constructed avatar of the do-gooder 

artist”
1
 in an exotic setting that the average Western media consumer associates with 

underdevelopment and misery, rather than the highly technological ‘white’ and Western view of it that 

forms the other pole in the area that is demonstrated to be one of extreme inequality. Martens insists 

that this area is, despite appearances, fully integrated in the global commodity industry. Both the 

material aid and the quality of life improving effects that are intended through humanitarian charity 

ultimately reach the West more than the developing world, he suggests: an economic structure that 

forms the status quo of inequality from which many benefit, including the spectator of the film, at the 

cost of others. Martens’ suggestion that this image economy belongs to a more general exploitative 

Western industry of which also Enjoy Poverty is a part, becomes one of the critical mechanisms of the 

film. 

 Martens’ performance is complex because it is not explicated as such, and because his attitude 

changes throughout the film. As I will demonstrate, Martens’ persona is similar to Auslander’s 

‘performance persona’, forged by the artist and featuring characters to highlight different aspects of 

the objects of critique. How do Martens’ modes of performing make those characters and any ‘real 

person’ difficult to distinguish?  

 

4.1 Congo 

First I will briefly introduce the DRC as a major background for Enjoy Poverty and frame Martens’ 

use of his persona.  

 

                                                                 
1 T.J. Demos, Return to the Postcolony. Specters of Colonialism in Contemporary Art, Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2013, p. 111. 
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The DRC is a former colony of Belgium. At first, it functioned as ‘Congo Free State’: the personal 

property of the controversial King Leopold II, who sent millions to their death while claiming 

humanitarian and philanthropic ambitions to his fellow European rulers. Since its inception as a 

territory, it has been exploited for its natural resources, ivory, rubber, gold, coffee, and cacao, among 

many other things. Various foreign powers have abused the circumstances to control the resources, 

recently notably during the First Congo War (1996-7, Rwandese invasion after which Zaire was 

renamed Democratic Republic of the Congo) and the Second Congo War (1998-2003, dubbed Great 

War of Africa, with an estimated 5 million casualties, the deadliest war ever in Africa). Many African 

countries are facing similarly intractable problems. As Aminata Traoré, Mali’s former minister of 

culture, has said, “I am against the fact that Africa’s main characteristic in the eyes of the world is its 

poverty. Africa is rather the victim of its wealth.”
2
  

 

Martens’ staging of Enjoy Poverty in the DRC, however, relates to the Congo as a hub of African 

clichés. Exotic mystifications such as Henry Morgan Stanley retrieving David Livingstone (the dictum 

“Dr. Livingstone, I presume”, was probably apocryphal) took place in 1871 on the shores of Lake 

Tanganyika, on the eastern border of present-day DRC. Enjoy Poverty draws from Joseph Conrad’s 

Heart of Darkness (1899), a tale of violent rule and exploitation by European oppressors based on the 

author’s experiences along the Congo river. Tintin’s second instalment of the cartoon series about the 

boyish Belgian reporter, Tintin in the Congo (1931), was the pop-cultural climax of the proliferation of 

racist stereotypes (to which Enjoy Poverty seems to refer at least in one scene) that had to be revised a 

number of times. Thus, Enjoy Poverty positions itself in a tradition of visualizing the Congo as an act 

of ‘imaginative geography’, a notion developed by Edward Said in Orientalism (1978) indicating the 

performative production of geographic, social, ethnic, and cultural differences.
3
 

 

4.2 Martens as Enjoy Poverty’s pivot 

Martens’ persona is central in the first part of the otherwise relatively generic Third-World-

documentary first part of Enjoy Poverty. He frames “the face of the status quo”.
4
 In Episode I Martens 

had thematized the role and (self-)image of the average television spectator versus the role and image 

of an over-mediatized but under-recognized group of Chechnyan war victims. Meeting people who 

were used to being confronted with soldiers and journalists producing, confirming and deepening their 

victim status ever more, Martens upended their expectations. Although he may have come across as 

narcissistic, he approached them as people worthy of a dialogue between equals. He asked them 

personal questions, such as advice about his girlfriend, and whether they thought he was good-looking. 

As he worked among journalists, NGOs, and officials Martens “adopted the position of a television 

spectator”, whom Martens identifies as the most important agent of the entire war, but unrepresented 

in the actual battlefield.
5
  

 In Enjoy Poverty, Martens seems to represent the average Western (art) consumer, embodying 

motives referring to various agents he portrays and involves in his critique: war reporter, NGO-expat, 

corporate representative. He has explained it himself as there being two Renzo Martens’ in the film: 

“First there is Renzo Martens the artist and second Renzo Martens the consumer. The two Renzos 

                                                                 
2 Cited in Demos, ibid., p. 121. 
3 “For there is no doubt that imaginative geography and history help the mind to intensify its own sense of itself by 
dramatizing the distance and difference between what is close to it and what is far away.” Edward Said, Orientalism. Western 

conceptions of the orient (1978), London: Penguin Books, 1995, p. 55. 
4 Martens in interview by Żmijewski: ‘Artists come to create beauty and kindness. Renzo Martens in conversation with Artur 

Żmijewski’, in: 7th Berlin Biennale (exh. cat.), 2012, accessed through: 

http://www.humanactivities.org/assets/files/www/0/ArtistsComeToCreateBeautyAndKindness_BerlinBiennial.pdf, p. 6, on 3 
July 2014. 
5 Martens in interview by Żmijewski, ibid., p. 2. 

http://www.humanactivities.org/assets/files/www/0/ArtistsComeToCreateBeautyAndKindness_BerlinBiennial.pdf
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interact with each other to produce the duplicity communicated by the film: I am both the observer and 

the perpetrator of the African’s exploitation.”
6
 Together, they form “the white man (Renzo Martens) 

taking responsibility for everything we in the West are and do”,
7
 Martens says, apparently referring to 

the theme of the white man’s burden. Since Martens frames his character like this, it makes sense to 

say it is performance, and think of his mode of performance as an enactment. Moreover, there is a hint 

of personification and allegory, on which I will elaborate below. 

 Martens has developed a twofold persona, it seems. Time and again he alludes to various 

aspects of the issues as he sees them related. Not speaking out explicitly, he leaves each instance open 

to the spectator to come to terms with. Martens has said that he uses “[s]trategies such as satire, re-

enactment, [and] appropriation”, “in order to draw attention to the power relations between the viewer 

and the viewed.”
8
 For this analysis it is not of vital importance whether what Martens stated is true, 

that “everything you see in the film, happened in reality”
9
, because the critique makes more sense in 

its referential, allegorical capacity. There is no reason to doubt Martens statement, but to what degree 

one should take it as metaphorical remains to be seen. This chapter is not dedicated to finding out what 

is documentary and what is staged, instead it presents an analysis interpreting the film as a 

construction, a narrative, a selection of scenes, and an edit, rather than a one-to-one documentary 

depiction of a reality.  

 

In what follows, I will elaborate on important motifs in the film, touching upon roughly each scene. 

Step by step I will elaborate on the issues Martens’ persona reflects and represents, and how these are 

articulated. When relevant, I will show how other figures and elements are implicated and if and how 

the audience is addressed. Concluding, I will reflect and elaborate on Martens’ persona, including his 

statements about his characterization; discuss the function of the persona, the other agents in the 

narrative, and the critique as a whole; implicate Martens public persona; and offer some final critical 

notes.  

 

4.3 [Title sequence]: Human Zoos 

In an interview, Martens has explained how the title sequence uses cinematic conventions to 

encapsulate the economic hierarchy he himself represents. In the iconic establishing shot, Martens is 

seen arriving ashore, stylishly dressed in a white shirt and a straw hat, surrounded by Congolese 

porters carrying his heavy metal cases (fig. 4.1). The overtone of colonialist paternalism is heavy-

handed.  

 Martens has said that this entrance, with his name presented in big letters, is a reference to 

Hollywood actors: “At the beginning, when you see me arrive, my name appears on the screen in big 

letters, as if I were some kind of Hollywood stage actor. It is not just a real person, but also somebody 

beyond myself, a representative of a hierarchy and a status quo.”
10

 In so doing, he implicates his own 

role within his critique, and identifies his own position with larger issues through genre conventions 

that belong less to documentary film making than cash cow cinema. At the same time, the stardom 

encapsulated in this scene points forward to the logo-ridden humanitarianism where the NGOs 

celebrate their own star status, to the centrality of Martens’ allegorical figure within the course of the 

film, and to the climax, where the Western viewer may be shocked and inspired to transformation of 

some kind, while the other ‘spectators’ of Martens’ performance, the Congolese labourers, have to 

                                                                 
6 Guerin, Frances, ‘Interview with Renzo Martens’, Artslant, January 2009, retrieved on 14 July 2014 through: 

http://www.renzomartens.com/assets/files/articles/5/Art_Slant_January_2009.pdf, np. 
7 Ibid., np. 
8 Ibid., np. 
9 Martens in interview by Żmijewski, p. 5. 
10 Ibid., p. 5. 

http://www.renzomartens.com/assets/files/articles/5/Art_Slant_January_2009.pdf
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satisfy themselves with be ing happy with the status quo, as if they are viewers of a box-office formula 

film production, going through the same themes and motives with different faces and phrasing over 

and over again. Enjoy Poverty’s cinematic texture must be treated as an inherent layer of signification.  

 Martens acts superior towards the fishermen that give him a ride on their boat: seeing that they 

did not catch much, he urges them to consider doing something else for a living. He underscores his 

authority by identifying himself as a journalist with a press card. As a Westerner, he claims a 

monopoly on knowledge, incarnating the dominance of the West over the Developing World as more 

experienced and relying on symbolic authority to perform its imposed superiority. The refugee camp 

Martens visits subsequently is like a human zoo: there are little huts where people sit, holding a child, 

they are getting fed and photographed by white people and being guarded by the UN as the 

international community’s zoo keepers. 

 As he walks surrounded by porters carrying his heavy metal cases, Martens shares his 

estimation of the situation, looking at the camera: “You can’t give them anything they don’t already 

have, the world has changed, new markets, new products.”
11

 There is a sense of self-interest and 

expedience resonating from the idea that more capitalism is the solution to global inequality, 

reinforced by the social relationships depicted full of contrast. Combined with commonplace 

development aid rhetoric, the scene evokes an alien feeling of recognition: “You should train them, 

empower them.”
12

 Martens does not share information when someone asks where he’s from: “we 

come from there, and we go to there”, pointing up and down the road.
13

 Again, Western dominance is 

explained in relation to the ownership of knowledge.  

 

4.4 [“Kinshasa”]: Negation 

When Martens attends a World Bank conference, he asks the panel a provocative question: “This 1.8 

billion dollars [that the donors have made available], what share is that of the Congo’s total revenues? 

And if it is a high percentage I’d like to know whether the fight against poverty, for which this money 

is destined, may be an important natural resource for the Congo, or even the most important?”
14

  

 In a striking performance of self-representation, Martens is seen pointing his camera at himself 

while speaking (the image in the film is recorded by another camera, which suggests an accompanying 

crew). (fig. 4.2) The gesture is emphasized when someone offers to hold the camera for him and 

Martens gratefully accepts: the viewer starts to understand that the central subject of the film will not 

be Congo’s poverty itself, but its act of documentation, and notably, Martens himself, slightly dandy. 

This scene shows Martens using himself as a vehicle of over-identification, or what Demos has 

referred to as a ‘strategy of critical mimicry’: the appropriation of commonplaces through which one 

can embody any phenomenon, redirecting and deconstructing it without explicating its criticism.
15

 

Framing himself in this way creates a double focus: Martens’ polemic against the World Bank 

representative sets the agenda as a clear-cut research question for the film, while the self-centred 

registration of this ‘performs’ a sub-question. The representative in turn meaningfully pretends the 

poverty in the DRC is normal for a post-conflict development situation, and denies the economic core 

of the problems, or so Martens’ montage suggests. 

                                                                 
11 Martens in Renzo Martens, Episode III: Enjoy Poverty, 2008, Inti Films/VPRO Lichtpunt: 5min40. The citations from 
Enjoy Poverty are transcribed from the subtitles on the DVD. 
12 Martens in Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 5min47. 
13 Martens in Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 6min45. 
14 Martens in Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 9min8. 
15 Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 105: “Martens’ film goes further than the work of his contemporaries in carrying out an attack on 
the complex image economy of humanitarianism, at first through a strategy of critical mimicry, according to which his 

character explores the contemporary conditions of poverty, image making, and photojournalism in the DRC.”  
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 Martens visits an art show, which can be seen as a parable of social hierarchy.
16

 White people 

admire and buy images of black labourers while black people from the city, maybe local art world 

people, patronize labourers. “They remind me of the countryside, the way our ancestors lived. They 

still live like that. It makes me happy”, but in the same breath, laconically he gives his privileged 

position away: “Yes, the people in our country suffer.”
17

 The entangled relation of art and the 

commodity economy is not only visible in the white plantation owner buying “artistic” photographs of 

his own workers (whom he, of course, does not recognise personally). A white woman has trouble 

admitting that the people in the photos are poor. The aesthetic and commodity factors overshadow the 

referentiality of the images, as if the object’s artistic condition makes its subject matter as such 

invisible. The Rancièrian ‘politics of aesthetics’ – the political capacity of such ‘engaged’ image 

production – is depoliticized in these situations: as if she has a guilty conscience, she knows the 

situation very well and her repressed smile gives it away, but it is reluctantly pronounced.
18

  

 Explaining the reasons for his current project, the Institute of Human Activities, a centre for 

contemporary art in the region of Enjoy Poverty’s plantations, Martens mentions that it is through 

“putting into action, creating a site where the parameters of art production are made transparent, that I 

hope the art that is going to be produced for this institution, or through it, or in opposition to it, will 

develop, and will facilitate a deeper understanding of its own functioning.”
19

 Those ‘parameters of art 

production’ on the basis of which the work will obtain this understanding and of which according to 

Martens it should be reflexive, seem to be exactly the social circumstances and their capitalization 

through art which are reflected in his depiction of the neo-colonial Kinshasa art world. Martens is not 

visible in these scenes, quite possibly because ‘the artist’, or even ‘art’ is already representing itself in 

such an explicit way that ‘Renzo the Artist’ is not needed as a vehicle of critical mimicry.  

 

4.5 [“Central Congo”]: A Man Needs a Maid 

Martens visits the company owner who just bought three photographs, a white American ‘monsieur’ 

Elwyn Blattner, who does turn out to know about the circumstances of ‘his’ workers. Martens shows 

him hard figures he received from an investigator contracted by Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF). 

Blattner puts them into perspective by comparing them to the total amount of children in the villages 

around his plantations, but also plays them down by questioning whether those numbers are worse 

than in Western households. While a village doctor in the previous scene has stated that the children of 

free farmers are healthier than those of corporation employees, the owner of that corporation does not 

seem to care, and has his answer ready. In a way, he can be considered a representation of a general 

Western indifference. Martens alludes to this negligence often, as in a previous scene, where a 

distressed labourer tells him he has “a life of sorrow”, and Martens just says “OK”, which he is fully 

entitled to, as an embodiment of the West, even though he has just confronted with the painful view of 

the labourer’s ill, malnourished daughter. Enjoy Poverty’s frequent and emotionless depiction of such 

horrors conditions the spectator at first, but towards its end the film regains an empathic potential.  

 When an MSF team leaves with their vehicles on a boat, the representative refuses to say why 

they are moving to a different region. The floating caravan with MSF banners sailing away slowly 

reminds of Fitzcarraldo, Werner Herzog’s 1982 film about an aspiring rubber trader, the Irish-

Peruvian title character (Klaus Kinski), who ventures a difficult steamer journey upstream on the 

Amazon river in order to make a fortune with which he dreams of opening an opera house. But the 

                                                                 
16 Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 109: “[...] another of the film’s parables in which the artist visits a photography exhibition in 

Kinshasa [...]” 
17 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 11min 10 
18 Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics, London/New York: Continuum, 2004.  
19 Renzo Martens in conversation with T.J. Demos, ‘Institutional Critique Ultimately Is Beneficial to Only Some Areas of the 
World’, Camera Austria, 120, 2012, pp. 44-53, retrieved on 2 July 2014 through: 

http://www.humanactivities.org/assets/files/www/0/RenzoMartensInConversationWithTJDemos_CameraAustria.pdf, p. 4. 

http://www.humanactivities.org/assets/files/www/0/RenzoMartensInConversationWithTJDemos_CameraAustria.pdf
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Kinski of Enjoy Poverty has ‘no authorisation’ to come along on the MSF vessels. In the next scene, 

Martens suggests on behalf of the head of the doctors who used to cooperate with MSF, that they have 

left the region for the east of the country because that is where the resources are.  

 In a scene where Martens is performing implicitly but fairly obviously, he walks through the 

jungle singing A Man Needs a Maid. Alternately glancing at the camera, melodramatically letting the 

sun shine on his sad expression, and pointing the camera at the paradisiacal forest where his porters 

toil with his steel cases, Martens sets the Neil Young classic in a new slavery-tinged light (fig. 4.3). 

While the Congolese haul his luggage, Martens is weighed down, quite possibly by the feeling that the 

inequality is unfair, yet also simply the way things are – “There’s a shadow running through my days, 

like a beggar going from door to door / A man needs a maid.”
21

 The word ‘beggar’ also suggests a 

false and swiping but apparently deep empathy with the surrounding Congolese porters. In this image 

of confrontation with poverty, one feels guilt and aversion, but sees a continued indifferent celebration 

of inequality. There is a quality of Brechtian Gestus in this scene: an iconic, memorable situation of 

social significance, expressing class or otherwise social relations. Gestures and other bodily signifiers 

play an important part in situating characters’ statuses and relationships. Gestus results in a ‘gestic’ 

image of socially conditioned behaviour that also performatively produces those social conditions, 

triggering an intellectual response to the staged events. 

 While building up a large sign with neon letters that he takes from the crates, he asks a 

spectator from the village what he sees: ‘enjoy poverty’. When the villager reads ‘poverty’ as 

‘pauvreté’, Martens corrects him, explaining that “for the audience it needs to be in English.” The 

audience are of course not the Congolese, who should (Martens corrects the man a second time, 

stressing it is an imperative) be happy with the situation, but foreigners far away, the spectators of 

Enjoy Poverty, as a metaphor for the consumers of the DRC’s industry in general, of whom Martens is 

a patronizing representative. Another man explains the sign to the bystanders, subsequently looks at 

the camera, hoping to have explained it right, then looks worried, because he understands he is, as 

always, a step behind.  

 

4.6 [“East Congo”]: Renzo the Great Emancipator 

In a UN military camp, a Dutch officer shows Martens the large belt of gold on a map of the region. 

He singles out one large foreign mining company that has “always been there”. They could not operate 

during the war, he states. For them, it is great that the UN are there, according to the officer, because 

now the zone is safe.
20

  

 While a ‘prospector’s plane’ passes, Martens inquires a group of workers for the Anglo Gold 

Ashanti mining company about the operations of their own labour, which they barely understand. A 

white gold mine employee arrives via airplane to collect rock samples which will be checked for traces 

of gold. Sometimes he brings in medicine for the locals, but only “if there is any.” UN military men 

explain that they are there to “control”. When Martens remarks to the Congolese labourers that they 

should be rich men, having so much gold, one replies “We don’t know, it’s something underground, 

the naked eye can’t see it.” In a covert visual montage questioning the relation between the ‘disease’ 

and the ‘symptom’, the next shot is of a departing airplane, contrasting rhetorically with whatever is 

hidden under the ground. While driving, the company representative explains that the UN cares for the 

peace necessary to run the gold industry. The entire scene suggests that doing so, as an armed power, 

is more important than bring peace or wealth for all.  

 The UN’s declaration of the zone’s ‘safety’ is relative, so much is clear when the aftermaths of 

the Great War of Africa are shown. With a number of other Western reporters, Martens is guided by 

the Ituri rebels past corpses and deserted villages. The Ituri have their own way of explaining their 

                                                                 
20 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 33min30. 
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fighting and the catastrophes: they do it for the autonomy of their people. They have their warriors 

photographed and posing hoping for the power of media representation. The journalists explain the 

mechanisms of the humanitarian image economy: 50 dollars per shot, 300 dollars per 1,5 minute of 

footage. One videojournalist mentions the fees with a grin, as if Martens portrays him like a bounty 

hunter. An Italian photojournalist who works for AFP explains that the news value is determined by 

the amount of negativity: disaster, humanitarian crisis, dead people. “It’s not me, it’s supply and 

demand, it’s a market out there,” he says. Martens seems dismayed to realize the truth of it all time 

and again. “It’s a market”, he sighs, depressed but resigned.  

 At a Unicef refugee camp, an UNHCR representative explains that logos are on most of the 

materials for visibility. Since this visibility is clearly not meant for the refugees themselves they have, 

like NGOs, an interest in their representation towards the international community.  

 Martens is seen on the telephone with a researcher he calls Jesse (Griffiths, who headed 

ActionAid UK’s aid and development finance policy group at the time and wrote a report to which 

Martens refers) who argues that “[w]hen most people think about aid, they imagine it’s providing 

hospitals or schools or that kind of thing. They don’t realize that between a quarter to half of all aid is 

spent on something called ‘technical assistance’”. Griffith confirms that “70 to 90 percent of some 

country’s aid one way or the other flows back to the country that gave aid,” and adds, “donors are 

effectively putting their own interests above the interests of the poor countries that aid is supposed to 

help.” All the while, Martens is shown amidst children who are excited to be filmed. Here, the staging 

of Martens’ persona corresponds with the tendency of his own narrative: people associate the film’s 

tropes with (depicting) humanitarianism, but are confronted each time with a self-centred film maker 

who has his own agenda amidst a crisis situation, reflecting the egotism of the image economy he 

discovers.  

  

Then, the film changes. After the first half, in which Martens introduces the UN, the NGOs, the 

corporations, and the rebel fighters as main agents, plus the art world and the media industry as their 

performative accomplices, and Congolese labourers as the lowest social class, the focus shifts more 

forthrightly onto the figure now frankly confirmed as the protagonist. Martens becomes actively 

involved in the subject matter, coaching Congolese photographers towards a better future – Western 

style. The film maker, one of whom the spectator already realised is not only documenting, transforms 

into a full-blooded performative actor. First, Martens forces a couple of Congolese photographers out 

of their role as economic non-agents, questioning why they think the Western photographers take 

pictures of misery, while they themselves earn their money (50 dollars cents per print) with birthday 

parties, ceremonies and weddings. The photographers cannot give any answer. “Don’t you have an 

opinion about this?” Martens insists. Without waiting for a reaction, the edit cuts to a makeshift 

classroom. This is where the ‘emancipation programme’ starts, as Martens has called it himself.
21

 

 Standing beside a whiteboard, Martens gives the impression of a teacher, with the Congolese 

as schoolboys repeating what he says – mimicry, but in the harmless sense. If he was not avoiding 

such connotations earlier in the film, he now more explicitly embraces neo-colonialism, while 

supposedly acting against those high percentages of aid that never arrives at the people one supposes it 

is for. When he urges them that “[y]ou need to make choices based on rationality” he embodies a neo-

colonialist missionary preaching neoliberalism instead of the gospel (fig. 4.4). The scene reminds of 

Tintin’s infamous geography lesson, where he stands next to the blackboard, stating to a school class 

of Congolese “My dear friends, I will talk today about your fatherland Belgium!” (fig. 4.5) In a later 

colour version of Tintin in the Congo, the scene was changed to a lesson in calculating, where 2+2 

proves to be too difficult for the class. Ironically, that apparently was considered a major improvement 

                                                                 
21 Martens in interview by Żmijewski, op. cit. (2012), p. 4. 
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of colonialist attitudes. The imperial ideological subjection of an imagined group of people who are 

apparently not capable of the simplest of rational processes connects Tintin’s class to Enjoy Poverty’s 

Congolese, who remain anonymous in a subservient and incapable Saidian mode of Otherness (an 

anonymity which makes one wonder whether they might be actors, and their actions staged, but given 

the results that would be far-fetched).  

 In a mode of formalizing neoliberal mechanisms, ‘Renzo the Artist’ turns into ‘Renzo the 

Manager’: he makes a scheme on the whiteboard, comparing the costs and revenues of the 

photographers’ usual line of business (“express tout parisien”, the sign outside their war-damaged 

shop said) on the left, and the depiction of war on the right, with raped women, corpses, and 

malnourished children (50 dollars times 20 shots per month equals 1.000 dollars).
22

 The approach 

teaches Congolese to think more like Westerners and to exploit their poverty in ways similar to those 

of the Westerners. “Who is the owner of the poverty?” should be the leading question, he teaches 

them, and to consider themselves not as beneficiaries, but as agents (“You are also important actors in 

the world”). The class listens carefully while teacher Martens preaches ‘rationality’, and look amazed 

at the figures on his whiteboard. Yet, they already know what is to come: “We have no access to the 

market.” Still, they places their hopes in him. Apparently, Martens here is not only ‘Renzo the Artist’, 

‘Renzo the Consumer’, and arguably ‘Renzo the Manager’, he ‘is’ also the one who gives aid, or 

thinks of himself that way. What is more, he represents also the consumer – be it an artist or a general 

one – who feels that charity money is not enough, and sets up a project to actually ‘do something’ 

about the problems the media report. Martens has called it “something more deeply reflexive” in an 

interview where no irony was implied.
23

  

 In this scene, Martens’ persona undergoes an impressive development. When the colonial 

missionary-cum-motivational speaker
24

 first explains the importance of the aid industry’s economic 

mechanisms for the DRC to the photographers, he embraces a neoliberal entrepreneurial attitude but 

also flirts with commonplaces of charity and altruism, and seems to instrumentalize this to sort a 

provocative effect of insight (‘emancipation’?) with the Western (art world) consumer. Then, he 

generates a fairly positive sentiment of constructive responsibility on behalf of the Congolese in the 

viewer: “[Y]ou’re not only beneficiaries of the good will of others, of NGOs and agencies that come to 

help you, and then you should be endlessly grateful. No. You are also actors, important actors in this 

world.”  

  This scene is a far echo of the workers’ photography movement that developed as a form of 

Proletkult in Germany and the Soviet Union in the late 1920s, and spread over Europe in the 1930s. As 

photography was seen as an instrument in the hands of the ruling class, the aim was to train labourers 

in photographic work. The Manifesto for the British Workers’ Film and Photo League published in 

1934 states: “Above all the bourgeoisie have used photography […] to make us forget our lives […] 

there is more real heroism and real drama in the daily lives of our class – in the class which is making 

history – than in anything the capitalist class can show us.”
25

 Workers were schooled as (amateur) 

photographers as a means of empowerment, to document their own social and economic situation, but 

also to reduce the Left’s dependency on ‘bourgeois’ press agencies. Training entailed practical lessons 

in basic camera use and basic Marxism to raise awareness of the food-chain of capitalism. Many of 

                                                                 
22 Demos notes, referring to this scene: “The lesson also suggests the realization of a quintessential neoliberal goal: to 

transform oneself into an entrepreneur, even in this most debasing manner of commodifying the misery of one’s own 

culture.” Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 106. 
23 Renzo Martens in conversation with T.J. Demos, ‘Institutional Critique Ultimately Is Beneficial to Only Some Areas of the 

World’, Camera Austria, 120, 2012, pp. 44-53, retrieved on 2 July 2014 through: 

http://www.humanactivities.org/assets/files/www/0/RenzoMartensInConversationWithTJDemos_CameraAustria.pdf, p. 4. 
24 Speaking of this scene, Demos writes: “Here, Martens performs a mix of the colonial missionary and the motivational 

speaker [...]” Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 106. 
25 ‘Manifesto for the British Workers’ Film and Photo League’, 1934. Cited in: John Roberts, The Art of Interruption: 

Realism, Photography, and the Everyday, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998, p. 49. 

http://www.humanactivities.org/assets/files/www/0/RenzoMartensInConversationWithTJDemos_CameraAustria.pdf
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these themes resonate in this scene of Enjoy Poverty: the camera as tool for empowerment and social 

self-documentation; the liberation of photography from the ruling classes (whether the bourgeoisie or 

the West); the attempted appropriation of agency to produce history; the idea of intervening in a 

capitalist production chain; but also the persistent mechanisms that inevitably arise in operations of 

empowerment and are hard to eradicate, such as paternalism, the consolidation of class differences, 

and the reproduction of imbalances between professionals and amateurs.  

  These last points become visible when Martens lifts the veil of Western self-centredness off 

the notion of emancipation: “If poverty is like a gift that creates a deeper understanding, you also give 

it back to the world. People come to visit you. It’s something that makes us happy, in a way.” Martens 

becomes a cynical ‘Renzo the Great Emancipator’, who explains poverty as a mode of exchange. 

Thinking back of the photojournalists nonchalantly serving up their fees per image, as if they ask 

themselves ‘how much money do I get for this unit of poverty?’, poverty can be seen as a currency 

with which the West exchanges money for nearly the same amount of money, plus happiness. In this 

sense, the ‘gift’ in question is a placebo that is poisoned, packaged as empowerment. The irony of the 

“deeper understanding” Martens speaks of, lies in its double use as pseudo-transcendental trope of 

development aid mores, and Martens being the one using such rhetoric to actually give an insight in 

these concepts.  

 If generic humanitarian aid imagery is routinely calling out to the potential donor, without 

exception assisted by ‘attractive’ slogans, and ‘independent’ documentaries suggest to simply register 

and add human interest portraits as emotional highlights, Enjoy Poverty sucks the spectator in slowly: 

taking in the bits of narrative one at a time, relating the scenes to one another, the viewer sees himself 

implicated in his own conclusions. 

 Martens persists explaining the Western image economy to the Congolese. Visiting a small 

hospital with severely malnourished children, he shows them how to take pictures, and teaches them 

the mechanisms of the industry as he has learned them in the first half of the film: to undress children 

when they are being photographed to show malnutrition better (not noting that the naked exposure is 

of course a further violation of the children’s dignity), the ribs should be visible, as well as the Unicef 

logo. While the Congolese photographers around him still remain meaningfully anonymous, ‘Renzo 

the Manager’ creates ‘Renzo the Artist-Entrepreneur’: “These are photos that you can sell. Choose 

your subject well.”
26

 

 The distinction between registering and acting is difficult to maintain. One of the Congolese 

photographers explains to a war victim with a small child that they are there not to “help them”, but to 

record their problems.
27

 While these things are apparently often confused, registering is most certainly 

an act. The people feel ‘captured’ when ‘captured’ on film, and clearly know that there should be 

something in exchange for that. A similar but naïve sense of exploitation resonates from the words of 

one of the doctors, when he confirms some journalists have visited the hospital before, “but we never 

saw the pictures.”
28

 The camera seems to be regarded a godlike thing, and representation as something 

spiritual. Registering problems is understood by the Congolese as a potential “way to transmit it to 

those above us.”
29

 

 In a village, the people are framed by Martens “not merely as people in need of aid,” but they 

are also “people that aid the rest of the world.”
30

 He combines a development worker’s pep talk with a 

form of irony that speaks directly to the Western viewer of the film, implying how much the West 

depends on the inequality in question. This addressing of the West is further underscored by the first 

                                                                 
26 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 1h00min22. 
27 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 57min43. 
28 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 59min10. 
29 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 57min52. 
30 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 1h01min15. 
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operational views of the ‘Enjoy Poverty Please’ sign in its full neon light. It is introduced by Martens 

as a “publicity for the viewers back home or at gallery exhibits.”
31

 That Western (art) world 

subsequently sees itself reflected in a cynical mirror image Martens is sketching of its neoliberal 

attitude: “Surely, they will be open to the idea that Africans are taking charge of their own resources.” 

If it was not the case yet, the Western (art) consumer as an agent in Martens’ critical narrative is 

explicit from this point on.  

 Martens guides the Congolese photographers through their own country, representing another 

dimension to their trouble. One of the tokens of this other dimension is his press card, issued by the 

UN, with which he has ‘unlimited access everywhere’. The Congolese photographers know that it is 

going to be difficult for them to get one. In a key scene, an MSF representative denies the 

photographers access to his hospitals because it would not be right that they would come and earn 

money with “an exhibit of misery”.
32

 Emphasizing his own reputation and an awareness of the relation 

between the public image of his organization and its revenue model, he states: “I’m not here so that 

the logo of Doctors Without Borders can be stuck in a photo to make cash.”
33

 The representative, 

sitting back in his couch, smoking, wearing sunglasses, could be seen as symbolizing the negation of 

performative inequality between the rich West and the poor developing world when he answers to 

Martens’ objection that journalists of New York Times or Libération also earn money, that those are 

“here to make news, not money.” (fig. 4.6) He shifts the argument to the professional quality of the 

Congolese photos. The MSF man rejects them saying “this is not to humiliate you. It’s just that to sell 

images demands work.” He might have a point (the spectator does not get a good view of them), but 

the exclusion of the images is a performative reaffirmation of the income gap he embodies. The 

photographers seemed to have understood this already. The circumstance that the aid addressed to the 

poor is made to be inaccessible to them and that the media attention is not going to lead to any 

increase of life quality, is inscribed in the minds and bodies of the oppressed.  

 The photos can be regarded a form of mimicry that is threatening despite or maybe because of 

their dependency on Martens’ repression of difference for his own profit (to make neoliberal use of 

Homi Bhabha’s parlance) resulting in “the prodigious and strategic production of conflictual, fantastic, 

discriminatory ‘identity effects’ in the play of a power that is elusive because it hides no essence, no 

‘itself’” (an argument that accidentally applies well to a situation it was not meant for).
34

 In other 

words, maybe the action failed precisely because the invested authorities were intimidated by the self-

asserted authority of the gap-bridging white man. Martens, outside among Congolese photographers, 

is visibly dismayed about this vicious circle of exclusion. He is exposed as a tragic anti-hero who is 

doomed to fail on account of dominating Western powers with a strong interest in the status quo on all 

levels, symbolized by zooming in on an airplane passing over.  

 

4.7 [“Central Congo”]:  

When Martens tells a group of plantation workers he will not come back with anything from Europe, 

they ask him why he came, then. Now, they are taken out of their role of dependency from Western 

aid as well: “To tell you you better enjoy poverty, rather than fight it and be unhappy.”
35

 After trying 

an emancipative approach and failing, Martens switches strategy to the sole option that seems realistic 

                                                                 
31 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 1h01min27. 
32 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 1h07min02. 
33 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 1h07min14. 
34 In Location of Culture, Homi Bhabha wrote: “In mimicry, the representation of identity and meaning is rearticulated along 

the axis of metonymy. As Lacan reminds us, mimicry is like camouflage, not a harmonization of repression of difference, but 

a form of resemblance, that differs from or defends presence by displaying it in part, metonymically. Its threat, I would add, 

comes from the prodigious and strategic production of conflictual, fantastic, discriminatory ‘identity effects’ in the play of a 

power that is elusive because it hides no essence, no ‘itself’.” Homi K. Bhabha, Location of Culture, London/New York: 
Routledge, 1994, p. 90.  
35 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 1h10min49. 
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to increase life quality in the face of so many problems and antagonistic agents: acceptance. “You 

need to accept things the way they are. Be happy despite poverty.” The Congolese repeat Martens’ 

words: “We want to be happy despite poverty.” In the West, representation of ideas and situations and 

reproduction of images happens as part of a commodity system, but the Congolese represent and 

reproduce ‘Western’ ideas and situations only in an observing, harmlessly mimicking and submitting 

way, barely recognizing that they are part of that very commodity system as commensurable 

reproductions.  

 Then, Martens’ persona develops once more, reflecting both the white engaged artist who 

cannot change anything, which it is suggested comes as a surprise to him, and the Western consumer 

who feigns to have ideals and adopts a humanitarian faux-altruistic idiom: “Experiencing you 

suffering makes me a better person. You really help me. Thank you.” Martens is happy to underline 

the self-congratulating egotism of such an outlook. The operation of giving aid and its quality of life-

enhancing implications is suggested to be directed from the poor to the rich. When Martens thanks 

them for making him a better person, people applaud. As a Western viewer, it is tempting to 

immediately label this relationship as a gestic image of hierarchy, where the ones historically framed 

as inferior idolize the cultivated white man, who is really the oppressor, by responding as if 

programmed by conventions of inequality. This is surely an implication that Martens’ edit does not 

avoid, although the applause may just be a warm sign of politeness. However, the inequality is there, 

factually and allegorically, and the village people are celebrating it, until Martens asserts his authority 

by shutting off the neon signs’ power supply.  

 Visiting another hospital, Martens’ camera makes the viewer witness. A child has just died, 

the mother and a number of other women are mourning. Although the camera or the act of registration 

is not seen, all of a sudden the spectator is more inclined to a sense of voyeurism. After Martens has 

given up on ‘emancipation’ and convincing exploited labourers to be happy despite poverty, after the 

repeated insensitive depiction and rigorous critique of imagery such as this, in other words after the 

intrinsic mechanisms of neo-colonialist inequality and the image economy have been made apparent to 

the viewer, when the spectator does not expect it anymore, Enjoy Poverty counterpoints its critique 

with an empathic appeal. Soon one understands why the scene is moving: Martens does not appear 

within the frame for a change, nor is anybody else documented documenting. A shock of recognition 

may occur of generic humanitarian images. Within the aesthetic object, this function as a kind of 

Verfremdungseffekt through which one can reflect on his own disposition while watching in the 

mirror of the notion of being ‘a better person’: to what degree does one obtain innocence through 

empathy? 

  

A small traditional boat sails over the river with Martens and two black rowers on it, as well as the 

neon sign. The scene foreshadows the gallery presentation of Enjoy Poverty, which is a one-channel 

video installation including the sign and the wooden tribal boat. Martens appears like a destitute 

Fitzcarraldo, on his way back to the Western world. Before he gets there (although it is dangerous to 

speak in terms of order and sequence in a heavily edited film like Enjoy Poverty), he receives an e-

mail from the Congolese office of the UN, saying that the UN is considering revoking his press 

accreditation. We see a dismayed, tormented, misunderstood artist. Apparently, the UN has an interest 

in keeping the status quo relatively unchallenged, and avoiding the general audience to get another 

perspective on the matter. 

 Martens brings food to the plantation worker who was seen clearing the brush in the beginning 

(the same one who was revisited later, with the sick daughter) who is wearing the same shirt, to thank 

him for the cheap labour that he ‘gives’. These images can be considered the fulfilment of a dream of 

humanitarian aid, the visualization of the help actually being given to those in need, in a human and 

intimate way, which of course very rarely happens. But more importantly, these images stress how 
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painful it is to engage in whatever kind of human interaction with someone who is a slave to the 

collective interests one represents. Martens makes this explicit by explaining that he does not think the 

man’s situation will get better as “in Europe we don’t want cocoa or coffee or palm oil or coltan to be 

more expensive.” The man, routinely kept anonymous, explains that he needs a salary. He has worked 

on the plantation for ten years. Intimidated by Martens’ respectless provocations, he answers that he 

does not have a TV, electricity, running water, a bike, a radio, a suit, or leather shoes. Martens reacts 

by saying that he probably will not have that soon if he did not succeed in obtaining that in the past ten 

years. Then, Martens lets the daughter choose a logo and sews it unto the girl’s ragged shirt (fig. 4.7). 

He implicitly stresses the relation of ownership (in this case, by the EU) as he does not want to explain 

the father why. This gestic scene allegorizes through ownership of knowledge and exclusion from it, 

the relation between economic capital and intellectual capital. Not only does this ownership allude to 

all forms of dominant Western practice in sites of neo-colonialism, the artwork manifests itself as well 

as part of that practice: the insights such a scene offers transcend the sphere of experience of the 

Congolese labourer, just as the knowledge and provocation that Martens’ film truly raises does 

probably never reach them. Still, the man thanks Martens and declares that he sees him as a good man, 

through which he acts as Martens’ counter-agent, each embodying an opposed position in the unequal 

relations of exploitation and mastership.  

 Another Congolese man asks whether Martens’ life is as hard as his. ‘Renzo the white man’, 

does not answer – as the West does not take full responsibility for the inequality – but cuts back to the 

man being thankful for the food instead. Here is a suggestion of the impossibility of a dialogue, as a 

parable for globalism, for engaged art, for global relations and their impossibility of reciprocity across 

the income gap, relating this scene to the Situationist notion of the spectacle. Not only is the film 

revealed as part of an industry that has a strong interest in the status quo and does not do anything to 

change it, but Enjoy Poverty is also revealed as a spectacle in the sense that it may reveal its own 

condition, but maintains its unanswerability to the subjects of those conditions, as do other products 

supported by them.  

 

Martens points the camera at himself a final time, now enacting a “potential savior”
36

, a humanitarian 

hero: “It’s not easy in spite of best intentions to help people benefit from their talents.”
37

 Referring to 

misery as talent is a cynical reflection of the optimistic, celebrative outlook of the development 

industry. The same goes for the self-interest of the Western consumer, donor or humanitarian as vain 

and sentimental: “One needs to be aware of one’s own vanity. And I know I am capable of vanity. It 

saddens me.” This vanity can be seen as a representation of the gap between the miserable situation in 

the Congo on the one hand and capitalist NGOs and the image industry on the other: the latter is 

“feed[ing] off the spectacle of negative effects without recognizing the structural causes.”
38

  

 A self-proclaimed human rights investigator and war reporter, Keith Snow, as he identifies 

himself, gets out of a river he symbolically refers to as ‘black’, intending “[y]ou look down, and you 

can’t see anything except your own fear.”
39

 Blackness containing lethal animals is used here as a 

metaphor – with a racial undertone more suggested by Martens’ inclusion than by the one uttering it – 

for dangerously destructive powers. He is in the DRC “[t]rying to document the interests behind the 

war and the awful human rights atrocities that no one’s really covering”, articulating a version of 

Martens’ project.
40

 When he asks whether Martens is there to “pillage, rape, and steal like the other 

                                                                 
36 Özge Ersoy, untitled review of Enjoy Poverty, in: Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 70, no. 3, (September 

2011), p. 397. 
37 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 1h21min25. 
38 Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 104. 
39 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 1h23min45. 
40 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 1h22min52. 
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white people”, Martens, in turn, states “No, I teach them how to deal with life.” The portrait is highly 

reminiscent of the encounter of two other explorers, journalist Stanley and missionary Livingstone, at 

the banks of Lake Tanganyika, bordering the DRC in the east. The river as a black dangerous body of 

water may also be a reference to Stanley’s book Through the Dark Continent (1878), in which he 

described his trans-Africa explorations. 

 

4.8 On Martens’ persona: Renzo the White Man 

Martens’ distinguishing ‘Renzo the Consumer’ from ‘Renzo the Artist’ is productive as well as 

misleading: the two are not necessarily separate. Enjoy Poverty seems to stress precisely that artists are 

consuming sustainers of the status quo just as well. The protagonist personifies a consumer with 

patronizing colonialist features, operating a critique using over-identification (or ‘strategy of critical 

mimicry’, as Demos terms it).
41

 As Martens has indicated, stating “I gradually built more analogies 

and comparisons around my own position as a white artist”
42

, the persona develops dynamically, 

accentuating various aspects of a narrative he enacts as if he were a time-based personification. His 

persona is comparable to Auslander’s notion of the performance persona that uses characters to enact 

different songs.
43

 

 He departs from the genre expectations of the engaged Western film maker, enacting tropes of 

concerned and documentary cinema and visual art, but all the time alluding to a hidden agenda. Then, 

he more obviously starts performing a neoliberal artist-entrepreneur, explaining the economic 

mechanisms and Western image industry, on which they depend, to the Congolese. While the 

Congolese photographers around him remain meaningfully anonymous, Renzo the Artist-

Entrepreneur, surrounded by extreme despair, becomes Renzo the Manager: “These are photos that 

you can sell. Choose your subject well.”  

 

John Douglas Millar has argued that Martens, in the second part, tackles the possibilities and limits of 

engaged art.
44

 This would correspond to Martens’ explanation of the double-faced Renzo Martens 

persona, the Consumer and the Artist. But, in fact, this second part is tackling any transformation of 

major global problems by any individual agent as well. A feigned ideal of emancipation running 

through the film becomes prevalent here, as an attribute of a self-aggrandizing personification of false 

empowerment: Renzo the Great Emancipator. When Martens mentioned enacting a ‘white man’ in the 

interview cited above, he referred to Enjoy Poverty as “a performance of the discourses of the white 

man (Renzo Martens) taking responsibility for everything we in the West are and do.”
45

 Those 

discourses – the exploitation by corporations, NGOs, the image economy, the UN – can be seen as 

informing Martens’ character development, and together they are constitutive of an overarching White 

Man persona. At times, for example when affectively singing A Man Needs a Maid also the vain 

sadness of the Western self-pitying pseudo-sinner surfaces, as if it were a kind of ‘Renzo the Burdened 

White Man’. These different Renzos, comparable to characters in Auslander’s sense, are not explicitly 

differentiated from Martens’ performance persona, and the performance persona seems to transform 

on basis of the different characters. The recognisability of these characters evokes Daston and Sibum’s 

notion of the ‘recognised social species’, although their function here is obviously not transformative 

but rhetorical.
46

 Although there are many examples of Brechtian Gestus, Martens does not apply any 

                                                                 
41 Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 105. 
42 Martens in interview by Żmijewski, op. cit. (2012), p. 4. 
43 Auslander, op. cit. (2004), p. 6. See: Chapter 2, p. 14. 
44 John Douglas Millar, ‘The Atrocity Exhibition’, Mute Magazine, 11 March 2009, accessed on 3 July 2014 through: 

http://www.mrzine.monthlyreview.org/millar070609.html, np. 
45 Guerin, op. cit. (2009), np. 
46 Daston & Sibum, op. cit. (2003), p. 3. See: Chapter 2, p. 13. 

http://www.mrzine.monthlyreview.org/millar070609.html
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demonstrative ‘epic’ mode of performance. On the contrary, the difference between enactment and 

natural appearance is difficult to tell apart. 

 In the African context of the Congo, Martens personifies the West, roughly in all its 

dimensions (military power is a notable exception), even if they are subjective and biased. Instead of 

attributes, the personification employs generally semantic ‘elements’ (narrative action, 

characterization, mise-en-scène) and motifs (cameras, logos, self-reflexivity) as metaphors. Martens 

has referred to his persona in the third person as “not just a real person, but also somebody beyond 

myself, a representative of a hierarchy and a status quo.”
47

 In fact, the entirety of Enjoy Poverty is both 

itself and emblematic of something larger. Martens’ performance persona might be considered a 

present-day personification, a figure embodying an allegory.  

 Martens’ performance is reminiscent of Buchloh’s framing of Beuys as an artist “publically 

performing the role of the artist as a travesty” of various social roles.
48

 If Beuys can be considered to 

perform as a kind of role model, imbuing “the artist with the public role of the priest, the shaman, the 

redeemer of spirituality”, Martens positions ‘the Western artist’ more mundanely. He performs the 

role of the artist as a travesty of the consumer, the artist-entrepreneur, the manager, and so on, to 

suggest the professional persona of the Western artist as having such character traits. Yet the 

possibility cannot be excluded that Martens enact these characters on basis of an affinity that he has 

with them himself, as Rosenthal has suggested: elaborating on a fragment within oneself.
 49

 Rosenthal 

described her notion of persona, however, as opposed to a notion of character, which would imply in 

Martens’ case a lot of different personae that all find their basis within himself.  

 The film includes a number of scenes showing Martens filming himself, of which some 

function as a self-portrait where a sense of vanity forces itself upon the viewer. Critics have observed 

an ambiguous semi-authenticity in Martens’ staging of his ‘white man’ persona’. Jonathan Griffin has 

hinted at Martens investing his provocative performance with personal character traits of narcissism 

and exaltation.
50

 Between the lines, T.J. Demos suggests that a rudimentary origin of Martens’ 

mimicking self-reflexivity seems to surface that is Martens’ own, maybe even as a sublimation of self-

indulgence.
51

 This ambiguity positions Martens’ characterization in a post-modern tradition, where he 

probably fits better in a Beuysian dramatized idealist conceptualism (on which Schlingensief leaned as 

well) than in a Koonsian simulacral embodiment of vacuousness that struggles to find any critical 

materialization. Still, in Enjoy Poverty it is even more difficult than with Beuys to speculate on any 

distinction between enacted and authentic modes, as if the latter has become a manifestation of the 

former. Indeed, Auslander’s presupposed ‘real person’ behind the performance persona and its 

characters in Martens’ case seem to have dissolved into the performance persona. 

 In relation to Martens’ performance, Mauss’ historiography of persona fits uncomfortably.
52

 

Undoubtedly, this has to do with Enjoy Poverty’s stage as an aesthetic object. Martens is constantly 

suggesting enactment, one never feels assured to be seeing the subject Martens. However, his 

performance does reflect some important aspects from Mauss’ notions: the overlap of a natural 

                                                                 
47 Martens in interview by Żmijewski, op. cit. (2012), p. 5. 
48 Buchloh, op. cit. (2001), p. 88-9. See: Chapter 2, p. 19.  
49 Rosenthal cited in Lampe, op. cit. (2002), p. 296-7. See: Chapter 2, p. 14. 
50 Jonathan Griffin, ‘The Atrocity Exhibition. Contemporary  art and cruelty from Renzo Martens in the Congo to Adel 

Abdessemed in the slaughterhouse’, TANK, September 2010, retrieved on 2 July 2014 , through: 
http://jonathangriffin.org/2010/09/01/atrocity-exhibition: “Martens’ narcissism is half genuine (the artist’s honest self-

revelation) and half put-on (in provocation).” 
51 Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 111: “This is the significance of Marten’s work: to critically locate political images in networks 

of consumption and distribution that support forms of inequality, putting himself in the midst of those networks and its 

contradictions and failures – or rather his self-constructed avatar of the do-gooder artist – as he walks around for much of the 
time in the film with the camera trained on his own face in an insistent act of self-reflexive criticality.” 
52 Mauss, op. cit. (1938). See: Chapter 2, pp. 11-12. 

http://jonathangriffin.org/2010/09/01/atrocity-exhibition
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identity with a variety of artificial enactments that renders the ‘Roman’ public persona, is fairly similar 

to Auslander’s performance persona with characters.
53

  

 Over-identification is ambiguous by design, but in most cases has lost its critical momentum 

of surprise. Still, it can also be used in unexpected ways. While Özge Ersoy has pointed out that 

empathy is used by the representation industry as a performative, creative instrument, saying that “Pity 

can therefore be a persuasive, creative tool, rather than an ethical idea”, I would add that Martens uses 

the opposite, a persuasive and creative entrepreneurialism to propose his own ethical views.
54

  

 

4.9 In vitro experiment on reality 

Enjoy Poverty consists of provocative narrative elements that all relate to one another rather than 

claiming proof.
55

 This is consistently carried out, even in the smallest narrative details: character-like 

agents (consider the grotesque performance of the MSF representative), actions (in response to eager 

Congolese plantation workers, Martens explicitly tells them he will not show them the film, as it is 

meant for European market, which relates to the fact that the development aid economy does not 

belong officially to the Congo’s economy), and use of the medium to which I will return shortly. 

Many of these are examples of Brechtian Gestus. Besides the ones indicated above, one could think of 

the scene where Martens laconically replies “OK” to the man who tells him in agony that his people 

suffers; Martens correcting the villager who reads ‘poverty’ as ‘pauvreté’; or the scene where a rebel 

fighter carries a radio for Martens’ entertainment (who remains totally neutral) when they are walking 

from one catastrophe site to another, meanwhile encountering posing rebel warriors in full combat 

outfit, good for other gestic shots.  

 “The art piece can be like an ‘in-vitro’ experiment on reality. This is why I re-create and 

highlight all these inner contradictions in my films. Because by allowing them to surface, and by 

making this bias central, you can see how the world functions. You see that what I do is exactly the 

same as that which is taking place all the time.”
56

 Martens’ use of the term ‘in vitro’ is interesting 

because it suggests to restage a sample of the issues involved in a protected environment where they 

can be studied independently of interfering circumstances, while it implies a performative 

reconstruction that creates things. In fact, the term suggests Martens removed any interference of 

circumstances, creating a model situation reshaping its organisms, other cells and factors completely, 

but most importantly, recreating and thus manipulating the mechanisms the film seeks to reveal.  

 As Derek Gregory has pointed out, Said’s ‘imaginative geographies’ can be seen as a double 

mechanism involving both “self-constructions of ‘the West’” and “constructions of the other”.
57

 Enjoy 

Poverty is a deconstruction of a perceived reality, but takes shape in reiteratively constructing 

commonplaces. The term ‘in vitro’ also hints at the convenience of the concept of over-identification 

(or critical mimicry) for Enjoy Poverty since it functions as a critical disclaimer for every act the film 

involves: both satire (the emancipation programme) and more ambiguous motives of inequality 

(Martens’ continuous insensitive attitude, just to name the most obvious examples) become productive 

as critique, intended or not.  

 Undoubtedly, “everything you see in the film, happened in reality”
58

, and undoubtedly, Enjoy 

Poverty’s lecture is a charged and subjective, reconstructed and dramatized, but very relevant version 

                                                                 
53 For Mauss’ ‘Roman’ public persona: ibid., pp. 16-18. See Chapter 2, pp. 11-12. 
54 Ersoy, op. cit. (2011), p. 396. 
55 Ersoy has pointed out that “he prioritizes a provocative narrative over a well-structured, argumentative plot.” Ersoy, op. cit. 

(2011), p. 397. 
56 Martens in interview by Żmijewski, op. cit. (2012), p. 7. The term ‘in-vitro experiment’ hints at a (scientific) objectivity, 

which makes the statement comparable to false claims about the documentary genre, which can be seen as a tradition of 

manipulated experiments. 
57 Derek Gregory, The Colonial Present, Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2004, p. 4. 
58 Martens in interview by Żmijewski, op. cit. (2012), p. 5. 
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of this reality. The documentary becomes an allegory not when it is fictionalized, but as soon as it is 

both fictionalized, manipulated, and instrumentalized to inform a critique of issues the case in question 

is only a symptom of.  

 

 

 

4.10 Allegory of the sign 

The voyage of the neon sign can be seen as an encapsulated version of the same allegory. The porters 

carrying its travelling trunks personify slavery and other, more accepted hierarchic power structures. It 

is imposed on those on the other side of the inequality scale to celebrate, dance to, and venerate, until 

it is taken from them according to the will of the privileged. The press knows very well what the sign 

refers to (after Martens explains that “it would be good if the poor understood that poverty is actually a 

resource”, the Finnish journalist answers: “Nothing more to ask. Except your name.”), still they pose 

with it smiling. 

 Its motto ‘Enjoy Poverty Please’ provides the work’s title, encapsulates many of the film’s 

themes and motives: corporations enjoy poverty making profit; Western consumers enjoy poverty 

being able to consume more for less; local and global art worlds enjoy poverty as highly regarded 

subject matter; the aid industry enjoys poverty as its very raison d’être and continues reinventing and 

reframing it without structural reparation; news media enjoy poverty as they could barely exist without 

it; national governments enjoy poverty holding debt repayments operative; even the UN and the World 

Bank have an interest in maintaining inequality, Enjoy Poverty suggests in a accusation of them being 

on the hand of Western corporations.  

 As a subversive pun on the expression ‘to enjoy prosperity’ it alludes to an interest in the 

status quo of inequality as framed by the film as a whole. The sign sailing on the river reinstalls it 

within the tradition of the Congo as a site of colonialist atrocities, with the Congo river as its icon. 

Finally, the sign’s inclusion with gallery installations indicates Martens’ conviction that the art world 

is part and parcel of the inequality that simultaneously helps create so much of its subject matter. 

 

4.11 Other agents 

Martens himself and the neon sign are not the only figures that can be regarded allegorical. Enjoy 

Poverty is at the same time an allegorical critique and a work that could pass for an artistic, engaged 

documentary essay film, in which most agents function at the same time as their documented, lived 

operational selves and as emblems of something larger. As Martens described his own characterization 

“not just a real person, but also somebody beyond myself, a representative of a hierarchy and a status 

quo”, so too do the other people and elements get to function as representations of macro-economic 

structures: the World Bank representative is a metonym for the global financial system, the plantation 

owner stands in for the Western corporate world at large, the group of journalists are partes-pro-toto 

for the media in general, and whichever Congolese happens to be on screen at any given time – there 

does not seem to be much structural difference between the labourers, the doctors, and the 

photographers – is simply ‘Other’. Martens does not use titles to introduce the various persons 

portrayed by name. Despite all the documentary tropes, there is no explicit suggestion of objectivity or 

transparency. Enjoy Poverty replicates reality in the manner of a biased allegory.  

 I will now discuss other agents, as important elements of the critique, in which Martens’ 

persona ssometimes heavily involved, and sometimes not.  

 

4.12 Congolese 

Congolese photographers belong to an entirely different economic sphere than the Western 

photojournalists. In many ways, they are not comparable at all. Their profession is only similar in 
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essence, which is what binds them, while the differences are what makes the commensurability 

meaningful. Congolese villagers ask whether Martens will project the film there, but he answers that 

he will not, only in Europe. The film is explicit in being meant for the European market only, for 

which once more the Congolese have provided the resources. The film is thereby positioned in the 

same category as other consumption goods. The Congolese are also framed as the collective ‘other’, 

the ones to look at, but do not get to behold the view of reality the dominant class hides from them (to 

expand on one of Susan Sontag’s thoughts in Regarding the Pain of Others).
59

 Our gaze is one-

directional and spectacular not only to make it impossible for ‘the other’ to answer, to propose a 

different reality. It seems also convenient to avoid a more personal knowledge of the other: he is only 

to be seen, he is not also to be known. Objectifying the other has the benefits of avoiding the empathy 

that might lead to commitment, remaining free of obligations, as well as rendering him a 

commensurable unit, subject only to trade.  

 “PHOTOGRAPHS OBJECTIFY”, Sontag has claimed: “they turn an event or a person into 

something that can be possessed.”
60

 The Congolese are unknown others: the photographers are 

anonymous, the plantation owners does not know whether photographed labourers are working on his 

plantation, malnourished children are depicted as nothing more than statistics for MSF who leave for 

regions where the crisis appears to be worse, but where the need of sustaining mining corporations 

could be more acute just as well.  

 

4.13 Congolese as part of Western consumer culture 

Not only are the Congolese people severely underprivileged agents in a hegemonic Western capitalist 

scenario, this power relationship is allegorized by Martens, directing them into a new kind of pseudo-

agency, and ‘failing’. In an indirect way their role in Enjoy Poverty is a construction of the Other. The 

director can be seen as a personification of contemporary relations of slavery in an image industry. 

The Congolese, in turn, as a collective of passive actors, enacting poverty and requiring help, are 

comparable to Schlingensief’s asylum seekers even in their mysterious anonymity.  

 If the role of the Congolese as collective persona is clear, what role does Martens see for the 

Western spectator? Martens mentions the general (art world) consumer explicitly twice: when 

launching “the publicity for the people back home or at gallery exhibits” and when explaining to the 

destitute father of a malnourished child that “in Europe we don’t want cocoa or coffee or palm oil or 

coltan to be more expensive.” The role of the spectator is to engage, to recognize the fact of one’s 

complicity to global inequality. (Martens can be relatively certain of this complicity of his audience, as 

he restricts it to the art world and those who otherwise have the means to obtain a viewing copy.)  

However, that is where the role of the spectator seems to stop, Enjoy Poverty does not exclude the 

possibility of the Western consumer equally being an actor in a script, or of taking responsibility in 

any way. The status quo, the film implies, does not permit a breakthrough, the individual does not 

stand a chance, and the major actors will not change course because that would not be in their interest. 

 

4.14 Las Meninas 

Martens has placed Enjoy Poverty in the tradition of Diego Velázquez’ Las Meninas, in that its subject 

matter is “the relation between the viewer and the image”.
61

 In Las Meninas, the beholder becomes 

                                                                 
59 “[...] for the other, even when not an enemy, is regarded only as someone to be seen, not someone (like us) who also sees.” 

Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003, p 57.  
60 Ibid., p. 64, capitals in original.  
61 Martens in interview by Guerin, op. cit. (2009): “A work such as Velasquez’s Las Meninas (1656) directly represents this 

very relationship [of viewer and image] as the subject of the image. It is about power relations as they exist in reality and how 
that reality is only ever mediated by representation. I see and understand my film as being involved in this project of 

engagement of the spectator. It’s not a window onto the world, it’s not fully self-contained or self referential, and neither is 
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part of the subject matter, questioning what position he takes in the depicted subject, and how the 

power relations in and of the image are projected onto the beholder. The the picture features a self-

portrait of the artist painting does not diminish the correspondence with Enjoy Poverty, certainly not in 

Martens’ opinion. Velázquez’ self-portrait in the setting of the royal Spanish (and commissioning) 

family implies a claim to power, elevating painting’s traditional classification of craft, as opposed to 

the liberal arts. What is more, the beholder’s viewpoint corresponds with the mirror image, seen on the 

wall in the back of the depicted palace room, showing the reflected images of King Philip IV and his 

wife. This may imply that the beholder takes the spatial position of the royal couple, a privileged 

position, confirmed by the eye contact the painter seems to make.
62

  

 A romantic interpretation of Las Meninas could offer suggestions of communication with the 

artist, of democratizing class relationships, of art in the place of power, but they stand little chance in 

the face of a twenty-first century neoliberal context. Whether Martens believes in the contemporary 

validity of the artist symbolically entering the highest spheres of power is debatable. In Enjoy Poverty, 

art is no more than a plaything of economic power structures, ostensibly bringing good things while 

obscuring the damage involved. Enjoy Poverty merely describes the status quo, while Martens’ more 

recent project, the Institute of Human Activities seeks “to acknowledge the economic mechanisms 

through which art has the greatest impact on social reality.”
63

  

 

4.15 Western industries & Martens personification of them 

Western industries expanded their activities globally. The opportunity of cheap labour and high profits 

leads to exploitation, and NGOs follow in the wake of large corporations. Obligations of debt 

repayment often stay in place simultaneously with government aid programmes. Both development 

aid, the image economy, and traditional resource exploitation industries can be considered expansions 

of business to formerly unexploited global areas (unexploited by their line of business, that is), 

potential trade areas to ‘develop’. These contemporary forms of imperialism amount to neo-

colonialism by subjecting the Other to one’s demand for (growth through) the maintaining of 

inequality. The image economy can be seen as a present-day equivalent of slavery, with a 

commensurable fee system and ownership over what is captured. A situation can be appropriated by 

selection. The logic is as follows: “I choose the one I think is a good picture, and that is what makes 

that picture mine”, as the Italian photojournalist in East Congo has it.
64

 Such mechanisms of 

ownership are here not only present in accepted modes as this one, but form the basis of inequality 

also on a scale that Martens is barely able to represent recognizably.  

 Martens’ persona represents this network of co-dependent aspects of the status quo more 

through an overall air of neo-colonialist superiority than by specif ic references. He seizes every 

opportunity to mimic the arrogant superiority of the West: “I am both the observer and the perpetrator 

of the Africans’ exploitation. I can never be the saviour or the emancipator because I am defined by 

the structures and institutions that exploit in the first place. I can’t even pretend that my presence 

would liberate – even though I lay bare the power relations of the image of poverty within the market 

economy. The one with the camera will always exploit because of the power relations inherent to 

taking, distributing and selling images.”
65

 In Enjoy Poverty Martens seems to argue that cameras are 

like weapons, reproducing the status quo, manipulating its appearance to the point at which their 

images are most likely to proliferate the inequality they register.   

                                                                                                                                                                                                           
the image a representation of something outside of itself. Rather, my film takes up certain strategies that are apparent in t he 

history of painting in order to draw attention to the power relations between the viewer and the viewed.”  
62 There are different readings of Las Meninas, both the supposed nature of the mirror image and the direction of Velázquez’ 

gaze are disputed.  
63 See: http://www.humanactivities.org/institute.  
64 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 45min08. 
65 Martens in interview by, Guerin, op. cit. (2009), n.p. 

http://www.humanactivities.org/institute
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4.16 Representation industry 

During the opening scenes in the ‘human zoo’ refugee camp, there are images of happy blond 

youngsters taking pictures with a digital camera of refugees picking up bags, apparently containing 

tents. The visual reproduction of the act of aid giving is instrumental to the continued existence of the 

(in this case minor) NGO and could again be understood through ‘visibility’, the shorthand for the 

core operations of the image industry as used by the UNHCR representative. NGOs have all their 

activities captured, as if an unrepresented reality is no reality. The subjectivity of this reality is 

highlighted, however, by the videojournalistic format of Enjoy Poverty and the depicted 

photojournalism. The suggestion is that these operations of the United Nations and NGOs can be seen 

as belonging to an industry thriving on representation, rather than on their promise of relieving 

humanitarian crisis: a representation industry.  

 Martens does not only focus on video and photo cameras, on the rebels posing, the staging, the 

logos, the use of English, but foremost on the way he frames himself. The camera is mostly carried by 

himself, often pointed at himself. This can easily be seen as a metaphor for self-reproduction: for the 

way aid money feeds back into the West; for the self-centredness of the entire (Western) discourse 

about humanitarian problems; of the enriching art world enhancing its self-image as engaged and 

concerned; a self-centredness that disguises itself, just as one does not witness Martens’ camera 

registered by another camera in the first, establishing, half of the film, except for once when Martens’ 

pointing the camera at himself is emphasized by someone taking it over at the World Bank meeting. 

The other people at the table all represent a country or an organization, everyone is there in the 

presence of an expensive agenda. Martens reflects their self-interest by self-representation.  

 The scenes at the photography exhibition function as a parable of visual arts’ neo-colonialist 

operations in a plural way. To begin with, at the Kinshasa art show white and black people seem to 

mingle, but their distance from the aestheticized issues represents again an inequality.  

 Secondly, the dominant class apparently embraces the depicted subject matter, but as the 

aesthetization negates and beautifies the problems it contains, a major reason for the admiration seems 

to be the acquisition of innocence. This negation brings to mind Pierre Bourdieu’s use of the Freudian 

term, denoting the inversion of repressed ideas and emotions once they become conscious (thus paving 

the way for hypocrisy): “Art carries the negation of exchange value inside its humanised and 

humanising subjectivity. Its repudiation of fetishised social relations is a core element of the 

socialibility intrinsic to art. The splendour of the market is the mutilation of art. The splendour of art is 

the mutilation of the market. To realise materialism means to abolish it.”
66

  

 Thirdly, these photographs are paid for with money made at the expense of the problems 

framed and celebrated much more than criticized, performing the neo-colonial inequality at stake. This 

hints at Andrea Fraser’s equally Freudian but even more polemical use of negation in terms of 

collaboration: “The broad and often unquestioned claims that art in some way critiques, negates, 

questions, challenges, confronts, contests, subverts, or transgresses norms, conventions, hierarchies, 

relations of power and domination, or other social structures—usually by reproducing them in an 

exaggerated, displaced, or otherwise distanced, alienated, or estranged way—seem to have developed 

into little more than a rationale for some of the most cynical forms of collaboration with some of the 

most corrupt and exploitative forces in our society.”
67

 Enjoy Poverty seems to argue that we should not 

think of humanitarian imagery and engaged art as different categories. The exploitation and interests 

are clearly of such a scale that for the overarching mechanisms fetishising poverty porn the term 

‘representation industry’ seems appropriate. 

                                                                 
66 Simon Susen, ‘Bourdieu and Adorno’, in: Simon Susen, Bryan S. Turner (eds.), The Legacy of Pierre Bourdieu: Critical 
Essays, London/New York: Anthem Press, 2011, p. 190. 
67 Andrea Fraser, ‘There’s no place like home’, in: Whitney Biennale (exh. cat.), 2012, p. 30.  
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 Writing about the news media, but effectively offering tools for understanding the operations 

of the representation industry as a whole, Walter Benjamin has asserted that even though coverage 

may seem to bring the events closer, it enables an emotional detachment on behalf of the receiver: “If 

it were the intention of the press to have the reader assimilate the information it supplies as part of his 

own experience, it would not achieve its purpose. But its purpose is just the opposite, and it is 

achieved; to isolate what happens from the realm in which it could affect the experience of the 

reader.”
68

 This seems to correspond with a common feature of the core operations of NGOs, news 

media and the visual arts: the aesthetization, objectification, and commodification of the subject 

matter, where subjects turn to framed and distant objects and resources.  

 Susan Sontag has argued that the false impression of connection is a guilty one: “The 

imaginary proximity to the suffering inflicted on others that is granted by images suggests a link 

between the faraway sufferers—seen close-up on the television screen— and the privileged viewer 

that is simply untrue, that is yet one more mystification of our real relations to power. So far as we feel 

sympathy, we feel we are not accomplices to what caused the suffering. Our sympathy proclaims our 

innocence as well as our impotence.”
69

  

 Martens’ emancipation programme aims rhetorically to breach this imaginary proximity in 

ways reminiscent of the workers’ photography movement discussed above. Communist educationalist 

Edwin Hoernle recognized the performative superiority inherent in the pre-war proto-representation-

industry, and in 1930 argued for its destruction: “If the bourgeoisie depicts proletarians and their world 

of suffering, it is only to provide a contrast, a dark background to set off the glories of bourgeois 

‘culture’, ‘humanity’, ‘arts and science’ and so forth, so that sensitive folk can enjoy a feeling of 

sympathy and ‘compassion’ or else take pride in the consciousness of their own superiority. Our 

photographers must tear down this façade. We must proclaim proletarian reality in all its disgusting 

ugliness, with the indictment of society and its demand for revenge. We will have no veils, no 

retouching, no aestheticism; we must present things as they are, in a hard merciless light.”
70

  

 The Popular Front’s turn away from emancipation rhetoric and the discontinuation of the 

Communist International by Josef Stalin in 1943, led to a premature disruption of the workers’ 

photography movement.
71

 As with Martens’ emancipation programme, what could be regarded class 

politics neutralized a revolution of representation.  

 

4.17 Commodification cycle 

Martens’ persona reflects a commodification cycle that Enjoy Poverty shows to be active in the entire 

representation industry: subjects and situations are recorded and objectified, the resulting images 

inserted in an economy that drifts on the possibility of an emotional response towards those objectified 

in order to make a profit. This corresponds with a cycle Demos has observed: “As it unleashes a 

vicious cycle of profit, objectification, and sympathy, this type of conflict photography perpetuates 

clichés of Africans as helpless victims mired in misery, and reduces spectators to depoliticized 

charitable donors.”
72

 Since Enjoy Poverty speaks of this industry, but addresses the Western consumer, 

such empathy may be regarded a symptom of the complicity to the maintenance and reproduction of 

global inequality comparable to Sontag’s guilty sympathy. The Freudian negation of this complicity, 

inherent in the operation of the representation industry, depends on the reproduction of images as 

vessels for empathy and profit. 

                                                                 
68 Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, New York: Schocken Books, 1969, pp. 158-9, cited in: Millar, op. cit., n.p. 
69 Sontag, op. cit. (2003), p. 80. 
70 Edwin Hoernle, ‘The Working Man’s Eye’, Der Arbeiter-Fotograf, 1930, cited in: John Roberts, The Art of Interruption: 

Realism, Photography, and the Everyday, Manchester/New York: Manchester University Press, 1998, p. 48. 
71 Ibid., pp. 48-9. 
72 Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 98. 



Jesse van Winden | Destabilising Critique: Personae in between self and enactment 

Research master dissertation, VU University Amsterdam, 2014 

 

63 
 

 Martens embodies this cycle. During his ‘emancipation programme’, for example, visiting a 

hospital with his troupe of Congolese photographers, Martens acts extremely ‘professional’ and 

emotionally detached, describing how they make best use of the crisis situation in financial and 

empathic terms: “[...] you must choose the worst cases. Like that you can immediately show... Here 

[pointing at a malnourished infant] you see the ribs. If the public sees that, they will immediately 

understand the situation is extreme. These are photos that you can sell.”
73

  

 This parable of commercial interests alludes to a form of hypocrisy that engaged art and 

development aid have in common: art practices are heralded by an art world that tolerates and benefits 

from the social injustices that they frame, while humanitarianism exists to solve problems whose 

continuity is of strong interest to its supposed fighters. Martens’ persona underscores that Enjoy 

Poverty as a film belongs to the same (representation) economy as other exploiting economies. The 

abovementioned cycle bears strong similarities to an economy where raw materials are exploited, 

value is added, and profit is made over its consumption.  By subjecting the image production of 

photojournalists and NGOs to a critical inquiry and demonstrating that they are part of economies with 

major economic interests, Martens raises not only awareness of their opaqueness and unaccountability. 

One implication is that his own images – the film we are seeing – are suggested to be manipulated and 

manipulative themselves, and that Enjoy Poverty can be considered an intervention in a media 

discourse. In the second part of the film another disposition becomes paramount: the emphasis of the 

images as performative and simulacral. Or, as critic Özge Ersoy has it: “He seems to stop his inquiry 

into the documentary or evidentiary roles of his images as he enters the realm of mimicry and 

performance.”
74

  

 

4.18 The Politics of the Edit 

Martens employs various cinematographic means to use the filmic texture of Enjoy Poverty as an 

inherent instrument of critique. As Demos contends, the film is “a documentary set along a carefully 

scripted performance.” There is no reason to believe that the documentary is not carefully edited as 

well. In his fragmented argumentation, Martens instrumentalizes editing too. It functions both 

autonomously and in reference to the very empathy-aimed documentary tropes he frames. Notice the 

sequence in which Martens first visits a plantation worker with a malnourished and sick child, then, 

roughly on the same location, a Congolese doctor showing numbers of malnourished children in the 

area, after which Martens takes these to Blattner, the plantation owner, who plays them down, and 

then Martens cuts to a hospital where a child dies.
75

 Although Martens’ detached, not-judging persona 

is striking from the beginning of the film, these are Kuleshov-effect heavy cinematic modes typical of 

an independent engaged journalist guarding his own agenda. 

 Another sequence is announced by a shot of Martens filming himself close up for five 

seconds.
76

 It starts for real at a gold mining company, with close-ups of installations drilling, and a 

drilling sample running through a pipe as if it were a missile in a barrel. Workers explain that the 

Congolese do not have the means or the capital to extract gold or oil themselves. Then, there is a cut to 

a helicopter’s view of the area, along the barrel of a machine gun aiming at the hills. Next, we witness 

UN soldiers, tanks, and other weaponry. Then, apparently an anti-climax, a slower-paced scene where 

Western journalists take pictures of corpses and masked rebels posing, with close-ups of their cameras. 

This essayistic editing suggests an interrelation of natural resources, and control through military 

power and media representation, as weapons of an self-seeking hegemony. It connects seamlessly to 

the next similarly rhetoric sequence, in which an Italian photojournalist working for AFP explains the 

                                                                 
73 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 59min59. 
74 Ersoy, op. cit. (2011), p. 397. 
75 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 17-25min. 
76 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 36-41 min. 
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mechanisms of the media industry, including prices per shot and fees.
77

 These interview scenes are 

interlaced with scenes of Martens walking past corpses, along with an international group of 

photographers.  

 As a transition scene to the second half of the film, in which the conditions of inclusion and 

exclusion as well as autonomy of aesthetic production are thematized, Martens is filmed by someone 

else, while he is talking on the phone.
78

 The representation of the social network and its mediatization 

are highlighted by the changed perspective, which in the film only happened before when Martens 

gave his camera to someone else to film him when asking critical questions at a meeting of the World 

Bank. The self-reflexivity of news media and the visual arts is stressed.  

 What makes the edit and what does not, one wonders. When and what does Martens cut out? 

Impossible to say, but there are clear clues for a handcrafted montage of narrative elements. For 

example, when a plantation labourer asks Martens whether his life is as hard as his, in one of the later 

scenes, Martens does not answer. At least, what the spectator sees is a cut to the next shot, unable to 

fathom what it means. As if it is the same scene, the father of a severely malnourished child thanks 

him for the food, who may in a different way be incapable of fathom the factuality of the film. Also, 

crew members are never seen. The suggestion of Martens travelling alone in the style of a video-

journalist is manipulative and false, as there are two additional cameramen credited, plus a band of 

production assistants (who all have Congolese-seeming names).  

 

4.19 Public persona 

In interviews and other professional situations outside of the aesthetic object, Martens’ seems to aspire 

unmasking the representation industries and the surrounding economic structures that form their basis. 

When Demos asks of Enjoy Poverty’s shocking imagery, “[h]ow can such depictions be justified, no 

matter what Martens’ deconstructive intentions?”, he quotes Martens’ answer: “The conditions of 

these children are actually justified all the time. It’s called the market, or African corruption, or pre-

modern belief systems. Whatever the reasons, we thrive on it.”
79

 In other words, Martens creates a 

moral public persona, with which he fights Enjoy Poverty’s subject matter in an explicit, direct way, 

which is a relative relief after eighty-eight minutes of cynical ambiguity.  

 However, an elevated sense of innocence radiates from his morality. Writing about the work 

of Thomas Hirschhorn, Tirdad Zolghadr argued that “an authorial persona is constructed that morally 

supersedes [this material], even extending the offer of redemption to the museum audience itself.”
80

 

The latter is something that Martens decidedly will not allow the museum audience, thereby making 

his own moral superiority all the more poignant. This moral public persona might accept the status 

quo, which would conveniently imply not being guilty of hypocrisy.  

 As Jonathan Griffin has pointed out, Slavoj Žižek’s Violence (2008), published in the same 

year as Enjoy Poverty’s release, uses the crisis in the DRC as illustrative for global underexposed 

humanitarian disaster. Since the “left-liberal humanitarian discourse on violence” fails at solving the 

“subjective violence” as used by concrete perpetrators, one should try to understand “systemic” and 

“symbolic” violence, which is perpetuated but goes almost unnoticed. In his montage of Žižek’s 

argument, Griffin suggests that Martens’ solution could be to do “precisely nothing; we should wait 

and see, and in the meantime ‘learn, learn, learn’.”
81

 

 In early interviews on Enjoy Poverty, Martens seems to be open and eager to explain on a 

critical and theoretical level what his intentions with the film are. In later interviews, he is less explicit 

                                                                 
77 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 41-45 min. 
78 Episode III: Enjoy Poverty: 48min. 
79 Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 117. 
80 Tirdad Zolghadr, ‘Them and Us’, Frieze 96 January-February 2006, cited in Griffin, op. cit. (2010), n.p. 
81 Griffin, op. cit. (2010), n.p. 
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and more cryptic. Quite possibly, this development has been influenced by discussion with experts in 

the field, such as T.J. Demos, who included a chapter on Enjoy Poverty in his book on post-colonialist 

Africa-related contemporary art and conducted various interviews with him. He seems to have 

developed a public persona in order to give himself a stance when discussing political issues. In an 

2012 interview with Artur Żmijewski, Martens stated almost romantically ethical: “We’re constantly 

led by our own misconceptions. I want to get out of these. I need to do so for the sake of my own life 

on Earth.”
82

 It reminds of his mimicking self-congratulating “better person” mode thankful of the 

Congolese’s suffering. This statement was in the context of his Institute for Human Activities, itself a 

hybrid project, merging an authentically constructive will to act with mocking over-identification.
83

  

 Yet, within seconds in the same interview, Martens shifted his attitude to a purely capitalist 

one: “The goal of companies is to produce and make profits. Well, I want them to make even more 

money, which is why I’m willing to help them create an added value, branding, and a good public 

image. They can make more money if they do certain things, and I want to help them with that.”
84

 It 

could be argued that Martens’ public persona has appropriated the over-identification of his 

performance persona. Maybe Martens has really become ‘Renzo the Artist-Entrepreneur’. 

 

4.20 Some critical notes  

Martens has called Enjoy Poverty a “film [that is] a performance”, Demos described it as “a 

documentary set alongside a carefully scripted performance”
85

, while Millar has pointed out that 

filming Enjoy Poverty took Martens two years, and one more of editing.
86

 This long and thorough 

process explains the success with which Martens constructs the narrative, the characterization and the 

staging to a consistent story that is ambiguous but meticulously crafted. The flawless narrative texture 

also indicates a first weakness. Each scene, every detail is evidentiary material that points at the core 

of Martens’ argument, and does not include any dissenting views. The manipulative politics of the edit 

become obvious early on in the film, and are not disentangled after repeated watching. This cannot be 

mistaken for one-dimensionality, however, as Enjoy Poverty opens up new facets of the subject matter 

time and again, arguing that all involved agents are complicit in a variety of ways. It creates a 

diversified critique.  

 A second weakness is the combination of suggestive, non-conclusive narrative, and its 

specificity. The suggestion is radical and insistent; many locations, agents and other elements are 

concrete and existent, but the edit is obviously present and directive. This creates the risk of an ‘all-or-

nothing’ situation, which the spectator is forced to buy or not. It makes it difficult to put the argument 

of Enjoy Poverty in perspective, to play down the charged extremes, but maintain that the essence of 

what Martens proposes is right. Although that probably is the case.  

 A third and last weakness entails a risk on two levels, both cases of a producing kind of 

performativity. A lesser implication is the work’s reification of existing relations, widening the global 

gap by frustrating any perspective on reform of any of the agents involved. A more fundamental 

problem is that it deepens that gap by insisting that any change is impossible, and no positive, 

constructive examples of different ways of dealing with the situation exist.  

 

                                                                 
82 Martens in interview by Żmijewski, op. cit. (2012), p. 9. 
83 In one of those interviews, Demos asked Martens about the Institute for Human Activities: “My question for the project is 

whether it will be about the mimicry of a very problematic set of global relations, or if it will veer more toward the 

transformative set of goals you’ve mentioned.” Martens answered: “ Both—we need the first to do the second.” Renzo 

Martens in conversation with T.J. Demos, op. cit. (2012), p. 6. 
84 Ibid.  
85 Both: Demos, op. cit. (2013), p. 105. 
86 Millar, op. cit. (2009), np. 
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If Enjoy Poverty aims at unmasking the representation industry by showing that it is merely a veil 

suggesting and asking for empathy to conceal a need for money (in the form of cheap labour), profit 

(exploitation by corporations) and sustaining and reproducing existing inequalities, it can be seen as a 

shift from ‘poverty porn’ towards an understanding of reproduction of and through exploitation of the 

issues in question. The inequality may not exist because people necessarily want the class difference in 

itself, but above all because they need self-preservation and survival: their own, the survival of their 

children, their values, their realities.  

 On the other hand, inequality and its images symbolize and perform this self-preservation. 

Image reproduction can be seen as a metonym for reproduction of a politico-cultural system of 

conventions, values, taboos, rules, and roles, in other words, a cultural extrapolation of biological 

reproduction. Cultures and hegemonies are reproduced by reproducing the inequality that sustains 

their position, reproducing the symptoms, the representations which perform and sustain it financially 

and symbolically, because the collective knows that the oldest biological principle is still true: the 

fittest will survive.  

 

 

 

 


