!

!
“AFRIQUE-EN-ASIE” — 2016/1/15 — 9:03 — page 213 — #213

!

Thomas HENDRIKS and Dominique MALAQUAIS

Sammy Baloji’s Kolwezi
Imagining the Congo-China Nexus

Lockdown 1
January 2009. Sammy Baloji is in Lubumbashi, the capital of the Democratic Republic
of Congo’s Katanga Province. He has just taken a series of photographs that, in time, will
become the foundation for a major new work titled Kolwezi. The series surprises him. It is
not what he was expecting.
Baloji’s goal when he first set out to take the photographs was to document a
new presence in Katanga: that of Chinese companies, which, in recent years, have
become an increasingly visible feature of the region’s mining landscape. Many of these
companies have their local headquarters in the town of Kolwezi, some 250 kilometers from
Lubumbashi. Baloji has just returned from there, bearing odd images. He had expected
to find bustling centers of commerce. Instead, he encountered emptiness.
The photographs show one padlocked gate after another (Fig. 51). All activity seems
to have come to a halt. The pictures Baloji has shot are haunted by a peculiar absence:
in the entire series, only one human being appears. Weeds and faded tire tracks add to
the sense of closure. Evidently, little has happened here in recent memory. A heavy silence
suffuses the images. Something is wrong.
That something is the subprime crisis. Just a few months earlier—six or eight, no
more—things would have looked very different. Long lines of men would have greeted
Baloji’s eye—men waiting patiently for the gates to swing open, providing employment for
hundreds or even thousands daily. These lines are what he had expected to photograph.
As recently as July or even August of the previous year, work here was plentiful. But then
Wall Street crashed and stock exchanges all over the world came tumbling down. The price
of copper and cobalt, the two main metals mined in the area, hit rock bottom. Over the
period of a few months, from summer 2008 to January 2009, copper fell from four dollars
a pound to under a dollar fifty. 2 Thus, the silence that suffuses Baloji’s photographs.

1. Part I of this essay, as well as the first section of Part II are based on conversations between Sammy Baloji
and Dominique Malaquais over the course of several months in 2009, 2010 and 2012, in person (Brussels and
Paris) and via Skype and email. 2. http://www.kitcometals.com/charts/copper\_historical\_large.html.
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Figure 51. Sammy Baloji, Zhong Hang Mining, 2009.

With a remarkable economy of means, Baloji’s locked gates tell the tale of a crisis
strangling economies planet-wide. One aspect of the series is particularly striking in this
regard. This is the fact that it is centered around a radical reversal. Baloji’s images
stand on their heads preconceived notions of how one can or should speak about world
economies. The crisis, here, is diagnosed—accounted for—from Africa. Congo is deployed
as an observation platform for understanding a global state of affairs. In a world that
tends to think of Africa as belonging to the periphery—not as an actor, but as a subject
and, even more so, as an object, whether of pity or of action by others—this is both rare
and arresting. The same is true of a second aspect of the series: the fact that it eschews
pathos. In these images, the eye meets neither devastated miens nor wrecked bodies.
We find, here, none of the physical markers of want that characterize so many images of
economic failure in Africa. The artist rejects all use of clichés.
This dual approach on Baloji’s part is of particular interest given widely shared views
of the Chinese presence on the continent. In the West, a great deal has been written
about this presence, much of it strident. In the media, in best-selling books and not a few
scholarly works, talk is rife of a new wave of colonialism, a 21st century scramble for Africa
stripped of all concern for the wellbeing of the continent’s inhabitants. Tropes of invasion
abound, with one image recurring over and over again: a vision of China triumphantly
poised to (re)conquer what was once Europe’s domain. 3 This image makes little room

3. See, for example, Serge Michel and Michel Beuret, China Safari: On the Trail of Beijing’s Expansion in Africa, trans.
Raymond Valley, New York, Nation Books, 2009.
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for more complex realities. Its alarmist focus on grand, Beijing-driven designs does not
account for small and mid-sized enterprises, companies like those Baloji encountered in
Kolwezi, whose fortunes lie in the balance when markets bottom out. 4 Also left out of
such alarmist approaches is agency. African subjectivity is elided. Little attention is paid
to ways in which men and women in places like Kolwezi respond to the Chinese presence
among them.

Imag(in)ing China: Three takes on a dream
Take 1—Katanga
In a second series of photographs, shot immediately following and in direct response to
the locked gates, Baloji tackles the matter of this elision. His focus, here, is imaginaries.
What, he asks, do the men whom he had hoped to photograph at the gates think of China?
How do they integrate into their daily lives the experience of living in close proximity to
a socio-cultural reality that is not their own? What is their take on the world of their
would-be employers and how is this expressed? The conclusion at which he arrives, and
which he documents here, is that they appropriate this world through images: like him,
and like us, they call on pictures to make sense of China’s growing role in the DRC and
Africa more widely.
Before turning to this second series of photographs, a few words are in order concerning
the men who draw Baloji’s attention. As artisanal (or small scale) miners, they work in
what remains of a gigantic mining concern founded in 1906, UMHK (Union minière du
Haut Katanga). For decades, UMHK was a source of mindboggling profits for its owner,
Société générale de Belgique, Belgium’s largest holding company for the better part of the
20th century, and by extension for the Belgian colonial state, which drew significant wealth
and political clout from UMHK’s activities. 5 Under Mobutu Sese Seko, UMHK’s name was
changed to Gécamines (Générale des carrières et des mines) and it became a property of
the Zairian state, whose coffers it filled until the late 1980s. Gross mismanagement and
outright theft resulted in its gradual dismantlement and, eventually, in its collapse in the
final years of the Mobutu regime. Generations of employees and their families had lived
on-site, in dormitory towns built and run by the company on the outskirts of Lubumbashi,
Kolwezi and Likasi. By the late 1990s, these living spaces and the mining infrastructure
to which they were attached lay in ruins. With the company’s demise, thousands of men,
women and children found themselves homeless. With nowhere to go, in a local economy

4. For a critique of this type of focus, see Françoise Bourdarias, “Mobilités chinoises et dynamiques sociales
locales au Mali”, Politique africaine, no 113, 2009, p. 28-54. 5. As Bogumil Jewsiewicki notes, “Belgium profited
greatly from [UMHK’s] mining activities. Following the Second World War, the country won a place at the peace
conference due to its dealing in Katanga’s metals—especially its uranium, which was used for the Manhattan
project to develop the first atomic bomb” (The Beautiful Time: Photography by Sammy Baloji, New York, Museum for
African Art, 2010, p. 9). In addition to uranium, UMHK mined copper and cobalt, as previously stated, and tin
and zinc.
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centered almost exclusively on the extraction of heterogenite (a compound of copper
and cobalt), many turned to artisanal mining. As the new century dawned and whole
communities made their way to Katanga, fleeing warfare to the North and the East, their
numbers swelled. By 2007, over 80 % of the mining sector’s production in the region was
supplied by people engaged in this ill-paid and extraordinarily dangerous activity. 6
Although the exhausting labor of digging for heterogenite is a key focus of a third series
of images in Baloji’s Kolwezi—a series that falls outside the scope of the present text 7 —Baloji
does not limit himself to this daily labor of mineral extraction. Unlike other photographers
who have worked in the region, he documents, and in equally rich detail, the miners’
domestic life and the social imaginaries that attend this. It is on this that the second
Kolwezi series centers.
Home, for the miners, is a string of makeshift camps bereft of water, electricity and
plumbing. Housing therein takes the form, for the most part, of tents and lean-tos made
of second-hand tarpaulin—frayed material discarded by aid agencies and NGOs. But
Baloji’s photographs do not only dwell on the exterior of miners’ tents and houses. In
Kawama and Banfora, two sprawling camps, he also photographed their interiors. There,
he encountered brightly colored posters that immediately drew his attention.
These posters, bought from local shop owners, are made in China. In a vibrant mix of
colors—hot pinks and purples, electric blues and ruby reds—they meld, via Photoshop,
vistas from cities thousands of miles apart. Buildings in Dubai and Sydney rise sideby-side with skyscrapers in New York City, London and Shanghai; the Statue of Liberty
rubs shoulders with an amusement park loop-de-loop photographed in Hong Kong.
Paradisiacal landscapes appear as well: a cherry-blossom framed mountainscape, an
alpine meadow, a tropical waterfall, all rendered via Photoshop in surreal hues. Against
these backgrounds, exotic animals are posed in peculiar combinations. A pair of zebras
crosses necks, forming a perfect X; a lion couple rests in neon green grass. Elsewhere,
gingerbread-roofed chalets and palatial dwellings appear, set in ubuesque gardens (see
images below).
Shortly after finishing the locked gates series, Baloji began photographing these posters.
At the time, he explains, he did not know how they would fit into the larger body of his
Kolwezi images. One thing, however, was clear to him: by incorporating into their living
spaces the buildings and landscapes depicted in the posters, the miners were effecting
an unmistakable gesture of appropriation. Implicit in this was a form of agency that he
was determined to capture. Hence one of the first posters he photographed: a picture
of a lavishly landscaped amusement park, complete with life-sized plastic dolphins and
hippos, on which its owner had written four words: moi et ma maison (“me and my house”)
(Fig. 52). By specifically focusing on this inscription, the artist sought to highlight a facet

6. World Bank, “Artisanal Mining in the DRC (Key Issues, Challenges and Opportunities) Draft Report”,
August 2007, http://ddiglobal.org/login/resources/casm-asm-in-drc-briefing-note.pdf . 7. In total, Kolwezi
is composed of five series of photographs, which can be viewed independently or as an interlocking whole. The
present text deals with two of these series, depicting locked gates and home interiors. The other three focus on
daily labor (the practice of heterogenite extraction by artisanal miners), portraits of miners and their families,
and home exteriors.
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Figure 52. Sammy Baloji, Detail—Raccord #1, Cité de Kawama, 2011.

of life in the mines of Katanga to which others, he felt, had given little or no attention:
the dreams of those who work there. His goal was to speak of the miners not, like so
many have, as figures of pathos, but as full-fledged participants in a global economy of
consumption: the consumption of images and imaginaries.
With this as his starting point, Baloji developed the second Kolwezi series. Here, rather
than single photographs, we encounter diptychs: pairs of images in which the dream
spaces of posters exhibited in miners’ homes appear side by side with the everyday spaces
of their work environment. The combination is jarring. On one side are lunar landscapes,
jagged cliffs at which the miners claw with bare hands; on the other are neon-hued
neverlands. The two sets of images are so fundamentally different that, initially, one does
not know how to read them concurrently. Soon, however, one begins to identify mirror
effects. Elements on one side of a given diptych reflect features on the other. In one pair,
the grey-green water of a flooded mine in Kolwezi echoes Photoshop-blue waters in the
Sydney harbor (Fig. 53). In both images, staccato lines draw the eye: on one side, the peaks
of Jorn Utzon’s world famous opera house set against a line of brilliant green trees and,
on the other, the crests of steep, mineral-rich cliffs. On the Kolwezi side, patches of bright
orange—bits and pieces of tarpaulin stretched over the mouths of mining shafts—signal the
presence of men at work. Dots of the same orange appear on the Sydney side, as if a small
colony of Katanga miners had somehow made its way over to Australia. In another diptych,
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Figure 53. Sammy Baloji, Raccord #3, Mine à ciel ouvert noyée de Musonoï, 2011.

a ruined Gécamines smokestack echoes skyscrapers in a computer-generated megalopolis
(Fig. 54). Sulfur from the mining site has turned the earth a phosphorescent green that
resonates with the city’s peculiar neon hues. Still elsewhere, two miners crossing paths in
a deep ravine, each bearing a heavy load of heterogenite, create an uncanny mirror image
with a pair of zebras framed in a bucolic mountain pass (Fig. 55).
Take 2—In the rainforest
Posters like the ones Baloji included in his diptychs are not, however, unique to the
immediate surroundings of Chinese mining sites in Katanga. They are equally encountered
in other regions and thus seem to signify broader imaginations in contemporary Congo. A
case in point is, for instance, the logging concessions of the North-Central rainforest. As
a second take on imag(in)ing China, the following paragraphs focus on a now-defunct
logging camp, located on the border between the Equateur and Orientale provinces
and owned by the Congolese branch of a multinational timber firm we will refer to
as CTI (Congolese Timber Industries 8). There, hundreds of workers were housed in
company-built dwellings made of wood, topped by corrugated tin roofs in the middle
of the rainforest. Within these houses, colorful Chinese posters much like the ones in the
Kolwezi diptychs adorned living room walls. As we will see, a contextualized reading of
these displays further illustrates the daily work of appropriation and imagination central

8. CTI is a generic name, used in place of the multinational company’s real appellation for reasons of anonymity.
The data and analyses presented in the following pages draw on fifteen months of ethnographic fieldwork
undertaken in the CTI camp by Thomas Hendriks between November 2009 and July 2011.
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to Baloji’s diptychs, revealing the complex dynamics of displacement at the heart of camp
home-making.
In decorating their homes, workers in the CTI camp made their selection from posters
available in the local market. However, because what was offered was usually quite
limited, the actual selection was often largely the same in each household. Rather than
representing each wage earner’s individual identity, the posters exhibited in living rooms
were a subset of common images available to everyone with a regular wage. They were
bought for more or less the price of a beer: 2.2 US dollars in the labor camp or 1.6 dollars
in the nearest town. Camp inhabitants were well aware that these posters were made in
China, although they rarely knew how exactly they arrived in the region. Most posters were
imported by boat or by airplane, by a number of local wholesalers who acquired them in
Kinshasa, Butembo or Nairobi. Others were bought directly in Guangzhou by traders who
made several trips to China each year to buy a wide array of items that could be sold for a
good profit back home. 9 The first posters initially arrived in the region in 2006 and started
to become popular in 2007.
The posters in the CTI logging camp generally depicted one of five subjects: Photoshopped skylines of often composite and generic Western cities; luxurious Western houses
and their interiors, showing profusely decorated tables with food and wine; lavish flower
and fruit arrangements; Congolese and international football players and musicians; and
Christian icons depicting Jesus or Mary. The first three genres were very popular among
employees at the logging camp and among businessmen and politicians in nearby towns.
The fourth category was often bought by younger men and the last was favored by those
who claimed to “pray a lot.”
People displayed these posters on the walls of their living rooms for different reasons.
Some of these reasons were quite straightforward: people bought posters of musicians and
sportsmen to show their admiration as fans and supporters; religious posters expressed

9. The Chinese city of Guangzhou is known for its African trading community that has mainly developed since
commerce between China and Africa expanded rapidly after China’s entry into the World Trade Organization
in 2001. From an estimated 6,000 African traders in 2000, the African community rapidly rose to 20,000
in 2005. The city is particularly attractive to African traders because of its open manufacturing market and
its wholesale centers, selling products well matched to customers’ demands in their home countries (such as
garments, footwear, electronic devices, watches, bags, mobile phones, household utensils and beauty products).
Chinese manufacturers even produce goods specifically targeting African markets, such as hair extensions, wigs
and textiles, t-shirts for elections and even posters of “African” or “Congolese” topics (such as musicians, football
players and “tourist” sites). Most African traders live in ethnically congregated zones around the city and stay on
tourist visas for a couple of weeks, making deals with Chinese sellers and arranging transport to Africa in order to
retail their merchandise. Others settle on a longer-term basis, thereby often violating the authorized stays of their
visas. In recent years, however, trade has slowed down and profit margins have fallen because of the saturation
of African markets with Chinese import products, the global economic crisis and tighter visa regulations after
the 2008 Olympics in Beijing. For more information on Congolese traders in Guangzhou, see Adams Bodomo,
“The African Trading Community in Guangzhou: An Emerging Bridge for Africa-China Relations”, The China
Quarterly, no 203, September 2010, p. 693-707; Michal Lyons, Allison Brown and Zhigang Li, “The ‘Third Tier’
of Globalization”, City (Analysis of Urban Trends, Culture, Theory, Policy, Action), vol. 12, no 2, 2008, p. 196-206
and “In the Dragon’s Den: African Traders in Guangzhou”, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, vol. 38, no 5,
2012, p. 869-888; Li Zhang, “Ethnic Congregation in a Globalizing City: The Case of Guangzhou, China”, Cities,
vol. 25, no 6, December 2008, p. 383-395.
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Figure 54. Sammy Baloji, Raccord #7, Usine de Shituru, 2011.

Christian faith and protected the house. For other iconographic categories, the reasons
were more diverse. According to their own accounts, people in the logging camp displayed
these posters to “create opportunities for reflection,” because “they make people think”
and “stimulate people to develop certain reflections.” Others stressed their “distracting”
role as objects that people could look at in order to “relax” and “unwind.” Still others
highlighted their aesthetic qualities and how they make rooms “look nicer.” Quite often,
people said that these posters make one “dream about the impossible”: they represent
people, things, cities and houses that are “physically impossible to see” but whose “image”
can be brought into the house. For some company employees, this dream-work in front
of posters was just a first step in creating “motivation” to achieve what was depicted. This
could be the humble act of a football or music fan having his hair cut in the style of his
preferred star, the buying of plastic flowers or new tableware to make one’s living room
look more like the one in the poster, or even the building of a house just like the one
depicted. 10
Most of the reasons referenced had to do with the fact that the posters allowed one
to reflect upon and to dream about a world from which one was radically excluded.
The posters thus stood for a “new” modernity, for the power of a globalization in
need of seizing (in Lingala, kokanga). In this respect, they were object-signs in what
Arjun Appadurai has called the “work of the imagination”: “the quotidian mental
work of ordinary people [which is a] constitutive feature of modern subjectivity.” 11 This

10. In several towns in the region, an increasing number of houses were being built in a “Chinese” style,
functioning as a new status symbol for their owners, demonstrating their connection with new “international”
trends. 11. Arjun Appadurai, Modernity At Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, Minneapolis, University of
Minnesota Press, 1996, p. 3 and 5.

!
!

!

!

!
“AFRIQUE-EN-ASIE” — 2016/1/15 — 9:03 — page 222 — #222

!

222

Thomas Hendriks and Dominique Malaquais

and consumption of desired but inaccessible goods becomes problematic, other regimes
of subjectivity come into the making . . . realized only through shadow interventions in the
phantasmatic realm. Fantasies are thus focused on purely imaginary objects. The powers of
imagination are stimulated, intensified by the very unavailability of the objects of desire”. 16
Despite the “global connection” 17 that firmly integrated people’s lives at the logging
camp into a worldwide network of spaces and places, its inhabitants felt utterly excluded
from this network. The posters and the subjects they represent are best read in the context
of this emic inaccessibility of globalization in the labor camp. Because of the camp’s
political economy—that is, because of a combination of the inaccessibility of its material
benefits and the accessibility of its mass-produced images—globalization manifests itself
in the “friction” between imagination and fantasy, arising from “the sense of impossibility,
even despair, that comes from being left out of the promise of prosperity, from having to
look in on the global economy of desire from its immiserated exteriors.” 18
In the living rooms of CTI houses and in Baloji’s Kolwezi series, Chinese posters thus
represent very similar imaginary dynamics. To further illustrate their contemporary
significance in logging and mining camps, it is useful to think about these posters from
the longer-term perspective of Congolese urban popular culture. The Chinese poster can
indeed be understood as a new version of the “popular urban painting” that adorned so
many workers’ houses in the 1950s, 60s and 70s. But, although such an analogy makes
sense, there are significant differences between contemporary posters and urban paintings
from the past.
The extensive work by Johannes Fabian, 19 T. K. Biaya, 20 Bogumil Jewsiewicki 21 and
others has shown that, in late colonial and early post-colonial Congolese towns, a limited
repertoire of so-called “genre paintings” was massively produced by local artists and
sold to urbanites who aspired to a petit bourgeois lifestyle. These paintings were usually
defined and appreciated according to what Fabian has identified as ukumbusho for Swahilispeaking families in Katanga: a picture’s “capacity to activate memory and reflection.” 22
These urban genre paintings were thus memory and thought pieces. But they were also
conversation pieces: “their purpose was to occasion talk, to prompt stories.” Displayed
in private homes they had a profoundly public function: to make people talk, think and

16. Achille Mbembe, “African Modes of Self-Writing”, Public Culture, vol. 14, no 1, 2002, p. 271. 17. Anna
18. Jean and John
L. Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection, Princeton University Press, 2005.
L. Comaroff, “Millennial Capitalism: First Thoughts on a Second Coming”, Public Culture, vol. 12, no 2, 2000,
p. 315.
19. Johannes Fabian, “Popular Culture in Africa: Findings and Conjectures”, Africa. Journal of the
International African Institute, vol. 48, no 4, 1978, p. 315-344; Remembering the Present: Painting and Popular History in
Zaire, Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1996 and Moments of Freedom: Anthropology and Popular Culture,
Charlottesville, University Press of Virginia, 1998. 20. Tshikala K. Biaya, “L’impasse de la crise zaïroise dans
la peinture populaire urbaine, 1970-1985”, Canadian Journal of African Studies, vol. 22, no 1, 1988, p. 95-120 and
“La culture urbaine dans les arts populaires d’Afrique: analyse de l’ambiance zaïroise”, Canadian Journal of African
Studies, vol. 30, no 3, 1996, p. 345-370. 21. Bogumil Jewsiewicki, “Painting in Zaire: From the Invention of
the West to Representation of Social Self”, in Susan Vogel and Ima Ebong (eds.), Africa Explores: Twentieth Century
African Art, New York, Center for African Art, 1991, p. 130-151; Art pictural zaïrois, Sillery, Septentrion, 1992;
Chéri Samba: The Hybdridity of Art, Westmount, Galerie Amrad African Art Publications, 1995 and Mami Wata: la
peinture urbaine au Congo, Paris, Gallimard, 2003. 22. Johannes Fabian, Moments of Freedom, p. 51.
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perform “a widely shared historical narrative.” Moreover, because the paintings often
depicted scenes of colonial violence and terror, these narratives contained “a form of
resistance to colonial symbolic power and an assertion of postcolonial independence.” 23
They created “moments of freedom” in which a critique of the colony could actually hide
a critique on the Mobutu regime.
While, undoubtedly, there are many parallels between the popular paintings described
by Fabian and the logging camp posters, there are very important differences as well. A
key distinction lies in the place where images were displayed. In both instances, the focus
was the living room, but how this room functioned differs significantly. In late colonial and
early post-colonial urban homes, Jewsiewicki has shown 24, living rooms (salons) served as
a dominant place for the affirmation of modernity. Largely through missionary education,
the living room became a ceremonial space for the modern, monogamous and Christian
family, which was widely used in strategies of distinction, separating those who, via wage
labor, could claim a petit bourgeois male adulthood from those who could not. The salon
was the space where this modernity could be lived, a place where modern man reigned
and reflected upon the world, and a space in which he could place and exhibit images
representing new forms of subjectivity. These images played a dominant role in colonial
urbanity as the salon was “filled with emblems of modernity, fetish-like objects that [were]
not so much used but signif[ied] the status of the person who ha[d] bought them with his
salary. Like a museum, the living-room [was] visited rather than lived in.” 25
In the logging camp, the situation was not the same. While it remained a place
where icons of “modernity” were on display—couches, cupboards, cabinets and electronic
devices (televisions, DVD players, hi-fi sets, radios, off most of the time because there was
no electricity in the camp)—the salon was rarely, if at all, visited. Not only was it not lived in;
it was also, for the most part, closed off to outsiders. It had lost its semi-public character
and become a merely private collection of icons of modernity: not so much a place to show
off to others as a room to dream in private about another world. As a result, the Chinese
posters on display did not really belong to the same public sphere in which the paintings
took on their meaning. Herein lies one key difference between the paintings and the
posters. A second, fundamental distinction relates to what was depicted in the two genres.
Iconographically, the tale that the posters told, or the manner in which they were read, was
not, essentially, about the past or present, but about a future and distant time-space. The
Chinese images did not directly refer to Congo’s history or current conditions, but to the
world-out-there of globalized modernity. Third, and perhaps most important, the posters
were not so much bought to “remember” or to “reflect” on something—both expressed
through the same verb kokanisa—but to “dream” about something—expressed through the
verb kolota, or more precisely through its causative form kolotisa (in French, faire rêver or
“to make one dream”). Finally, they did not depict violence, terror or humiliation, but
apparent wealth, beauty and social standing.

23. Ibid., p. 69.
24. Bogumil Jewsiewicki, Mami Wata and “Residing in Kinshasa: Between Colonial
Modernization and Globalization”, Research in African Literatures, vol. 39, no 4, 2008, p. 105-119. 25. Bogumil
Jewsiewicki, Mami Wata, p. 103.
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Putting all of these differences together, one might conclude that while the former
paintings were about publicly remembering a painful past, the contemporary posters are
about privately dreaming about a beautiful future. The resistance that Fabian found in
the genre paintings as a form of popular culture seems to have all but disappeared in the
oneiric practices associated with Chinese posters. Indeed, it no longer seems accurate,
even, to use the word “resistance”; the images’ political nature has changed together with
the shifts from public to private, from remembering to dreaming, and from a painful past
to a beautiful future. Still, it seems clear, politics have not gone missing; they have merely
changed tracks. They have become profoundly utopian and, as with all forms of utopia,
these posters still contain an immediate critique on the here and now.
The mere fact of bringing these images into one’s private dream-space—i.e. one’s living
room—from the outside world—i.e. the market—reveals an underlying political act of appropriation. In this sense, the posters are perhaps more similar to Congolese early colonial
house paintings (peinture sur case) than to the later urban genre paintings. Jewsiewicki has
indeed shown that, in regions where an early colonial presence was visible, previous styles
of geometrical wall painting often became explicitly figurative, depicting clearly Western
objects and persons (such as missionaries, colonial explorers, state officials, horses,
steamships, bottles, telephones, bicycles, watches and the like 26 ). In these wall paintings,
western objects and figures were anthropomorphically and mimetically represented as
if “photographed.” 27 It was by and through these wall paintings that (new) political
elites showed off their connections to a “white” world outside the village. According to
Jewsiewicki, these wall paintings replicate the “photographic” appropriation for which
white individuals were so fearfully known: they repeat their tendency to objectify and take
along things of supposedly ethnographic and aesthetic value. The house-paintings thus
appropriate a type of appropriation, they bring into the sphere of village politics something
from the outside, like a hunter brings home an animal from the forest, which is not just
good for eating but also always associated with power. 28
One could argue that, in a surprisingly similar way, the Chinese posters equally translate
a dynamic of appropriation of an outside world from which one is excluded but which—by
being introduced into the living room—confers power on its owner. The posters indeed
transform a faraway (Chinese) modernity into a resource for the (Congolese) work of
the imagination. This appropriation does not diminish the “alien” or “exotic” character
of the outside world, but feeds on it. The posters thus reveal a centrifugal tendency of
postcolonial subjectivities in the DRC, an outward-going dynamic. In as much as they lay
bare the struggle for the right of inclusion in a globalized world, and thus implicitly critique
the postcolony, they suggest that there might still be some hope to be found in utopian
politics and at least a (future) possibility for collective action. 29

26. Bogumil Jewsiewicki, Mami Wata and “Peintres de cases, imagiers et savants populaires du Congo,
1900-1960: un essai d’histoire de l’esthétique indigène”, Cahiers d’études africaines, vol. 31, no 123, 1991,
p. 307-326. 27. Ibid., p. 319. 28. Bogumil Jewsiewicki, Mami Wata, p. 76. 29. James Ferguson, Global
Shadows: Africa in the Neoliberal World Order, Durham, Duke University Press, 2006.

!
!

!

!

!
“AFRIQUE-EN-ASIE” — 2016/1/15 — 9:03 — page 225 — #225

!

Sammy Baloji’s Kolwezi

225

Take 3—Katanga again
Let us now return to the Kolewzi series. What kind of posters does Sammy Baloji use
in his diptychs? How do they compare to the posters in the logging camp? And what do
they suggest regarding the foregoing argument about imagination and popular culture?
The wider Kolwezi series counts eight diptychs, each containing a Chinese poster on the
right and a picture of artisanal mining on the left. There are two posters of composite
city skylines, two posters of a swimming pool or playground, one poster depicting a fancy
car in front of a Western-style house, one alpine landscape and two posters of “African”
animals (zebras and lions) in Photoshopped “natural” environments. These posters were
clearly selected for their dreamlike force. Like the posters encountered in the logging camp,
they powerfully convey an oneiric displacement. But they also seem to have been selected
from the set of posters available in the mining camps because of their formal aspects: they
are first and foremost landscapes 30 or—better yet—dreamscapes. Other posters, visible in
the background of miners’ portraits associated with the Kolwezi series—one depicting the
Liverpool soccer team (Fig. 56) and another a commercial calendar for Mutzig beer—did
not make it into the diptychs because their formal aspects interact less directly with the
images of artisanal mining that the artist juxtaposes with the posters. It is in the surprising
formal analogies between both halves of the diptychs that Baloji’s qualities as an artist
emerge. His diptychs are not brutal juxtapositions of the world of dreams on the one
hand and the world of violent work and labor on the other; they are explicit visualizations
of what was always already linked: the inseparability of the imagination and everyday life.
The abrupt line between both halves does not so much separate the collage as function as
a hinge that—just as with older diptychs in the European art tradition—enables the folding
into each other of both halves.
Although certainly present, “landscape” posters similar to those selected by Baloji were
less predominant in the logging camp. Far more common than cityscapes, mountain
views and nature sights were posters of Western-style houses and, more specifically,
Western-style interiors. Even though global cities and romanticized nature were also
objects of desire in the logging camp, laborers there seemed primarily concerned with
housing. The contemporary Chinese posters, as emblems of a “new” globalized world,
thereby lead back to that “old” ideal of petit bourgeois domesticity—represented by a neat,
modern house. This uncanny repetition of (desired) living rooms as posters on the walls
of (real) living rooms powerfully illustrates the ambiguities of camp homemaking. This
direct visual repetition of homemaking, as a soundtrack of sorts commenting on its own
practices, is not directly present in the Kolwezi series. In the artisanal mining camps, the
work of the imagination is no longer anchored in recycled modes of domesticity, but
in landscapes of desired modernity. In both cases, however, the posters re-present and
re-produce a similar oneiric aspect of homemaking. They thereby constitute a new version
of what Jewsiewicki calls une iconothèque partagée, “a repertory of frames which gives a
credible form to the experience about which one wishes to talk to others.” 31 But while the

30. The car-and-house poster is the only exception to this “landscape rule”.
Wata, p. 51.

31. Bogumil Jewsiewicki, Mami
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Figure 56. Sammy Baloji, Portrait #1, Cité de Kapata. Creuseur artisanal à l’intérieur de sa tente en bâche,
2011.

Chinese posters certainly do form a new, shared imaginary, they are not so much there to
be talked about. They are there to be dreamt about. Beyond recycling a colonial mode of
petit bourgeois modernity, they equally reproduce a transnational desire and create a global
space for oneiric displacement.
The Chinese posters photographed by Baloji and those mobilized in homemaking
practices by wageworkers in the rainforest thus reveal the contemporary importance of
the imagination in contexts of precariousness and displacement. Despite very significant
differences between the houses of forest workers and the tents and lean-tos of artisanal
miners—as regards relations of production, labor control, regional history and memories,
architectural setting, landscape and environment, family life and modes of consumption—
similar posters materialize a strikingly similar displacement at the heart of homemaking.
They point to an omnipresent dreaming about other places, a continuous wandering-off
of the mind that lays bare the sheer emptiness of camp life. They speak to an everyday
imagination profoundly oriented towards the future that not only runs through Congo’s
bigger cities, 32 but is also strikingly present in what might appear to be more isolated parts
of the country.

32. Filip De Boeck, “Inhabiting Ocular Ground: Kinshasa’s Future in the Light of Congo’s Spectral Urban
Politics”, Cultural Anthropology, vol. 26, no 2, May 2011, p. 263-286.
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What makes these posters particularly useful in what we might term Baloji’s ethno(photo)graphy of the imagination is their multi-layered politics of reproduction and
appropriation. As commodities made in China, the posters themselves already depict a
Chinese reproduction/appropriation of a seemingly Western modernity (New York, Sydney, posh interiors, European mountain scenery. . . ) When displayed in Congolese houses
or tents, this Chinese reproduction of Western modernity is once more appropriated
through Congolese homemaking practices. In their double exoticization—posters made in
faraway China already depicting exotic “otherwheres”—they are particularly gratifying for a
contemporary work of the imagination that is profoundly centrifugal. Moreover, in Baloji’s
oeuvre, these posters are reproduced and appropriated for a third time. As such, his
diptychs highlight the inherent mobility of the Chinese posters as commodities circulating
through global networks of reproduction. As diptychs—that is, as double images that can
be easily folded about their hinge and thus easily transported—the posters once more travel
around the world, no longer ending up in Congolese living rooms and mining tents but in
(predominantly Western) art galleries and museums or, in a form yet more transportable,
this book.

Lockdown redux
In closing, let us return to the locked gates with which we began. In contrast to the
widespread images of frantic “neocolonial” resource extraction by Chinese companies in
Africa that one may expect to find in contemporary Katanga, Baloji depicts a surprisingly
different reality. Companies that were forced to halt their mining operations because of
fast dropping copper prices during the 2008 financial crisis are metonymically represented
by their closed gates, seemingly deserted by workers and jobseekers alike. These pictures,
as previously noted, testify to the position of a considerable number of smaller companies
whose vulnerability in the global market is often overshadowed by more spectacular
accounts of large-scale resource extraction by powerful multinationals.
Just like the Chinese companies photographed by Baloji, the logging company we
introduced in the previous paragraphs was a relatively vulnerable player on the global
market. Ever since it started logging in the early 1990s, it has been confronted with a
quickly fluctuating profitability frontier. During periods of crisis, when timber prices drop
and fuel prices rise, this frontier immediately recedes, forcing companies to temporarily
close down production sites that are now geographically situated beyond the profitability
frontier. Perhaps even more than in the case of mining, this dynamic of opening up and
slowing down concessions is a characteristic feature of industrial logging in the Congolese
rainforest. 33 Hence, although CTI managed to keep its concession operational during
the last crisis (albeit by temporarily laying off a large number of workers), the threat of a
shutdown was constantly in the air. When, in early 2012, the timber company was sold to

33. These cycles of opening and closing are also linked to the inherent mobility of logging activities. In
comparison to mining, industrial logging has to move over much larger areas of land in order to make a profit.
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a new investor who thereupon decided to close down the concession, these fears, rumors
and whispers of closure became a fierce reality. As we argued above, this “future” had
always been present in the camp, which, as the quintessential ephemeral space, had no
future. It only had a fleeting present; the future was always already somewhere else.
Read from the CTI logging camp on the verge of a shutdown, Baloji’s pictures of
closed company gates powerfully evoke this imminent future as a clear depiction of
what camp temporality actually implies. In fact, these gates represent the all too wellknown experience of disconnection that has, historically speaking, characterized the life
trajectories of so many (ex) workers in areas of demising industries and sudden market
fluctuations. 34 As such, the gates refer to what was a feared future in the logging camp
but an actually experienced present in Katanga. This near future/present strongly contrasts
with the more distant future of (dreamed) access to the benefits of globalization so
colorfully represented by the Chinese posters in Kolwezi. By putting photographs of closed
gates and reproductions of Chinese posters side by side, Baloji ingeniously depicts the
far-reaching tension between a profound desire for the future and an everyday anxiety
about what might actually come. The gates materially block the access to the desired
modernity of the posters. They brutally indicate that such a future is no longer accessible,
opening up pathways for what Charles Piot has called a “nostalgia for the future”, 35
a nostalgic attitude directed to a future that constantly seems to escape and retreat
behind the horizon of longing, or—quite literally—behind locked company gates. While
the Chinese posters point to this faraway future in an almost vulgarly obvious way, the
closed gates highlight its fundamental inaccessibility, rechanneling desires into dreams.

34. James Ferguson, Expectations of Modernity: Myths and Meanings of Urban Life on the Zambian Copperbelt, Los Angeles,
University of California Press, 1999.
35. Charles Piot, Nostalgia for the Future: West Africa after the Cold War,
University of Chicago Press, 2010.
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