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abstract

Kim Longinotto is one of the UK’s leading documentary directors whose body of work

explores women’s lives and their struggles for autonomy and human rights in a range

of international cultural contexts. Her strategies interrogate the observationalist

traditions of documentary cinema and visual anthropology to produce engaged and

profoundly empathetic feminist films. She works in collaborative ways with her

subjects, often with other directors, to represent the contradictions and multiple

layers of their lives and political and social situations. This interview focuses on

Longinotto’s approach to representing her subjects and using the medium of

documentary as a form of witnessing.
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The following interview with Kim Longinotto (KL) was conducted for Feminist
Review by Lizzie Thynne (LT) and Nadje Al-Ali (NA).

LT: Can you just tell us a little bit about your latest film ‘Pink Saris’?

KL: It’s set in Uttar Pradesh, Northern India, and Uttar Pradesh is one of the
poorest states in India. I don’t really like the idea of making films or writing
stories about women as victims, because then you come away and you feel so
terrible.

I want to watch a film where there’s some hope and where there’s a sense of
change so you’re not being told that these things were in the past, you’re
actually watching them happening in front of you.

The film is about a woman called Sampat Pal and she’s an activist and she runs
The Gulabi Gang or The Pink Sari Gang, which campaigns against the oppression of
lower caste women. They are a group of women who are, practically all from the
so-called ‘untouchable’ caste. By ‘untouchable’ I mean the Dalit community:
you’re not supposed to eat from their plate or drink from their glass. It’s the
most extreme form of racism, really, that you could ever imagine. The idea was to
go and film Sampat Pal and her work. And the film is about her, but it’s also
centred around five girls who came to Sampat for help and we followed their
individual stories. If you’re making a film like this, the scary thing about it is you
wonder – are you going to be able to get a beginning, a middle and an end to the
stories you film, as this is down to chance. You want a satisfying drama. You
need a dramatic arc which has some sort of resolution at the end. So that was
scary, but actually there’s a kind of resolution at the end.

LT: It’s fascinating in your films that you come across these women who are
standing up, it seems, against all the odds to help other women and to help
empower them. How did you come across them?

NA: Yes, what kind of research do you actually do beforehand?

KL: The film I made before Pink Saris was called Rough Aunties (2008), and I
actually went to Durban, South Africa to meet the women because I wanted to
see what they were like and see what their work was like. I went because it would
be even trickier to commit to making a film about people when you’d never met
them.

NA: But how did you know about them?

KL: I knew about them because Paul Taylor had made a film in an orphanage
nearby (We are Together, 2007) and the women at the Bobbi Bear centre told him
that they wanted a film made. It wasn’t that they wanted to promote themselves
or anything like that but they are a very small group of women, black and white,
who are fighting on many fronts. They are a non-governmental group who are
fighting to protect abused children and get their abusers prosecuted (Figure 1).
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And they just felt, ‘we just really need to get a film out so that we can actually
make links with other people’, because they’re fighting Social Services, they’re
fighting the police, they’re fighting big business as well. They’re fighting the
hospitals, and it’s just crazy and there are only eight of them so y and they’d
had lots of films made about them locally. In fact, a local TV crew came when we
were there. And Jackie, one of the ‘aunties’, said ‘oh do you mind if we just film
this morning with a local TV crew?’ And I watched the crew at work. This guy kept
saying to Mabel, one of the women, ‘can you come in again please?’ So she had
to go in and out of the room several times. And then they would ask the children
who had been through these traumas if they could re-interview them for the film.
That was the experience they’d had. So they talked to Paul and said ‘could you
recommend somebody who will make a film with us as a team and we can
actually work together?’

And Mildred, another of the ‘aunties’, would call me every morning at six
and say ‘what are you doing?’ and I’d very grumpily say y I was sleeping,
but I got used to getting up that early. There are some quite distressing scenes in
the film, but we filmed them because one of the group would ring in saying ‘Kim,
you’ve got to come down to the river’, ‘this is happening’ or ‘you’ve got to come
to this house, somebody’s just been shot’. So it really was a like a family team
(Figure 2).

LT: And what about with ‘Pink Saris’, how did you come to work with those
women y?

KL: With Pink Saris a woman called Amber Ronowicz got in touch with me because
she’d been trying to raise the money for the film for a long time and couldn’t
get the money. It was her idea to make the film. So we went to make the film

Figure 1 Mildred at work with an abused girl (Rough Aunties, Dir. Kim Longinotto, UK, 2008)
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together. We were going to be a small team, she was doing sound and then when
we got there, she couldn’t actually cope with it, you know. You know, it was very,
very hot. It was in the forties and she couldn’t eat the food and the equipment
was really heavy and we had to walk long distances because these villages
are really far away from the main road. And it’s just quite tough and you need to
train and I did say to her ‘Have you been training?’ And she’d go ‘yes, yes, I’ve
lost two stone’, and all this. But actually you need to be really fit. It’s an
emotional training, a physical training, you need to do every sort of training.
But I think if you haven’t done it before until you get there you can’t really see
what it involves.

LT: How did you develop that story with Sampat? You were talking earlier about
the issue of having to get a story and yet you don’t want to manipulate events,
and so how did you decide what to film and to what extent were you working with
her in agreeing what scenes you were going to film?

KL: It’s quite interesting with those two films because with Rough Aunties,
Mildred and I became best friends and I loved her and it was very much that I
would talk to her about everything. That moment when she talks about her own
rape was because she wanted to tell me, but she also wanted a witness to it. In a
way, she was saying ‘look I’m the same as the people we’re helping and we should
all be open and talk about it’. And I told her about mine and we shared and that
was really lovely. Mildred would never think she was better than other people.
Sometimes people will start with good intentions of helping others in the same
situation but then power gets to them. Mayawati, who came to power in Uttar
Pradesh, rose up to be an incredibly powerful woman and was the big hope of

Figure 2 Thuli and Eureka comfort Sdudla whose son has just drowned because of illegal river

mining (Rough Aunties, Dir. Kim Longinotto, UK, 2008)
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the Dalits that she was going to make a difference. And it breaks your heart
because as soon as she got into power she started building monuments. And now
it’s impossible to see her, she’s amassed a whole lot of money. You think ‘how did
this happen?’. Like with the expenses claims by MPs in the UK I think you start
having a sense of entitlement. You start thinking ‘I will get my moat fixed
because I’m an MP’; I read about that MP recently who said ‘I can’t sit on in
normal class on the train because people will read over my shoulder and they’ll
be making a noise and I won’t be able to do my work’. So you start to think you’re
better than other people.

I had a journey watching Sampat also, because she’s got a massive family and
was married very young and had five kids and now they’re all having their own
children, and she built a house which was meant to be for the people she’s trying
to help, and then all the family have moved in and none of them are working and
she’s now responsible for loads of people and her last two kids are getting
married too. So she’s become head of a sort of dynasty now. And I think this is
what happens, it’s been very interesting for me to see it from the inside. There is
a very, very painful scene where she sends this girl who we thought she was going
to save – she’s actually her niece – back to this family that’s been abusing her.
And then she says ‘I never had any trouble with this family’. And we know, as the
audience, that Sampat had to leave that village because she couldn’t live like
that. So you can see that she’s already re-imagining her past and sending her
niece back so that she can get reconciled with her own family and at the same
time she’s justifying it to herself. And after that scene Sampat’s boyfriend has an
argument with her and says, ‘I don’t want to live like this you can be famous if
you want’. So you can see in this very mundane way the beginnings of a shift.
I can’t say that I ever really discussed what we were going to film with Sampat
because the girls who came to her for help were the ones we fell in love with. And
I’m pleased because I genuinely adore them. We’ve been having real trouble
because we’ve been trying to get them passports and trying to send them money
and we’ve been having to bypass Sampat because she doesn’t want us to do that,
which is very sad. Maybe I shouldn’t be saying all of this because people are
going to have to see the film with an open mind but this one girl who she was
going to rescue, she doesn’t really want. She says ‘oh but the film’s about me’.
We said, ‘but it’s also about the girls and the fact that you’ve helped the girls is
good for you’. Mildred, you know, from Rough Aunties would never have said that
and you know that if you send Mildred money, it’s going to go to the girls. Each
film is different so I can’t generalize. There’s no point us being naive and thinking
that ‘just because they’re women they’re fine’. We’ve learnt it in this country
because of Thatcher – not that we ever had any hopes from her – but that being
a woman isn’t all that counts. But these girls are the heroes to me and I
absolutely love them. And when you hear the story of their lives – married at
8 years old, for example, and you see what they’ve been through you think ‘how
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are you still so full of beauty and joy and humour and resilience?’ Because when
we were all 8 the thought of going away and leaving your family to be married is
just something you can’t even imagine.

LT: Obviously you need time to show complexity, and give that kind of deeper
understanding that you get through seeing these characters in a range of
situations. Could you talk a little bit about that and the issues that you faced in
continuing to get your films funded or screened especially on television?

KL: Yes. I used to think that making a 100-minute film would be really hard and
that the making of 50-minute ones was easy, and now I realize that actually
making the 50-minute ones is much harder because you have to condense the story
somehow. And with this film Pink Saris I genuinely don’t know how I could have
made it shorter because the main story takes place over 10 weeks and I want the
audience to see how this little girl, Rekha, turns up and she thinks because the boy
who has got her pregnant has left her now her life is over and she’s got nothing and
she wants to kill herself. The idea of suicide and death seems to be woven into
these girls’ expectations. They say it and they really mean it, it’s not just an
offhand remark. I mean, this girl was on her way to the train station to jump under
a train and Sampat had to stop her. So in order to get to her moment at the end
where she’s completely transformed and has become a kind of activist herself and
looks completely different, you have to have the space in the film to be able to
watch her change. There’s no way you can do that in 50 minutes because the scenes
would crash into each other. You’ve just got used to her being hopeless and wanting
to die and then you need time to see her in different situations. So I’ve got to a
stage now I don’t know how I can make them shorter. And it is hard to raise the
money for them. But I’ve been really lucky and I don’t know how long it will go on
for, probably not very much longer, but Peter Dale, who is my hero, was the head of
documentaries at Channel 4. And now Hamish Mykura is head of that. I think a lot
of other commissioning editors would want to put inserts in the film of what you’re
going to see and what you’ve just seen before and after each advert break. And it
would just wreck it because the whole way that this film works is through following
a story and having a sense of suspense (Figures 3 and 4).

I had a very strong sense of jeopardy because all these girls are at risk. At the
same time I’m very conflicted about it because with the first girl, Rekha – who
has to get married because she’s pregnant – if I was making it for only for an
Indian audience I wouldn’t have to say anything because they would know,
‘my God she’s an Untouchable girl, she’s pregnant, her Mum, her parents are
going to kill her’, you know, ‘she has to get married’. You see her at this police
station being sick, and an Indian person would know why but an English audience
would probably think ‘why is she throwing up, what’s this about?’. So I had to put
a title at the front of the film ‘Rekha has to get married because if they’re
pregnant, unmarried girls are sometimes killed by their family’. And the mother
actually says in the scene ‘what should I have done, should I have killed her, are
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you saying I should have killed her?’ to the father of the boy. So, you have to give
audiences guidelines but I try and keep it to the minimum. But even that makes
me cringe slightly because I feel like I’m saying something definitive about a
culture. Then hopefully the film takes over after that and you don’t have to be
told anything after that in intertitles.

NA: People use your films to discover something about a place, such as South
Africa, but in those contexts, there’s a kind of a human story and then there are

Figure 3 Sampat Pal (seated) supports Rekha whose boyfriend and his family are trying to

abandon her (Pink Saris, Dir. Kim Longinotto, UK, 2010).

Figure 4 Rekha confronts her boyfriend and his family (Pink Saris, Dir. Kim Longinotto, UK,

2010).
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also universals, for example, I think I will never forget when I saw ‘Divorce Iranian
Style’ for the first time. It’s one of the few films that I can show to a class, which
tells you something about Iran. But there is a tension isn’t there y? Between, on
the one hand, showing a narrative, complex relations and something that we can
all relate but at the same time also portraying an ethnographic, particular case
that might need some filling in for people to understand.

KL: You can never really get it right, so if Channel 4 had asked me to put a
commentary on I would have been really upset, but luckily they didn’t. What I’m
trying to do in documentaries is what they did in The Lives of Others (Dir. Florian
Henckel von Donnersmarck, Germany 2006) and what the man experienced in
living through the lives of others in that script. What the Stasi guy did in that film
was he looked through a little hole in the wall and he was just watching and
observing this family and his whole life started to unravel in a way. His prejudices
started to unravel and he started to be infused with love actually. I know it
sounds corny when you say it, that’s what’s beautiful about a fiction film – you
don’t have to spell it out. He loved those people, and that’s why when he got the
book in the shop at the end they said ‘do you want it wrapped, is it a present?’
He said ‘no, this is for me’, and he knew that the book was written for him as a
sort of thank you. And he had suffered because he was meant to spy on these
people and, and incriminate them but in spying on them he grew to love them.
When I came out of that film I was so moved I had to sit down on a bench outside
the cinema and I thought ‘why has this film made such a big impression on me?’
And it was only in the weeks that followed I thought ‘that is what we’re all trying
to do, whether it’s books or films or anything’.

You’re trying to make the lives of others come alive for the audience of the film.
So what I hope is when people watch Rough Aunties people will love Mildred as
much as I do and think she could be their sister, their daughter or their mother.
The same with these girls in Pink Saris. I want people to really feel for these girls.
It doesn’t matter, it could be Uttar Pradesh, it could be South Africa.

NA: There is an intention and then there’s, of course, audience reception. I know
from showing ‘Divorce Iranian Style’ to students, some people will come out
saying ‘oh these horrible Iranians and this horrible system and these poor women’
and then others coming out saying ‘oh my God these amazing women and what
they’re doing is amazing’.

KL: I remember when I went to Ramallah and showed Divorce Iranian Style and at
the end of the film this man stood up and practically every woman in the
audience was covered, wearing hijab. And a man stood up at the end and he said,
‘Thank God I’m not married to an Iranian woman’. And then I said ‘oh I think
those women are brilliant, I’d love to be married to one of them if I was you,
I think it would be an absolute privilege. I don’t think you’ll ever get a wife like
that’. You know it was a bit cheeky. And all these women clapped. It was just
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extraordinary. They all clapped and they laughed. And a lot of them were saying
things like, ‘oh gosh we never imagined that in Iran a woman could be so
transgressive’. I’ll never forget our first screening at SOAS (School of Oriental and
African Studies, University of London). A man in the audience said ‘well, that bit
that you’ve put in about the women being forced to take their make-up off at the
entrance to the court that’s completely set up, that doesn’t happen’. And Ziba,
my co-director, said ‘well, how do you know? you’ve never been in there, you
wouldn’t be allowed in there you’re a man’. And he went, ‘but it doesn’t happen
does it?’. And she said ‘of course, it does’. He was angry with that being shown.
I mean they didn’t like the way that Iranian women were shown. They said ‘it’s
going to give a bad image of Iranian women’.

NA: And Iranian men, I mean they were worried about the bad image of Iranian
men – because they looked weak.

KL: Well, you’re right there.

LT: I have two different reactions. When I saw it the first time I felt how trapped
the women were and how everything was against them. And then the second time
I saw it I was just much more aware of how they were negotiating whatever room
they could manoeuvre for themselves in this kind of system that was stacked
against them. And that’s what I think is really interesting about all the films
we’ve been talking about is that you have a sense that there are these very
patriarchal systems, these misogynist cultures, and yet women within them are
somehow managing to gain a little bit of power by whatever means they can.

KL: I think also what I find very moving is the scene when Maryam, who is trying
to get custody of her children, makes a very impassioned plea to the judge who is
accusing her of destroying the form which orders her to give the children to her
husband. Ziba, my co-director, says that we ‘didn’t see’ Maryam tear it up, which
is true, but it’s a slight lie because we knew she’d torn it up (Figure 5). And then
the husband comes in and says to the judge ‘why didn’t you detain her? She
kicked me’. And he’s like some little kid wanting the sanction of the judge and
you realize if you have very little actual power you are forced to draw on your own
inner power and inner resources. And the women are so articulate, and that was
something I was really struck by when I watched them and I hope it comes
through in the film was what a poetic culture it is and the way people express
themselves is so fantastic. When you watch the film in that way you do see what
an incredibly passionate culture it is and how the judge is a good man. He’s had
a very sheltered life because he’s spent most of it in a seminary but he’s trying to
do the best he can and actually his name is ‘Judge Deldar’, which means ‘Judge
Sweetie’. For example, he doesn’t want little Ziba, one of the women seeking
divorce in the film, to go back to her husband, and when she asks him ‘what is
the legal age for a girl to be married?’ he’s forced to say ‘well, actually nine
years old, at puberty’, and you see that that really pains him to have to say that.

Lizzie Thynne and Nadje Al-Ali feminist review 99 2011 33



And you see Maryam’s new husband is a nice man; there are nice men in there but
I think you can safely say that the other men aren’t particularly nice. They’re not
behaving very well.

NA: Can you say something about the issue about the tension between observing
what is happening around you but actually also being part of it and being part of
it with certain values and certain politics?

LT: Yes, that’s what I think is really interesting and powerful about what you do,
the idea, as you say, of witnessing. You get the sense in several of the films that
you’re acting, if not as a catalyst, at least as a witness. By what you film you’re
helping the women to progress the situation. I thought that particularly in a
couple of moments in ‘Pink Saris’ – like where you’re at the police station and
Sampat’s getting them to bring the boy out and says to him, ‘you’ve got to marry
this girl’. The fact that you’re there with the camera is obviously really acting in
support of Rekha, the girl he has got pregnant. And likewise where Sampat goes
to see the old guy who’s obviously been raping the daughter-in-law – the fact
that you’re there filming is making a big impact on the situation.

KL: Yes. Rampayaree, the girl in that scene has special needs. She’s never been to
school – they say she’s ‘slow’, – and the fact that we were filming her gave her
that little extra little bit of power. We learn that her father said ‘if she gives you

Figure 5 Maryam appeals to the film-makers as witnesses (Divorce Iranian style, Dirs. Kim

Longinotto and Ziba Mir-Hosseini, UK, 1998)

feminist review 99 2011 an interview with Kim Longinotto34



any trouble I’ll drag her home on a lead like a pig’. They think of her like some
sort of farmyard animal. It’s really sad because we’re trying to get them
passports so that they can come to festivals, and these two people went to all
the girls and one of them, Naranjan, said to Rampayaree ‘what do you feel about
being in the film?’. And she said, ‘oh’, she said ‘I’m so proud to be in the film, I
never thought that me, a village woman, would ever be in front of the camera’.
And it made me cry when I read it, I was so touched because they have such low
self-esteem and they’ve always been told they’re worthless. And they always, all
of them, every single one of them, see the only way out is to kill themselves, they
don’t see that there’s any possibility of any manoeuvring. And it’s only when
Sampat helps them that they start to think that their lives have a value. But then
she ends up sending them back to their abusers. So there’re lots of different
layers to the film.

LT: One of the other questions that I had was about the way that the kind of
situations that you’ve been able to film are ones, like in ‘Divorce Iranian Style’
and ‘The Pink Saris’, that involve the law. I just wondered how that has become
a kind of focus, that is, that you show how women in emerging countries are using
the law to protect other women – ‘Sisters-in-Law’ being a prime example. Why
has that become a particular interest to you?

KL: I think there’re probably no other judges like Vera Ngassa and Beatrice Ntuba,
the two main characters in Sisters-in-Law. People don’t say after seeing The Lives
of Others, how many Stasi spies were there like him? We have these different rules
for documentary and for fiction, and it is upsetting that people sometimes watch
documentary films with such a narrow mind. They want a documentary to inform
them, to tell them what to think and to give them easy answers. I find that life is
far more interesting than that, far more scary than that. We can’t hold up Vera
as an example of what other women judges are like in Cameroon but rather that
she’s a hope for the future and she can empower other women to imagine
other ways of working in the judiciary possibly. I know she uses the film a lot at
the university where she teaches and it inspires a lot of young women to become
judges and maybe be like her, because she’s an inspiration. But there are
probably male judges who are fantastic as well. So it’s so dangerous for us
to think that because we’re women that somehow we’re automatically going
to be better.

LT: It’s not so much that, that you’re saying ‘oh yes, all the women judges are like
this’, or ‘it’s great because there are all these women in this position’. But you
show that there are these different forces at play. There’s a kind of modernity and
then there’s these traditional practices and this is how you can use what the law
represents in this case to empower women.

KL: You know people say it’s tradition and if you go against tradition you’re going
against your culture. In the Islamic world, you know, that tradition and culture
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are sometimes pitted against a degenerate emasculating West. And what Vera’s
doing is she’s saying ‘I’m a Cameroonian woman. I’m proud of it. I’m not Western
and I’m working in terms of human rights’. I went with Vera to New York where
she was speaking at the UN and the woman giving a talk before her did this
whole thing about having to accept tradition and respect it – she was a white
American woman – and said we have to work within tradition. Vera was brilliant –
she actually said ‘well, I find tradition is a really bad thing on the whole, tell me
any tradition that hasn’t been put in place by men?’. The American woman
said she would always speak to the headman first about an issue when she went
to a village and Vera responded: ‘The headman is the last person I would
speak to!’

NA: Can we talk about being a woman in the film business – what issues have you
had to face?

KL: I’d been to boarding school and then I’d been homeless and I had really low
self-esteem, so I didn’t feel like I could do it anyway. It wasn’t really that people
were stopping me, it was that I didn’t feel that I could do it, and so I needed to
go to film school. It was like I was drowning and had always been drowning and
film school gave me a little something to hold on to. But even having been to the
National Film School it then took me a long time to make my own films because
I didn’t know how to work the system, I couldn’t get anyone interested in the
films I wanted to make and it was only because they had this workshop system
and I got one little chance and I grabbed it and I went with it and I was really
lucky I got that chance. I had that one chance and then I had a second chance
and I was able to take those two chances. And I only got the first one because my
friend, Nick Broomfield, who I had met at college, said ‘why don’t you apply to
The National Film School?’, I would never have had the courage to apply
otherwise.

Then there were other things like having a child and doing things when I shouldn’t
have had one, when I wasn’t ready. I think it is very hard to do the work that
I’m doing and have children. It’s almost impossible, unless you’ve got a
partner, whether male or female, who’s going to be the parent when you go away
and I hadn’t.

This is why Hold Me Tight, Let Me Go was such a painful film to make. It was
about disturbed children. I didn’t really know my parents, so I didn’t really
realize how important parents were. We make the films and we write the books
and we do the work that actually expresses who we are. You can’t separate it.
And sometimes we’re lucky and we manage to do the work and sometimes
we’re not.
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interviewee’s biography
Kim Longinotto studied camera and directing at the UK National Film School,
where she made Pride of Place (1976) and Theatre Girls (1978) documenting a
hostel for homeless women. In addition to the films discussed in this interview,
she has made the following films: her first film in Japan was Eat the Kimono
(1978), which was about the performer Hanayagi Genshu; with Claire Hunt she
made Hidden Faces (1990), which was about Egyptian women, and then The Good
Wife of Tokyo (1992), which explores women, love and marriage in Japan. Next,
Longinotto directed Dream Girls (1993), which was about the Japanese musical
theatre company, the Tararazuka revue, and Shinjuku Boys, which was about
three Tokyo women who live as men (both with Jano Williams). Next, she made
Rock Wives for Channel 4, which was about the wives and girlfriends of rock stars,
followed by Divorce Iranian Style (1998) with Ziba Mir-Hosseini, set in a Family
law court in Tehran about women and divorce in Iran. Then Gaea Girls (2000),
which was about a young girl’s struggle to become a professional wrestler.
Runaway (2001) is set in a refuge for girls in Tehran. Her next film The Day I Will
Never Forget (2002) was about young girls in Kenya challenging the tradition
of female circumcision. Sisters-in-Law (2005) was premiered at and won two
prizes at Cannes.

A more complete filmography with further details of each film can be found
via the distributor, Women Make Movies, at http://www.wmm.com/longinotto/
films.htm.
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