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Collective and LUX have collaborated to develop Factish Field, a year-long programme of 
screenings, talks, a summer school and two new artist commissions. As part of Factish Field 
Collective is pleased to present the first new film commission, Fib by Glasgow based artist 
Karen Cunningham.
 
Factish Field takes as its starting point the French anthropologist Bruno Latour’s concept of the 
‘factish’, a combination of fact and fetish as a way of thinking about the relationship between 
facts and beliefs. Latour argues that there are no facts separable from their fabrication and 
suggests that fetishes, objects invested with mythical powers, are fabricated, and that ‘facts’ 
are not. This programme has brought together work by a range of artists whose work either 
incorporates or responds to anthropological practices.
 
Karen Cunningham’s new work Fib was filmed on location in Fife, Scotland and as well as 
meaning a lie ‘Fib’ is the Pictish name for Fife. The video follows two census takers and their 
activities throughout the course of a day. Census taking dates back to Babylonian times and 
is perceived as being an activity practiced by civilized cultures although throughout history, 
ancient and modern, it has been a problematic and contentious undertaking.
 
In the video the action of census taking and the resulting objects, information and actions 
which the census functions through, are portrayed, in Latour’s terms as ‘factish’ things and 
deeds. Drawing on Karen’s ongoing interest in “the overlapping of residual and emerging 
cultures and technologies” Fib brings into focus forms of surveying and mark making which 
questions the construction of what can be considered as ‘nature’ and ‘culture’.
 
 
Artist biography
Karen Cunningham studied photography at Edinburgh College of Art with an exchange 
program to Maryland Institute College of Art in Baltimore, USA and completed her MFA at 
Glasgow School of Art.  Recent exhibitions include group shows in Vienna and Graz, Austria, 
screening events at The Embassy, Edinburgh and the Malmö Konsthall, Sweden and a solo 
exhibition at Walden Affairs in The Hague, The Netherlands.



1. Fib, HD Video, 22mins, 2013.

The artist would like to thank:
Benjamin Cook, Kate Gray, Gordon Schmidt, Tina West, Siobhan Calder, JP Cummisky, Dan Bejar, 
Siobhan Carroll, Luke Collins, Angela McClanahan, Linda & Jane McDevitt, Margaret Cunningham, 
LUX, Collective and Creative Scotland.
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Conjuring the State

Angela McClanahan

The state, as we all know, has many incarnations.  It is composed of rules and regulations, 
constitutions and dictats, architectures, geographies, cults of personality and community, 
often zealots, sometimes despots, amendments, politicians and citizen/subjects.  It is at once 
everywhere and nowhere, public and private, and is simultaneously material and ephemeral. 
It is particularly spectacular when it draws on the aesthetics of uniformed officialdom and 
collective experience to produce social affects and thus, political efficacy (sharp, navy blue 
suits, rousing oratory, anthems that crescendo, precisely choreographed military drills), 
and it consistently employs both subtle and overt modes of surveillance to ensure that its 
populations constantly regulate their own behavior according to ascribed social and cultural 
norms.

Mostly, though, it is incredibly banal.

Almost all of the actions that constitute the essential daily operations of statecraft are, 
for the most part, mundane and painfully ordinary. Boring, even. From queuing in social 
security offices, to the circulation and arrival of letters demanding council tax payments, 
governmentality and its attendant practices constantly and rhythmically tick over to produce 
and reify a form of social organization that seems so habitual as to go, for the most part 
(and like most other social practices), unreflexively experienced.  This ordinariness is of course 
precisely one of the ways in which the state stealthily derives its irresistible enchantments 
and overwhelming power. It constantly implicates people in their own subjugation, making it 
appear ethical, standard, obvious, and above all, natural.

While such well established arguments have proved to be invaluable in exposing the power 
relations inherent in the practices of statecraft and biopolitics, however, there is an emergent 
strand of anthropological work around the relationship between magic and the state that can 
be usefully employed to help us understand such social practices from a different perspective, 
especially the almost supernatural, trance-like experiences they seem to engender in 
populations. 

A number of anthropologists have recently proposed that Modernity, far from operating 
exclusively in rational, Enlightenment terms and scientific frameworks, has actually produced 
its own native magical forms and practices.  This is in a similar vein to recent anthropological 
arguments that outline the workings of the capitalist market as a faith based system that is 
reliant, in some ways, on concealed practices of divination and the ‘conjuring’ of value and 
capital from what in many cases are, in reality, immaterial voids.  At the same time, it is the 
very visibility of those practices- their obviousness- that makes them appear legitimate and 
typical. Statecraft often works along similar principles, relying on both faith and skepticism to 
achieve its aims.

Karen Cunningham’s Fib is a deft study of just such a process. The film portrays an act of 
census taking, a well theorised sphere of biopolitical practice in which data are employed to 
summon (a term with magical connotations purposefully employed here), a population into 
being.  This is very obviously a form of magic, if we define it in its simplest anthropological 



 
terms as acts and techniques that are intended to have real social and political effects.  

Fib’s young census takers, a female and male, have both been hired to carry out census work. 
This involves going from door to door in a given village or town, to manually take factual 
information from the local inhabitants, in order to provide the ‘raw’ data for regional or 
national governing strategies. 

The pair’s census work is portrayed throughout the film almost as an aside; a tick box exercise 
that, for these characters, may be a means to an end, and certainly (understandably) less 
interesting than the exploration and solace taken in the shelter of a local beach cave.  The 
fallibility of Fib’s disinterested characters is highlighted by the apparent lack of rigor in their 
census work, yet that very data is presumed to later have a direct impact on the lives of those 
very characters, representing the kind of self subjugation described above.  

In addition to these elements, the instability of the data is also implied in the film’s 
representation of the survey process. Viewers hear the female character ask census questions, 
but we don’t hear the respondent’s answer, implying a kind of ambivalence; perhaps an 
implication that the responses are, in reality, ultimately inconsequential, or that in taking and 
manipulating the responses to obscure (or in some cases, to silence) the voices of people 
whose views don’t ‘fit’ accepted social norms or categories.

In these and other ways, the statistics gathered in the film, though never visible or discussed, 
are treated very much as ‘factish’ objects; hybrid and unstable, possibly inaccurate, yet 
fetishised and faith-based technologies that possess the ability to transform (or, conversely, 
to ‘conjure’) the individual parts of social and cultural groups into a sacred, somatic whole. 
The film’s examination and portrayal of statecraft as banal and ordinary thus contributes to 
an ongoing discussion in the arts and social sciences of biopolitics as a magical process that 
is powerful precisely because of its unremarkable qualities, which quietly contribute to the 
constant summoning of the nation state as a ‘social fact’.

Dr. Angela McClanahan gained a PhD in Archaeology from Manchester University, and 
lectures in Visual Culture in the School of Art at Edinburgh College of Art. Her primary 
research interests include examining how people engage with and construct meaning from 
the material world, and she is currently examining ‘contemporary’ ruins and processes of 
ruination, as well as in ethical and sensual dimensions of ethnographic research and art 
practice.

There is a longer version of this text along with a reading list which is available from our 
website, we have a limited number of printed copies at reception. 


