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Abstract 
In this article, I discuss Mexican director Alejandro González Iñárritu’s emphasis on sensorial 

experience in two of his short films and three of his feature films produced between the years 

2000 and 2007. I suggest that the impulse to deprive his audiences of one or multiple of our 

senses constitutes a strategy that characterises all of his work of the period; all five films deal 

explicitly and/or implicitly with blindness and serve to impose blindness onto their viewers. 

As such, I am adding this strategy of Iñárritu’s to the list of strategies Dolores Tierney 

enumerates in “Alejandro González Iñárritu: director without borders,” and I am suggesting 

that its addition has the following implications: firstly, it leads me to agree with Tierney that 

threads of continuity in a director’s oeuvre evidence the survival of his directorial vision even 

in the face of mutable filmmaking circumstances, and any claim of the effacement of 

directorial agency when directors from the filmmaking periphery make their way to the 

filmmaking centre (Hollywood) is a fallacy. Secondly, I suggest that, if we accept sensorial 

deprivation in general and blindness in particular to be markedly characteristic of Iñárritu’s 

work of the period, then it is possible to assert that he is interested in cinematically exploring 

the limits of sense/vision. Given that Iñárritu made the five films during the period in which 

he was navigating his own international transition from periphery to centre, it is reasonable to 

imagine that his investment in actively disseminating an awareness of the limits of 

sense/vision vis-à-vis his films might be related to the way he thought such international 

transitions should be treated. I propose that, by renouncing his right to master visuality and 

therefore forcing his audiences to do the same, Iñárritu promotes non-mastering relations to 

otherness by precluding the imperialist gaze in all directions. 
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***** 

 

In her 2009 article “Alejandro González Iñárritu: director without borders,” Dolores Tierney 

takes issue with critical approaches that view directorial transfers from nations at the 

periphery of film production to the United States, undoubtedly the global filmmaking 

epicentre, as constitutive of the subsumption and effacement of their authorial vision by the 

imperialist Hollywood perspective.1 In particular, she argues that the ‘unproblematic co-

opting’ of 21 Grams (2003) and Babel (2006) (the second and third of Mexican director 

Alejandro González Iñárritu’s feature films and, at the time of Tierney’s article, his most 

recent) by Hollywood is an untenable claim, particularly given that it does not take into 

account the strands of continuity that exist between those two United States-made films and 

Iñárritu’s first feature film Amores perros (2000) that was made in Mexico.2 The three films 

of the original Iñárritu trilogy, according to Tierney, share visual, stylistic, and narrative 

strategies that point to the survival of his particularly Mexican directorial perspective even 

after his transition away from Mexico as his primary film-producing locale. Tierney calls for 

a rejection of the confinement of national cinemas to the borders of their corresponding nation 

states, so that films like 21 Grams and Babel can be considered Mexican cinema.  

 In this article, I wish to build upon Tierney’s argument by placing her insights into the 

original Iñárritu feature films trilogy into conversation with two of his short films: one is an 

eleven-minute short film from 2002 that he directed for the compilatory film 11’09”01, which 
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is comprised of eleven short films by filmmakers from eleven different countries. Each short 

included is eleven minutes, nine seconds, and one frame long. The other, entitled Anna, is a 

2007 short film that Iñárritu made as a contribution to yet another compilation of 

internationally produced shorts entitled Chacun son cinéma, a collection of three-minute short 

films ‘by 33 of the most acclaimed directors in world cinema’, who were asked by Gilles 

Jacob, director of the Cannes Festival, ‘to express, cinematically, his or her ‘state of mind of 

the moment as inspired by the motion picture theatre’’.3 My reading of these two short films, 

alongside Tierney’s discussion of the aforementioned Iñárritu features, leads me to propose 

that there is yet another strategy, still unexplored by Tierney, that in this case not only 

characterises Iñárritu’s features before and after his move to Hollywood, but also 

distinguishes the two shorts that he made during the same period, although in an altogether 

different context – that is, ‘in a tidal wave of internationally oriented omnibus films’.4 The 

strategy, which I view to be at play in all five works in some form or another, is the 

imposition of sensory deprivation, and of blindness most notably, on his audiences. I expose 

Iñárritu’s employment of sensory deprivation in the short films 11’09”01 and Anna and in his 

original feature films trilogy in order to build upon Dolores Tierney’s claim that the director’s 

body of work retains striking threads of continuity regardless of whether he is operating from 

the filmmaking centre or periphery.  

Paul Julian Smith has noted the way in which Iñárritu uses his films to deal with ‘the all-

too physical way in which people touch one another’s lives’, and Tierney observes that his 

work often creates situations to bring ‘together characters that otherwise would not interact 

with each other’ and to ‘connect characters, sometimes just coincidentally but also sometimes 

meaningfully’.5 I will thus go on to argue that Iñárritu’s imposition of blindness onto his 

audience creates an intensely corporeal experience that serves to in(corp)orate us into the 

physical bringing together of bodies that Smith and Tierney have identified as a motif in the 

oeuvre of this director. Finally, in light of Ignacio M. Sánchez Prado’s claim that ‘cultural 

internationalization is one of the most prominent consequences of the neoliberal period’ and 

that said internationalisation, when it comes to global cinema, is ‘not so much an erasure of 

the national, but intense negotiation of the national with the global’, I propose that the 

imposition of blindness may at once inform and evidence the way in which the director 

believes that such negotiations should be navigated: by renouncing his right to master 

visuality and therefore forcing his audiences to do the same, Iñárritu promotes non-mastering 

relations to otherness by precluding the imperialist gaze in all directions.6 

 Both Iñárritu’s contribution to 11’09”01 and Anna explicitly engage blindness. The latter, 

three minutes and forty-six seconds in length, briefly recounts the experience of a blind 

moviegoer named Anna. The short film begins with a close-up of Anna’s hands as she gently 

fingers an unlit cigarette in her lap. The shot of her hands is very dimly lit with the blue glow 

of the big screen that would be familiar to any moviegoer, and clearly filmic dialogue in 

French can be heard, such that the setting is almost immediately identifiable as a movie 

theatre. At the same time that the setting can be easily intuited, the way in which Iñárritu 

introduces us to it is nonetheless somewhat disorienting. This disorientation stems from the 

fact that two senses not typically associated with the experience of being in a movie theatre 

are emphasised: touch - with the mesmerising rubbing of the cigarette which is the first thing 

that we see – and hearing, with the audible dialogue coming from the film, with which we are 

not permitted the association of any accompanying images. Touch and hearing are the senses 

with which the film’s other protagonist interacts with Anna; his hand enters the frame to take 

hold of hers, and we can hear him whispering to her what is happening on-screen. He does so 

in English, however, which is curious considering the film is in French. At this point in the 

film, other than the peculiarity of her date narrating what is happening in the movie, there has 

not yet been any indication of Anna’s blindness. The camera soon pans up from her lap to 
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reveal her face – her piercing blue eyes, wet with tears, stare blankly in the direction of the 

screen, and any former suspicion of her blindness is confirmed with this shot. Anna becomes 

increasingly emotional as the film reaches what seems to be its climactic moment (in which 

Anna’s date grasps the nape of her neck, pulls her toward him, and whispers: “She just dove 

into the ocean, and she’s swimming away from him.”), and shortly thereafter she alone gets 

up to leave the movie theatre before the ending of the film. She makes her way to the street, 

where she lights the cigarette she’s been holding, and her lover, having followed her out, 

quickly appears by her side. The two embrace silently until Anna, still crying, asks, “Was the 

film black and white?” He responds, “No. It was in colour.”  

 Through Anna, Iñárritu imposes the protagonist’s very blindness on his viewers using two 

tactics. Firstly and most obviously, just as Anna is unable to see the screen, Iñárritu denies it 

to the audience of his film. We too, then, are blind to all visual elements of the film being 

screened. It strikes us that we, like Anna, do not know the answer to the question that she 

poses at the end of the short and that we, too, must rely on her date to provide an answer. 

What is more, having been denied access to the filmic image in the movie theatre, we are left 

without answers regarding the linguistic dynamics of the cinematic encounter. In other words, 

does Anna speak French, and is therefore able to understand the dialogue being spoken in the 

film? If this is the case, her date’s narration would have been necessary to describe only those 

actions which cannot be gleaned from the dialogue. Does only her date speak French, and is 

therefore translating his narration into English for her benefit? Does neither speak French, and 

the film has subtitles (that Anna, of course, cannot read, but her date can)? If either of the 

latter two is the case, then Anna’s understanding of the film would have been necessarily 

much less comprehensive than if the former is the case. Without answers to these questions, 

we are left wondering about the true extent to which the cinematic encounter in question 

alienates Anna. Interestingly enough, if Anna does speak French, and a given viewer of 

Iñárritu’s short film does not speak French (myself, for example) then it is entirely possible 

that I (even as a seeing person) was subjected to a far more alienating experience of the film 

within the short film than the blind Anna – not only because she could follow the dialogue 

and I could not, but also because I was invited into only about two minutes of the cinematic 

experience, whereas Anna had presumably been present for the entire film up until the 

moment of her premature exit. I suggest, then, that in this case, Iñárritu not only imposes 

blindness on his audience, but that he renders us figuratively blinder to the focal object of the 

short film than the literally blind protagonist is to it. 

 Secondly, Anna detracts from emphasis on the optically visual and heightens emphasis on 

the haptically visual, which, in reducing our reliance upon optics to experience this short film, 

causes our experience of Anna to more closely resemble Anna’s entirely non-optical 

experience of the film she is encountering. Haptic visuality invites us to see a film not just 

with our eyes but in a multisensory fashion that necessitates the involvement of our entire 

bodies in that act of seeing. In “Video Haptics and Erotics,” Laura Marks suggests that 

 

 In haptic visuality, the eyes themselves function like organs of touch. Haptic 

visuality, a term contrasted to optical visuality, draws from other forms of 

sense experience, primarily touch and kinaesthetics.7  

 

For Deleuze, however, ‘...the haptic is not in opposition to the optic. It does not oppose the 

eyes with the hands, but acknowledges the sensory interdependence of the whole haptic 

(hand-eye-motion) system’.8 Though both Marks and Deleuze conceive of haptic visuality as 

a multisensory phenomenon, it can be seen that Marks tends to deemphasise the hands, 

allowing the eyes to replace them as the agent of touch, while Deleuze seems to accentuate 

the hands as the eyes’ haptic co-actors. Anna employs haptic visuality in two ways, one of 
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which adheres more closely to its Deleuzian iteration and the other of which conforms more 

closely to Marks’ haptics.  

In Deleuzian fashion, the short film highlights Anna’s hands. Marks notes that Deleuze 

uses the term haptic cinema to describe the drawing of attention in film to the sense of touch 

through images of hands. To Marks, Deleuze’s ‘emphasis on filmic images of hands seems 

unnecessary’ because, in her view, the ability to attain a tactile sensation from an image of 

hands would require the viewer’s previous identification with the character to whom those 

hands belong.9 As I have argued previously, however, Iñárritu gives us no choice but to 

identify with Anna, given the fact that he compels us to share her blindness to the film being 

screened in the movie theatre. Since we do identify with her character (even if only out of 

forced perspectival commiseration), I maintain that repeated close-ups of Anna’s hands 

throughout the film (as she rubs her cigarette, as she pushes open the door of the theatre, as 

she feels around in her bag for a lighter) do indeed constitute instances in which the viewers’ 

visuality becomes haptic, as Deleuze would have it.  

 The camera’s prolonged focus on Anna’s eyes constitutes another way in which Iñárritu 

employs haptic visuality in order to encourage viewers’ corporeal experience of this short, so 

as to discourage their purely optical experience of it. This second use of haptic visuality aligns 

more closely with Marks’ particular employment of the term; that is, haptic visuality as filmic 

engagement with the abstraction of images in a way that they invite a lingering gaze which 

‘tends to rest on the surface of its object rather than plunge into depth, tends not to distinguish 

form so much as discern texture’.10 Anna’s wide-open, piercingly blue eyes as they gaze in 

the direction of the screen are the only reflective surface in the frame. As a result, they alone 

catch the light being emitted by the filmic projection they face, so they attract our gaze above 

all else in the frame. Anna’s tears give them a glassy quality that makes us notice and focus 

on them in particular, and on their almost tangible wetness. The effect is that we (haptically) 

become mesmerised by her eyeballs themselves, as a result of the beauty of their glassy blue 

surface, rather than looking at them as a portal through which we might penetrate into the 

thoughts or mind of the subject who bears them – as we might typically be wont to do when 

looking into someone’s eyes. In other words, hers are eyes we look not into, but at, which 

seems fitting considering hers are not eyes that she can look out of. Anna’s eyes seduce us, 

according to the very manner in which Marks explains the erotic capacity of haptic visuality: 

 

 it puts into question cinema’s illusion of representing reality by pushing the 

viewer’s look back to the surface of the image. And it enables an embodied 

perception: the viewer responding to the video as to another body, and to the 

screen as another skin.11 

 

Perhaps what is most striking about Anna is the mere fact that, upon being asked to create a 

cinematic response to the state of mind that the motion picture theatre incites in him, Iñárritu 

chooses to realise a project that has nothing to do with what the cinematic experience shows, 

but rather the one that is intimately linked to what it cannot show – or, perhaps more aptly, to 

whom it cannot show itself. In other words, in electing blindness as the structuring condition 

for the plot of this short, he seems to take up as his subject a limitation which the highly 

visual medium of cinema cannot surmount. In fact, Laura Marks notes the fact that many 

video artists have employed haptic visuality in order ‘to critique vision, to show the limits of 

vision’, and I argue that instances of haptic visuality alongside the explicit address of 

blindness function together in the case of Anna to show as much.12 An unmistakably romantic 

musical score that recalls a bygone cinematic era resounds during Anna from its beginning, 

and while it is initially plausible to assume that it is the score of the motion picture that is 

being screened in the movie theatre, it becomes clear (when the music continues even after 
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Anna has exited the theatre and is standing on the street) that it is, in fact, the score of 

Iñárritu’s short. When she is told that the film had been in colour, the score comes to a 

crashing halt, and only the sounds of street traffic can be heard for the final seconds of 

Iñárritu’s film. It is as though whatever romanticised notion of the film she has just 

experienced comes tumbling down for Anna with the revelation that it was not in black and 

white, and, correspondingly, Iñárritu yanks us out of the romantic experience that we are 

having of his film by suddenly retracting its sappy score and leaving us with only street 

sounds. This constitutes yet another way in which we are made to adopt Anna’s perspective. 

As such, with Anna, Iñárritu is asking us to experience cinema with an awareness of what it 

cannot or does not show, and to self-consciously meditate on any assumptions we make to 

compensate for its inevitable limitations.  

 With his contribution to 11’09”01, Iñárritu once again presents us with an act of not 

showing: it begins as a mere soundtrack of noises and dialogues, against a black screen, with 

the occasional flash of imagery. The sounds that can be heard include reporters’ 

announcements of the tragedy in a variety of languages, sirens, phone calls made to families 

in the terror of the moment, crashing sounds of the towers collapsing, and muffled thuds that 

turn out to be the sounds of bodies hitting the pavement after having jumped from the burning 

World Trade Center. The first few flashes of footage to interrupt the blackness of the screen 

are so brief that their content is unidentifiable, but as the segments of footage become slightly 

longer, we can tell that what we see are bodies falling from the towers. At a certain point, 

sounds cease, and noiseless footage of the explosion begins to erupt on screen. Next, images 

cease entirely, and sounds resume against a black screen. Frightened, frantic sounds become 

eclipsed by a powerful yet calming violin score as the black screen fades into a grey screen 

across which the words “Does God’s light guide us or blind us?” appear, first in Arabic and 

then in English. A blindingly white light eclipses the words, and the film ends. 

 Just as Tierney pointed out the parallels between Babel, 21 Grams, and Amores perros to 

show that they share ‘the same radical and alternative aesthetic strategies’ even ‘in the face of 

very different production, cultural and political contexts’, I wish to point out the striking 

similarities between Anna and Iñárritu’s contribution to 11’09”01 as a way of suggesting that 

they, like his feature films, represent a particular authorial vision undeterred by the director’s 

international mobility and visibility.13 The fact that both short films explicitly address 

blindness (Anna, as a medical condition, and 11’09”01, as an existential concept) is of 

primary relevance to the present article, and I argue that both also impose blindness on their 

viewers, causing the audiences’ experience to actually mirror their thematic content. Iñárritu’s 

11’09”01 film explicitly addresses blindness only at that moment when the words “Does 

God’s light guide us or blind us?” appear on screen. In this work we see Iñárritu playing with 

the dual connotation of blindness as both a physical and an existential condition by conflating 

the two. His inquiry into whether God’s light guides us or blinds us is clearly referencing 

existential blindness – presumably, he is referring to the fact that those whose religious beliefs 

have led them to commit acts of terrorism could be more aptly described as blinded by faith 

than as guided by it.14 However, it is evident that Iñárritu is also invested in exploring literal 

blindness with this film – that is, in exploring the physical effect of blindness that is not 

seeing. Here, as he did in Anna, he denies us visual access to what we expect to see; just as 

we did not expect to be virtually led into a movie theatre, but denied access to what is being 

shown on the screen, we likewise never sit down to watch a film and expect to see a 

predominantly black screen. In both cases, then, Iñárritu not only incorporates blindness into 

the representational content of his work, but he also figuratively blinds his viewers by 

withholding access to visual information.  

In both short films, we see that Iñárritu has incorporated auditory elements of another 

author’s footage into his own work but has left out (or largely left out, in this latter case) its 
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visual elements, which makes the question of authorship an interesting one. Let us recall that 

both Anna and his September 11 film were conceived as responses to a prompt, of sorts, 

posed by a producer of a larger project, but emotional circumstances surrounding their 

respective solicitation could not have been more different; the latter was conceived, of course, 

as a response to the September 11 terrorist attacks shortly after they shook the world as we 

knew it, and the former as a response to the experience of being in the motion picture theatre, 

in order to commemorate the 60th anniversary of Cannes Festival. Though one honours a 

calamitous occasion and the other, a felicitous one, in both instances Iñárritu was hand 

selected by a producer to be included in an omnibus film. What is more, in both cases we see 

that he denies himself the opportunity to create something entirely new for us to see, in favour 

of creating something that manipulates the way in which we see something that has already 

been created. In both, he takes existing audio-visual content and revolutionises our 

perspective on it by blinding us to all or part of it. In doing so, he is demanding that we reflect 

upon visuality and its limits by evidencing the ease with which filmic footage, whether 

conceived for the cinema or for the media, can be manipulated. In the case of Anna, he does 

retain the role of a filmmaker (creator), though in a manipulative manner, but in the case of 

11’09”01, he renounces the filmmaking role entirely, playing just the role of an editor 

(manipulator). 

Finally, I point out that both short films require us to consciously reflect upon the way 

in which our senses interact, thus creating ‘a multisensory experience that pushes beyond the 

audio-visual properties of the medium’.15 As it has already been established, Anna 

conspicuously engages sight, sound, and touch; sight and touch conflate when the film’s 

employment of haptic visuality invites the viewer to engage in tactile seeing, and there is a 

curious interplay between sight and sound when Anna’s assumption that the film is in black 

and white corresponds to the old-fashioned musical score. Now, let us consider the fact that in 

his contribution to 11’09”01, Iñárritu oscillates between granting us access to sight and 

granting us access to sound. For the most part, we hear sound when the screen is black, and 

we see images when there is no sound. The strangeness of the experience – of being deprived 

of sight while retaining hearing, and vice versa - effectively mandates our reflection on the 

fact that the isolation of the senses is not a natural condition but, rather, that the senses 

naturally work in conjunction with one another not only during cinematic encounters but 

during most of our lives’ encounters. In other words, Iñárritu uses both short films to isolate 

and deprive us of certain senses, imposing upon us an atypically acute awareness of our 

individual senses so that we are made to realise the effortlessness with which we 

simultaneously engage all of our senses under normal conditions.  

Sensory deprivation in general, and imposition of blindness in particular, is also at 

play in Iñárritu’s original feature films trilogy, making it yet another tactic that can be said to 

characterise Iñárritu’s comprehensive authorial perspective during the years in question 

(2000-2007), regardless of the conditions (geographical, financial, political) surrounding his 

creative output. Here I rely on the insights of Dolores Tierney to show that, in Babel, 21 

Grams, and Amores perros, Iñárritu is heavily invested in the creation of blind spots in his 

narrative, thus supporting my previously articulated position that his grander objective during 

the time period in question is to skeptically address the limits of vision. As Dolores Tierney 

points out, all three feature films are structured according to ‘fragmented and multiple 

narratives [that] present decidedly non-classical plots’.16 All three films continually swap 

between multiple storylines that follow the implications of ‘one cataclysmic event’ for its 

various victims.17 In both Amores perros and 21 Grams, that structuring event is a car crash, 

and, as Tierney observes, the two films differ in terms of the visual disclosure of their 

respective car crashes: Amores perros begins with the car crash and, at three subsequent 

moments in the film, returns to it in order to depict it from three different perspectives. By 
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contrast, 21 Grams chooses to withhold altogether scenes of its structuring car crash, which 

occurs off screen about midway through the film.18 Both blind the viewer in different but 

equally poignant ways; the latter by withholding any visualisation of the plot’s condition of 

possibility from the viewer, and the former by making viewers aware, with each altered return 

to the car crash, of the ways in which they had actually been partially blind to something that 

they were previously certain they had seen. 

So, too, does Babel’s fragmented, multi-narrative structure, non-chronological 

revelation of plot developments, and repetition of scenes from different points of view create 

blind spots in our experience of it. Tierney points out a particularly illustrative one (without 

calling it as much): at the beginning of the film we witness, from Amelia’s perspective, a 

phone conversation between Amelia (nanny to Richard and Susan’s children) and Richard. 

During the conversation, Richard tells Amelia that she will have to continue to care for the 

children for longer than they had agreed upon. She desperately protests, explaining that she 

has to attend her son’s wedding in Mexico, but her pleading is to no avail. Only at the end of 

the film is the same phone conversation revisited from Richard’s perspective, at which point 

we realise the extenuatingly grim conditions under which he makes that phone call – he is in a 

hospital waiting room in Casablanca, uncertain that his wife will survive a gunshot wound. 

This information causes us to want to forgive his behaviour, which we had previously been 

led to interpret as neglectful parenting and employee exploitation.19 In Babel, as in 21 Grams 

and Amores perros, similar examples of scenes being approached from different perspectives 

abound. Such blind spots as these force us to reflect on the fact that whatever we once thought 

we saw, and whatever we once thought we knew as a result of what we thought we saw, is in 

reality acted upon by a host of perspectives from which we did not, and could not, see and 

know it. We are only made aware of such blind spots vis-à-vis Iñárritu’s setting up of multi-

perspectival visualisation, so that we glean the opportunity to reflect on the limitations of the 

uni-perspectival visualisation with which we are usually (non-cinematically) condemned to 

experience life. 

At this point, I draw attention to two scenes, one from Amores perros and one from 

Babel, that present especially striking parallels with the above discussed short films in terms 

of the way they address sensory deprivation. The first strongly recalls the way in which 

Iñárritu conflates physical and existential blindness in his September 11 short film: at a 

certain point in the film, when asked what happened to his glasses, the semi-homeless 

contract killer El Chivo jokingly says that he no longer wears them because if God wants him 

to see blurry, that is the way he will see. Much later in the film, once he has seen the 

undefeatable fighting dog Cofi killing his lot of defenceless rescue dogs and decided that he 

no longer wants to be murderous like Cofi, we watch as he gingerly picks up his broken, dirty, 

long unworn glasses and puts them on, presumably for the first time in ages. His donning of 

the glasses, and thus the improvement of his physical sight (i.e. the combating of his physical 

“blindness”) becomes the catalyst that incites not only the remainder of his physical 

makeover, but of his emotional makeover as well; he finally gains the courage to contact the 

daughter he abandoned. What is suggested here is that the ability to see physically correlates 

to the ability to see existentially (and that physical and existential blindness likewise 

correspond), just as Iñárritu will go on to suggest again two years later in his 2002 

contribution to 11’09”01. Next, I point out a scene from Babel in which we as viewers adopt 

the young Chieko’s deafness, recalling our adoption of the protagonist’s blindness in Anna. In 

this scene, we are able to hear the loud music that is playing in the nightclub when the camera 

is facing Chieko, but the sound is abruptly and temporarily muted in moments when the 

camera has clearly adopted the deaf Chieko’s perspective and is surveying the club from her 

point of view. Thus, it can be seen that sensory deprivation, both as a theme and as an 
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experience that Iñárritu induces in his audiences, recurs in the director’s work regardless of 

the context of its production.  

In this article, I have discussed Iñárritu’s emphasis on sensorial experience in two of 

his short films and three of his feature films produced between the years 2000 and 2007 in 

order to suggest that the impulse to deprive audiences of one or multiple of our senses 

constitutes a strategy that characterises all of his work of the period. As such, to the list of 

strategies enumerated by Tierney I add sensory deprivation. I suggest that its inclusion has the 

following implications: firstly, in that it serves to further substantiate Tierney’s central 

argument, it has led me to agree with her that any claim of the effacement of directorial 

agency when directors from the filmmaking periphery make their way to the filmmaking 

centre (Hollywood) is a fallacy. Secondly, I have suggested that, if we accept sensorial 

deprivation in general and blindness in particular to be markedly characteristic of Iñárritu’s 

work of the period, then it is possible to assert that he is interested in exploring and 

cinematically portraying the limits of sense/vision.  

Finally, if we take into account the fact that Iñárritu made the five films in question 

during the period in which he was navigating his own international transition from periphery 

to centre as a filmmaker, it is reasonable to imagine that his investment in actively 

disseminating an awareness of the limits of sense/vision vis-à-vis his films of the period 

might have something to say regarding the way in which the director thought that such 

international transitions should be treated. Marks tells us that haptic cinema presents itself as 

an object with which we interact rather than a prescriptive structure of meaning into which we 

enter, the result being that haptic visuality requires our bodily rather than our cognitive 

participation.20 Iñárritu’s works, in that they are highly fragmented, and often self-negating 

and self-problematising, could be described in the same way – that is, as works that decline to 

place us into a realm of established meaning and connectivity, in favour of placing us into a 

realm that at once forces us to make connections for ourselves and makes it hard for us to do 

so by subjecting us to blind spots (and deaf spots). We are compelled to corporeally 

participate in Iñárritu’s works, which, like haptic visuality, hungrily demands sensory 

participation, but at the same time ‘point(s) to the limits of sensory knowledge’.21 Marks notes 

that ‘intercultural cinema is one of the most important sites of work on non-mastering 

visuality’ in the interest of promoting an erotic, non-mastering interaction between viewer and 

cinematic other, and Iñárritu presents his viewers with a similar call: by renouncing his right 

to mastering visuality (i.e. by permitting sensory deprivation and blind spots to pervade his 

work), he forces us as his viewers to likewise renounce our right to mastering visuality (i.e. by 

blinding us to the elements of his films that get effaced by their very blind spots).22 As a 

result, both he and we are forced to admit the limitations posed by sensory knowledge, and we 

as viewers are forced to yield to the corporeal experience of having our senses compromised 

by a film. It seems that Iñárritu is interested in promoting non-mastering relations to otherness 

by precluding the imperialist gaze in all directions. 

 

Notes 

 
1 Tierney, Dolores. “Alejandro González Iñárritu: director without borders.” New Cinemas: Journal of 

Contemporary Film 7.2 (2009): 101-117. Web. 12 May 2015, p. 102. 
2 Dolores Tierney, p. 103. 
3  “Chacun son cinema (2007).” New York Times. <http://www.nytimes.com/movies/movie/407423/Chacun-son- 

cinema/overview> Web.13 May 2015.  
4 “Chacun son cinema (2007).” New York Times. <http://www.nytimes.com/movies/movie/407423/Chacun-son- 

cinema/overview> Web.13 May 2015. 
5 Smith, Paul Julian. Mexican Screen Fiction: Between Cinema and Television. Cambridge:  

Polity Press, 2014. Print, p. 80; Dolores Tierney, p. 105. 
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6 Sánchez Prado, Ignacio M. Screening Neoliberalism: Transforming Mexican Cinema 1988- 

2012. Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2014, p. 157. 
7 Marks, Laura. “Video haptics and erotics.” Screen 39.4 (1998): 331-348. Web. 13 May 2015, p. 332; emphasis  

is my own. 
8 Paterson, Mark. The Senses of Touch: Haptics, Affects and Technologies. Oxford: Berg, 2007. Print, p. 86;  

emphasis is my own. 
9 Marks, p. 337. 
10 Marks, p. 338. 
11 Marks, p. 333. 
12 Marks, p. 333. 
13 Tierney, p. 103. 
14 Here, it is worth noting the way in which Paul Julian Smith conceives of the major abstract issues at stake in 

Iñárritu’s 21 Grams: “21 Grams tackles huge, unfashionable questions rarely posed in current cinema: if there is 

a God, why does He allow evil things to happen? What is the nature of human identity? How do we cope with 

guilt?” (p. 80). It could be said that the director takes up the same “unfashionable questions” in this reaction to 

the September 11 terrorist attacks, which renders the work doubly taboo in light of the fact that Hollywood and 

the film world had, up until that point, still been markedly reluctant to release any creative responses to the 

tragedy. 11’09”01 represented one of the first attempts to creatively address the event. 
15 Marks, p. 334. 
16 Tierney, p. 104. 
17 Tierney, p. 110. 
18 Tierney, p. 105. 
19 Tierney, p. 111; Compellingly, Tierney views this particular blind spot – i.e. the significant delay between the 

initial and final depictions of the phone call - to constitute Iñárritu’s privileging of the working-class, Mexican 

Amelia’s point of view over the wealthy, American Richard’s, though this is a discussion that does not fall 

within the scope of my argument.  
20 Marks, p. 345. 
21 Marks, p. 347. 
22 Marks, p. 347. 
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