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Roy Cohnfdack Smith (Jill Godmilow, 1994).
Photo courtesy of Jill Godmilow.

Godmilow's film, like many documentaries of
musicconcerts, observes a public performance;
in this case she records two ane-man plays by
Rort Vawter. Given that such events are under-
stood t be performances in the first place, they
allow the filmmaker to avoid some of the accu-
sations that the presence of the camera altered
what would have happened had the camera not

Roy Cohnydack Smith (Jill Godmilow, 1994).
Photo courtesy of Jill Godmilow.

Godmilow makes use of editing to create a
distingt perspective on Ron Vawter's perfor-
mance as gay underground filmmaker Jack
Smith and right-wing, anti-Communist (and

- closeted gay) lawyer Roy Cohn. By intercutling

the two separale performances she draws in-
creased atiention to the contrasting ways in
which the two men dealt with their sexuality dur-

been there,

some speeches at another time and place when the original footage proved
unusable. (The repeated portions are reenacted so that they blend in with
the original speeches, hiding the collaboration that went into their making.)

Triumph of the Will demonstrates the power of the image to represent
the historical world at the same moment as it participates in the construc-
tion of aspects of the historical world itself. Such participation, especially in
the context of Nazi Germany, carries an aura-$f duplicity. This was the last
thing observational flmmakers like Robert Drew, D. A. Pennebaker, Richard
Leacock, and Fred Wiseman wanted in their own work. The integrity of their
observational stance successfully avoided it, for the most part, and yet the
underlying act of being present at an event but filming it as if absent, as if
the filmmaker were simply a “fly on the wall;” invites debate as to how much
of what we see would be the same if the camera were not there or how
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ing the 1950s.

much would differ if the filmmaker's presence were more readily acknowl-
edged. That such debate is by its very nature undecidable continues to fuel
a certain sense of mystery, or disquiet, about observational cinema.,

THE PARTICIPATORY MODE

The social sciences have long promoted the study of social groups. An-
thropology, for example, remains heavily defined by the practice of field work,
where an anthropologist lives among a people for an extended period of
time and then writes up what she has learned. Such research usually calls
for some form of participant-observation. The researcher goes into the field,
participates in the lives of others, gains a corporeal or visceral feel for what
life in a given context is like, and then reflects on this experience, using the
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tools and methods of anthropology or sociology to do so. “Being there” calls
for participation; "being here” allows for observation. That is fo say, the field
worker does not allow herself to “go native,” under normal circumstances,
but retains a degree of detachment that differentiates her from those about
whom she writes. Anthropology has, in fact, consistently depended on this
complex act of engagement and separation between two cultures to define
itself.

Documentary filmmakers also go into the field; they, too, live among
others and speak about or represent what they experience. The practice of
participant-observation, however, has not become a paradigm. The methods
and practices of social science research have remained subordinate to the
more prevalent rhetorical practice of moving and persuading an audience.
Observational documentary de-emphasizes persuasion to give us a sense
of what it is like to be in a given situation but without a sense of what it is
like for the filmmaker to be there, too. Participatory documentary gives us
a sense of what it is like for the filmmaker to be in a given situation and how
that situation alters as a result. The types and degrees of alteration help
define variations within the participatory mode of documentary.

When we view participatory documentaries we expect to witness the
historical wotld as represented by someone who actively engages with,
rather than unobtrusively observes, poetically reconfigures, or argumenta-
tively assembles that world. The filmmaker steps out from behind the cloak
of voice-over commentary, steps away from poetic meditation, steps down
from a fly-on-the-wall perch, and becomes a social actor (almost) like any
other. (Almost like any other because the filmmaker retains the camera, and
with it, a certain degree of potential power and control over events.)

Participatory documentaries like Chronicle of a Summer, Portrait of Ja-
son, or Word Is Out involve the ethics and politics of encounter. This is the
encounter between one who wields a movie camera and one who does not.
How do filmmaker and social actor respond to each other? How do they
negotiate control and share responsibility? How much can the filmmaker
insist on testimony when it is painful to provide it? What responsibility does
the filmmaker have for the emotional aftermath of appearing on camera?
What ties join filmmaker and subject and what needs divide them?

The sense of bodily presence, rather the absence, locates the film-
maker “on the scene.” We expect that what we learn will hinge on the na-
ture and quality of the encounter between filmmaker and subject rather than
on generalizations supported by images illuminating a given perspective.
We may see as well as hear the filmmaker act and respond on the spot, in
the same historical arena as the film's subjects. The possibilities of serving
as mentor, critic, interrogator, collaborator, or provocateur arise.
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Takeover (David and Judith MacDougall, 1981). Pholo courtesy of David MacDougall,

The MacDougalls have evalved a collaborative style of filmmaking with the subjects of their
ethnographic films. In a series of films made on Aboriginal issues, of which Takeover is a prime
example, they have often served as wilnesses to the lestimanial statements of traditions and be-
ligfs that Aboriginal people offer in their disputes with the government over land rights and ather
matters. The interaction is highly participatory, although the result can seem, at first, unobtrusive
or observational since much of the collaberation occurs prior {o the act of filming.

Participatory documentary can stress the actual, lived encounter be-
tween filmmaker and subject in the spirit of Dziga Vertov's The Man with a
Movie Camera, Jean Rouch and Edgar Morin's Chronicle of a Summer, Jon
Alpert's Hard Metals Disease (1987), Jon Silver's Watsonville on Strike
(1988}, or Ross McElwhee's Sherman's March (1985). The filmmaker's
presence takes on heightened importance, from the physical act of “getting
the shot” that figures so prominently in The Man with a Movie Camera to the
political act of joining forces with one’s subjects as Jon Silver does at the
start of Watsonvilfe on Sirike when he asks the farm workers if he can film
in the union hall or as Jon Alpert does when he translates into Spanish what
the workers he accompanies to Mexico try to say to their counterparts about
the dangers of HMD {hard metals disease).

This styte of filmmaking is what Rouch and Morin termed cinéma vérité,
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translating into French Dziga Vertov's title for his newsreels of Soviet soci-
ety, kinopravda. As “film truth,” the idea emphasizes that this is the truth of
an encounter rather than the absolute or untampered truth. We see how
the filmmaker and subject negotiate a relationship, how they act toward one
another, what forms of power and control come into play, and what levels
of revelation or rapport stem from this specific form of encounter.

If there is a truth here it is the truth of a form of interaction that would
" not exist were it not for the camera. In this sense it is the opposite of the ob-
servational premise that what we see is what we would have seen had we
been there in lisu of the camera. in participatory documentary, what we see
is what we can see only when a camera, or filmmaker, is there instead of
ourselves. Jean-Luc Godard once claimed that cinema is truth twenty-four
times a second: participatory documentary makes good on Godard’s claim.

Chronicle of a Summer, for example, involves scenes that result from
the collaborative interactions of filmmakers and their subjects, an eclectic
group of individuals living in Paris in the summer of 1980. in one instance
Marcelline Loridan, a young woman who [ater married the Dutch filmmaker
Joris Ivens, speaks about her experience as a Jewish deportee from
France who is sent to a German concentration camp during World War 1.
The camera follows her as she walks through the Flace de la Concorde
and then through the former Parisian market, Les Halles. She offers a quite
moving monologue on her experiences, but only because Rouch and Morin
had planned the scene with her and given her the tape recorder to carry. if
they had waited for the event to occur on its own so they could cbserve it,
it never would have occurred. They pursued this notion of collaboration still
further by screening parts of the film to the participants and filming the en-
suing discussion. Rouch and Morin also appear on camera, discussing their
aim to study “this strange tribe living in Paris” and assessing, at the end of
the film, what they have learned.

Similarly, in Not a Love Story (1981), Bonnie Klein, the filmmaker, and
Linda Lee Tracy, an ex-stripper, discuss thsir reactions to various forms of
pornography as they interview participants in the sex industry. In one scene,
Linda Lee poses for a nude photograph and then discusses how the ex-
perience made her feel. The two women embark on a journey that is partly
exploratory in a spirit similar to Rouch and ¥ erin's and partly confes-
sional/redemptive in an entirely different sense. The act of making the film
plays a cathartic, redemptive role in their own lives; it is less the world of
their subjects that changes than their own.

In some cases, such as Marce| Ophuls's The Sorrow and the Pity (1970),
on French collaboration with Germany during World War i, the filmmaker's
voice emerges primarily as a perspective on the subject matter of the film.
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Crumb (Terry Zwigoff, 1994}

Terry Zwigoff adopts a highly participatory refationship to the cartoon strip artist R, Crumb. Many
of the conversations and interactions clearly would not have occurred as they do had Zwigoff not
been there with his camera. Crumb lakes a more refiective altitude toward himself and a more prob-
ing attitude toward his brothers as he collaborates with Zwigoff's desire to examine the complex-
ities and contradictions of his Ife.

The filmmaker serves as a researcher or investigative reporter. In other
cases, the filmmaker's voice emerges from direct, personal involvement in
the events that unfold. This can réemain within the orbit of the investigative
reporter who makes his own personai involvement in the story central to its
unfolding. An example is the work of Canadian filmmaker Michael Rubbo,
such as his Sad Song of Yeflow Skin (1970), where he explores the
ramifications of the Vietnam War among the civilian population of Vietnam.
Another is the work of Nicholas Broomfield, who adopts a brasher, more
confrontational—if not arrogant—style in his Kurt and Courtney (1998): his
exasperation with Courtney Love's elusiveness despite unsubstantiated sus-
picions of her complicity in Kurt Cobain’s death compels Broomfield to film
his own, apparently spontaneous denunciation of her at a ceremonial din-
ner sponsored by the American Civil Liberties Union.

In other cases, we move away from the investigative stance to take up
a more responsive and reflective relationship to unfolding events that in-
volve the filmmaker. This latter choice moves us toward the diary and per-
sonal testimonial. The first-person voice becomes prominent in the overall
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Las Madres de fa Plaza de Mayo (Susana Mufioz and Lourdes Poriille, 1985). Pholo courtesy of
Lourdes Portiilo.

These two women filmmakers adopt a highly participatory relationship with the mothers who
risked their lives to stage public demonstrations during Argentina's "dirty war." The sons and daugh-
ters of these women were among the “disappeared” whom the government abducted, and often
kilted, without any notice or legal proceedings. Mufioz and Portillo could not shape the public
events, but they could draw out the personal stories of the mothers whose courage Jed them to
defy a brutally repressive regime.

structure of the film. It is the filmmaker's participatory engagement with un-
folding events that holds our attention.

Nicholas Necroponte’s involvement with a woman whom he meets in
New York's Central Park, who seems to have a complex but not entirely cred-
ible history, becomes central to the overall structure of Jupiter's Wife (1995).
Similarly, it is Emiko Omori’s efforts to retrace the suppressed history of her
own family’s experience in the Japanese-American relocation camps of
World War Il that gives form to Rabbit in the Mon (1989). Marilu Mallet of-
fers an even more explicitly diary-like structure to her portrait of life as a
Chilean exile living in Montreal married to Canadian filmmaker Michael
Rubbo in Unfinished Diary (1983), as does Kazuo Hara to his chronicle of
the complex, emotionally volatile relationship he revives with his former wife
as he and his current partner follow her over a period of time in Extremely
Personal Eros: Love Song {1974). These films make the filmmaker as vivid
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The Devil Never Steeps [ Ef Diablo Nunca Duerme
{Lourdes Portilio, 1995). Photos courlesy of Lour-
des Porlillo.

Director Lourdes Portilio as a hard-boiled pri-
vate eye. The film recounts her journey to Mexico
to invesligate the suspicious death of her uncle.
Reflexive and ironic at times, Portillo nonetheless
leaves the question of whether her uncle met with
foul play, possibly at the hands of a relative, open.

a persona as any other in their films. As testimonial and confession, they
often exude a power that is revelatory.

Not ali participatory documentaries stress the ongoing, open-ended ex-
perience of the filmmaker or the interaction between filmmaker and sub-
jects. The filmmaker may wish to introduce a broader perspective, often one
that is historical in nature. How can this be done? The most common an-
swer involves the interview. The interview allows the filmmaker to address
people who appear in the film formally rather than address the audience
through voice-over commentary. The interview stands as one of the most
common forms of encounter between filmmaker and subject in participa-
tory documentary.

Interviews are a distinct form of social encounter. They differ from ordi-
nary conversation and the more coercive process of interrogation by dint
of the institutional framework in which they occur and the specific protocols
or guidelines that structure them, Interviews occur in anthropological or so-
ciological field work; they go by the name of the “case history” in medicine
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The Devil Never Sleeps

The filmmaker, in the course of an interview, in search of clues, and, ideally, the confession that
will solve the mystery. Although she never obtains a confession, the sense that she might do so
lends an air of narrative, film noir—ike suspense to the film.

L |

and social welfare; in psychoanalysis, they take the form of the therapeu-
tic session; in law the interview becomes the pre-trial process of “discov-
ery” and, during trials, testimony; on television, it forms the backbone of talk
shows; in journalism, it takes the form of both the interview and the press
conference; and in education, it appears as Socratic dialogue. Michel Fou-
cault argues that these forms all involve regulated forms of exchange, with
an uneven distribution of power between client and institutional practitioner,
and that they have their root in the religious tradition of the confessional.

Filmmakers make use of the interview to bring different accounts to-
gether in a single story. The voice of the filmmaker emerges from the weave
of contributing voices and the material brought in to support what they say.
This compilation of interviews and supportingmaterial has given us nu-
merous film histories, from In the Year of the Pig (1969), on the war in Viet-
nam, to Eyes on the Prize, on the history of the civil rights movement, and
from The Life and Times of Rosie the Riveter, on women at work during
World War 11, to Shoah, on the aftermath of the Holocaust for those who
experienced it.

Compilation films such as Esther Shub's The Fall of the Romanov Dy-
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nasty, which relies entirely on archival footage found by Shub and reedited
to tell a social history, date back to the beginnings of expository documen-
tary. Participatory documentaries add the active engagement of the film-
maker with her subjects or informants and avoid ananymous voice-over ex-
position. This situates the film more squarely in a given moment and distinct
perspective; it enriches commentary with the grain of individual voices.
Some, such as Barbara Kopple’s Harlan County, U.S.A. (1977), on a coal
miner’s strike in Kentucky, or Michael Moore’s Roger and Me (1989}, dwell
on events in the present to which the filmmmaker is a participant, while
adding some historical background. Some, such as Errol Morris’s The Thin
Blue Line, Leon Gasts's When We Were Kings (1996), on the 1974 fight
between Muhammad Ali and George Foreman, or Ray Mueller's The Won-
derful, Horrible Life of Leni Riefenstahl (1993), on her controversial career,
center on the past and how those with knowledge of it now recount it.

The experience of gays and lesbians in the days before Stonewall, for
example, could be recounted as a general social history, with a voice-over
commentary and images that illustrate the spoken points. It could also be
recounted in the words of those who lived through these times by means
of interviews. Jon Adair's Word Is Out (1977) opts for the second choice.
Adair, like Connie Field for Rosie the Riveter, screened scores of possible
subjects before settling on the dozen or so who appear in the film. Uniike
Field or Emile de Antonio, Adair opts to keep supporting material to a bare
minimum; he compiles his history primarily from the “talking heads” of those
who can put this chapter of American social history into their own words.
Like oral histories that are recorded and written up to serve as one type of
primary source material, which this form resembles but also differs from in
the careful selection and arrangement of interview material, the articulate-
ness and emotional directness of those who speak gives films of testimony
a compelling quality.

Filmmakers who seek to represent their own direct encounter with their
surrouinding world and those who seek to represent broad social issues and
historical perspectives through interviews and compilation footage consti-
tute two large components of the participatory mode. As viewers we have
the sense that we are witness to a form of dialogue between filmmaker
and subject that stresses situated engagement, negotiated interaction, and
emotion-laden encounter. These qualities give the participatory mode of
documentary filmmaking considerable appeal as it roams a wide variety
of subjects from the most personal to the most historical. Often, in fact,
this mode demonstrates how the two intertwine to yield representations of
the historical world from specific perspectives that are both contingent and
committed.
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Caditiac Deserf (Jon Eise, 1997). Photos courtesy of Jon Else.

Caditfac Desertis another excellent example of a film that couples archival footage and the tra-
dition of the compilation film with contemporary interviews thal add a fresh perspective to histor-
ical events without resorting to a voice-over commentary, Caditfac Deserf retraces the history of
water use in California and its devastating impact on the inland valleys of the state.

THE REFLEXIVE MODE

If the historical world provides the meeting place for the processes of ne-
gotiation between filmmaker and subject in the participatory mode, the
processes of negotiation between filmmaker and viewer become the focus
of attention for the reflexive mode. Rather than following the filmmaker in
her engagement with other social actors, we now attend to the filmmaker’s
engagement with us, speaking not only about the historical world but about
the problems and issues of representing it as well.

Trinh Minh-ha's declaration that she will “speak nearby” rather than
“speak about” Africa, in Reassemblage (1982), symbolizes the shift that
reflexivity produces: we now attend to howwe represent the historical world
as well as to what gets represented. Instead of seeing through documen-
taries to the world beyond them, reflexive documentaries ask us to see doc-
umentary for what it is: a construct or representation. Jean-Luc Godard and
Jean-Pierre Gorin carry this to an extreme in Letter to Jane (1972), a 45-
minute “lstter” in which they scrutinize in great detail a journalistic photo-
graph of Jane Fonda during her visit to North Vietnam. No aspect of this
apparently factual photo goes unexamined.

Just as the observational mode of documentary depends on the film-
maker's apparent absence from or non-intervention in the events recorded,
the documentary in general depends on the viewer’s neglect of his or her
actual situation, in front of a movie screen, interpreting a film, in favor of
imaginary access to the events shown on the screen as if it is only these
events that require interpretation, not the film. The motto that a documen-
tary film is only as good as its content is compelling is what the reflexive
mode of documentary calls into question.

One of the issues brought to the fore in reflexive documentaries is the
one with which we began this book: what to do with people? Some films,
like Reassembiage, Daughter Rite (1978), Bontoc Eufogy (1995), or Far from
Poland (1984), address this question directly by calfing the usual means of
representation into question: Reassemblage breaks with the realist con-
ventions of ethnography to question the power of the camera’s gaze to rep-
resent, and misrepresent, others; Daughter Rite subverts reliance on so-
cial actors by using two actresses to play sisters who reflect on their
relationship to their mother, using insights gathered from interviews with a
wide range of women but withholding the voices of the interviewees them-
selves; Bontoc Eulogy recounts the family history of the filmmaker's own
grandfather, who was taken from the Philippines to appear as part of an ex-
hibit of Filipino life at the St. Louis World Fair in 1904 through staged reen-
actments and imagined memories that call conventional rules of evidence
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Surname Viet Given Name Nam (Trinh T. Minh-ha, 1989). Photos courtesy of Trinh T. Minh-ha.

These three succassive shats, each an extreme close-up that omits portions of the interviewee's
face, correspond to the pre-production storyboard designed by the filmmaker. Theis violation of
the normal conventions for filming interviews both calls our atlention to the formalily and con-
ventionality of interviews and signals that this is not a (normal) interview.

into question; Far from Poland’s director, Jill Godmilow, addresses us di-
rectly to ponder the problems of representing the Solidarity movement in
Poland when she has only partial access to the actual events. These films
set out fo heighten our awareness of the problems of representing others
as much as they set out to convince us of the authenticity or truthfulness
of representation itself,

Reflexive documentaries also address issues of realism. This is a style
that seems to provide unproblematic access to the world; it takes form as
physical, psychological, and emotional realism through techniques of evi-
dentiary or continuity editing, character development, and narrative struc-
ture. Reflexive documentaries challenge these technigues and conventions.
Surname Viet Given Name Nam (1989), for example, relies on interviews
with women in Vietnam who describe the oppressive conditions they have
faced since the end of the war, but then halfway through the film we dis-
cover (if various stylistic hints haven’t tipped us off) that the interviews were
staged in more ways than one: the women who piay Vietnamese women in
Vietnam are actually immigrants to the United States reciting, on a stage
set, accounts transcribed and edited by Trinh from interviews conducted in
Vietnam by someone else with other women!-%

Similarly, in The Man with a Movie Camera, Dziga Vertov demonstrates
how the impression of reality comes to be constructed by beginning with a
scene of the cameraman, Mikhail Kaufman, filming people riding in a horse-
drawn carriage from a car that runs alongside the carriage. Vertov then cuts
to an editing room, where the editor, Elizaveta Svilova, Vertov's wife, as-
sembiles strips of film that represent this event into the sequence we have,
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Surmame Vigt Given Name Nam {Trinh T Minh-ha, 1989). Photos courtesy of Trinh T. Minh-ha

. Make-up and costume are a more frequent consideration for documentary filmmakers than wé
might assume. Here filmmaker Trinh T, Minh-ha prepares actress Tran Thi Bich Yen for a scene
ymelre she will play an interviewee describing her fife in Vietnam, The interview appears 1o be set
rp Vietnam but was actually shot in California. Like Far from Poland, this film explores the ques-
tion of how to represent situations not directly available to the filmmaker.

prgsumably, just seen. The overall result deconstructs the impression of
unimpeded access to reality and invites us to reflect on the process by which
this impression is itself constructed through editing.

Other films, such as David Holzman'’s Diary (1968), No Lies(1973), and
i?aughter Rite (1978), represent themselves, uitimately, as disguiseél fic-
tIOI"IS. They rely on trained actors to deliver the performances we initially
behfave to be the self-presentation of people engaged in everyday life. Our
r.eallzation of this deception, sometimes through hints and clues duriné the
film, or at the end, when the credits reveal the fabricated nature of the per-
formances we have witnessed, prompts us to question the authenticity of
docu‘mfantary in general: what “truth” do documentaries reveal about the self;
how is it different from a staged or scripted performance; what conventions,
prompt us to believe in the authenticity of documentary performance: and
how can this belief be productively subverted? ,

The reflexive mode is the most self-conscious and self-questioning mode
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of representation. Realist access to the world, the ability to provide per-
suasive evidence, the possibility of indisputable proof, the solemn, indexi-
cal bond between an indexical image and what it represents—ali these no-
tions come under suspicion. That such notions can compel fetishistic belief
prompts the reflexive documentary to examine the nature of such belief
rather than attest to the validity of what is believed. At its best, reflexive doc-
umentary prods the viewer to a heightened form of consciousness about
her relation to a documentary and what it represents. Vertov does this in
The Man with a Movie Camera to demonstrate how we construct our knowl-
edge of the world; Bufiuel does this in Land without Bread to satirize the
presumptions that accompany such knowledge; Trinh does this in Re-
assembiage to question the assumptions that underlie a given body of
knowledge or mode of inquiry (ethnography), as Chris Marker does in Sans
Soleif to question the assumptions that underlie the act of making films of
the lives of others in a world divided by racial and political boundaries.

Achieving a heightened form of consciousness involves a shift in levels
of awareness. Reflexive documentary sets out to readjust the assumptions
and expectations of its audience, not add new knowledge to existing cate-
gories. For this reason, documentaries can be reflexive from both formal
and political perspectives.

From a formal perspective, reflexivity draws our attention to our as-
sumptions and expectations about documentary form itself. From a politi-
cal perspective, refiexivity points toward our assumptions and expectations
about the world around us. Both perspectives rely on techniques that jar
us, that achieve something akin to what Bertolt Brecht described as “alien-
ation effects” or what the Russian formalists termed ostranenie, or “mak-
ing strange.” This is similar to the surrealist effort to see the everyday wortd
in unexpected ways. As a formal strategy, making the famiiiar strange re-
minds us how documentary works as a film genre whose claims about the
world we can receive too unthinkingly; as a political strategy, it reminds us
how society works in accord with conventions and codes we may too read-
ily take for granted.

The rise of feminist documentaries in the 1970s provides a vivid example
of the works that call social conventions into question. Films such as The
Woman's Film (1971), Joyce at Thirty-four (1 9%2), and Growing Up Female
(1970) followed most of the conventions of participatory documentary, but
they also sought to produce a heightened consciousness about discrimi-
nation against women in the contemporary world. They counter the prevailing
(stereotypical) images of women with radically different representations and
displace the hopes and desires fueled and gratified by advertising and melo-
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Wedding Camels (David and Judith MacDougall, 1980). Photo courtesy of David MacDougail.

In this trilogy of films on the Turkana of northerm Kenya, David and Judith MacDougall adopt
several reflexive strategies to make us aware of the filmmakers' active involvement in shaping the
slcenels we see. Sometimes it is a question put by the filmmakers that prompts discussion, some-
limes it js written tiifes that remind us of the complex process of representing members of ancther
culture in a form members of an English-speaking culture can understand. Such reflexive acls
were rare at the time in ethnographic film. Many such films want to give the impression Manook
of the North gave: we witnass customs and behavior as they “naturally” ocour, nol as a result of
interaction between filmmaker and subject. '

dramas with the experiences and demands of women who have rejected
these notions in favor of radically different ones. Such films challenge en-
trgnched notions of the feminine and also serve to give name to what had
lain invisible: the oppression, devalorization, and hierarchy that can now be
called sexism. Individual experiences combine into common perceptions:
a new.way of seeing, a distinct perspective on the social order, emerges.

“Alienation” from prevailing assumptions may have a formal or cinematic
compopent, but itis also heavily social or political in its impact. Rather than
prqvoklng our awareness primarily of form, politically reflexive documen-
taries provoke our awareness of social organization and the assumptions
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Corpus: A Home Movie for Sefena (Lourdes
Portillo, 1999). Photo courtesy of Lourdes
Portillo.

Director Lourdes Poitillo investigates the
repercussicns that followed from the murder of
the popular Tex-Mex singer Selena, Was she a
positive role model for young women who learn
ta channel their energies into becoming popu-
lar singers, or was she herself a young woman
ancouraged to recycle stereotypical images of
female sexuality? Portillo does not answer such
guestions so mugh as pose them in an engag-
ing way. She does so partly by shooting in video
to create a family portrait of Selena and her
legacy.

that support it. They tend, therefore, to induce an “ahal” effect, where we
grasp a principle or structure at work that helps acco.unt for what woulid oth-
erwise be a representation of more localized experience. Instead we take
a deeper look. Politically refiexive documentaries acknowlt_edge the way
things are but also invoke the way they might become. Ou‘r heightened con-
sciousness opens up a gap between knowledge and deswg, between v‘vhat
is and what might be. Politically reflexive documentaries point tlo us as. view-
ers and social actors, not to films, as the agents who can bridge this gap
between what exists and the new forms we caig make from it.

THE PERFORMATIVE MODE

Like the poetic mode of documentary representation, the performative que
raises questions about what is knowledge. What counts as lunderstandmg
or comprehension? What besides factual information goes into our under-
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standing of the world? Is knowledge best described as abstract and disem-
bodied, based on generalizations and the typical, in the tradition of Western
philosophy? Or is knowledge better described as concrete and embodied,
based on the specificities of personal experience, in the tradition of poetry,
literature, and rhetoric? Performative documentary endorses the latter po-
sition and sets out to demonstrate how smbodied knowledge provides en-
try into an understanding of the more general processes at work in society.

Meaning is clearly a subjective, afféct-laden phenomencn. A car or gun,
hospital or person will bear different meanings for different people. Experi-
ence and memory, emotional involvement, questions of value and belief,
commitment and principle all enter into our understanding of those aspects
of the world most often addressed by documentary: the institutional frame-
work {governments and churches, families and marriages) and specific so-
cial practices (love and war, competition and cooperation) that make up a
society (as discussed in Chapter 4). Performative documentary underscores
the complexity of our knowledge of the world by emphasizing its subjective
and affective dimensions.

Works like Marlon Riggs’s Tongues Untied (1989), Ngozi Onwurah’s The
Body Beautiful (1991), and Marlon Fuentes’s Bontoc Eulogy (1995) stress
the emotional complexity of experience from the perspective of the film-
maker him-or herself. An autobiographical note enters into these films that
bears similarity to the diaristic mode of participatory filmmaking. Perfor-
mative films give added emphasis to the subjective qualities of experience
and memory that depart from factual recounting. Marlon Riggs, for exam-
ple, makes use of recited poems and enacted scenes that address the in-
tense personal stakes involved in black, gay identity; Onwurah’s film builds
up to & staged sexual encounter between her own mother and a handsome
young man; and Fuentes enacts a fantasy about his grandfather’s escape
from captivity as an object of display at the 1904 St. Louis World's Fair. Ac-
tual occurrences become amplified by imagined ones. The free combina-
tion of the actual and the imagined is a common feature of the performa-
tive documentary.

Whatthese films and others such as Isaac Julien’s Looking for Langston
(1988), about the life of Langston Hughes, or Julien’s Frantz Fanon: Black
Skin/White Mask (19986), about the life of Frantz Fanon; Larry Andrews’s
video Black and Silver Horses (1892), about issues of race and identity;
Robert Gardner's Forest of Bliss {1985), about funeral practices in Benares,
India; Chris Choy and Renee Tajima's Who Killed Vincent Chin? (1988),
about the murder of a Chinese American by two out-of-work auto workers
who reportedly mistook him for Japanese; Rea Tajiri's History and Memory
(1991), about her efforts to learn the story of her family’s internment in de-
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tention camps during World War ll; and Pratibha Parmar's Khush (1991),
about being Asian-British and gay, share is a deflection of documentary em-
phasis away from a realist representation of the historical world and toward
poetic liberties, more unconventional narrative structures, and more sub-
jective forms of representation. The referential quality of documentary that
attests to its function as a window onto the world yields to an expressive

. quality that affirms the highly situated, embodied, and vividly personal per-

spective of specific subjects, including the filmmaker.

Ever since at least Turksib (1929), Salt for Svanetia (1930), and, ina
satiric vein, Land without Bread (1932), documentary has exhibited many
performative qualities, but they seldom have served to organize entire films.
They were present but not dominant. Some participatory documentaries of
the 1980s, such as Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo (1985) and Roses in
December (1982), include performative moments that draw us into sub-
jective, “as if” renderings of traumatic past events (the “disappearance” of
the son of one of the mothers who protested government repression in Ar-
gentina and the rape of Jean Donovan and three other women by El Sal-
vadoran military men respectively), but the organizing dominant to the films
revolves around a linear history that includes these events. Performative
documentaries primarily address us, emotionally and expressively, rather
than pointing us to the factual world we hold in commaon.

These films engage us less with rhetorical commands or imperatives
than with a sense of their own vivid responsiveness. The filmmaker’s re-
sponsiveness seeks to animate our own. We engage with their represen-
tation of the historical world but do so obliquely, via the affective charge they
apply to it and seek to make our own.

Tongues Untied, for example, begins with a voice-over call that ricochets
from left and right, in stereo, “Brother to Brother,” “Brother to Brother. ..
and ends with a declaration, “Black men loving biack men is the revolutionary
act” The course of the film over a series of declarations, reenactments, po-
etic recitations, and staged performances that all attest to the complexities
of racial and sexual relations within gay subculture strives to animate us to
adopt the position of “brother” for ourselves, at least for the duration of the
film. We are invited to experience what it is like to occupy the subjective,
social position of a black, gay male, such as Marlon Riggs himself.

Just as a feminist aesthetic may strive to move audience members, re-
gardless of their actual gender and sexual orientation, into the subjective
position of a feminist character’s perspective on the world, performative doc-
umentary seeks to move its audience into subjective alignment or affinity
with its specific perspective on the world. Like earlier works such as Listen
to Britain (1941), on resistance to German bombing by the British people
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g.:';‘;;r: (;Juaen;éll. from the House of Jendell walking as fuluristic P _B_E__S_ILQ E
Faris Is Burning (Jenny Livingston, 1991)
) Paris fs qumg enters intq adistinct, black, gay sub-culture in which young men cluster into
housgs, which compelt? against each other in various categories of mimicry and drag at “balls.”
Organized partly to explain this sub-culture to nonparticipants, Paris /s Burning also immerses us

duripg World War 1, or Three Songs of Lenin (1934), on the mourning of
Lenl.n’s death by the Soviet people, recent performative documentaries try
to g!ve representation to a social subjectivity that joins the general to the
particular, the individual to the collective, and the political to the personal

The expressive dimension may be anchored to particular individuals, but ii
extends to embrace a social, or shared, form of subjective response,.

In recent work this social subjectivity is often that of the underrepre-
sgnted or misrepresented, of women and ethnic minorities, gays and les-
E)lans. Performative documentary can act as a corrective to those films where
We speak about them to us” They proclaim, instead, that “We speak about
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ourselves to you,” or “We speak about ourselves to us.’ Petformative doc-
umentary shares a rebalancing and corrective tendency with auto-sethnog-
raphy (ethnographically informed work made by members of the commu-
nities who are the traditional subjects of Western ethnography, such as the
numerous tapes made by the Kayapo people of the Amazon river basin and
by the Aboriginal people of Australia). It does not, however, counter error
. with fact, misinformation with information, but adopts a distinct mode of rep-
resentation that suggests knowledge and understanding require an entirely
different form of engagement,

Like early documentary, before the observational mode placed priority
on the direct filming of social encounter, performative documentary freely
mixes the expressive techniques that give texture and density to fiction
(point-of-view shots, musical scores, renderings of subjective states of mind,
flashbacks and freeze frames, etc.) with oratorical techniques for address-
ing the social issues that neither science nor reason can resolve.

Performative documentary approaches the domain of experimental or
avant-garde cinema but gives, finally, less emphasis to the self-contained
quality of the film or video than to its expressive dimension in refation fo
representations that refer us back to the historical world for their ultimate
meaning. We continue to recognize the historical world by means of famil-
iar people and places (Langston Hughes, Detroit cityscapes, the San Fran-
cisco Bay Bridge, and so on), the testimony of others (participants in
Tongues Untied who describe the experiences of black, gay men; the per-
sonal voice-over confidences of Ngozi Onwurah about her relationship to
her mother in The Body Beautiful); and scenes built around participatory
or observational modes of representation (interviews with various people
in Khush and P'm British but. . . ; observed moments of daily life in Forest
of Bliss).

The world as represented by performative documentaries becomes,
however, suffused by evocative tones and expressive shadings that con-
stantly remind us that the world is more than the sum of the visible evidence
we derive from it. Another early, partial example of the performative mode,
Alain Resnais's Night and Fog (1955), about the Holocaust, makes this point
vividly. The film’s voice-over commentary and images of illustration nomi-
nate Night and Fog for the expository mode, bufthe haunting, personal qual-
ity of the commentary moves it toward the performative. The film is less about
history than memory, less about history from above—what happened when
and why—and more about history from below—what one person might ex-
perience and what it might feel like to undergo that experience. Through
the elliptic, evocative tone of the commentary by Jean Cayrol, a survivor
of Auschwitz, Night and Fog sets out to represent the unrepresentable:
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" Soup...5poons arc worl
thelr welgh! In gold..

Night and Fog [Nuit ef brouittard] (Alain Resnais, 1955)

. Much of the footage presented in Aight and Fogwas shot by concentration camp officers, then
discovered after the war by the Atlies. Alain Resnais compiles this footage into a searing testi;nony
to the harrors of inhumanity. His film offers far mara than visual evidence of Nazi atrocilies. It urges
us to remember, and never forget, what happened long ago in these camps. It links the past to the
present and gives lo memory the burden of sustaining a moral conscience.

the sheer inconceivability of acts that defy ail reason and ali narrative or-
der. yisible evidence abounds—of belongings and bodies, of victims and
survivors—but the voice of Night and Fog extends beyond what evidence
confirms: it calls for an emotional responsiveness from us that acknowledges
how understanding this event within any pre-estahlished frame of reference
Is an utter impossibility (even as we may arrive at a judgment of the heinous
monstrosity of such genocide).

. In a similar spirit, Hungarian filmmaker Péter Forgdcs has described
his goal as not to polemicize, not to explain, not to argue orjudge, so much
as to evoke a sense of what past experiences were like for those who lived
them. His extraordinary documentaries are made from home movies re-
organized into performative representations of the social turmoil caused
by World War |I: Free Falf (1998), recounts the life of a successful Jewish
businessman in the 1930s, Gyorgy Peto, who is eventually caught up in
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Free Fail (Péter Forgdcs, 1998). Photos courtesy of Péter Forgdcs.

Péter Forgacs relies entirely on found footage, in this case, home movies from the 1930s and
1940s. Such footage reveals life as it was seen and experienced at a given time. Forgacs reworks
the footage, cropping imeages, slowing down motion, adding titles and fmusic, to combing a sense
of historical perspective with a form of emotional engagement. The result is guite poetic, radically
different in tone from the classic World War Il documentaries in an expository mode such as the

Why We Fight series.

Germany's decision, late in the war, to apply their “final solution” to Hun-
garian Jews; and Danube Exodus (1999) tells of the forced migrations of
Jews down the Danube en route to Palesting, in the face of British resis-
tance to the arrival of any more refugees, and of Germans whao flee upriver
from Romania back to Germany when the Soviet army drives them from
their land. The film relies primarily op home movies taken by the captain of
a Danube cruise ship involved in transporting both of these groups.

Danube Exodus makes no attempt to tell the overall history of World
War Il. By focusing on these specific events, seen from the viewpoint of a
participant rather than a historian, Forgdcs suggests something, however,
about the overall tone of the war: he suggests how, for some participants,
the war was primarily an enormous flux of peoples, in and out of various
countries, for a wide variety of reasons. Loss occurs, along with disloca-
tion. The war takes its toll not from bombs alone but from these cases of
civilian exodus that transformed the face of Europe.

Forgacs wants to leave evaluation and judgment to us but also to post-
pone this kind of reflection while we experience a more directly subjective
encounter with these historical events. He invokes affect over effect, emo-
tion over reason, not to reject analysis and judgment but to place them on
a different basis. Like Resnais, Vertov, and Kalatozov before him, and like
s0 many of his contemporaries, Forgdcs sidesteps ready-made positions
and prefabricated categories. He invites us, as all great documentarians
do, to see the world afresh and to rethink our relation to it. Performative
documentary restores a sense of magnitude to the local, specific, and em-
hodied. It animates the perscenal so that it may become our port of entry to
the political.

We can summarize this general sketch of the six modes of documen-
tary representation in the following table. Documentary, like the avant-garde,
begins in response to fiction. (The dates in this table signify when a mode
becomes a common alternative; each mode has predecessors and each
continues to this day.)
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Table 6.1
Documentary Modes
Chief Characteristics
—Deficiencies

Hollywood fiction [1910s]: fictional narratives of imaginary worlds
—absence of “reality”
Poetic documentary [1920s]: reassemble fragments of the
world postically
~—lack of specificity, too abstract
Expository documentary[1920s]: directly address issues
in the historical world
—overly didactic
Observational documentary [1960s]: eschew com-
mentary and reenactment; observe things as
they happen
—lack of history, context
Participatory documentary [1960s]: interview
or interact with subjects; use archival film
to retrieve history
—excessive faith in witnesses, naive
history, too intrusive
Reflexive documentary [1980s]: gues-
tion documentary form, defamiliarize
the other modes
—too abstract, lose sight of ac-
tual issues '
Performative documentary [1980s]: stress subjective aspects of a
classically objective discourse
—Iloss of emphasis on objectivity may relegate such films
to the avant-garde; “excessive” use of style.
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Chapter 7
L .

How Have Documentaries Addressed
Social and Political Issues?

PEOPLE AS VICTIMS OR AGENTS

When we first asked “What to do with people?” in Chapter 1, our discus-
sion fell primarily within an ethical frame. What consequences follow from
different forms of response to and engagement with others? How may we
represent or speak about others without reducing them to stereotypes,
pawns, or victims? These questions allow few easy answers, but they also
suggest that the issues are not ethical alone. To act unethically or to mis-
represent others involves politics and ideology as well.

In a harsh critique of the documentary tradition, especially as repre-
sented by television journalism, Brian Winston argues that 1930s docu-
mentary filmmakers in Great Britain took a romantic view of their working-
class subjects; they failed to see the worker as an active, self-determining
agent of change. Instead, the worker suffered from a “plight” that others,
namely government agencies, should do something about.

Housing Problems (1935), for example, gave slum dwellers the oppor-
tunity to speak for themselves, in a synchronous sound interview format set
within their own homes. The words of actual workers appeared on British
screens for the first time, a sensational achievement in the days long be-
fore television or reality TV. But they appeared as if they came with hat in
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