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For well over a century, non-fiction film has figured prominently in the public

sphere as a powerful means of persuasion. This dissertation will explore the intersection

of cultural texts and social change by investigating the history of contemporary activist

documentary film. Using all the available means of persuasion and coercion at their

disposal, social movements have collectively developed a diverse set of tactics and

strategies to prompt social change, documentary films being one of the most understudied

texts.

Documentary films that reflect the interests of social movements are important

but to what end and in what rhetorical situation are these strategies most effective for

social change? This study will not call into question the importance of cultural texts like
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documentary film but rather how constitutive cultural strategies constrain or aid the

instrumental goals of contemporary social movements. This project will explore the

commitments of early activist media, theories of social change, the second wave of

activist media and finally, the function of contemporary activist documentary.

There is much left to be studied about the relationship of activist cultural texts and

social change. The manner in which activist documentary film is conceptualized in

theoretical literature or in film reviews, primarily qualifies the term “activist” with the

intentions of the film maker and his or her ideological commitments outside of

filmmaking. There is, however, another tendency to label documentary film as “activist”

based on content. If the film mediates as political or moral controversy, the inclination is

to label it “activist.” However, such labels are fruitless if the film does not actually

intervene in a larger public space to create active political agents that will extend and

execute the political work initiated by documentary film. For the purposes of this study, it

is not enough for documentary film to “be” activist; it must help in creating the space for

activism and invested in producing material and cultural change. This project will include

a multi-method approach that includes interviews with filmmakers and public officials,

analysis of the movie text, interviews and email surveys of members in activist

community organizations and analysis of historical materials.
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Introduction

By all indications, millions of progressive citizens in the first several years of the

twenty-first century should have been up in arms. By early 2003, the United States

launched the war and occupation of Iraq, the largest military offensive initiated in

decades. The Department of Defense reports over 17,000 U.S. military personnel have

been wounded or killed in Iraq as of September 2005. A recent independent study

reported that 25,000 Iraqi civilians have been killed since the U.S. invasion two years ago

(Steele and Norton-Taylor 12). In 2005, Hurricane Katrina devastated the Gulf Coast of

the United States, which laid a troubled capitalist system and its potential for racism bare.

Hundreds of thousands of citizens struggled to survive for days without necessary

survival resources despite promises of impending government aid. In a recent Gallup

Poll, twenty-one percent of whites and sixty percent of blacks report that the federal

government was slow in rescuing people trapped in New Orleans because they were poor

or black (Page and Puente).

In the United States and around the world, the chasm between the rich and poor

has grown to unprecedented proportions, and continues to grow. (Francis; Sheehey;

Weissman; Wessel). Federal Reserve Chief Allen Greenspan recently reported that in the

United States, eighty percent of the workforce represented by non-supervisory workers

has seen very little income growth compared to the remaining twenty percent of

supervisory and salaried workers (Grier). Our historical moment, more than any other in
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the last thirty years, urges immediate attention to the possibility of grassroots, system-

oriented social change.

However, in the advanced industrial capitalism of the United States, it is

sometimes assumed that the act of voting is the primary mechanism for social change

(Elster 1-8). The media echoes this assumption as “vote for change” campaigns saturate

the public sphere, especially during election cycles. It has been suggested that November

2004 would mark a historical moment in voter turnout that resulted in a fifty-nine percent

participation rate (Brookings Institute). Although it was a marginal increase from the

previous election cycles, the public dissatisfaction with the government and legislative

social change has continued to rise steadily since 1965. Specifically, in historical

moments of war, oil shocks, political scandal and economic downturn there is an increase

in dissatisfaction with government policies and public officals’ actions (Cebula).

Although voting is an essential act of civic participation, the scope of political

engagement can be much more significant. In fact, the history of participatory democracy

and social change in the United States has included many other acts of civic participation

not readily utilized in contemporary times. Therefore, defining civic participation

primarily through voting behavior may have troubling consequences for democracy.

To compound the trends in political marginalization and the increasing

dissatisfaction with government, a saturated media environment largely promotes a slothy

democratic political body. The pervasive and complex media environment, mostly

promotes a watching culture as opposed to an active political culture, slowly abandoning



3

the once treasured civic function of the media. The evolution of technology at the turn of

the century has created a flooded media ecology that impacts our culture and how citizens

consume persuasive political messages (Borchers 3-26). In 2002, the average American

spent almost twelve hours a day with some form of media (McChesney and Nichols 47).

The dilemma of media consumption is less about the amount of utilization and more

about the type of identification the media messages are encouraging. The contemporary

media environment is producing a particular kind of audience-citizen, one invested in

spectatorship and consumerism (Brummett 3-32; Boggs 2-67; Deluca14-22). It is

questionable whether the media, once envisioned as a necessary companion for the

function of democracy, is a friend of “the people” or actually compounding the

encumbered practices of civic life (Hallin 1-16; McChesney, “Threat,” 5-8).

On the other hand, collective social movements have been responsible for some of

the most significant social changes in U.S. history. The abolition of slavery and the

demand for civil rights were precipitated by mass demonstration and civil disobedience

(Giugni xiii-xv; Mendel-Reyes 3-65; Zinn 167-205). The success of the women’s

suffrage and the gains of the equal rights movement were aided by mass petition outside

the voting booth (Flexner 41-197; Zinn 102-123). In recent years, the anti-globalization

movement is currently applying significant pressure to international organizations like the

World Trade Organization to defend the rights of citizens and communities instead of the

profit margins of international corporations (Bramble and Minns 105-121; Buttel 95-107;

Waters 854-874). In each of these instances, political action did not begin within the halls
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of Congress or the voting booth but in the neighborhoods and communities of the

oppressed and marginalized. Historically, the political actions of social movement such

as petition, civil disobedience and mass demonstration have pressured the United States

government to enact sweeping structural changes that continue to alter the course of this

country (Zinn; Bowers, Ochs, Jensen).

Yet today, scholars of communication have deemed concerted, embodied, public

movements for social change ineffectual and unfashionable. In recent scholarship on

social movements, some scholars insist that grass-roots social change is in decline due to

the conditions of late industrial capitalism and the inevitable evolution of how social

movements do business (Greene, “Communicative Labor” 199-200). New Social

Movements theory posits that since the 1960s, a new form of social change and

community organizations emerged, a strategy primarily focused on identity (McAdam,

McCarthy, Zald and Mellucci). In this academic context, a new theoretical citizen began

to emerge whose agency is rooted in the formation of identity as opposed to political

instrumentality (Charland, Greene, Deluca). In his book Image Politics, Deluca argues

that we should not measure social change in terms of material redistribution of resources

but in cultural meaning: “[G]roups, as well as individuals or institutions, through their

rhetorical tactics and strategies create social movements, changes in public consciousness

with regard to a key issue or issues, measurable through change’s in the meaning of a

cultures key terms in public discourse” (36). DeLuca’s theoretical move roots social

change in discourse and denies the historical success of instrumental agency by replacing
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it with a primarily constitutive citizen bound by the rhetoric of identity. An instrumental

approach to social change would focus on the production of messages as action. For

example, a social movement might critique a government policy in a documentary text in

order prompt audiences to engage in public protest. In a fluctuating political environment

where some social change counts (discourse) at the cost of masking systemic oppression,

how social change is characterized, theorized and functions in the public sphere is a

pertinent question of academic concern and social justice.

Given these trends, it is imperative to study the relationship between social

change and the media in this current political moment. Contemporary activist

documentary film and video is a rich area of study to explore how radical media are both

a reflection of the social order and a critical opposition to it. The activist documentary

genre has the potential to be a vehicle of political agitation, a means to evoke political

participation and grassroots spaces of resistance in the public sphere. The purpose of this

study is to reclaim instrumentality as a viable and necessary form of social change in this

complicated and politically mediated environment. By studying contemporary activist

documentary film and video, it is my intention to develop an instrumental rhetorical

theory that better explains the process of social change and does not celebrate discursive

representation as the primary political moment of resistance. To that end, the following

dissertation will explore the theoretical and social context of contemporary activist

documentary, the historical lineage of the genre, a rhetorical approach to the study of
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activist documentary and three case studies in contemporary activist documentary film

and video.

The relationship between contemporary documentary film/video and social

change is potentially promising as new spaces of civic engagement begin to flourish from

and with the genre. In this dissertation, I will argue that activist documentary film and

video has rhetorical force in the engagement with audiences interested in the project of

social change. The influence of activist documentary is primarily constitutive; in other

words, it provides a sense of shared identification around which a particular audience can

orient itself and potentially creates a collective audience identity. The activist genre has

the potential to create a spectator, deliberative, consumer or viewer-citizen identity that

has varying ramifications for the process of social change. This dissertation will examine

such documentary interventions, including a documentary that sparked an instrumental

social movement, a documentary that failed to speak for a movement and an instance

where a social movement harnessed the production process for social change. Thus, the

films Paradise Lost (1996) and Paradise Lost Revelations (2000) became sites around

which activists organized as viewer-citizens in defense of the wrongly accused teenagers

known as the West Memphis Three. Michael Moore's Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004) made an

explosive impact in political culture in 2004. Coverage of the film's influence and

interviews with Moore created a deliberative audience identity that provided rhetorical

sites around which viewers of varying ideological positions could struggle over the

meaning of the war on terrorism. Finally, The Independent Media Center is a site around
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which activists stay informed about activism and organize as documentary newsmakers.

In this context, the documentary camera is utilized as a weapon of social protest,

documenting abuses and distributing hostile images of state oppression. However, the

images projected in the Independent Media Center documentaries often lend themselves

to a spectator audience identity at odds with the instrumental distribution of the texts.

Rather than attending to every detail of the documentary texts, I will focus on how each

case represents a phenomenon, a communicative intervention in public space where the

effects are not limited to the workings of the text.

Before turning to these documentary phenomena, we must understand the

historical, political, and theoretical terrain upon which activist texts are operating.
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Chapter One: Popular Culture and Social Change

Media critics, news reporters, academics, and artists alike have noticed the

sometimes uneventful, sometimes significant relationship between popular culture texts

and civic life. Historically, in moments of political and social crisis; music, film,

television and magazines begin to reflect a chaotic political world (Denning 38-50; Triece

25-48). At the turn of the 21st century, some popular culture texts such as music, film and

television have become a gateway into public deliberation about some of the most

pressing issues of our time. These critical cultural texts are functioning as points of

controversy, taken up and circulated in the press and elsewhere, evolving into public

deliberation about something bigger than the text itself.

For example, Mel Gibson’s movie The Passion of the Christ sparked intense

religious debate about the anti-Judaism motif in the depiction of the suffering savior of

the Christian faith. The controversy produced an eruption of opinion pieces, syndicated

columns, and cover stories, not to mention newsmagazines, movie reviews and study

guides (Garber 72). In the music industry, the country music trio The Dixie Chicks

sparked an intense discussion about patriotism after some unsavory comments about the

President during wartime. Performing at a London nightclub, lead singer Natalie Maines

told the audience, “Just so you know, we’re ashamed the president of the United States is

from Texas” (Clarke 2003). The result was a public backlash and the blacklisting of the

band on conservative radio stations after routinely being labeled anti-American sluts
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(Rossman 61-79). Finally but not exclusively, controversial filmmaker Michael Moore

attacked both the Bush administration and the war on Iraq in Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004), the

largest grossing documentary ever made. Hailed as the new Tom Paine of the left and

denounced by his right-wing opponents (Porton 3), Moore explicitly set out to make an

anti-Bush film aimed squarely at the United States electorate (Wilshire 129).

Although the results of such cultural interventions are uncertain, it is clear that

cultural texts are invigorating public debates about political issues and elected officials of

the government are expected to respond. In the media frenzy surrounding Fahrenheit

9/11, representatives on both sides of the isle as well as the White House

Communications Director were asked to weigh in on the political debate surrounding the

movie. In a news interview about Fahrenheit 9/11, Republican Congressman, Peter King

responded, “Yes, I intend to see it…because I’m a congressman, because I take part in

the national debate” (Norville). The mainstream news outlets are also becoming reflexive

about this trend. As reported by CNN news anchor Jonathon Mann, “No politician can

afford to ignore the growing power of pop culture, particularly in an election year and

especially when the public is divided as it is in the United States right now (“Politics and

Pop”).

The reasons for the shift in the nature of public discourse about politics at this

particular historical moment are multiple. However, political pundits like Joe Klein have

marked September 11th as the moment that altered the way the country processes

discussion about political issues: “I think that we’re in the midst of a huge national
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discussion. I think that this is a very different country, a very different world, after

September 11, and therefore movies like Michael Moore’s [Fahrenheit 9/11] are having

an impact that we couldn’t have dreamed of. In fact, I don’t think that many of us who do

this for a living really have the strong sense yet how deep these things are cutting out

among the people” (“Politics and Pop”). It seems that a chaotic and polarized political

landscape—post-turn of the century—has prompted concerned citizens to find meaning

and understanding about political controversy in the public spaces primarily reserved for

entertainment and escapism. As a result, “going to the cinema on a Saturday night is

turning into a very different kind of experience” (“Politics and Pop”). The documentary

genre, in particular, lends itself to function as a powerful medium of political discourse.

Not all popular culture texts exert political influence; however, politics has long

infused the documentary genre. For well over a century, non-fiction film has figured

prominently in the public sphere as a powerful means of persuasion. In 1928, Stalin

attempted to coordinate documentary film content with political goals. During World

War II, the United States government heavily invested in documentary bugle-call films,

designed to promote war to soldiers and teetering allies. The Nazi party had a

documentary film unit, at times headed by Leni Riefenstahl, to bring highly aestheticized

images of political practices to the masses (Barnouw 99-182).

Remembered as a genre of observational non-interventionist films, contemporary

documentary film and video is becoming less explicitly objective, purposefully partisan

and unquestionably controversial.  Since its inception at the turn of the 20th century, the
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documentary genre has been theorized as having the potential to invigorate a troubled

democracy. The activist documentary impulse means to conceptualize the camera as a

tool for social justice in terms of both the production and distribution of the documentary

text. In moments of political and social crisis, the genre has intervened in the political

process in a variety of ways. In the 1930s, The Workers Film and Photo League

documented massive labor strikes and protests with workers newsreels. Recently, the

genre is experiencing a contemporary re-birth of the activist documentary impulse. Now,

activists are on the Internet, documenting massive protest against the forces of economic

globalization.

In two other historical moments, the 1930s and late 1960s, the documentary genre

collided with activist democratic practices. Sound and image recording was used to

capture strikes, protest as well as the economic and social devastation in the 1930s. In the

late 1960s, the activist video movement concentrated on producing alternative media

content by having citizens make and become their own media. A third wave of activist

documentary began to percolate in the early 1990s. The scope of how the documentary

genre currently interacts with activism is still developing.

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the intersection of cultural texts and

social change by investigating the contemporary history of activist documentary film and

video. In this chapter, I survey over one hundred years of documentary film and video

production that has produced a variety of approaches and manifestations of the genre.

Contemporary activist documentary film and video has prompted civic engagement and
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activism by organizing citizens into instrumental publics, much like a speaker calls

together a particular audience. Cross-media use and new technologies like the Internet

have changed the media communication model from one of consumption to one of

potential instrumentality and production. Citizens can now speak back to the messages

they consume and organize around the issues that concern them. Collective organizations

create a powerful connection between a medium like documentary film/video and the

process of social change. This chapter proceeds with a discussion of the rhetoric of

activist documentary, an assessment of the contemporary documentary impulse, and an

account of how, in contrast to the corporate media, documentary is tied up in the

democratic practices of social movements. Today’s crisis of democracy poses an

exigency for contemporary activist documentary film and video.

There are many approaches to classifying and characterizing what qualifies as

activist documentary film and video. For example, the manner in which activist

documentary film and video is conceptualized in theoretical literature or in film reviews,

primarily qualifies the term “activist” with the intentions of the film maker and his or her

ideological commitments outside of filmmaking. However, activist labels are fruitless if

the text does not actually intervene in a larger public space to create active political

agents that will extend and execute the political work initiated by documentary film and

video. Beyond the intention of the filmmaker, the mediation of a political controversy can

define a film as “activist.” If the process of social change is of central concern, activist

documentary must be defined in terms of how it functions in the public sphere. It is not
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enough for documentary film to “be” activist; it must help in creating the space for

activism and invested in producing material and cultural change.

Thus, I am arguing for the following set of criteria for contemporary activist

documentary film: 1) It functions to open up a space for collective political action; 2) it is

connected in some way to an action focused social movement; and 3) it intervenes in the

process of social change by facilitating action beyond mere consumption and elaboration

of identity; 4) activist texts become caught up into political discourse bigger than itself

and circulate among a variety of mediums. These dimensions of activist documentary

film and video privilege the process of social change beyond representation and these

dimensions unify all of the cases selected in this dissertation. The activist documentary

functions as a platform for public discussion and political intervention and does not stand

in for it.

There are several questions to be answered about the pragmatic functions of

contemporary activist documentary film and video. What are the rhetorical functions of

contemporary activist documentary film and video? Documentary films that reflect the

interests of social movements are important, but to what end and in what rhetorical

situation are these strategies most effective for social change? How do existing counter-

publics function to create social change, from or with, documentary film? T

THE RHETORIC OF ACTIVIST DOCUMENTARY
Although the study of documentary film and video is a growing area of

scholarship, there is not a significant body of work on the ability of the documentary
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genre to accomplish social and political tasks. Documentary film and video scholarship

includes a variety of approaches to the study of non-fiction cinema. For example, works

of documentary history focus on the broad historical, political and social influences on

the genre but not its persuasive properties in relation to an audience (Barnouw; Barsam

“Non-fiction”; Ellis; Hardy). Scholarship in documentary film theory tends to spotlight

textual properties of the genre, issues of representation, ethics, meaning production and

theory development (Bruzzi; Corner; Guynn; Nichols “Boundaries”; Nichols “Reality”;

Ponech; Renov; Rosenthal “Action”; Rosenthal “Challenges”). This tells us a great deal

about some of the core theoretical problematics of the genre but not the function of

documentary as an interaction between the text, filmmaker and the audience. Therefore,

the current academic discussions about documentary do not place the rhetorical impact

and social function at the center of investigation. This project attempts to supplement that

void by placing social change at the center of investigation through a unique

methodological approach to the genre.

The study of documentary-film video is a cross-disciplinary project, yet most

scholarship has evolved from film departments that methodologically tend to focus on

text construction and production. That is, how the text communicates in film and video

language and the method of production are of central concern (Barsam “Criticism”;

Bruzzi; Rosenthal “Action”; Rosenthal “Challenges”). For example, in his study of Leni

Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will (1935), Barsam focuses on the history of production

and the textual properties of the work but not how the film was circulated, used and to



15

what ends. History and textual properties are important aspects of documentary film

scholarship but not exhaustive of the social phenomenon (251-262). Explaining how the

phenomenon of activist documentary film and video functions as a site of social change

requires a methodological approach focused on understanding the social force of the

genre. In other words, it requires an understanding of the relationship between the rhetor

(filmmaker), the text (documentary) and the audience.

For the purposes of this project, rhetoric is the study and practice of how practical,

political and social work is accomplished in communication. As Karlyn Kohrs Campbell

explains, “Rhetoric refers to persuasive discourse, written and oral, encountered face-to-

face or through the electronic print media, that seeks to affect attitudes and actions” (3).

For this subject matter in particular, rhetoric includes the verbal and visual discourse of

cinematic language. Documentary film can be regarded as rhetorical by performing many

of the actions for which language is used such as warning, asserting, identifying,

informing, ridiculing and critiquing (Plantinga 1). A rhetorical methodological approach

to the study of activist documentary would punctuate the social exchange between the

rhetor, text and audience as a kind of public address. This approach would

methodologically focus on texts history, construction and how the text is picked up in

public circulation as a discourse bigger than itself.

Scholars who have approached documentary film and video from a rhetorical

stance include Tomas Benson, Bruce Gronbeck, Bonnie Dow, and Martin Medhurst.

Gronbeck argues that there are three rhetorical terms of consequence when studying
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documentary: 1) forms that are associated with patters of arrangement, 2) content

regarding the treatment of the material and 3) analysis of rhetorical effects. These terms

set up the rhetorical approach to documentary as the concern with the relationship

between the text (forms), the filmmaker (treatment of material) and the audience

(rhetorical effect). The most extensive rhetorical scholarship on documentary is the work

of Tomas Benson. What is distinct about Benson’s work is his attention to audience, a

component missing from most documentary film scholarship. In his analysis of Fredrick

Wiseman’s High School (1969) he remarks,

High School calls upon viewers to exercise a variety of skills to derive meaning

from the experience. They must draw upon their skills as viewers of film,

acquainted with the elements of film language, and they must be able to look

through the film language to the social behavior recorded there—the use by

human beings of speech and gesture in the context familiar to most viewers. Our

question them becomes: How does Wiseman draw upon the skills and contexts of

his viewers to invite them to experience a particular complex of meanings as they

view High School? (234)

Although Benson may too readily speak on behalf of the audience, his impulse is not

misguided. Audience effects, negotiation with text and its circulation are important

aspects of the documentary phenomenon that should be explored further. In contrast,

Bonnie Dow attempts to analyze the rhetorical effects of documentary television to

engage the complexities of the feminist movement. Her article focuses on how a
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television documentary circulated as part of the broader political discourse to “fix”

feminism in the public sphere. Her approach focuses more on content and less on

cinematic principles. Yet, Dow masterfully situates the documentary discourse in relation

to a larger public discussion about feminism. Taking note from Dow’s work, focusing on

the circulation of ideas initiated by a documentary and how those ideas are imported into

larger political discussions is essential to understanding the activist dimensions of the

text.

This dissertation project will identify the interests of the texts and how they

function with the audience(s). More specifically, an ideological rhetorical method would

focus on the struggles for political and social power that are at the foundation of the

phenomenon of activist documentary film and video. The theoretical and methodological

assumption of this project is that the structures and institutions of society are not an

accident but rather a complex network of power relationships negotiated by human

beings who act in the world and are not solely shaped by it. Most scholarship that studies

the instrumental function of the news media is committed, sometimes implicitly, to the

interests of maintaining the status quo. What is needed, then, is a critical approach to

documentary film and video as alternatives to mainstream media. This approach must

take into account the form, content, situation, and audiences of activist documentary.

THE CONTEMPORARY DOCUMENTARY IMPULSE

Instead of rushing to hear great orators speak about the controversies of our time,

contemporary popular public speaking is taking place in multiple mediated environments
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(Borchers 6-14; Dow 6-16). The delivery of media in movie theaters, living rooms,

workplaces and concert venues, are growing spaces of political and social influence

(Brummett 4). As a result, the form and shape of communication in popular public

speaking is changing.

The study of documentary film/video and social change is an especially timely

project given that at the turn of this century, documentary films are becoming more

visible and politically viable in public life. Seeking truth, in recent times, is more

compelling than fiction in popular culture: “Nonfiction books have outsold fiction for the

last 10 years. Non-fiction is taking over television. And now at the movies,

documentaries are beginning to be more than just an occasional novelty” (“Political

Doc”). Documentary film and video, in particular, has captured the public imaginary with

audiences growing in leaps and bounds in the last few years (“Liberal Program”). From

reality TV to Fahrenheit 9/11, non-fiction programming has become the new hip form of

entertainment.

Activist documentary is a rich text to explore issues of identity, culture, the

political process, visual rhetoric and the process of social change. Further, contemporary

documentary film and video is experiencing a renaissance that warrants study. Given that

the audience for the medium is growing, Hollywood has learned recently that

documentaries can be commercial as well as critical successes. Of the top five highest

grossing documentaries of all time, three have been released in the last 14 months (“Doc

Force”) In 1988, documentaries grossed 7.6 million at the U.S. Box Office. Last year,
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that number hit nearly $50 million (“Doc Force”). This current exposure of the

documentary genre to popular culture is taking on a particular form. There has been a

steady stream of overtly political documentaries flowing from the United States and in

the global movie market (Christensen 20). This wave of activist documentary, like those

before, is precipitated by a moment of significant political and social contention; the

evolution of the contemporary activist documentary is no exception.

DEMOCRACY AND THE CORPORATE MEDIA

In his book The Whole World is Watching Todd Gitlin argued,

The routines of journalism, set within the economic and political interests of the

news organizations, normally and regularly combine to select certain versions of

reality over others. Day by day, normal organizational procedures define “the

story,” identify the protagonists and the issues, and suggest appropriate attitudes

towards them […] The closer an issue is to the core interests of national political

elites, the more likely is a blackout of news that effectively challenges that

interest. (4-5)

In moments of political and social crisis, activist documentary appears to supplement and

counter the mainstream media ecology, tracking the missing and unreported stories left

on the newsroom floor. For example, Barbara Koppel’s Harlan County USA and

American Dream tell a story about labor in the 1980s barley visible in the news media

reporting. Gitlin’s analysis may explain the disparity in reporting between the coverage
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of political and social issues in mainstream media outlets and the surge of contemporary

activist documentary. But why would mainstream media outlets extend presumption to

corporate interests and the government that supports them while ignoring the power or at

best discounting tens of thousands of citizens voicing their political concerns?

In his book Rich Media, Poor Democracy Robert McChesney argued, “[T]he U.S.

media system is an integral part of the capitalist political economy, and that this

relationship has important and troubling implications for democracy […] The system I

describe does not exist as a result of popular will, nor is it by any means a ‘natural’

occurrence. The media system exists as it does because powerful interests have

constructed it so that citizens will not be involved in the key policy decisions that have

shaped it” (15). At the turn of the century there are several means by which the news

media system is linked to capitalism. Primarily, instead of working towards civic goals

that inform a citizenry, the primary goals of the media system are shaped by corporate

ownership and its ever-increasing reliance on capitulating to pressure from advertisers to

stay afloat. The manner in which the media is embedded with business interests has

troubling consequences for democracy and collective political organizations. Further

compounding the problem, some argue that the incentive for maximizing profits causes

or exacerbates social injustice. The collective body of work in contemporary activist

documentary film and video reflects a troubled democracy and a mostly explicit

condemnation of the corporate-driven media. This dissertation focuses on three case

studies in contemporary activist documentary film and video. A common denominator in



21

each documentary was an explicit critique of mainstream media. One documentary

accuses the media of wrongly demonizing the accused in a murder trial, one is a reaction

of the closed content of the media and the other accuses the media of being complicit

with the President in the drive to war. As much as the genre functions as an instrument of

democratic battle, it is also mirrors democratic struggle.

There is a serious question as to whether the relationship between capitalism and

democracy is congruous or paradoxical. As McChesney and other media theorists have

observed, “When the United States is characterized as a democracy, this is meant to

suggest that in the United States the citizens enjoy individual rights and freedoms […]

What is conspicuously absent from notions of the United States as a democracy is

anything that has much to do with democracy, the idea that the many should and do make

core political decisions” (McChesney 4). Ellen Meiksins Wood has pointed out that what

we call democracy in the United States is better known as liberalism, a set of principles to

protect the rights to private property and profit investment (225-237). While the basic

tenets of contemporary democracy in the United States are siphoned down to infrequent

trips to the election booth and exercising individual freedoms, the majority of American

citizens are suffering the consequences. In his book Democracy for the Few, political

scientist Michael Parenti concluded that,

Most government policies favor large investor interests at a substantial cost to the

rest of the populace. Long and hard democratic struggles have won some real

benefits for the public, yet inequities and social injustices of immense proportions
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continue and even worsen. There is commodity glut in the private market and

chronic scarcity in public services. While the rich get even richer, possessed with

more money than they know what to do with, the majority of the populace lives in

a condition of economic insecurity. (306)

The failure, on the whole, of the United States to implement the basic tenet of democracy,

the rule of the many by the many, has a significant impact on the lives of most

Americans.

McChesney identifies three conditions that are necessary for a participatory

democracy to work. First, a society must minimize disparities in wealth because they

undermine the ability for citizens to act as equals. Second, that citizens must be joined

together with a sense that an individual’s well-being is determined by a community’s

well-being. Third, the criterion with the most bearing on this study is that “democracy

requires that there be an effective system of political communication, broadly

constructed, that informs and engages the citizenry, drawing people meaningfully into the

polity” (Threat to Democracy 5). It is questionable whether the corporate media system

engages the citizenry enough to draw people into a cohesive democratic public.

In this political context, a rigorous account of the civic functions of the media is

necessary. As Michael Schudson recognizes in his book The Power of News, studies of

the media briefly flourished in the 1950’s and early 1960’s, however the systematic study

of communication in the political arena has yet to flourish. As a result, questions that
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attempt to decipher which kind of free press is better at fostering democracy have yet to

be answered. He concludes,

Do we even know what we would like the media to do? To provide information

fully and fairly? To uncover wrong doing and protect the people from political

corruption? To excite and energize the public? Even if you or I knew our own

preferences, we would not know which institutional arrangement for journalism

would best serve them. (3)

This study will begin to uncover the trend towards activist video media and how it may

reflect a corrective reaction, although imperfect, to the corporate media establishment.

Therefore, this study will investigate the potential for contemporary activist video media

to reconfigure the relationship between the media and the state as well as the media and

its audience.

DOCUMENTARY AND DEMOCRATIC PRACTICES

Contemporary activist documentary may have the potential to create the

conditions for public deliberation, and to transform the once consumption oriented

medium into an interactive communication process. The increasing exposure of the

public to documentary film in the early part of the 20th century opened up the space for

film communities. In the last eighty years, documentary film and video has in many cases

produced and facilitated a deliberating public. By the 1920s, social clubs formed around

filmmaking. Cine-clubs provided a space for people to meet, talk about film and screen
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experiments (Barnouw 87). Later periods of documentary filmmaking brought the

development of film collectives. In the 1930s, the Workers Film and Photo League

organized to make activist newsreels and critical political films (111-112). Later, during

the mid-1950s, collectives formed around producing documentaries that critiqued the

administrative shortcomings of socialism, later called “black films.” (263). With further

social developments in the 1970s, collectives formed around the goal of democratizing

the media by establishing a network of local, community-operated cable stations in the

United States (Boyle 26-33). Although there have been exceptions, when documentary

film has historically drawn publics together the collective glue is due to the production of

film rather than agitating around the social problems it forgrounded as content.

Regardless, it is the rhetorical power of the documentary genre that has historically

brought publics together to deliberate.

Some media theorists today argue that the frequency of political speech making in

the public sphere is steadily decreasing (Dow 6-16). Instead of great orators discussing

the issues of the day in the form of public speaking, contemporary political

communication is proliferating in multiple mediated environments (Brummett 4-6;

Deluca 14-22). Some of the new contemporary spaces of public address include Internet

chat rooms, packed movie theaters, community documentary screenings and television

broadcasts. In fact, it is the entertainment industry—the primary producer of the

media—that have significant, established and loyal viewing audiences in the public

sphere. At the beginning of the 21st century, entertainers, filmmakers and other visible
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players in the industry, often find themselves at the center stage of political commentary.

After winning an Academy Award for best documentary in 2003, Michael Moore ignited

a firestorm of controversy by denouncing President Bush and the war on Iraq to a 33

million-person television audience. After receiving a robust round of boos and cheers,

Moore defended his actions by stating, “[I]f I had won the Oscar for a movie about birds

or insects, I’d say something about them. But I made a movie about violence—and global

violence—so I felt I had to say something about that. I just hope I generated a discussion

about Mr. Bush and the war” (Salt Lake Tribune, March 29, 2003). The sometimes

unsuspecting political orators of the industry are particularly influential in times of

political and social unrest (Denning). However, can these cultural texts actually foster

and/or facilitate the process of social change?

THE STUDY OF MEDIA AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

At the turn of the 20th century, filmmakers dedicated their efforts to crafting the

documentary genre as an aesthetic art of more serious tone than fiction film.

Documentary film exposed audiences to places foreign and unknown, such as the

“Coronation of Nicholas II” in Russia or the “Melbourne Races” in Australia. But

documentary film, in the early days, also functioned as a mirror: “The idea was to lure

people to the shows in hope of seeing themselves—which they sometimes did” (Barnouw

11). The following section will explore how the study of media and social movements

must be re-directed to focus on the instrumental, as opposed to the primarily discursive

acts of social change.
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Social Movements and Cultural Texts

Postmodern social critic Fredric Jameson argues that after World War II, popular

culture began to displace high culture as a site for the creation of meaning and

understanding (19). At the same time, social movements turned their attention

increasingly toward winning new kinds of gains: political and cultural representation for

excluded and marginalized groups. Thus, in social movement studies, the question of

cultural identity as a basis for struggle and as measure for success came to the fore. In his

article Culture and Social Movements, Doug McAdam argues that there is a significant

“rationalist” and “structural” bias in the studies of social movements that deny the impact

of culture on the process of social change. Until recently, he argues, “culture in all of its

manifestations, was rarely invoked by American scholars as a force in the emergence and

development of social movements” (37).

With the emergence of “new social movements,” Alberto Melucci argues,

constitutive cultural strategies are the primary and the most important acts of

contemporary social movements,

Conflicts [of new social movements] do not chiefly express themselves through

action designed to achieve outcomes in the political system. Rather, they raise a

challenge that recasts the language and cultural codes that organize information.

The ceaseless flow of messages only acquire meaning through the codes that

order the flux and allow its meaning to be read. The forms of power now
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emerging in contemporary societies are grounded in an ability to ‘inform’ that is,

to ‘give form.’ (102)

As a result, the production of cultural texts that challenge important language and cultural

codes of the institutions of power, according to Melucci, is the primary political moment

to be seized. Identified as New Social Movements theory, Mulucci’s position is not

unusual, rather, indicative of most contemporary scholarship on social change.

Armed with a new approach to social change, New Social Movements theory

focuses on the construction of identity and language construction as the central political

moments of importance. This new constitutive subject no longer utilizes collective

political struggle or engages in instrumental actions to achieve outcomes in a political

system. For the hundreds of thousands and possibly millions who live at the peril of the

political system or at the detriment of economic exploitation, changing language codes or

identifying as a more defined self may seem ineffectual and intangible at best.

Although cultural change and representation through activist documentary is

important, without an instrumental social movement to act on behalf of the cultural and

economic injustices presented in activist film content, cultural change has the potential to

substitute for necessary economic change. It is not enough for activist documentary film

and video to be activist. A genuinely activist text would open up space for activism. It

must be more than publicity.  In her book Justice Interruptus, Nancy Fraser reminds

theorists to identify two types of injustice in the process of social change:  1) socio-

economic which is a result of the political economic structure, and 2) cultural or symbolic
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injustice that is rooted in social patterns of representation, interpretation and

communication.

The discursive approach to social change must be held accountable to produce the

economic redistribution and cultural recognition necessary in the political struggles over

labor, poverty, sexuality, race and so many other forms of systematic marginalization.

Without accountability, in the form of explaining how cultural codes result in practical

social change, scholars risk overemphasizing constitutive social change not practically

applicable for the communities that need structural change the most. New Social

Movement theory reconfigures political agency in a manner that settles for micro-

strategies that do not directly confront the political institutions and corporations that

marginalize significant communities in our society. Instrumental action must be used as

an important counter-weight to the process of social change.

Instrumental social change would emphasize the need for marginalized groups to

obtain concrete resources such as jobs, health care and legal protection. Defined in

opposition to sub-culture, counter-culture and symbolic movements, instrumental

movements would seek to “obtain collective goods or prevent collective bads (Kriesi

158). In rhetorical terms, the messages would be instrumental “if it contributes to the

production of another message or act” (Bowers, Ochs, Jensen 1).

Social theorists, cultural studies scholars, public sphere theorists and political

communication scholars have theorized the evolving form of political communication

and civic participation that is born from popular culture. Melucci, DeLuca, and others
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place popular media at the center of movements aimed at producing identities and

challenging important cultural codes. These political sites of struggle cannot encompass

the tasks necessary for human liberation; however, this is not to say that media are

unimportant to social change. There is middle ground between scholars who argue that

media, image, and culture are everything and those, such as Jurgen Habermas, who see

no place for mass mediated politics in a critical deliberative democracy. However, there

is a paucity of research explaining how popular cultural texts function instrumentally in

the process of social change. Rhetorical studies can offer significant insights into the role

and function of popular cultural texts as both constitutive and potentially instrumental

acts of social change.

The Media and Social Change

There appears to be a divide between the theorists who argue that meaningful

political discussion is hollowed out by mass media and the practices of everyday citizens

who use popular media and the Internet to engage the political process. Theoretically, the

presumption is that political messages—especially in the mass media—are detrimental to

civic life and social change. In his book, The Structural Transformation of the Public

Sphere, Jurgen Habermas argues that there has been a shift from a culture debating to a

culture-consuming public (160). This process began with the fragmentation of the private

sphere into two arenas.

According to Habermas, when the conception of property-ownership was

naturalized, a separation occurred within the private realm. One area of the private realm
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was concerned with “affairs that private people pursued individually each in the interests

of the reproduction of his own life” (160). While one area of the private realm was

concerned with tasks and activities that keep life moving, the other area of the private

sphere involved the “interaction that united private people into a public” (160).

Therefore, Habermas carves out a particular space in the private sphere that has the

potential to transform into public communication. He then compares the consumption of

the mass media to the area of the private sphere that is consumed with the interests that

aid in the reproduction of ones own life, exclusive of uniting private people into a public.

It is these two sites, the affairs associated with reproducing one’s own life and the

consumption of mass media, according to Habermas, have no transformative potential for

the public sphere. He theorizes that public communication between private people

continues to be hollowed out by the mass media and it’s aesthetic elements: “[A] pseudo-

public sphere of a no longer literary public was patched together to create a sort of

superfamilial zone of familiarity” (162). The consumption of cultural text through the

mass media, in his estimation, facilitated the absence of literary and political debate and

gave way to less noncommittal group activities that resulted in informal sociability with

no specific institutional power. Because these leisure activities required no further

discussion and lacked the interconnectedness of institutional affiliation, no public is

formed around such group activities (163). However, the scholarship in cultural studies

has theorized the relationship between mediated cultural texts and social change quite

differently from Habermas.
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Social theorists—mostly committed to the work in cultural studies—have argued

that popular culture is a significant site of struggle for resistance against hegemonic

norms in the public sphere. Early work in Cultural Studies in the 1970s focused on

reading cultural texts oppositionally against the state, using the construct of hegemony to

understand the process of social change. Therefore, popular culture texts were

conceptualized as agitational and instrumental rhetorical forces (McGuigan 2-36).

However, feminist scholarship—mostly influenced by the poststructuralist intellectual

movement—began to theorize that the political moment of cultural texts function

primarily by affirming “other” ways of being: “Emphasis shifted from communities

positioned against large power blocs and bound together as classes or subcultures to

ethnic and women’s groups committed to maintaining and elaborating autonomous

values, identities and ethics” (During 13). In this framework, political struggle becomes

about the invention, reception, and consumption of texts as opposed to directly

confronting institutional structures of power (Brummett 69-71). However, this theoretical

trend in cultural studies and feminist scholarship is not isolated.

Public sphere theorists and social movements scholars have also hailed the

consumption of critical cultural texts as the primary political moment of social change. In

line with New Social Movements scholars like Melucci, theorists Michael Warner argues

that publics are formed from the mere attention to texts like the media: “Attention is the

principal sorting category by which members and non-members are discriminated…No

matter: by coming into range, you fulfill the only entry condition demanded of a public”
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(87-88). Therefore, according to Warner, publics come together by paying attention as

they consume texts and that is the only entrance requirement necessary. When citizens

consume a text they become part of the public, whether it is a conscious act or not. While

social movements scholar Kevin Deluca argues for consuming counter-hegemonic

images as the primary political moment for social movements concerned with social

change: “Rather, in today’s televisual public sphere corporations and states (in the

persons/bodies of politicians) stage spectacles (advertising and photo ops) certifying their

status before the people/public and subaltern counter-publics participate through the

performance of image events, employing the consequent publicity as a social medium

through which to hold corporations and states accountable, help form public opinion, and

constitute their own identities as subaltern counter-publics” (21-22). With this focus

Deluca displaces deliberation and instrumental action at the core of the public sphere for

the consumption of images as the primary space and place of agitation. Taking the culture

consuming public as a given, Deluca advocates for the production of counter-hegemonic

images for mass consumption. The disruption of the image in the minds of the audience is

the primary and most effective strategy of social change.

While Habermas is pessimistic about the function of media for social change,

Warner and Deluca have the tendency to characterize change as constituted in cultural

representation itself. In those terms, activist documentary film and video can represent

change as opposed to function in the process of it. This theoretical move leaves room for

representation to stand in for necessary systematic change with powerful institutions, at
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the cost of possibly masking oppression. Therefore, theorizing that the consumption of a

critical cultural text functions as a significant political moment displaces the politics of

hegemony from the agitational political struggle for the redistribution of resources to the

discursive struggle over meaning.

This discursive struggle over meaning is a privileged position that is only

accessed by a few. The scholar can reconfigure the “grid of Intelligibility” (Deluca 154)

to make sense of tactics, acts and images. Who else has the ability to re-configure and

assign meaning to critical cultural texts in the public sphere? How do working class

people reconfigure the grid of intelligibility and what does that look like? The

consequence of this theory of social change is that a few select people are allowed to

reconfigure the grid of intelligibility, while the rest of society is allowed to consume the

messages. With the evolution of technology and the phenomenon of cross media use,

popular cultural texts can function as public address, possibly creating instrumental

counter-publics. Hence, there is a political and theoretical space between Habermas’

deliberating public on one hand and Warner and Deluca’s consumption centered public

on the other.

Implicit in the understanding of activist documentary is the structures and process

of social change. There are a variety of ways to assess social and political change. How

you measure social evolution is an important question to ask in a historical moment of

ideological division. To purpose that texts are sufficient enough to organize an activist

public is misguided. However, documentary film in the 20th century has demonstrated
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engagement with publics and has sometimes prompted critical deliberation and activism,

it has been a source of agitation in the rising tide of social unrest. Recently, it is no

surprise that non-fiction popular culture texts have become a natural springboard for

public argument in practice.

CHAPTER PREVIEW

There are important lessons to be learned from the previous moments of activist

documentary. For example, John Geierson is widely noted as the father of documentary

film, attempting to use the medium of documentary for public education (Aitkin 35-61).

In the 1920s, He was the most vocal about the potential of documentary to create social

change. Documentary could function as education, it what was considered then, the

experiment of democracy. Recognizing the obstacles to democratic participation and

representation, Geierson hoped documentary film could supplement the ideas of a

homogenous democracy in the United States. Geierson has been widely studied, however,

his work has not been studied in relationship to other moments of activist filmmaking. In

the first wave, the history of his work is coupled with the function of the first activist

video collective, The Workers Film and Photo League. During the first wave of activist

documentary, this was the first social organization to coordinate political dissent with the

recording of a documentary text. The second wave of activist documentary emerged in

the late 1960s, in this new movement the impulse to coordinate filmmaking with political

protest morphed and changed. New strategies and technological innovation altered the

manner in which filmmakers like Fredrick Wiseman approached the documentation of
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social issues. Historical analysis of the 1960s activist video collectives will illuminate

Geierson’s contribution and how video collectives evolved from the objectives of the

Workers Film and Photo League into the guerilla television movement of the late 1960s.

Chapter two will explore the history and political contexts of the first and second wave of

activist documentary in the United States.

At the center of documentary studies and social change are several lines of

conceptual and theoretical literature investigating social movement strategies, popular

cultural texts, and publics formation. These strands of intellectual work posit theories

about the process of social change for texts like documentary film and video. Chapter

three will review literature in cultural studies, public sphere theory, social movement

studies, documentary film theory and rhetorical studies that speculate about the function

and role of activist media texts in the process of social change.

Chapter four will involve looking at mass marketed activist documentary films

such as Paradise Lost: The Child Murders at Robin Hood Hills (1996) and its sequel

Paradise Lost Revisited (2000), both screened on HBO. The public screening of the first

film resulted in the organization of an instrumental social movement committed to

agitating in response to the issues addressed in the documentary. These documentaries

chronicle a murder trial of three teenage boys and shed some understanding on the

function of activist documentary in the process of social change. What happened to the

convicted, known as the West Memphis Three, seemed highly improbable. A court case,

designed to foreground logic and evidence with dispassionate rationality, convicted three
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young men with primarily emotive claims and minimal substantial evidence. The

prosecution argued that the murders were part of a dreaded satanic ritual, a legal strategy

using fear and emotion over reason and evidence. The result was the evolution of social

movement organization that agitated on behalf of the issues addressed in the

documentary. This social movement is a powerful example of how activist documentary

film and video can evolve into something greater.

Chapter five will focus on news coverage and rhetoric of Michael Moore, whose

efforts to chase down the rich and powerful received wide criticism in the mainstream

press. Regarded as one of the most controversial filmmakers of our time, news coverage

of his most successful documentary Fahrenheit 9/11 reflects the limits of activist

documentary, social change and the rules of public argument in the circulation of

documentary discourse. The analysis of Fahrenheit 9/11 will focus on how Moore is

disciplined in the mass commercial media, how he does not offer many deliberative and

instrumental resources to movement audiences and thus squanders any activist potential

in his film. Although this was a popular example of activist documentary, other examples

of contemporary texts are more directly connected to agitating social movements.

The evolution of video technology precipitated a whole new movement to

coordinate documentary production with activism. In 1999, the guerilla television

impulse was re-born into the contemporary activist Internet video movement. As a result,

chapter six will study the most successful, self-publishing activist media collective on the

Internet, the Independent Media Center (IMC). The most significant and sweeping site
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for activist Internet journalism of late and touted as the “newest phenomenon to hit the

political scene,” the Independent Media Center has become a “surprising effective news

organization” (wired.com) that includes thousands of volunteer reporters in 56 cities in

the United States and 95 locations around the world. It is an Internet based activist video

movement born out of protest against corporate interests and the government’s role in

globalization. This independent media network has brought together diverse groups, from

grassroots organizations to labor unions. The IMC is the newest version of a larger

activist video movement—committed to the marriage of low format sound and video

technology with activism—that began in the early 1960s and continues today. While the

early activist video movement attempted to build a parallel broadcast system on cable

television, the contemporary activist video movement has been revitalized through the

Internet. Chapter Five will investigate how and under what conditions the technological

evolution of the Internet has provided a space for the activist video movement to grow

into an instrumental political body that acts in the interest of working people’s

movements and challenges the function of the mainstream corporate media establishment

in the practice of democracy.

There are several lessons to be observed from the contrasting case studies in this

dissertation. First, An examination of these cases shows that only particular constructions

of identification in activist documentary texts enable action beyond the formation of

constitutive identity, consciousness and representation. In addition, the more closely the

activist documentary text is connected to an instrumental social movement, the more
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potential it has to function effectively in the process of social change. Finally, with the

trend towards cross-media use, contemporary activist documentary has the potential to

change the media communication model from consumption to production. Viewers are

now poised to consume media messages as a springboard for instrumental political action

with the help of interactive technologies like the Internet.

Since the inception of non-fiction film at the turn of the 20th century, documentary

film has routinely played a supporting role to its more famous relative, fiction film.

However, during the past century documentary film has figured prominently in the public

sphere as a powerful means of persuasion utilized by governments, rich patrons,

academics and working people alike. A myriad of historical and social contextual

circumstances have situated the documentary genre in a unique historical exigence at the

turn of the 21st century. It is the re-birth of the activist documentary impulse.
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Chapter Two: The Camera as a Tool of Social Upheaval

With the infancy of travel exploration at the turn of the 20th century, documentary

film functioned as a window to the world. The innovators of documentary film were

anthropologists, ethnographers, explorers and showmen. Early documentary film exposed

the audience to places foreign and unknown, such as the “Coronation of Nicholas II” in

Russia or the “Melbourne Races” in Australia. But documentary film, in the early days,

also functioned as a mirror: “The idea was to lure people to the shows in hope of seeing

themselves—which they sometimes did” (Barnouw 11). Documentary film has served

various functions in the last century, often dictated by historical exigence.

This chapter will explore the three distinct periods in U.S. history where the

documentary genre and politics collide in a manner that the camera is conceptualized as a

tool of social justice. That is, the documentary production process and distribution are a

part of the process of social change in some manner. Often, the mode of activist

documentary intervention is dictated by historical context, human ingenuity and

technological innovation. In this chapter, I will argue that what serves as common ground

for each historical period of activist documentary is a belief that the genre can become a

platform for political and media analysis, a conduit of information exchange and a

vehicle of representation for marginalized communities. Documentary film and video has

the potential to function as instrumental public address. Rather than attending to every

detail in documentary history, this chapter will review three historical periods where
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activist documentary bubbled to the surface in a time of political and social unrest, the

1930s, the late 1960s and the early 1990s. In an effort to flush out the various strategies

and approaches to activist documentary film and video, this chapter will only attend to

the historical materials, filmmakers and documentaries that define activist approaches in

the first, second and third wave of activist documentary film and video.

Over the last hundred years, the history of documentary film and video is

punctuated with moments of social and political upheaval. In these historic moments,

technological innovation and political crisis produced a unique collision of documentary

film and video with political engagement. In the study of documentary film and video,

scholars have attempted to engage the persuasive influence of the genre. Yet, what is

missing is a historical approach that seeks to understand the relationship between the

filmmaker, documentary and the audience. A rhetorical approach to the genre would

reconceptualize the activist documentary film and video as a text of public address

situated in a broader sphere of political discourse. This approach to the study of

documentary is particularly important given the contemporary use of popular culture as a

means to engage political discourse and the escalating trends in media consumption. The

purpose of this approach is to begin to identify particular activist documentary strategies

and under what conditions they are most effective for the process of social change.

Although the social, political, and communicative functions of activist documentary film

and video have evolved over time, the genre has consistently prompted civic engagement

and moments of instrumental social change.
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THE FIRST WAVE OF ACTIVIST DOCUMENTARY

In the early part of the 1930s, economic collapse had festered and produced

significant political tension and strife. As a result, media outlets were dominated by

discourse concerning political ideology (Barnouw 85-91). At this moment, the practice of

documentary film technology had just acquired sound and celebrated the last moments of

silent film. For the first time, spoken word could be added to image. It is at this juncture

that documentary film enters into the arena of social change for the first time. However,

the period was primarily concerned with representation of marginalized communities

(Aitken 34) and the technology of documentary production was still nestled squarely in

the hands of the elite. Governments, scholars and rich patrons possessed the technology

to produce documentary and the form and content of the genre reflected these interests.

For example, the films were not radical insofar as the assumptions of advocacy for civic

engagement outside political institutions were minimal. The early period of activist

documentary film in the 1930s would be regarded as primarily reformist in nature.

However, the activist documentary film movement of the 1930s was left of dominant

conservativism and influenced by the emerging radical ideas of the time. As a result,

documentary films of the 1930s are part of a larger body of cultural discourse that has

accompanied the efforts to accomplish social critique, political representation and

grassroots social change in media.

In his book The Cultural Front, Michael Denning addresses the cultural strategies

of the political movements in the United States that took root in the 1930s: “The thirties
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became an icon, the brief moment when politics captured the arts, when writers went left,

Hollywood turned Red, and painters, musicians and photographers were socially minded”

(xvi). This cultural front “reshaped American culture. Just as the radical movements of

abolition, utopian socialism, and women’s rights sparked the antebellum American

Renaissance, so the communisms of the depression triggered a deep and lasting

transformation of American modernism and mass culture—the laboring of American

Culture” (xvi).

Some of the most rudimentary forms of activist documentary film were born

during the time Denning identifies as “The Cultural Front.” Leading the charge was John

Grierson. While studying at the University of Chicago, Grierson traveled around the

United States interviewing filmmakers, scholars, politicians and journalists, but above all

he observed the workings of the American melting pot. He, like many of his

contemporaries, began to question the expectations of what seemed like an illusory

democracy in the United States. According to Grierson, social problems had grown

beyond the comprehension of most citizens and their political participation was non-

existent, apathetic or perfunctory. At the same time, Grierson believed that the popular

media could acquire leverage over ideas and actions once influenced by church and

school. He believed that the documentary genre, as opposed to fiction film, had far more

potential to persuasively command the mind of a generation. Documentary film could

evoke a “hang-over” affect in the minds of the audience. That is, the genre could prompt

a lingering ideological impression on the audience (Barsam 42). It became Grierson’s
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mission to produce films that dramatized issues and their implications in a meaningful

way. It was his hope that documentary could lead citizens through the political wilderness

(Barnouw 85).

There are several reasons why Grierson’s work began the groundwork for activist

documentary film. Overall, his approach to the production and distribution of

documentary film was unique. Instead of conceptualizing the documentary film

experience as one of consumption and entertainment, he believed documentary film could

be instrumental. He claimed that the medium had the potential to change people and

institutions. Specifically, documentary could inform a citizenry and improve a crumbling

democracy. In his film The Drifters (1929), Grierson set out to bring the work of herring

fishermen to life in a manner that astonished audiences in packed theater houses.

According to Eric Barnouw, a prominent media historian, “There was nothing doctrinally

radical about it, but the fact that British workingmen—virtually ignored by British

cinema except as comedy material—were the heroes, gave the film an revolutionary

impact” (88).   The work had given a new dignity to the workingman and provided a

critique of production new to the documentary film genre. In vivid detail, Grierson edits

together sequences depicting the relationship between man and machine. His idea was to

bring the image of the workingman away from the Edwardian, Victorian, capitalist

attitude (90).

During this time, a politically minded documentary film movement was mounting

(Ellis 78-79). It was a movement that formed as a collective body and was committed to
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documenting worker’s strikes, foreclosures, and elections. The Workers Film and Photo

League was the first body of activist filmmakers joined by their commitment to document

the economic and social crisis of the time. The League was a national group operating in

major cities in the 1930s and produced a prolific body of workers newsreels and films.

The upshot of this movement was that it managed to bring workers consciousness to the

public sphere through documentary film texts and organized collectives around these

objectives. However, does documentary film have the potential, as Grierson suggests, to

create instrumental social change?

The cultural front was the expansion of social movement consciousness into

popular mediums and texts that were not traditionally read as political such as music and

film. It was the encounter between a powerful democratic social movement and the

modern cultural apparatuses of mass entertainment and education. Denning describes the

laboring of cultural texts in the 1930s in four distinct ways: 1) the pervasive use of the

critique of labor and its synonyms in the rhetoric of the period, 2) the increased

participation of working-class Americans in the world of culture and the arts, 3) the new

visibility of labor in cultural production through the organization of unions by the

workers, including screenwriters and cartoonists and 4) the Cultural Front was a new

rhetorical moment, a second American Renaissance (xvi-xvii). In conclusion, Denning

recognizes an important aspect of the interaction of cultural texts and social change; there

is an important relationship between activist cultural texts and the embodied

organizations of people who are agitating on behalf of the issues emphasized in the text.
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The embodiment of activist work is a significant theoretical and practical connection that

will be challenged, re-challenged and emphasized in the history of activist documentary.

However, at this moment, the primary revolutionary impulse for socially minded

cultural texts—specifically documentary film—was to acquire visibility for the people

and ideas that were situated at the margins of society. It was here that the lives of the

working class were placed on display for democratic ends. The assumption of filmmakers

like Grierson is that multi-vocality through documentary would provide the missing

ingredient for a troubled and homogeneous democracy (Barnouw 86). But are activist

cultural strategies, as new social movements scholar Albert Mulucci suggests, designed

to constitute the audience, organize information and acquire new meaning through

cultural codes, enough? The following section of this project will analyze the second

wave of activist documentary film that grew significantly out of the political and social

strife of the late 1960s and steadily continued into the 1970s.

THE SECOND WAVE OF ACTIVIST DOCUMENTARY

The spark for the second wave of activist documentary film began in the late

1960s and proceeded steadily into the 1970s. The second wave of activist documentary

was a reaction to a trend in documentary production that was closely tied to corporate

sponsorship and interests. In the capitalist expansion of the 1950s, instead of corporations

producing to meet demand they attempted to increase demand by using the documentary

film genre. During the first decade after World War II, corporate sponsored
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documentaries rose to 4,000 a year while news media outlets, dependent on advertising,

kept strict control over broadcast documentary film content (Barnouw 219).

Reacting to an era of promoting corperate interests, filmmakers of the early 1960s

began embracing the role as observer. The films of this period—often called direct

cinema—were ambiguous, leaving conclusions to viewers yet the content often covered

subjects that society was inclined to ignore or keep hidden. Fred Wiseman, lawyer turned

filmmaker, was one of the most masterful documentarians of the direct cinema genre:

“He selected institutions through which society propagates itself, or which cushion—and

therefore reflect—it’s strains and tensions. All of his films became studies in the exercise

of power in American Society—not at the high levels, but at the community level”

(Barnouw 244). With works like Wiseman’s, content begins to become a marker of a

critical text. In his film Titicut Follies (1967) he created a portrait of the Massachusetts

institute for the criminally insane. Although the state of Massachusetts attempted to block

the film through legal action because the fear of political embarrassment, Wiseman

argued that if state institutions receive tax funds from citizens, then citizens have a right

to know what happens in them. Additionally, in his film High School (1968) he compiled

several months of footage and edited the footage as though it was one day in the life of

the subjects. Using perspective by incongruity, visually he contrasted the ideology of

American public schools—the egalitarian approach to education designed to collapse the

distinctions between rich and poor—against images of bored and apathetic students

inclined to rebel against their instructors.
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The liberating potential of this genre is that 1) it gave legitimacy to groups at the

margins of society but it also 2) exploded the rhetorical potentialities of documentary by

foregrounding the ideas and speech of the film subjects. Unlike the earlier era of activist

documentary film where the filmmaker—often the narrator—could manipulate footage to

create their own arguments, the methodological commitments of direct cinema demanded

that subjects speak for themselves:

In the new focus on speech—talking people—documentaries were moving into an

area they had long neglected, and which appeared to have surprising, even

revolutionary impact. Since the advent of sound—throughout the 1930s and

1940s—documentaries had seldom featured talking people, except in brief static

scenes. (Barnouw 234)

Now film subjects, with the help of technology that recorded synchronized sound and

image, took significant interpretive control out of the hands of the editor. It was during

this moment that the vernacular voice of marginalized communities began to take root in

documentary film. This evolution in form exploded the rhetorical potential of activist

documentary film and video. Not surprisingly, documentary film and video has routinely

functioned as public address. However, by foregrounding the voices and experiences of

documentary subjects the genre could do more than speak for communities, it could bring

the marginalized voices directly to the public as a means to bear witness through moving

photographs.
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The function of direct cinema was to bear witness and to place judgment in the

hands of the audience. Although the activist moment for direct cinema is limited by the

reluctance to be an advocate, the genre began to carve the way for vernacular discourse

and the production of documentary films for the average working person. On the horizon,

a new movement in activist documentary was mounting; the trend was percolating away

from observation and towards intervention. Filmmakers came out from behind the camera

and intervened in the world around them. It was a movement that did not conceptualize

the intervention of the filmmaker as a limitation, rather, as a political catalyst of social

change.

Three decades later the experimental European cinéma verité approach to

documentary film was also committed to the pursuit of truth. Direct cinema

documentaries placed the camera in a situation of tension and hoped for a crisis, while

European cinéma verité filmmakers were committed to intervention. The European

cinéma verité movement abandoned the shroud of objectivity in the form of “letting the

story unfold” for an interventionist and instrumental public text. This was a radical

reconceptualization of documentary film and social change. Instead of conceptualizing

the moment of social change as one of constitution, like Grierson whose pursuit for

multi-vocality in documentary sought to repair a crippled citizenry through viewing, the

cinéma verité movement moved to publicize and intervene in political dissent. Critical in

the development of the activist documentary genre, European cinéma verité filmmakers

acknowledged a direct goal for social change “outside” the film screenings, often
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political demonstrations and films were planned in conjunction with one another in order

to further the goals of counter-publics agitating in the public sphere (Barnouw 241-262).

The cinéma verité movement in the United State manifests itself very differently.

Influenced by the professionalism of broadcast journalism and committed to objectivity,

practitioners like the Maysles brothers and Robert Drew embraced the pursuit of truth but

captured an environment with minimal intervention of the documentary camera. This

approach to filmmaking was more akin to direct cinema in that the shroud of objectivity

was upheld by the reluctance to be an advocate. The form and method for creating the

documentary text gave the audience room to process a multitude of sometimes competing

messages. In form, the American cinéma verité approach to production does not

necessarily give the audience the necessary emotional and mental space to make up their

own minds in the pursuit of truth. The audience is still subject to what is recorded within

the camera frame, unknowledgeable about what happens between edits and at the mercy

of what the filmmaker finds important. The result was often a series of long uncut scenes

that project the codes of objectivity, without necessarily being objective.

Given the impulse of direct cinema to foreground vernacular voices and the

commitment of European cinéma verité practitioners to intervene in the project of

political dissent, documentary film and social change found new feet. In the early 1960s

heightened political crisis and the development of low-cost video technology created the

breeding ground for a new population of filmmakers. This time, the people from the

margins were making their own film and activists were creating their own media. The
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late 1960s was the birth of the second wave of activist documentary film and video

movement.

According to Deirdre Boyle in her book Subject to Change: Guerilla Television

Revisited, the activist video movement began with the development of lightweight,

affordable and portable video recording equipment in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

Although video equipment was developed in the late 1950s, it was cumbersome,

stationary, complex and expensive. The Sony Corporation did not launch its first major

effort at marketing consumer grade equipment until 1965. The first genuinely portable

video equipment, the half-inch, reel-to-reel consumer video porta-pak was launched in

1968 (Freedman). This gave the baby boomers access to the resources to make their own

brand of television (Boyle VI). This “new brand of television,” also called guerrilla

television, was part of a larger alternative media tide that swept across the country during

the late 1960s through the 1970s. For a generation that grew up in the shadows of the

civil rights and anti-war movements, television had been the window to the world.

Troubled by the political and social unrest of the 1960s, the guerrilla television

movement focused on a utopian program to change the structure of information in

America by creating a distinct parallel broadcast system: “Optimism about television and

its dynamic impact not just on communications but on contemporary consciousness was

seized by the first generation raised on television, who found …a euphoric explanation of

themselves and their changing times [in television]” (13).
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The late 1960s was a time of political and social upheaval. Political crisis in

conjunction with the technological innovation of video precipitated new spaces and forms

of the activist documentary impulse. The new medium of video recording provided

challenges and opportunities for activists. For example, video is more accessible and less

expensive than film, allowing cost-effective access to the technology. Video also allowed

an immediate playback function not available through film recording. Early activist video

collectives in the second wave capitalized on this function as a community building

mechanism, screening footage of particular communities in immediate succession of

recording them. The portability of video also allowed activists to use the medium to

screen footage in make-shift theaters and community spaces. In practice, video provided

portability and access to recording technology that had the potential to invigorate

democratic practices. As documented in a video handbook produced by the Video Freex

collective, “We want to catch them in action of their daily lives, record them on our

magic tape. We want to introduce people to each other and we want to saturate them with

information, information about human beings, ‘fellow Americans.’ Seize the time,

capture the situation! History in the making, life recorded, but not just the life we read

about in our mass media, or see on our network television stations (“Media Bus” 4).

Video provided a real-time effect, allowing communities to see themselves and the world

differently but in the same speed as broadcast television.

New York City functioned as a hub for experiments with activist documentary

video in the late 1960s. Prominent activist video groups included the Video Freex, the
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People’s Video Theater, Global Village and the Raindance Corporation (Freedman). The

following section will focus on the function of activist texts and political action produced

by three prominent collectives in the second wave of activist documentary, Video Freex,

Top Value Television and the Raindance Corporation. Although each of the video

collectives worked autonomously with divergent strategies, they shared common goals

and a similar mode of activism. Each video collective group was bound by 1) an outright

opposition to mainstream broadcast television, 2) a belief that the medium of television as

a vehicle for critical analysis and information exchange, and 3) a commitment to the

universal access of video technology for marginalized communities to create their own

media. One of the first media activist groups to embody these goals were a handful of

citizens who called themselves Video Freex.

  The Video Freex collective began as a small group of video activists housed in the

industrial section of downtown Manhattan. As one member remarked, “We were happy

to blur our provenance and thus assume our rightful role among the elite if not the

vanguard of the counter-culture and anti-war movements” (Teasedale). A primary

objective of the group was to establish a counter-culture lifestyle collective rooted in the

production of activist documentary and video art.

The focus on building community and access to resources was the primary goal of

activist video movement in the 1960s and 1970s: “[G]uerrilla television was configured

not as a weapon, but as a cultural tool bringing people together” (Boyle 30). By giving

people access to tools that allowed them to document their lives and negotiate the world
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on their own terms, the movement created a vernacular space that countered the

prevailing dominate ideology of broadcast television: “[V]ideo could involve people by

making them active participants in the “video environment” rather than passive viewers

of network TV fare…video’s potential [was] to offer people a variety of viewpoints

rather than the official, objective one promoted by Walter Cronkite’s ‘And That’s the

Way It Is’”(6).

For example, in 1972, New York’s Downtown Community Television Center

(DCTV) was founded by Jon Alpert and Keiko Tsuno. In the past, Alpert has worked as a

taxi driver in a multi-ethnic area. Together Alpert and Keiko produced a documentary

about the taxi unions and issues of exploitation facing taxi drivers. Seeing their lives

mirrored in video, the citizens became excited about the potential of television to find an

audience for their concerns. As a result, Alpert and Keiko launched free training sessions

in video production in three languages. The work that emerged out of DCTV was

produced in 15 languages and received by stations in various parts of the world (Barnouw

289). The movement attempted to shift television’s content from placid entertainment and

negative images of youthful protest to counter-cultural values and a new television

reality, “fueled by adolescent rebellion and utopian dreams, video promised an alternative

to the slickly civilized, commercially corrupt, and aesthetically bankrupt world of

[broadcast] television”(Boyle 4). The aim of portable video movement “was ‘guerrilla

warfare’ insofar as it enabled citizens to fight the ‘perceptual imperialism of broadcast
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television’ on a small scale in what was then an irregular war”(30). But how do counter-

publics create social change through texts?

While DCTV was a more productive approach to building community media,

groups like Video Freex became mired in building alternative lifestyle communities

around video production. The video production lifestyle was the marker of the

community as opposed to the political principals that brought them together. As one

Video Freex member recounted: “We called ourselves Video Freex. Officially, it was a

corporation as well as our collective name. It had become a generic term as well, with the

pejorative sense of freak undermined by the prevailing sub-culture, such that any

enthusiast or aficionado, regardless of the subject—sex, drugs, rock ‘n’ roll, food,

video—was non-judgmentally classified as a freak” (Teasdale). Although many

experimental projects evolved out of the Video Freex collective, their approach to activist

media democratized resources as opposed to fostering significant social change. In an

attempt to directly combat the homogeneous news environment, some activist video

collectives set out to implicitly agitate against the mainstream media.

Top Value Television (TVTV) evolved as an ad hoc group organized to cover the

1972 political conventions for a growing cable television market. Equipped with the

newly available potable video technology, activists flooded young republican rallies,

cocktail parties, anti-war demonstrations, and the convention floor (Freedman). The

group produced Four More Years (1972), a behind the scenes look at the making of the

1972 Republican convention. As one member noted, the goal was to “cover the media
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covering those actions and cover the people planning for or reflecting on them. The

[convention] actions themselves are of negligible importance to us.” (Shamberg and

Williams 13). Activist video, at this moment, functioned to record events from a

perspective contrary to mainstream television. The videos challenged the objective

perspective of the news by focusing on events that traditionally fall outside the television

screen. As one member of TVTV recounted, “Our tapes must represent the event—far

less than traditional media trips—but the content of the event must be there. Our role is

unique” (13). Unlike the job of mainstream television reporting that focuses on events,

activist video attempted to capture the missing contexts of those events. Although TVTV

was not overtly advocating a particular ideological stance, the texts produced a refreshing

aesthetic and position on the media. As one prominent media activist reminisced,

“Spunky, restless, and iconoclastic, TVTV’s tapes were a breath of fresh air in the

seventies, in stark contrast not only to stodgy commercial fare but to the overtly earnest

tapes from the New/Old Left with their interminable harangues from microphones at

demonstrations. Although never willing to spell out a specific ideological stance, TVTV

made the media their politics, and even their checklist for camera people has a stance of

defiance against the standard broadcast mores” (Halleck 274). While Top Value

Television produced alternative media content, The Raindance Corporation functioned as

the research and development arm of the activist video movement.

The Raindance Corporation operated as an experimental video collective, most

famous for coining the term “guerrilla television.” This name marked a new brand of
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television emerging from the collision of activism, art and the development of accessible

video technology in the early 1970s. The video activist think tank was named in

opposition to The Rand Corporation, a government-friendly think tank. In his book,

“Guerrilla Television,” Michael Shamberg described the activist collective as an

“analogue to the Rand Corporation—a think tank that would use videotape instead of

print” (Shamberg). However, the primary objective was to agitate against the slick world

of television broadcast.

Fighting the slick world of television broadcast, the collective was rhetorically

more concerned with “appearing in public” as opposed to “acting in public.” The

movement was more concerned with projecting images as opposed to creating social

change with them. Attempting to avoid the ideological warfare on broadcast television,

early video activists like Frank Gillette commented that he was not imposing his structure

on people but rather he was letting people “give their raps on tape” (Boyle 7). In addition,

the movement located the political moment of social change in the access to technology

resources and the alternative lifestyle community that came from it. Given the

abandonment of instrumental political goals, the new breed of video activist was

primarily concerned with the effects of constitutive strategies of social change.

Television, technological innovation and the political unrest of the 1960s had re-

directed the potential of activist media to create social change. However, the political

moment was potentially misguided. Instead of mobilizing around political issues,

activists mobilized around video collectives whose objectives were to democratize access
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to technology. Political contestation was solved “not by directly assaulting the

system—as in a political revolution—but by extending the unifying properties of

electronic media to everyone” (Boyle 31). Consequently, any instrumental platform for

social change was lost or at best not made a priority in the 1970s video movement. This

trend focused on developing a community and culture with finite human resources.

Marco Vassi, an active member in the early video scene commented on the environment

of a grassroots video collective: “We sit stoned and dig each other’s worldview. We rap

and eat and fuck and watch tape. And for us, it’s about the same as it has always been:

just living fully; openly, honest to what is” (Boyle 11).

The political moment was primarily constitutive—in that it was concerned with

disseminating multiple viewpoints and developing a counter-political community and not

necessarily committed to agitational forces that may better guarantee the redistribution of

economic resources that are the foundation of oppression and marginalization. The

emphasis on community building resulted in not “much time thinking about strategies for

changing even the policies that were of central interest to them: media policies” (Halleck

277). The strategies of political agitation were mis-directed, Dee Dee Halleck a

prominent member of the early video movement remarked, “The video guerrillas were

reluctant to undertake the exhausting and thankless work of infrastructure development,

and there was little prospect of funding long-term progressive initiatives” (277). As a

result, the movement failed to reach its objective of systematic social change but it was

successful at displaying alternative media content in video texts: “As a part of the
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counter-culture, guerrilla television helped raise a critique of American Society that went

beyond the bounds of the political Left, even if it missed essential leftist insights about

power, economic exploitation, and class” (191). In addition, the 1970s movement

pioneers were successful at producing the infrastructure for activist production, training

and distribution.

Many early activist videotapes fell under the heading of street tapes in which

activist videotexts placed people in their living rooms, bedrooms and the streets for the

first time with the help of portable video equipment. The videos primarily addressed

those who were a part of the community and not those who resided outside. Images of

massive protest mean very little if one was not aligned with the commitments of those

agitating for social change. Therefore, images that do not create a connection with an

audience outside the activist community are limited in their ability to create social

change. Haphazardly, the early activist video movement became a community in itself

and not a community for itself.

The guerrilla television movement asserted that “no alternative cultural vision

could succeed without its own alternative information structure, not just alternative

content pumped across the existing system…guerrilla television would coexist with

broadcasting, restoring balance to the ‘media ecology’ of America” (Boyle 33). The

video activist counter-public was separatist in orientation not because of its commitment

to a distinct parallel broadcast system but the drive towards producing isolating content

through videotexts. The movement did not attempt to dialectically engage the audience of
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the public sphere outside the activist community. At some point, counter-cultural

interests must engage or speak to dominant hegemonic interests. The video activist work

needed to create a massive viewership in the public sphere to stay afloat. But they also

needed to engage in persuasive appeals that met the audience and pushed them beyond

the point of stasis between counter-cultural interests and dominant hegemonic discourse.

Although the second wave of the activist documentary movement conceptualized

social change outside of the film screening, the movement primarily concentrated on

community building and consciousness raising strategies. As a result, the video activist

movement had a commitment to consciousness raising that situates discourse as the

central site of social change:

Once the critical moment of consciousness is reached, evolution becomes a

psychosocial process based on the cumulative transition of experience. Video

theorists would read a role for themselves in Teilhard’s universe as disseminators

of ‘video data banks’ of experience. Even higher degrees of organization and new

patterns of cooperation would lead to the ultimate good of global unity. Love,

good will, and cooperation; personal integration and internal harmony; and

increasing knowledge lay at the end of this evolutionary/spiritual quest…some of

the best motives of the video underground reflected this cosmic vision. (Boyle 12)

In practice, the production of documentary for enlightenment, identity and a sense of

community ignored the economic redistribution interest also necessary for love and

harmony, not to mention social change. Reflecting on the objectives of the activist video
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movement, Marco Vassi remarked, activist documentary filmmakers must realize “that

all their complex equipment is just so much metal junk, toys and tools, which have no

more worth than the hands and hearts of the people who work them” (Boyle 29).

There are many lessons to heed from the first and second wave of activist

documentary. If the intentions of the documentary text/filmmaker are activist, the film

and video must be held accountable to the redistributive process of social change.

Therefore, a new set of objectives is needed in order to create an activist video movement

for itself. Given the previous historical movements in which social crisis and

documentary film have collided, a new movement must be invested in developing

rhetorically astute social criticism that creates the public space for viewers to develop

social organizations. An activist documentary audience should be drawn to facilitating

critical-rational debate in the public sphere and to act instrumentally to alleviate injustices

forgrounded in the text. The activist film and video movement must be less concerned

with developing community to appear in public and more concerned about acting in

public in order to create a space for social change in a larger political public sphere.

Much like the early cinéma verité filmmakers of 50 years ago, activist documentary

filmmakers must intervene in the world around them.

THE THIRD WAVE OF ACTIVIST FILMMAKING

Although it is not a new idea that documentary film and video has the potential to

participate in the process of social change, the numerous ways this transpires in the

contemporary environment is unclear. Historically, documentary filmmakers have used
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the method of production and distribution to engage the process of social change. That is,

how documentaries are made and how they communicate with an audience can be the

fundamental political moments for activist media. For example, documentaries such as

John Grierson paid careful consideration to text construction by cautiously depicting the

work of laborers as honorable. Alternatively, video collectives in the 1970s viewed the

activist moment in distribution by screening works in community centers and teaching

marginalized groups how to make their own media. However, these efforts were as much

constrained as enabled by their historical exigence.

From the history of activist documentary, one thing is clear: locating the political

potential of the genre is not the complete story. Social and political contexts have dictated

the strategies, texture and potential of activist documentary over time. Therefore,

different periods of activist documentary not only cluster around moments of political

crisis but also function according to needs and limits of a given historical context. For

example, The Workers Film and Photo League of the 1930s was energized by the

economic crisis of the time but limited by the lack of portable technology available to

record the personal and intimate struggles of the working poor. Much like the activist

documentaries of other periods, the political and social context produced a particular kind

of activist moment.

The third wave of activist documentary began planting roots in the late 1980s,

peaking at the turn of the century and continues to evolve today. The strategies and

approach to documentary film/video and social change are varied and numerous. In the
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late 80s and early 90s there was a proliferation of union films that depicted a societal

transition in worker-management relations. Films like Barbara Kopple’s American

Dream (1990) were portraits of living with American workers through crisis. While

community access channels in the rising cable market continued to produce an interesting

range of activist programming from teaching media literacy through “Herbert Schiller

Read the New York Times” to the expansion of parallel broadcast networks like Paper

Tiger TV.

Paper Tiger TV began in the early 1980s and continues to exist as an open, non-

profit, volunteer, video collective, producing a wide range of alternative media. In the

early 80s, the organization was an almost solitary voice in media activism for a waning

period of activist media in the public sphere. As Dee Dee Halleck explains in her book

“Hand –Held Visions,” the 1980s became “a period of co-optation, or some might call it

a ‘sell-out’” (276). Many of the prominent video activist of the 1970s became blockbuster

Hollywood producers and commercial directors. The waning of activist political struggles

in the 1980s fostered a small but mighty media activist documentary movement. Paper

Tiger Television produced cable programs analyzing and critiquing the media, culture

and politics (Paper Tiger). The Paper Tiger TV collective began to build a foundation for

organizing media in the third wave of the activist documentary impulse. The structure of

the collective was strictly non-hierarchical and committed to the process of community

media making as a long-term goal for improving a communicative democracy. Building

off the trends set by Paper Tiger TV, the explosion of the AIDS crisis in the late 1980s
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produced a new kind of activist video. Now, those afflicted with a disease the United

States government refused to talk about were making their own voices heard through

activist video.

The third wave of activist documentary began to evolve in the late 80s through the

early 1990s with an influx of labor documentaries that marked significant shifts in

manager-worker relations and documentaries recording a living history of the growing

AIDS crisis. The AIDS activist video movement documented demonstrations, the

struggle for visibility, and the evolution of the disease from the perspective of those

experiencing it. The videotexts functioned as a necessary and powerful counter-narrative

to the consistently negative depictions of AIDS in the mainstream media. As reported in

the New York Times ten years later, much of the work produced from the movement is

“emotionally searing, since so many of the demonstrators and the creators of these videos

were fighting for their lives in a race against time” (Holden). Like much of the video

activist work that preceded the AIDS documentary movement, “The videomakers clearly

positioned themselves in opposition to an unresponsive and often antagonistic

government and mainstream media” (Hubbard).

During this time, ACT UP, a prominent gay activist group created a video

collective called DIVA TV (Damned Interfering Video Activist Television). Gregg

Bordowitz, a DIVA TV member produced some of the most influential work in AIDS

activist video, such as Voices From the Front (1991) and Fast Trip, Long Drop (1995).

The videos are stirring portraits of the political struggle over the AIDS crisis in the public
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sphere and in intimate close-up as Bordowitz struggles with the effects of the disease on

his body. AIDS activist video, Paper Tiger TV and DIVA TV all played an important role

in developing the foundation for the third wave of activist documentary. Although these

foundational works continued to be situated at the margins of popular culture, a new form

of activist documentary in the third wave was about to explode in the mainstream.

Filmmaker Michael Moore developed one genre of popular activist documentary,

a mixture of cinéma verité, guerilla documentary and personal film essay. His works

Roger and Me (1989), Bowling for Columbine (2002) and Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004) have

played a popular and significant role in contemporary activist documentary. However,

Moore’s work is strategically different from much of the activist documentary films that

came before him. Unlike the second wave of activist documentary that characterized

social change as fight between surly commercial broadcasting and activist media, the new

struggle for power is issue driven. In fact, popular contemporary activist media is at home

in the slick world of corporate broadcasting which is dependent on maintaining a loyal

viewership through subscription and advertising. Therefore, a familiar strategy of third

wave activist documentary is to place films in major distribution houses for the maximum

audience without compromising film content.

The political and social context of third wave activist documentary is distinct

from previous periods. As McChesney and other scholars have noted, in contemporary

society the media is becoming a more pervasive and persuasive aspect of contemporary

life. In this historical moment of media saturation, commercial political protest is around
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every corner: “Capitalism, at least as it is envisioned by the best-selling management

handbooks, is no longer about enforcing order, but destroying it. ‘Revolution,’ once the

totemic catchphrase of the counter-culture, has become the totemic catch-phrase of

boomer-as-capitalist” (Frank 38). Unlike other periods of history, perpetual revolution

and rule-breaking are the orthodoxy of the day (41). During the first and second wave of

activist documentary, texts were situated firmly on the margins, while today’s

commercial media often adopt edgy counter-hegemonic ideas for profit (Frank and

Weiland 16). Advertising often uses this trend, deploying images of protest and liberation

to sell products. Television shows in the form of Murphy Brown, Sex in the City and

Buffy the Vampire Slayer co-opt feminist themes to target a particular audience. The

marketing of music is particularly guilty of this trend, political expression and

contestation is almost a requirement for hip rock stars. For example, Chris Martin from

Coldplay routinely paints his hand with a symbol of equal rights for the gay community

and the Dixie Chicks speak out against the Bush Administration while arguing for free

speech rights. The lines between commercial media, counter-culture and political dissent

are blurred in the contemporary media environment.

The texture of contemporary activist documentary film and video reflects the

complications associated with the blurred boundaries between counter-hegemonic ideas,

political dissent and commercial media. Distributing documentary outside the

commercial media apparatus is no longer a clear marker of an activist text. Recently,

mass marketed documentaries have targeted the media and corporate exploitation as
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filmmaker Morgan Spurlock attacks fast food corporations in the blockbuster Supersize

Me (2004) and Michael Moore routinely targets corrupt corporations and inefficient

political institutions in Bowling For Columbine (2002) and Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004). The

upshot of commercial media is its power of mass distribution. In order to reach the

maximum amount of people, activist media may benefit from tapping into the

commercial media apparatus. On the other hand, exactly how activist messages exist in

the mass media environment and resist co-option by commercial interests, is the more

pressing question facing the rhetorical situation of third wave activist documentary film

and video.

The films selected in this dissertation reflect the complicated texture of

contemporary activist documentary. The films/video in this study engage the activist

documentary impulse, however, they may not reflect the street tape aesthetic of the 1960s

guerrilla television movement. Many of the texts selected for this study are at home in the

slick world of the mainstream media. However, their function is instrumental insofar as

the documentaries attempt to open up the space for marginalized communities to obtain

concrete resources such as safe food, jobs, healthcare, legal representation and a safe

living environment.  The selected texts reflect a diversity of approaches but are not

exhaustive of all or even the most obvious forms of contemporary activist documentary.

The intent of this study is to redefine activist documentary in the contemporary period

and to begin a map of the multiple functions of activist documentary in the third wave.

This includes focusing on a variety of approaches to activist documentary, including texts
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produced in the political margins and in popular culture. The texts selected operate on

divergent commercial, social and political levels in order to capture a thick description of

the multiple functions of contemporary activist documentary in the process of social

change.

What is also distinct about the third wave of activist documentary is that it

coincides with the proliferation of a new computer technology, the Internet. Much like

the developments in recording technology and television drastically alerted the project of

activist documentary, the Internet provides a new addendum to the process of cultural

texts and social change. Audiences can now extend their documentary viewing

experience by exploring for more information online. This trend has resulted in

documentary productions using the Internet as a clearinghouse of information. This social

pattern is consistent with the current studies on Internet use and grassroots democracy. As

reported by Jerry Berman and Deirdre Mulligan in the article “Digital Grassroots,” the

internet is making an explosive impact on democratic practices: “Democracy is

communicating to persuade. For these aspects of democracy, the Internet is a powerful

new tool for activism. It places in the hands of any individual with a computer and a

phone line a previously unimaginable amount of information about government

institutional process, and it allows that same individual to speak out—to be his or her

own publisher—and to identify, communicate with, and to join others who share a similar

viewpoint” (91-92). With features like live chat, blogs and listserves, the Internet has the
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potential to make the documentary viewing experience interactive and more helpful for

the process of social change.

There has been a paucity of research concerning the implications of the Internet

for public sphere theory and practice. As Catherine Palczewski suggests, “[D]iscussions

of the internet have not attended to the developments in social movements and protest

theory, particularly to counter-public sphere theory. As a result, internet studies replicate

both traditional studies’ focus on the state and modernist’ limited understanding of

political participation” (162). We have learned from the previous moments of activist

documentary that particular aspects of modernist understanding of political participation

are critical, if social change is the objective. The Internet may alter the traditional process

of political participation by overcoming the limitations of the geographical divide and the

limited access of information resources between activists, even multiplying the strategies

of agitation (Berman and Mulligan 81-91). However, collective instrumental politics of

agitation must not be abandoned for new and innovative strategies through the Internet.

Living, breathing bodies are a necessary part of social change. Not to mention that

accountability and agitation is still best done in person. The strategies must be brought

together in order to expand the potential of the public sphere for the process of social

change. One way that the public sphere and the Internet are being brought together is

through activist documentary film and video.
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TEXTS FOR CONSIDERATION

This project will analyze documentary text from three divergent approaches to

contemporary activist documentary film and video. Coincidently, technological

innovation at this particular historical moment of social crisis has catapulted documentary

film into the arena of social change in a unique way. As a result, this project will focus on

documentary film and video that most closely engages the contemporary spaces that

reflect the trends in social practices and technological innovation. Analysis of

contemporary activist documentary will include the HBO documentaries Paradise Lost:

The Child Murders at Robin Hood Hills (1996) and it’s sequel Paradise Lost Revisited

(2000), the news coverage of Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004) and the grassroots

documentaries WTO: Showdown in Seattle (2000) and This is What Democracy Looks

Like (2000) produced by the Independent Media Center.

The HBO documentary films Paradise Lost: The Child Murders at Robin Hood

Hills (1996) and its sequel Paradise Lost Revisited (2000) chronicle a murder trial in

Arkansas in which three teenage boys are convicted of killing three adolescent boys. The

first film documents the trial while the second film reflects on the first films impact on

the trial. There is a significant question as to whether the convicted are guilty and an

instrumental social movement has developed from the viewership of the first film.

As depicted in the second film, a group of viewers in Los Angeles began meeting

on a regular basis to deliberate about the facts of the case after they watched the first film

Paradise Lost: The Child Murders at Robin Hood Hills. This group in Los Angeles began
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to research the case, share information, and gather on a regular basis. The movie acted as

a catalysis for social change by creating the environment for a public concerned with

miscarriages of justice while creating rhetorical identification with the convicted, “The

West Memphis Three.” In the film’s absence, counter-narratives silenced in the official

court hearings or by the mainstream media might never have proliferated in a significant

way. Hence, Paradise Lost: The Child Murders at Robin Hood Hills (1996) and its sequel

Paradise Lost Revisited (2000) act as a catalyst for counter-publics to create an

instrumental identity and social change through the viewing of the texts.

The film turned passive consumers of communication into deliberating agents.

These agents collectively turned public communication in the private sphere into political

communication in the counter-public sphere by sharing their evidence of the case on a

public website, gathering support internationally with a postcard petition, and formed an

instrumental social movement organization called “Free the West Memphis Three.” In

praxis, the “impersonal indulgence” and “relaxation” resulting from the consumption of

the mass media prove unfounded. An analysis of these films and their publics suggests

that the Internet has the potential to unite unlikely citizens because it provides a means to

overcome geographical distance between activists and facilitate critical-rational debate.

Paradise Lost: The Child Murders at Robin Hood Hills (1996) and its sequel Paradise

Lost Revisited (2000) begin to mark a trend in the third wave of activist documentary.

Instead of activist documentary texts residing at the margins of culture, they are
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beginning to inhabit the mainstream media. A significant example of this phenomenon is

Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004).

In the summer of 2004, the United States was embroiled in a questionable war

against Iraq. In this heated political moment, provocateur and documentary filmmaker

Michael Moore released his fourth feature film addressing the Iraq war, while

condemning the sitting Bush administration and the mainstream press. Fahrenheit 9/11 is

the most commercially successful documentary to date yet its significance resides

elsewhere. While documentary filmmakers frequently address social issues on a local

level, it is rare that a film of this magnitude and genre would attempt to mobilize a nation

around a national political issue during an election year (Mann, Vargas, Foreman, Moos).

The most interesting and significant aspect of Fahrenheit 9/11 is how the film evolved

into something bigger than the documentary itself.

No other film in 2004 evoked more public deliberation and political discourse

than Fahrenheit 9/11 (Hays, Elam, Clarkin, Rogers; Murray; Zahn, Meckler, McIntyre). It

became the essential event film. As one reporter noted, “It became a water-cooler subject,

where everybody wanted to talk about it on talk radio and around the country” (Norville).

The film was most publicly discussed in and framed by the mainstream media. With

Fahrenheit 9/11, Moore has reinforced an agitational relationship with the mainstream

media while existing within it. In his film and media interviews, Moore claims that

mainstream news media outlets did not fulfill their civic function as the country geared

up for a questionable war with Iraq. In Moore’s interview with Katie Couric he asks,
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“[T]he questions should be posed to NBC news and all other news agencies: Why didn’t

you show us that the people we are going to bomb in a few days are these people, human

beings who are living normal lives, kids flying kites, people just trying to get by in their

daily existence…We killed civilians and we don’t know how many thousands of civilians

we killed…and nobody covered that” (Couric and Lauer). Moore’s explicit condemnation

of the mainstream media was present in the film and more poignantly in his interviews

with the press about the film. Therefore, chapter five addresses the news coverage of

Fahrenheit 9/11 in order to understand the phenomenon of the activist documentary event

film and the public policing of the documentary genre.

Fahrenheit 9/11 marks a new evolution in the third wave of activist documentary.

Receiving significant attention by mainstream news media because of its popularity,

Fahrenheit 9/11 defies the positionality of traditional activist documentary. Instead of

being situated at the margins of the counter-culture, activist documentaries like

Fahrenheit 9/11 take center stage in popular culture. The popular activist documentary is

one aspect of the third wave that may explode the potential of activist media or bury it.

Another way that the public sphere and the Internet are being brought together with

documentary video is through the resurgence of street tapes and activist video collectives.

Perhaps the most significant and sweeping site for activist Internet journalism of late is

the Independent Media Center. Touted as the “newest phenomenon to hit the political

scene,” the Independent Media Center has become a “surprising effective news

organization” (Wired.com) that includes thousands of volunteer reporters in 37 cities in
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the United States and 45 locations around the world. It is an Internet based activist video

movement “born out of protest against corporate interests and governments’ role in

globalization. It is a movement that has joined diverse groups, from grassroots

organizations to labor unions.”(Globe and Mail). The Independent Media Center is the

newest version of a larger activist video movement—committed to the marriage of low

format sound and video technology with activism—that began in the early 1960s and has

been revitalized in the later 1990s.

Activist Internet journalism developed roots in 1999 during the World Trade

Organization meeting in Seattle. The meeting of the WTO spawned one of the largest and

most cohesively organized instances of social protests in recent decades. Tens of

thousands traveled to Seattle from around the world to protest the World Trade

Organization’s meeting to discuss the possibility of further opening economic markets.

While the Seattle Times invited guest columnists like U.S. Secretary of Commerce

William Daley and Environmental Protection Agency Administrator Carol Browner to

write for the paper, the Internet based Independent Media Center was reporting a far

different story.

On their internet website, The Independent Media Center reported over 1 million

hits during the WTO meeting while streamlining stories investigated by the IMC

volunteers and captured with donated video and audio equipment. The volunteers—many

of them WTO protestors themselves—logged footage around the clock of protest events

and street interviews with everyone from black dressed anarchists to the police.  The
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stories emphasized the concerns of the protestors and functioned as a means to bear

witness to the numerous acts of police brutally waged in an effort to control the crowds.

Such stories included a “man who said he had been hit in the face with rubber bullets

fired by police. Another [story] showed police firing canisters of tear gas into a crowd”

(salon.com). The images from the street reported by the Independent Media Center were

reminiscent of a military invasion while the Seattle Times published stories from Clinton

Administration that justified the WTO meeting. Chapter six will analyze two

documentaries produced by the Independent Media Center, WTO: Showdown in Seattle

(2000) and This is What Democracy Looks Like (2000). Both documentaries chronicle

the events that took place in Seattle and depict how the third wave activist documentary

movement is evolving with the help of the Internet.

Thus, the films Paradise Lost (1996) and Paradise Lost Revelations (2000)

became sites around which activists organized as viewer-citizens in defense of the

wrongly accused teenagers known as the West Memphis Three. Michael Moore's

Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004) made an explosive impact in political culture in 2004. Coverage

of the film's influence and interviews with Moore create a deliberative audience identity

that provided rhetorical sites around which viewers of varying ideological positions could

struggle over the meaning of the war on terrorism. Finally, The Independent Media

Center is a site around which activists stay informed about activism and organize as

documentary newsmakers. In this context, the documentary camera is utilized as a

weapon of social protest, documenting abuses and distributing hostile images of state
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oppression. However, the images projected in the Independent Media Center

documentaries often lend themselves to a spectator audience identity at odds with the

instrumental distribution of the texts. How documentary film and video has been used in

the process of social change is an important question, practically and theoretically. The

rich history of activist documentary film and video prompts important theoretical

questions about the function of documentary as a constitutive and instrumental text. The

following chapter will explore the important theoretical literature at the nexus of

documentary film/video and social change. Consequently, a hundred years of

documentary film history has resulted in numerous approaches to production, a

significant audience and has given birth to a new field of inquiry, documentary film

studies (Nichols, 2001, xiv).
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Chapter Three: A Rhetorical Approach to Documentary Film/Video

Studies

There are several lines of theoretical literature that inform an inter-disciplinary

approach to documentary film studies and social change. Collectively, all of the literature

reviewed in this chapter informs the emerging trends in the third wave of activist

documentary film and video. Given the tendency for contemporary activist documentary

to change the model of media communication from one of consumption into an

interactive process of production, it is no longer prudent to explain the phenomenon in

terms of a close reading of the text. Activist documentary must be explored as a rhetorical

site where the interactive process between the filmmaker(rhetor)-text(documentary)-

audience can be understood more clearly. What rhetoric brings to the study of

documentary film and video is an understanding of the interactive relationship between

the rhetor, the message and the audience as a new form of public address. Because

documentary film and video studies evolved in film departments, the concentration of

study was primarily focused on text construction and production. How documentary film

and video functions as a rhetorical site, requires further investigation.

Therefore, this dissertation is best understood through a rhetorical approach to

documentary film/video and social change. The purpose of this chapter is to identify the

cross-disciplinary literature in documentary film studies, rhetoric, cultural studies and
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public sphere theory that contributes to the understanding of the phenomenon of activist

documentary film and video.

My method in this dissertation is the ideological criticism of the documentary and

surrounding discourses as rhetorical texts, that is, as texts with public influences and

consequences. This combination of approaches supplements conventional approaches to

documentary film, which historically have attended primarily to the construction and

production of the film or video without situating these texts in larger social and political

discourse. In this chapter, I describe, first, the mainstream critical approaches to

documentary, then define what a rhetorical approach looks like. I will define ideological

criticism and describe how this approach applies to the project. In addition, I will explore

the manner that democratic and media publics should be analyzed in regards to activist

documentary. Finally, I will suggest that all of these approaches together constitute a

multi-level way of understanding documentary film and video.

THE ELEMENTS OF TRADITIONAL DOCUMENTARY ANALYSIS

The academic work on documentary film and video studies is expansive yet

diffused among several academic disciplines. What is missing from the scholarship is a

conception of the documentary process and theory that investigates the phenomenon as

an interactive rhetorical and public process as opposed to primarily a static analysis of

history, description of the production process, and/or an investigation of the cinematic

language.
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The most coherent work in documentary studies is published in the form of books.

There are three types of books in documentary studies: 1) the interview book, 2) the

books that provide a theoretical contribution to the study of documentary and 3) books of

documentary history. Given that documentary studies is not necessarily a clear and

established domain of academic study, there are many publications that attempt to shed

light on the production process and its filmmakers (Goldsmith 2003; Levin 1971,

Rosenthal 1971; Stubbs 2002; Tobias 1998). This work is primarily archival work on the

documentary process. The insights are interesting and important yet exclusive of

understanding the dynamic process on a theoretical and social level.

Alternatively, there are groups of theorists who have attempted to build the

foundation of documentary as a theoretical subject of investigation (Barsam 1992; Corner

1996; Guynn 1990; Leach and Sloniowski 2003; Nichols 1991; Nichols 2001; Ponech

1999; Renov 1993; Rosenthal 1998; Vaughan 1999; Waldman and Walker 1999; Warren

1996; Waugh 1984). Fields like anthropology, library science, history and sociology have

attempted to grapple with the phenomenon of documentary film and video with a given

subject field (Godmilow and Shapiro 1997, Jarvie 1983, Rabinowitz 1993). Many of

these works attempt to build conceptual frameworks for the definitions and domain of the

documentary process. Most recently, theoretical contributions attempt to integrate critical

cultural work influenced by post-structuralist such as Lacan with documentary theory

(Bruzzi 2000; Grant and Sloniowski 1998; Nichols 1994; Winston 1995). This body of
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work produced a scatter plot of methodological approaches as well as theoretical and

practical understanding of documentary film and video.

Finally, the most exhaustive studies of documentary film and video are those

works that attempt to tell the history of documentary film with similar yet different

cognitive maps (Aitken 1998, Barnouw 1993, Ellis 1989, Jacobs 1979). These works

provide the necessary history to documentary film and video. They shed only an obscure

light on the rhetorical strategies of documentary film/video and their effectiveness. There

is also a body of work that attempts to focus on documentary film and video during

specific time periods. Consequently, most of the work on historical time periods

investigates expansive documentary filmmaking during the 1930s, during the first wave

of activist documentary production (Alexander 1981, Hardy 1971). There are some

important works beginning to explore the implication of the second wave of activist

documentary (Boyle 1997, Rosenthal 1980, Halleck 2002). However, there has been a

very small amount of theoretical work done on the contemporary explosion of

documentary film and video in the third wave of activist documentary.

In order to move towards a better understanding of documentary film/video and

social change, documentary studies must further explore the question of film pragmatics.

More specifically, it must focus on how the documentary genre has the potential to

perform social tasks (Plantinga 1997). The best intellectual home for understanding this

phenomenon of documentary film/video and social change is rhetorical studies.
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THE RHETORIC OF DOCUMENTARY FILM AND VIDEO

Documentary film and video “can perform many of the actions for which

language is used—warning, asserting, identifying, informing, ridiculing, critiquing, ect”

(Plantinga 1). The documentary film/video genre marries three distinct speech acts:

image, sound and word. There have been several works in rhetorical theory that attempt

to carve out a theoretical approach to documentary film studies. They range from

investigating the various forms and properties of the documentary text (Gronbeck) to

close textual readings of particular films (Medhurst and Benson, Benson). In his article,

“Ideological Anxiety and The Censored Text: Real Lives—At The Edge of the Union,”

Trevor Perry-Giles begins to craft the theoretical space in rhetorical theory for

documentary film and video to function as public address by connecting the text to larger

political discourse within the social context. However, the case study is primarily an

exploration of documentary censorship as opposed to documentary as a social force.

The most interesting facet of documentary at the turn of the 21st century is non-

fiction film and video pragmatics. To study non-fiction film and video as a pragmatic art

is to investigate the rhetorical process of documentary and how it performs various social

tasks. However, there is a paucity of research that attempts to understand documentary

film history as an instrumental rhetorical text, which means conceptualizing documentary

film and video as a force of social change. Methodologically this would require a better

understanding of the speaker (filmmaker), text (documentary), and audience dynamic of

activist documentary film and video. By studying this rhetorical relationship, scholars
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may come closer to understanding the civic, social and political functions of documentary

film and video. The following section will explore the relationship between cultural texts

and social change in rhetorical theory.

Rhetoric and Ideology of Documentary Film and Video

A number of scholars have argued that popular culture is a significant site of

struggle for resistance against hegemonic norms in the public sphere. To better

understand the theoretical debates that contextualize—historically and theoretically—the

process of social change, the following section will review the relevant literature in

cultural studies and rhetorical theory.

Early work in Cultural Studies in the 1970s focused on reading cultural texts

oppositionally against the state, using the construct of hegemony to understand the

process of social change. However, feminist scholarship in the 1980s—mostly influenced

by the post-structuralist intellectual movement—began to theorize that the political

moment of cultural texts function primarily by affirming “other” ways of being.

Theorizing that the text functions as a political moment of identity construction displaces

the politics of hegemony from the agitational political struggle for the redistribution of

economic resources to the discursive struggle over meaning. The post-structuralist

movement in the academy precipitated the theoretical focus on discursive relationships to

understand the process of social change:
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Postmodernism suggests that the limits of modernism have been reached, at least

in the West, and that the pursuit of unshakable foundations for analytic truth is

fruitless.  In addition, it appears to many that the promise of modernity to achieve

the emancipation of humanity from poverty and prejudice is no longer feasible,

and that politics of revolution, forms of knowledge, and subjective experiences

have less liberating potential than once was thought. (Brown 23)

Despite the critical strides gained by social movements throughout United States history,

post-structuralist theoretical developments had abandoned instrumental political agency

as a viable strategy for social change. Instead, social change is conceptualized as

discursive. The political moment of agency, as Melucci suggests, is to shape it, give form

to it and change it. This theoretical approach to social change has consequences. Not

everyone is privileged with the same power and authority to give shape and form to

communication. A theory of social change should assume that rhetoric could also

perform social tasks. Rhetoric can do more that constitute, it can also be instrumental.

However, many current critical approaches to communication deny the force of

instrumental and political agency (Greene). The following sections will review the

literature in rhetorical studies that conceptualizes communication as an instrumental and

constitutive project. Rather than a inclusive reading of all scholarship in this area, this

chapter will describe the work in rhetorical studies that has the most bearing on

understanding of the scholarly trends that characterize the process of social change.
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A Troubled Conception of Agency

An inevitable implication of the alleged erosion of political agency in late

industrial capitalism is that theorists began hailing cultural texts as “the” moment of

political resistance while isolating political agency to text production (if you have

resources) and text consumption (if you don’t). According to popular cultural theorist

John Fiske, cultural texts provide “pleasure in the process of making meanings” (1987:

239). Here, resistance is the act of consuming critical cultural texts as opposed to

instrumental political resistance in the public sphere. As a result, the instrumental goals

of social change—objectives that seek to redistribute resources to the exploited and

oppressed through agitational politics—only vaguely concerned critical and cultural

theorists of the last two decades.

The theoretical trends that characterize agency as a discursive enterprise and an

act of performative invention have also influenced the study of rhetoric. In his article

“Constitutive Rhetoric: The Case of the Peuple Quebecois,” Maurice Charland argued

that there has been a significant bias towards conceptualizing rhetoric as persuasion as

opposed to a constitutive conception of rhetoric influenced by a particular reading of

Kenneth Burke’s notion of identification. Therefore, Charland set up a dichotomy

between theorizing the rhetorical process as persuasion (instrumental goals) or

identification (constitutive goals). Charland’s position on constitutive rhetoric places

social change squarely in the arena of discourse. For Charland, rhetorical theory as

persuasion doesn’t account for “social identity, religious faith, sexuality, ideology
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[which] is beyond the realm of rational or even free choice, beyond the realm of

persuasion” (211). He insists that rhetoric as persuasion for instrumental ends neglects

the constitutive aspects of communication that precede persuasion, such as the

negotiation of identity. Therefore, Charland argues that scholars should look for and

appeal to an audience through their individual identity.

The major contribution of Charland’s work is in the reformulation of the

ontological assumptions of the subject in rhetorical theory. He argues that history and

discourse form the ground of subjectivity and retheorizes agency through identity

resulting in the focus on the consumption of discourse. Characterizing constitutive

rhetoric as embracing a form of agency Charland argues:

Constitutive rhetorics, as they identify, have power because they are oriented

towards action. As Althusser and McGee both stress, ideology is material,

existing not in the realm of ideas, but in that of material practices. Ideology is

material because subjects enact their ideology and reconstitute their material

world in its image. Constitutive rhetorics are ideological not merely because they

provide individuals with narratives to inhabit as subjects and motives to

experience, but because they insert “narratized” subjects-as-agents into the world.

(223)

Much like the debate over the politics of the text in the process of social change that

ensued in Cultural Studies, constitutive rhetoric maintains that agency comes from

consuming discourse that changes important cultural codes and influence over individual
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behavior. Grounding persuasion in individual identity is not the most effective manner to

understand the process of social change. Social change requires collective thinking, even

when it is at odds with identity. This reformulation of the subject not only erases a

conception of agency as a collective struggle against hegemonic blocs—while locating

the emancipatory moment in identity—but also constrains subjects by theorizing their

inability to escape the structures of discourse with rationality.

A Troubled Conception of Hegemony

Locating the struggle for hegemony within the domain of individual identity has

significant implications for how scholars analyze, theorize and prescribe social change.

The post-structuralist influence on the academy, which re-theorizes the politics of social

change, is important to Celeste Condit's theoretical development of hegemony. Condit's

conceptualization shifts the traditional commitments of hegemony to a focus on political

consensus, a term she names concordance. According to Condit, power relations are no

longer uni-directional, therefore, ruling ideologies must incorporate a broad range of

interests that leads to "active assent from allies and passive from others" (Concordance

209).

As a result, Condit's work repositions Gramsci's theory of hegemony to

accommodate a “new and complex historical condition” where material inequality is no

longer a significant factor in the process of social change. She argues, "culture, language

and identity are as significant and as real as economies" (Rejoinder 1999). Much like

Charland, Cultural Studies scholars and those developing theories around new social
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movements, Condit foregrounds individual identity and other discursive strategies as the

primary location of social change but also miscalculate how rhetorical theorists should

methodologically assess the process of hegemony in political struggles.

Condit’s critique of hegemony is centered on how discursive formations are

negotiated in the public arena. Condit argues, methodologically, the residue of

concordance is evident in the text. Therefore, hegemony or the negotiation of

concordance can be evaluated by identifying the different categories of discourse in texts

and recontextualizing them (Concordance 212). An assumption of concordance is that

"text[s] usually tell us what parties are involved, and what they have at stake" (221).

Condit’s theory of concordance is part of a larger body of literature that emphasizes

political struggle as primarily a discursive encounter in theory, method and practice.

 A limitation of Condit's theory is that the methodological approach and theoretical

assumptions to understanding hegemony are highly uncritical of the negotiation of power

relations in the public sphere.  Tallying the themes of discourse to ensure multi-vocality

does not paint a complete picture of political negotiation nor does it deal with economic

conditions that constrain choice. Although Condit's approach to political struggle

identifies the types of poly-vocal discourse present in a text, she does not take into

account the conditions of hegemony are also beyond and outside the body of the text.

Perhaps no other critic has challenged the primarily discursive approach to the study of

power and social change more than Dana Cloud.
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In her article "The Materiality of Discourse:  A Challenge to Critical Rhetoric,"

Cloud makes a poignant statement about a growing number of scholars who have

embraced rhetoric as a tool of social justice.  She challenges "the idea that discourse itself

is influential in or even constitutive of social and material reality" (Cloud Materiality

141).  The post-structuralist influence on the rhetorical domain has resulted in two

versions of what Cloud calls "the materiality of discourse hypothesis":  1) that discourse

should be considered material because it affects material interests in the world and 2) that

discourse not only affects material reality but is reality. Cloud concludes that perspectives

which adopt idealist or relativist assumptions about rhetoric overestimate the power

discourse has to rectify material inequality and oppression:

The project of the critique of ideology, modernist as it may be, is the only critical

stance that suggests discourse may justify oppression and exploitation, but texts

do not themselves constitute the oppression.  In other words, when one assumes

either that historical agency lies with text (idealism) or that textuality is all there is

(relativism), one risks leaving behind the project of critique. (Materiality 157)

Cloud argues that we must not over estimate the influence discourse has to control, create

and rectify the struggles for power in the public sphere. Therefore, the post-structuralist

influence on scholarship, represented in the New Social Movements literature, cultural

studies and rhetorical theory account for two flaws in theory building:  1) it emphasizes

symbolic change at the expense of material change; and 2) it tends to consider social

change absent any economic and class influence.
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Building a theory of social change that minimizes, and sometimes altogether

ignores important economic structures in the public sphere, risks masking the exploitation

of marginalized communities by placing agency at their discursive fingertips. This

masking of domination in the name of liberation is particularly conceivable when

theorists conflate the power of economic and cultural injustice. A tendency that Nancy

Fraser warns theorists to avoid is serious consideration is given to the practical process of

social justice. One may find cultural liberation but that moment does not necessarily

rectify or erase economic exploitation, especially while the structures of production are a

significant constraint in the contemporary public sphere. Condit's misguided assumptions

give rise to a tainted construction of political negotiation that is not critical of hegemony,

oppression and/or exploitation.

TOWARD A MULTI-LEVEL ANALYSIS OF DOCUMENTARY

A materialist approach to text would acknowledge the reality of a society divided

by class and how that social formation is essential to the process of social change.

Although Gramsci may have been vague about the various facets of hegemony, he was

clear about the role of material interests in the process of social change. Economic

interests have significant consequences for the process of social change and mediating the

struggle for hegemony in the public sphere:  "[M]aterial inequality is on the rise in most

of the world's countries—in the United States and in China, in Sweden and in India, in

Russia and in Brazil.  It is also increasing globally, most dramatically across the line that

divides North from South" (Fraser, 11).  Although there may be a perception of economic
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stability and security in the United States, however, ones position in relation to

production is a significant economic concern for most Americans:

In the richest societies in the world, including the United States, the working class

still experiences oppression.  Oppression takes many forms:  regressive taxation

policies; inferior schools; substandard or inaccessible medical care; prevailing

ideologies that teach workers that they are less intelligent or less capable then the

better-educated middle and upper classes; even the sitting of toxic waste dumps,

never installed anywhere but in working class areas [. . .] [O] ppression is

endemic to capitalism (Smith 40).

Therefore, theorists invested in the process of social change must consider important and

systematic economic interests when developing theories about the rhetorical process.

Scholars who develop theories of rhetoric that address social change must apply their

theoretical conceptions of rhetoric with the historical success of instrumental struggle.

Recent trends in how social movements do business should not be hailed as

moving in the most effective direction. Nancy Fraser argues that instead of fighting

oppression through systematic critique and instrumental change, agitators for social

change now gravitate towards mobilizing around recognition concerns:

The "struggle for recognition" is fast becoming the paradigmatic form of political

conflict in the late 20th century.  Demands for "recognition of difference" fuel

struggles of groups mobilized under the banner of nationality, ethnicity, "race,"
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gender, and sexuality.  In these, "post socialist" conflicts; group identity supplants

class interests as the chief medium of political mobilization.  Cultural domination

supplants exploitation as the fundamental injustice.  And cultural recognition

displaces socio-economic redistribution as the remedy for injustices and the goal

of political struggle. (11)

As a result, recent scholarship in rhetorical theory, cultural studies and social movements

studies have advocated a description of social change that shifted from political agitation

for the purpose of material redistribution into recognition of cultural texts as sites of

resistance and self-actualization. However, Fraser reminds theorists to identify two types

of injustice:  1) socio-economic which is a result of the political economic structure, and

2) cultural or symbolic injustice that is rooted in social patterns of representation,

interpretation and communication (14). A critical approach to the rhetoric of social

change would focus on what strategies, historically and pragmatically, have lead to

liberating shifts in the social construction of society. Given that social change is much

more complicated than discursive struggles for recognition and the consumption of

rhetorical texts as a site of resistance, how do counter-hegemonic texts function in the

public sphere? It’s not that identity and discursive political struggles are meaningless.

Individual identity is an important aspect of social life that should not be

discounted, identity as a concept is not inherently problematic. However, how identity is

characterized in the process of social change should be approached carefully, in order to

be cautious about not replacing it with other important aspects of the social change
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process. In rhetorical theory, identity has become a location of social change with little

nuance. What is missing from the discussion is a notion of collective identity. For the

purpose of this dissertation, collective identity is defined as the discursive locations that

citizens can orient themselves around in the process of social change. More specifically,

collective identity is an “individual’s cognitive, moral, and emotional connection with a

broader community, category, practice, or institution. It is a perception of a shared status

or relations, which may be imagined rather than experienced directly, and it is distinct

from personal identities, although it may form part of a personal identity” (Polletta and

Jasper 285). This approach to identity and social change may be more effective in

understanding social movement actions without collapsing into an individualistic

endeavor. As argued by Francesca Polletta and James Jasper in their article, “Collective

Identity and Social Movements,” there is a strategic advantage to understanding identity

as a collective construction in the process of social change:

Collective identity has been a way to get at the cultural effects of social

movements. Dominant models of collective action have been better at measuring

movement outcomes such as policy reform or expanded political representation

than at gauging impacts outside the formal political sphere. But movements also

transform cultural representations, social norms—how groups see themselves and

are seen by others. Changes in collective identity capture movement impacts

beyond institutional reform” (284).
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This approach to understanding identity in social movements studies is more effective

and less problematic in terms of the process of social change.

The process of constructing collective identity is a rhetorical one. Activist

documentary film and video, in particular, has the potential to create a discursive

collective identity through identification with the text. As Kenneth Burke suggests, when

entities are united through common ideas they share a substance of humanness, that is,

they are consubstantial in their shared values (19-31). The process of identification is

how collective identity finds its substance. But, how do cultural and material struggles

create social change in the public sphere through cultural texts such as documentary film

and video?

In their book The Rhetoric of Agitation and Control, Bowers, Ochs and Jensen

identify four strategies of social movement agitators: 1) petition is a discourse that

approaches the establishment and proposes change occur, 2) promulgation which

includes all of the tactics designed to win social support for the agitators’ position, 3)

solidification is rhetoric primarily used to unite followers, and 4) polarization which

involves tactics designed to move individuals into agitational ranks by forcing a

conscious choice between agitation and control (20-36).

Within the activist video movements, consciousness raising through

representational video texts functions to promulgate, to solidify and that’s pretty much it.

However, for some activists and theorists, consciousness-raising is an essential strategy

of social change:



93

[T]he process is transformative as well as perceptive, since thought and thing are

inextricable and reciprocally constitutive…just as the state as coercion and the

state as legitimating ideology are indistinguishable, and for the same reasons. The

pursuit of consciousness becomes a form of political practice. (MacKinnon  84)

The important project of consciousness raising must be situated in the larger instrumental

process of social change. The commitment to an activist documentary community in the

70s, as a form of consciousness raising, was not connected to any specific social

movement or political issue. Therefore, it only marginally aided the process of social

change. Documentaries do not petition; people and organizations do. In addition,

polarization requires that social movements must be committed to specific issues in order

to force conscious political choices. The abandonment of an instrumental political

program means that there was no collective organization to advocate for the social

change punctuated in a given documentary. Without that instrumental body, how can a

movement sustain the stage of petition, grow and create social change? These questions

evoke themes from the scholarship developing in the area of public sphere theory,

especially in regard to the development of new media technology such as the Internet,

evolution of inexpensive digital video technology, and a new form of civic participation.

UNDERSTANDING DEMOCRATIC PUBLICS AND DOCUMENTARY

The study of the public sphere is a critical component of understanding

democratic order and civic participation. Public sphere theory can be drawn upon as a

means of theorizing the complex mediation between documentary film and video,
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ideology and the broader social domain. Although there is a considerable academic

debate over the theoretical boundaries and functions of the public sphere, the

developments in understanding counter-publics is the most applicable to the project of

social change. While some scholars have defined counter-publics as primarily

constitutive entities evoked by the act of being addressed (Warner 56-63), I will argue

that counter-publics are stratified societies that emerge in response to exclusion.

Members of a subordinate social group strive to circulate vernacular discourse in order to

gain support for identities, interests and needs (Fraser 122-124). These counter-public

communities are also known in theoretical literature as social movements. Asen and

Brouwer note that the most recent work suggests that the public sphere should be thought

of as a “multiplicity of dialectically related public spheres rather than a single

encompassing arena of discourse” (6). Hence, the historically contextualized study of

social movements has the potential to ground public sphere theory and add to the rich

conceptual history. The foundation of public sphere theory can be traced back to the

works of Jurgen Habermas.

Habermas and Social Change

In his book, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Jurgen

Habermas argues that there has been a shift from a culture debating to a culture-

consuming public. Reading the development of the literary public sphere through letters,

Habermas concludes, “The public sphere in the world of letters was replaced by the
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pseudo-public or sham-private world of culture consumption” (160). This process began

with the fragmentation of the private sphere into two arenas.

According to Habermas, when the conception of property-ownership was

naturalized, a separation occurred within the private realm. One area of the private realm

was concerned with “affairs that private people pursued individually each in the interests

of the reproduction of his own life (160).” While one area of the private realm was

concerned with tasks and activities that keep life moving, the other area of the private

sphere involved the “interaction that united private people into a public (160).” Habermas

then compares the consumption of pleasure and desire through the media is akin to the

area of the private sphere that is consumed with the interests that aid in the reproduction

of ones own life.

The consumption of mass media, in his estimation, facilitates the absence of

literary and political debate and paves the way for more or less noncommittal group

activities that result in informal sociability with no specific institutional power. Because

these leisure activities require no further discussion and lack the interconnectedness of

institutional affiliation, no public is formed around such group activities (163). For

Habermas, participation in the public sphere demands that private people become active

in engaging in rational-critical discourse.

In his book, “Publics and Counter-Publics,” Michael Warner argues that the idea

of a “public” is a cultural form, a kind of fiction. Commenting on Habermas’ conception

of the public sphere, Warner argues,
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[T]he public-sphere environment Habermas describes can be seen as the context

of modern social movements, including identity politics. Social movements take

shape in civil society, often with an agenda of demands vis-à-vis the state. They

seek to change policy by appealing to public opinion. They arise from contexts of

critical discussion, many of them print-mediated. The question for debate, then, is

to what extent the environment for critical social movements is becoming more

undemocratic, ‘refeudalized,” or colonized by changing relations among the state,

mass media, and the market. (50)

This project will ground the theories of publics and counter-publics in the historical

context of activist documentary. Embracing Warner’s observation and given the changing

relations among the state, mass media and the market, what are the potential political

moments of social change with activist documentary film and video?

With technological advancements such as television and the Internet, viewers

have the potential to connect and engage in critical rational debate and community

building around problems communicated rhetorically in documentary film and video.

One could read this new historical moment as a time in which publics are becoming

“constituted through mere attention” (Warner 87-89). The fragmentation expressed by

Habermas concerning the consumption of mass media is unfounded in a world that is no

longer divided by geography, but instead is connected in cyberspace. The lack of

institutional power to create instrumental change is alleviated by the ability of counter-

publics to appropriate the tools of public relations to generate support outside the
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conception of the state, such as media publicity and financial support to sustain the social

change process. However, given the tendency for discursive solutions to mask material

problems, theories of social change must be critical about what actions and levels of

participation have the potential to create systematic social change.

MEDIA PUBLICS AND SOCIAL CHANGE

Warner offers a conception of publics and counter-publics for a new

contemporary historical epoch. Unlike the traditional understanding of social movements

politics as instrumental, action-oriented entities, Warner proposes that publics are not

instrumental but a constitutive grouping: “To address a public or to think of oneself as

belonging to a public is to be a certain kind of person, to inhabit a certain kind of world,

to have at one’s disposal certain media and genres, to be motivated by a certain normative

horizon, and to speak within a certain language ideology” (10). Warner’s position lowers

the entrance requirements for what counts as participating in a public from private

persons exercising rational-critical discourse into simply becoming a participant in a

public by sheer attention or identity (87-89). This reformulation has liberating and

constraining implications for social change.

Given the complex interplay between documentary film/video viewership and the

potential connections between audience members on the Internet and through the

consumption of related mass media, distribution plays an interesting role in the

contemporary process of social change. Although the market for documentary film and

video fluctuates and can be influenced by competing corporate interests, when assessing
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the complexities of activist documentary film and video, the expanse of distribution is a

significant concern. What good is a rhetorical argument against social injustice

(documentary film and video) if the viewership (audience) is small and insular (festival

circuit audience or a sparsely used parallel broadcast network)? Inherent of the

assumption of activist documentary film and video is that social critique must reach an

audience. To engage the process of social change, activist documentary film and video

must play out in a larger public sphere (Palczewski 166). Warner’s idea that publics are

partially constructed through circulation of text helps explain how documentary film and

video could achieve a civic function. However, circulation of text is only one part of the

process of social change that involves several other stages, including collective

organization and instrumental action.

Warner’s inclination to lower the entrance requirements for participation in a

public to the act of sheer attention is not without foundation. For the need to command

attention speaks to one of the essential stages of social change, promulgation. At some

point, social movement publics must engage in rhetorical strategies that gain the

“attention” of potential supporters outside the movement. However, this does not

necessarily equate to participation, nor should it. The history of social movements is a

story of the living—breathing bodies that are moving, acting, debating, petitioning,

protesting and creating in the public sphere. The history of social change is not a history

of passive viewership, nor should the potential for human agency be characterized in that

manner. By lowering the entrance requirements for what counts as participation in a
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public, Warner problemtizes the necessary dialectic between public and counter-public.

In the broader communicative process of social change, sheer attention cannot count as

adequate civic participation in a counter-public sphere, if instrumental social change is a

priority. But more specifically, Warner seems to deny publics the agency to create

collective opinion and to act instrumentally:  "There is no moment at which the

conversation stops and a decision ensues, outside of elections, and those are given by

legal frameworks, not publics" (97). Counter-publics need to be recognized as sites to

develop critical rational opposition in practice and in theory (Felski 1989; Fraser 1992).

This project will use the study of social movements and documentary film and video to

ground public sphere theory and Warner’s contribution.

Publics and Community

In her article “The Ideal of Community and the Politics of Difference,” Iris Young

argues that the ideal of community privileges “unity over difference, immediacy over

meditation, [and] sympathy over recognition of the limits of one’s understanding of

others point of view”(300) may be problematic for social change. She begins her essay

with the circumstances that compel her to reconcile the problems with community and

social justice in the public sphere. She recognizes that many feminists like herself look

for mutual affirmation and identity in feminist groups but find that the commitment to

community often results in political ineffectiveness: “Radical theorists and activists often

appeal to an ideal of community as an alternative to the oppression and exploitation that

they argue, characterizes capitalist patriarchal society. Such appeals often do not
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explicitly articulate the meaning of the concept of community but rather tend to evoke an

affective value” (301-302). The notions of community may evoke affect but can they

combat the problematic distribution of resources that cause social injustice?

In his article, “Social Justice: A Communitarian Perspective,” Selznick argues

that social injustices have the potential to be reconciled with a political theory that

upholds the values of community. However, Selznick only qualifies the terms of

liberalism (equality, mutuality, opportunity) for the end goal of community. As Young

and others have argued, a communitarian ethic has the tendency to homogenize and deny

difference in the name of community. This appeal to community may become politically

disabling to a counter-public embracing a communitarian ethos because critical rational

dialogue and discussions of difference—the means of solidifying and building a truly

inclusive community—is traded for safety, security, and the good of a closed community.

The focus on building community, without incorporating instrumental objectives for

social change, has the potential to take well-intentioned political energy of counter-

publics and funnel it into building a culture of community activist and not political

agents.

The objectives of community are important but not paramount. Community

objectives should function in a way to create the environment for self-determining

political agents to act in the world, not a collective whose ends only produce affect,

notions of belonging and/or lifestyle directives. In addition to focusing significant energy

on community building, it is possible that notions of community may produce an insular
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counter-public that is communicatively unresponsive to the interests of those who reside

outside, in the broader public sphere. Therefore, notions of collective identity should be

addressed as a means to invoke instrumental political action. As Fraser argues, “After all,

to interact discursively as a member of public, sub-altern or otherwise, is to aspire to

disseminate one’s discourse to ever widening arenas” (124).

The selected documentary works will be used to answer the proposed research

questions by a rigorous analysis of film grammar, context and news media frames. This

project is a multi-method approach that includes interviews with filmmakers, analysis of

the movie text, and interviews with members in activist community organizations, and

analysis of historical materials.

METHOD

Where does the propositional content or communicative meaning of documentary

film and video come from? How is rhetorical meaning created through cinematic

language? The propositional content of documentary text is not nestled in a particular

arena, such as the image. Rather, a documentary text is the product of three complex

speech acts; moving image, sonic information and spoken word. These speech acts work

in conjunction with one another and perform many of the same actions for which

language is used. This project will explore how documentary film and video create

meaning through the grammar of the moving image, the persuasiveness of the sonic track

and the argument of the discursive text. Each of these complex speech acts operates in
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concert with one another to perform deliberative, epideictic and forensic functions in the

public sphere with documentary film and video texts.

Alone, each of these speech acts—image, sound and word—is communicatively

effective in distinct ways. For example,

[C] onceptual argument could be communicated more efficiently, if perhaps less

powerfully, through words. And words could make explicit the connections and

conclusions that remain implicit in the sequence; film images alone may imply or

suggest propositions, but cannot assert them with the directness of verbal

language. Film without words can communicate conceptual information, but

cannot match the efficiency, intricacy, directness, nuance, and complexity of

argument that words allow (Plantinga 73).

Therefore, not only does meaning construction with image, sound and word need to be

accounted for but also how these properties work in conjunction with one another to

create rhetorical force within a documentary film and video text.

Many scholars have attempted to explain the rhetorical properties of meaning

supplied by still photography (Finnegan 2001; Lucaites and Hariman 2003; Lucaites and

Hariman 2001). Composition, framing, the disbursement of light, focus, and angle have

all been properties identified as creating meaning within the photographic frame. The

work on still images most certainly applies to the context of documentary film and video.

However, documentary texts utilize still as well as moving photographs to create

rhetorical impact. The moving photographs provide a unique set of choices for the
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rhetoric (filmmaker) and distinct opportunities for meaning creation with moving images

through concepts such as axis of action, cut-in image movements, eyeline match images,

rhythm, following shots and graphic matches between scenes. For scholars concerned

about the rhetorical dimensions of documentary, “the real value of moving photographs

may be their capacity to provide information unavailable by any other means, and with a

force unique to photography. Whereas the context of the image directs the spectator

toward preferred meaning (via diverse discursive strategies), the image often exceeds

that, providing details that are extraneous to the text’s purpose” (Plantinga 75).  Hence,

the photograph, moving or still, can provide plentiful detail that exceeds the potential of

language to explain the complex minutia and detail of a given frame with such sensory

proficiency. This project will utilize the concepts of still and moving photography to

unpack the function and meaning of the image in documentary film and video.

Another powerful component of documentary filmmaking is soundtrack and sonic

information. Sound in documentaries can be characterized across two dimensions.

Diegetic sounds are the elements recorded in the world of the film, such as voices, the

ambient sound in rooms or birds singing near a park bench. Nondiegetic sounds are the

elements that do not originate from the film world and are added to the soundtrack during

the editing process. Examples of nondiegetic sound are musical accompaniment, voice-

over narration and sound effects. Holistically, there are three kinds of sound found in

documentary text—spoken word, sound effects and music—all three can be diegetic or

nondiegetic (Plantinga 76). The physical qualities of sound can also be assessed in terms
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of pitch, loudness and duration (78). The important element, however, is that sound is

deployed within the textual system of the documentary for rhetorical purposes (79).

It is important to interrogate the deployment of cinematic language such as the

moving image and sonic information. However, these elements are only one part of the

rhetorical project of documentary filmmaking. As Carl Plantinga has argued, “There is no

single ideological function or effect of photography and sound recording in the nonfiction

film/video; both can be superficial or informative, veridical or misleading, depending on

their specific use and context. Theory cannot predict in advance, independent of historical

context, the ideological effects of the images” (81). Therefore, the presence of spoken

word in a documentary text functions to clarify, explain, direct and advocate for a

preferred reading of image and sound evidence.

In the early 1930s, film technology acquired sound. This resulted in the marriage

of voice over narration and moving image into a new genre of filmmaking called

“documentary.” In the 1960s, the cinéma verité movement had influenced documentary

filmmakers to foreground the spoken word of the film’s human subjects. For the first

time, film subjects were the primary authors of the documentary’s discursive

contribution. However, the spoken word in documentary films is one of the most

understudied components of this genre. Given that documentary film and video studies

was born and continues to evolve in the film departments of academic universities, the

role of the spoken word has taken a back seat to the analysis of image and sound. The

study of documentary word text is a critical component of film and video’s rhetorical
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force. Hence, rhetorical theory, such as argumentation theory and critical rhetoric,

provides much-needed understanding of the function of spoken word in documentary

film and video.

The rhetorical construction of images, words and sonic information to construct a

preferred reading of the text can also be identified as a media frame. These frames

function to interpret, present, select, emphasize, exclude and organize visual and verbal

discourse. As Todd Gitlin suggests, “[W]e frame reality in order to negotiate it, manage

it, comprehend it, and to choose appropriate repertories of cognition and action” (6-7).

Although media frames are primarily utilized to explain the rhetorical devices of

mainstream news media, this concept can also be applied to the rhetorical construction of

activist documentary film and video.

Meaning is created through the complex interplay of speech acts in a documentary

text. However, the framing of images and the employment of sounds are all creative

norms that do not guarantee universal meaning for the filmmaker or the audience in some

abstract or sterile way. The meaning of documentary film and video grammar is always

changing and dependent on its placement within the text. Not to mention that recording

and editing techniques that help construct the rhetorical dimensions of documentary film

and videos are subject to changes in developing technology. Although image, sound and

spoken word are the building blocks of rhetorical meaning, documentary film and video

also has the potential to become instrumental in the public sphere as a text: “At a global

level, film discourse does not passively represent a reality from which it is totally
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separate. As discourse, it not only itself becomes an element of the actual world, but it

has the potential to transform that reality in certain cases, as a part of the cultural

discourses which carry on the process of transformation” (Plantinga 45). Therefore, it is

important to couple the grammar of image, sound and spoken word with the pragmatic

functions of activist documentary film and video in the public sphere.

Documentary film and video as a rhetorical force of social change is not a new

concept but one that is rarely interrogated by theorists. The critical approach to

documentary film studies is to link the close analysis of text to broader questions of

social and cultural change. It must situate documentary film and video in relation to a

theorization of social processes as they affect the status of marginalized people. The

connections between documentary film/video and social change cannot be satisfactory

established by means of a subjectivist reading of an individual text, no matter how

complicated or sophisticated. My methodological/theoretical framework can be defined

as ideological criticism. I am part of a group of critical scholars who have embraced

Michael McGee’s charge to understand the intersection between rhetorical theory and

social theory. Like the Marxist rhetorician Dana Cloud, I believe  “[T] he materialist

project [. . .] is a critical perspective that emphasizes that role discourses about race and

gender play in larger contexts of social and economic power [. . .] the materialism I am

advocating here is insistent upon the need for extra-discursive standards for critical

judgment, optimistic about collective human agency, but also critical and cognizant of

constraints posed for such agency in class society.  This approach is rooted in the
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classical Marxist tradition, which distinguishes between material reality and discursive

reality, positing a dialectical relationship between them” (Cloud "Null Persona" 179-

180). As a result, my approach to this work is to posit the meaning created by the framing

of the documentary text against material reality. This material reality includes analysis of

1) historical materials, 2) interviews with filmmakers, activist and public officials and

finally, 3) assessment of the distribution pattern of the documentary text.

The political value of activist documentary film and video can only be determined

by its social function in a particular context. In order to ground oppositional politics, a

notion of ideology that recognizes the duality of structure is necessary:

[S] tructures are both constituted by human agency and yet at the same time are

the very medium of this constitution. In other words, the relationship between

structure and agency is dynamic, not static; human beings do not simply

reproduce existing structures in the process of action and communication, but in

turn modify those structures even as they are shaped by them. Structure is both

medium and outcome of the reproduction of practices; structural determinants

both influence and are themselves influenced by social action and interaction.

(Felski 56)

A dialectical approach means thinking about documentary film and video as a force of

social change. Activist documentary film and video as a text “can be understood as both a

product of existing social conditions and a form of critical opposition to them” (Felski 1)
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and this dialectic can be useful in understanding the function of documentary in the

process of social change

In line with Terry Eagleton, I believe that hegemony is most successful when

some part of it rings true to our experience living in the world. Given the commitment to

advocacy and social justice inherent in the development of the documentary genre, this

project will not only unpack how meaning is constructed in the film and video but also

attempt to identify for what ends. In his book, Ideology and Modern Culture John B.

Thompson proposes several symbolic strategies of hegemony or ways in which meaning

serves to establish relations of dominance. He distinguishes five modes in which ideology

can operate: legitimation, dissimulation, unification, fragmentation and reification (60).

Using the grammar of meaning constructed with image and sound, coupled with a

rhetorical analysis of the film and video text, this project will use the concept of

hegemony to explore how counter-publics use documentary film and video as a means of

social change.

Understanding the rhetorical frames of activist media is not the whole story.

Activist documentary has a significant history of oppositional forces that attempt to

discipline the function and potential of radical ideas in the public sphere. To this end,

several chapters in this dissertation will also address dominant mainstream news frames

that constrain the potential of activist documentary. As Todd Gitlin suggests, “[T]hose

who rule the dominant institutions secure their power in large measure directly and

indirectly, by impressing their definitions of the situation upon those they rule and, if not
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usurping the whole ideological space, still significantly limiting what is thought

throughout society” (10).

Like Antonio Gramsci, I believe economic interests have significant

consequences for the process of social change, rhetoric and the struggle for hegemony in

the public sphere. According to Gramsci, "[C]ompromise cannot touch the essential; for

though hegemony is ethical-political, it must also be economic, must necessarily be based

on the decisive function exercised by the leading group in the decisive nucleus of

economic activity" (161). Therefore, like Nancy Fraser’s analysis in Justice Interruptus,

social change should be conceptualized and evaluated on several levels, without

excluding cultural recognition and economic redistribution as critical components of

social change. Therefore, this project will infuse the conceptual tool of rhetoric with the

objectives of documentary film and video pragmatics to better understand the social,

civic, and political functions of documentary film and video.

Simply put, few prior works in communication studies have yet to explore the

intersection of documentary film and video, rhetoric and social change. This topic fills a

niche because it is the first attempt to understand the relationship between documentary

film/video and social change as a rhetorical process, that is, the investigation of the

speaker (filmmaker), audience, text (documentary) relationship. Few works have begun

to understand how cultural texts like documentary film function in the process of social

change from a rhetorical perspective. I will fill this gap with the proposed research

questions, by interrogating the theories of social change in rhetorical theory, intergrading
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the documentary studies literature, and contributing to the prevailing theoretical trends in

rhetorical studies.

In each of the following chapters, I will explore how activist documentary film

and video is used as a form of public argument. The genre has the potential to function as

a kind of public address, using the tools of editing, framing and selection as a form of

argument. The goal of this method is to identify how the principals of production such as

spoken word, image and sound are constructed in cinematic language to address a public.

In addition, this method will also seek to understand how activist documentary functions

in public through a circulation of discourse.

The strengths of this methodological/theoretical framework are pragmatic as well

as theoretical. This dissertation seeks to generate some specific knowledge about how

practitioners of film and video can better create social change. In addition, this work

intends to hold the process of social change accountable to economic redistribution and

cultural recognition in the study of rhetoric. Finally and most importantly, this work will

enrich the rhetorical tradition with the study of documentary film and video. Because the

complex marriage of speech acts (image, sound, text) in documentary, rhetorical studies

has much to gain from the rich form of the text and the audience it addresses.
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CHAPTER FOUR: Documenting Movements: The Case of Paradise

Lost

In 1996, Kathy Bakken, Grove Pashley, Lisa Francher and Burk Salus were

among the millions of people who watched the premier of the HBO documentary

Paradise Lost. The movie chronicled a legal case in which three teenage boys were

convicted of murdering three adolescent boys in West Memphis, Arkansas. In cinéma

verité-style cinematic language, the documentary suggests that the state of Arkansas

wrongly convicted three teenage boys primarily on the grounds of being outsiders in a

deeply religious community. Although the broadcast of the documentary was not

unusual, what evolved from the public consumption of the film was out of the ordinary.

Kathy Bakken and Burk Sauls watched the documentary in Los Angeles and

began researching the facts of the case, taking courses in forensics science and legal

discourse as well as sharing their ideas with each other and in public on the internet.

Suddenly, a groundswell of interest about the documentary and the legal case it

highlighted generated a significant public. Not only did the documentary generate an

online community, but it also produced an instrumental social movement. The

organization agitated against the legal institution in Arkansas, in the form of public

protest. They communicated with the media about the case to offer counter-narratives and

worked to legally sustain the appeals process financially.
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The two HBO documentaries, Paradise Lost: The Child Murders at Robin Hood

Hill and Paradise Lost Revelation provide an excellent case for analysis. The first film,

Paradise Lost: The Child Murders at Robin Hood Hill, documents the trial of the three

young men, while the second film is a self-reflective narrative about the impact of the

first documentary politically, socially and legally. The “Free the West Memphis Three”

social movement is a group committed to exonerating the three young men who were

convicted. The movement focuses on providing cultural recognition for the case and

material redistribution of necessary resources for the West Memphis Three, including the

costs associated with an appeal. In addition to the documentaries, it is necessary to

analyze the public discourse circulating about the films including internet websites,

listserves discussions and email interviews with members in the “Free West Memphis

Three” social movement community due their role in the process of social change.

In this chapter, I will argue that the films Paradise Lost (1996) and Paradise Lost

Revelations (2000) became a nexus around which activists organized as viewer-citizens

in defense of the convicted teenagers known as the West Memphis Three. The

documentary texts disrupt dominant mainstream news frames that sensationalize the case

as a satanic ritual murder. The documentary both exposes strategies of ideological

hegemony and simultaneously uses these strategies to build identification with an

audience sympathetic to the injustice of social alienation and scapegoating.

At first glance, the documentaries may not seem like the activist kind. The

approach of the documentaries is a predictable cinéma verité method, mostly committed
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to non-intervention. The aesthetic is developed for mass appeal and scored with popular

music. Taking the documentaries at face value, the activist properties may not be readily

apparent. In his article “Out of the Theaters and Into the Streets: A Coalition Model of

the Political Impact of Documentary Film and Video,” David Whiteman suggests that

critics of documentary must create “a more elaborate model for understanding the impact

of activist documentary film and video. By incorporating the effects of the context of

viewing, the interpersonal discussions of the film, and the associated media coverage,

they point the way for an assessment of impact that moves beyond a focus on the

individual citizen” (54). Appropriating Whiteman’s collective model of documentary film

and social change, this study is primarily concerned with discourse beyond the text, its

connection to a social movement to sustain alternative spheres of public discourse and a

full range of political impacts on groups ranging from activist organizations to decision

makers (54).

This chapter is a case study in the potential of contemporary activist documentary

film and video to be a medium of instrumental social change. In particular, this chapter

outlines how activist documentary might prompt the growth of a social movement

organization, which takes up the process of social change. The Internet has revolutionized

the potential for grassroots, face-to-face social agitation to evolve from activist

documentary. In his article, “The Internet and Dreams of Democratic Renewal,” Langdon

Winner muses on the potential of the internet for civil participation: “Equally important

for many Internet enthusiasts is the possibility that ordinary people will become
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producers, not merely consumers, of widely disseminated electronic information.

Because anyone can write messages, create web pages, start newsletters, initiate contacts,

and organize online interests groups, the possibilities of expressive, deliberative citizens

seem bright (173). This case study challenges the idea that mass media are only sites of

consumption and spectatorship, and suggests that under the correct conditions to a multi-

dimensional model of communication production can be created through activist

documentary.

In agreement with John Thompson’s conception of ideology critique, this chapter

seeks to understand the “‘social cement’ which succeeds in stabilizing societies by

binding their members together and providing them with collectively shared values and

norms” (8). As opposed to studying dominant hegemonic values, this study will explore

how social movements are sometimes born from shared conditions and the social cement

of values that bind members together through the documentary text. This chapter will

explore how dominant ideological beliefs are disrupted by activist documentary and able

to gain acceptance among an activist counter-public. As Antonio Gramsci suggests,

understanding how cultural processes lead to activity or instrumentality is an important

aspect of social change (417). To show how the Paradise Lost documentaries create a

collective identity through a circulation of discourse, this chapter will analyze the

documentary texts, interviews with activists, and an Internet website designed to

coordinate agitation on behalf of the issues forgrounded in the films. This methodological
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approach includes understanding the process of legitimation, dissimulation, unification,

fragmentation and reification (Thompson 60).

The documentaries are significant, theoretically and socially. First, the films

punctuate how a collective viewer-citizen identity fostered by an activist documentary

possibly fulfills the potential civic hope of journalism. The cinéma verité approach to

documentary film, in particular, most closely resembles codes of objectivity present in

news journalism. An established cinéma verité documentary practitioner Chris Hegedus

remarks, “Whether our ‘cinéma verité’ filmmaking approach is related to what journalists

do, I’m not sure. But what we share with every reporter is the desire to pursue and tell

real stories. And how our films portray these stories seems quite similar to how narrative

journalists convey theirs.” By supplementing the eroding civic function of the media,

activist documentary has the potential to meaningfully prompt citizens to engage in civic

participation in a way that the news media have failed.

In terms of social significance, the Paradise Lost documentaries are a case study

in the much theorized and new form of democratic practice facilitated by the Internet. It

is not news that social movement organizations use the Internet to facilitate political and

social participation (Berman and Mulligan 77-93; Norris 59-77). However, the success of

the movement to create instrumental social change is dependent on sharing a collective

identity by “transforming mere aggregates of people sharing the same condition into a

social network, and thus into a more easily mobilizable group” (Diani 391). Paradise Lost

is a case study in the potential of an activist documentary to create that shared identity.
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These types of publics, who are comprised of “sympathizers of movement organizations

who act mostly on a professional basis and behalf of a cause with a vast resonance among

the public opinion—whose radical, if not ‘revolutionary’ potential is in other words

relatively modest” (397) are the most successful utilizers of social movement

communicators on the internet. This case study tests this confluence of circumstances as

the appropriate conditions under which activist documentary may function as

instrumental public address. This chapter will explore the content of the documentaries,

how the films inspired deliberating agents through multiple media formats and how this

form of instrumental activist documentary functions in the process of social change.

PARADISE LOST AND PARADISE LOST REVELATIONS

Although there are only a handful of slots for documentaries a year, HBO is a

visible and viable outlet for the public mass consumption of documentary film and video

in the contemporary public sphere. Paradise Lost and Paradise Lost Revelations

premiered on HBO in 1996 and 2000 as part of the cable channel’s special series of

social-issue documentaries. Paradise Lost was both a critical and commercial success for

HBO, which warranted the release of the sequel, Paradise Lost Revelations.

The first documentary chronicles the trial of three teenage boys accused of killing

three adolescent boys in West Memphis, Arkansas. With access to the living rooms of

grieving families, private strategy meetings with lawyers and the unfolding public trial,

Paradise Lost provides a fly on the wall portrait of the judicial institutions of Arkansas

and this country in general. The films also include rich archival news research. The
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filmmakers edit together local news broadcasts to make an argument for how the three

accused teenage boys were unfairly characterized and framed in the media. The

filmmakers organized the presentation of the news coverage around its characterization

of Damien, Jason and Jesse as Satan worshipers.

The local news footage functions through an ideological frame of dissimulation.

Thompson explains dissimulation as a strategy of ideological domination where

hegemony is maintained through concealing, obscuring or deflecting (62). The trope of

“Satan worshiper” is used repeatedly in the local news coverage and emotionally deflects

the discussion away from the guilt or innocence of the accused based on legal evidence

and facts. This rhetorical strategy of the documentary calls attention to the religious

assumptions of the local community while projecting the veneer of objectivity by

providing a sample of the news coverage. The documentary exposes the act of

dissimulation present in the legal trial and in the social structures of the local community.

 Paradise Lost Revelations is a documentary addendum to the first film. Given the

success and popularity of Paradise Lost, the second film provides the audience with an

update of the legal case and introduces new characters, specifically, participants in the

activist and social movement that has evolved from the screening of the first film. The

filmmakers document the instances of social protest outside the courthouse during the

appeals process and introduces the internet website where audience members can become

more involved in the political agitation associated with insuring a fair trial for the three

men in jail. Not only does the audience receive a re-cap of the first film and what has
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transpired since, but the audience is also exposed to powerful interviews with the three,

now older young men, sitting in jail. The bulk of the film, however, chronicles the legal

trial by orally tracking various lines of argument presented in the case.

The two documentaries work together to provide a long-term portrait of a

questionable legal case and its long-term consequences for not only the accused, but also

the families involved and the credibility of the legal apparatus in the country. In this

instance, the documentary usurps the ground of legal legitimation on behalf of the three

young men accused of the crime. The ideological strategy of legitimation attempts to

make a person, group or institution worthy of support (61). The film accomplishes this

task by appealing to the rules of law as criteria to judge the guilt or innocence of the

young men while simultaneously humanizing them. Within the two films, the filmmakers

choose to use segments of interviews where the people closely involved in the case

meditate on the specifics of the situation, including the accused. The attempt to humanize

the West Memphis Three rather than adopting the “Satan worshiping” frame complicates

larger notions of social justice in the trial. The film levels damaging criticism at the legal

system in this country, revealing it as partial enactments of the biases and judgments of

those who run it. It calls attention to how the most vulnerable of us, the poor, will suffer

the most severe of those consequences.

The structure of Paradise Lost is organized like a court hearing. Sequences are

edited to track legal arguments in a coherent narrative with the help of textual placement

cards. These strategies are the primary function of ligitimation used by the documentary
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to gain support for the West Memphis Three. The discourse of the documentary uses a

rational technique by appealing to logic, evidence and the rules of law. All of these

rhetorical strategies place the audience in the position to penetrate the case from multiple

perspectives; as a grieving parent, as a legal expert, as a juror, and as a citizen. The film

continues to challenge the audience to investigate with the filmmakers by showing

meetings and discussions not available to the jury.  This includes courtroom security

meetings, family meetings with the prosecuting attorney, and private meetings with

defense experts. Documenting these spaces situates the audience in a perceptually more

advantageous position to judge the logical inconsistencies of the case.

The films are not technically innovative or methodologically creative. They

follow a very traditional form of documentary production, employing a number of

cinéma verité techniques such as perceptually letting the story unfold in the presence of

the audience and letting the characters speak for themselves with minimal interventions

by the filmmakers. Although the filmmakers are using several ideological strategies to

gain support for the West Memphis Three, the codes of documentary objectivity are

maintained through most of Paradise Lost. As the films unfold, the veneer of objectivity

perpetuated by the cinéma verité approach breaks down in several places. For example,

towards the end of the first film, the filmmakers Joe Berlinger and Bruce Sinofsky are

dragged into the sphere of the actual court trial when one of the victim’s fathers gives the

filmmakers a hunting knife as a gift during the production process. The knife is admitted

into evidence because blood matching the victim and his step-father are found in the
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crevices of the blade. At this point in the documentary, the filmmakers introduce

themselves as actors in the social environment by revealing themselves as rhetors in the

filmmaking process, while at the same time hinting at the existence of another suspect.

 Paradise Lost and Paradise Lost Revelations function to organize a local political

struggle, the fair trial of the West Memphis Three, to a national audience. But more

importantly, documentaries positioned viewers as citizens within the film itself. The

filmmakers provide the audience with a preferred reading of the text that demands

political intervention. Characterizing the accused as victims themselves of a biased and

emotive judicial process, audiences are left speculating about the lack of fair

representation and social justice for those accused, young children themselves. Not only

does the film ask the audience to meditate on the evidence of the trial for themselves; it

also provides an object around which forms a political space for activism.

TRANSFORMING THE PUBLIC SPACE THROUGH DOCUMENTARY

In his work on the public sphere, Jurgen Habermas is quite suspicious of the

relationship between the mass media and civic action. Under the common denominator of

human interests, Habermas argues that “mixtum compositum” emerges. In other words,

aesthetically pleasing mass media texts are created to communicate pleasant and

convenient entertainment. Profit motive encourages the substitution of reality for a more

palatable representation. Therefore, the consumption of media texts only give rise to an

impersonal indulgence for stimulating relaxation rather than the public use of reason

(Habermas 170). According to Habermas, cultural texts broadcast by the mass media, like
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documentary film and video, are more likely to illicit relaxation and indulgence, not civil

action and social change.

However, looking at the documentary films Paradise Lost: The Child Murders at

Robin Hood Hills and it’s sequel Paradise Lost Revelations, the exact opposite occurred.

As depicted in the second film, a group of viewers in Los Angeles began meeting on a

regular basis to deliberate about the facts of the case after they watched Paradise Lost:

The Child Murders at Robin Hood Hill. They researched the case, shared information,

and gathered on a regular basis to engage in what Habermas calls public communication

in the private sphere. As one movie reviewer notes, “No documentary released in 1996

challenges an audience the way this one does. The questions it proposes are profound,

and there are no answers. Paradise Lost is one of the very few films that completely

absorb the attention [of the audience]. Watching Berlinger and Sinofsky’s movie is like

witnessing an execution: it’s horrifying, gut-wrenching, and impossible to turn away

from” (Berardinelli). The documentary acted as catalyst for social change by creating the

environment for a public—concerned with miscarriages of justice—to identify with what

seemed like innocent teenagers convicted of murder.

The first ten minutes of Paradise Lost makes the strongest case of the guilt of the

West Memphis Three. The documentary opens with the most gruesome and shocking

images of the film, the actual crime scene footage. The decomposing bodies of three

adolescent boys are found on the shore of a shallow creek. The subtitle reads: Police

Crime Scene Video, May 6, 1993. Through the viewfinder of the police camera, the
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audience is placed in the subject position of the investigator by taking in the images that

will later be up for dispute in the murder trial. After the first ten minutes there is a

slippage. At this point, the filmmakers begin to trouble the case and those victimized by

it. The first eight minutes of the film encourages an intense emotive arc. A horrendous

crime has been committed and with image, sound, and word the initial stages of parental

grief are frozen next to three teenage boys—accused of Satan worship--dressed in black.

Creating Deliberating Agents

Both documentaries characterized Damien, Jason, and Jessie as outsiders of a

devout Christian rural community. The first eight minutes of the film develops

identification with the family of the three murdered boys, Stevie, Michael and Christoper.

The rawest moments of grief are recorded in intimate interviews with the victim’s parents

and edited together, leading up to a final interview with Stevie Branch’s mother. This

interview marks a shift in the tone of the film. Instead of a private interview, the camera

records a local news media crew interviewing Pam Hobbs. The documentary camera

catches a grieving mother experiencing a moment of excitement about being on

television. When the camera goes live, she begins to talk about her loss, performing a

complicated subject position that suggests a distinction between lived experience and

media spectacle.

The audience is left suspecting that an alternative story exists beneath what may

be projected media caricatures of the families involved. From this point on, the film

bridges identification with the boys charged with the crime, exposing the satanic
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worshiping mythos projected in the media and public discourse about the case. The

audience is asked to identify with three misunderstood teenagers who wear black, listen

to the rock band Metallica, and reside in the unfortunate social outskirts of rural life in

deeply religious West Memphis, Arkansas.

The markers of being an outsider in the town such as wearing black clothing,

listening to the rock band Metallica, and having alternative religious beliefs strikes a cord

of identification with the documentary audience. The media and the surrounding

community engaged in the act of displacement, connecting the young men with a satanic

ritual story in order to create a negative valence. The documentary exposes this hasty

connection and it becomes a point of identification with the audience. In the second film,

several activists explain their connection to the film in terms of personally experiencing

the consequences of being labeled an outsider within a conservative religious community.

Others found the quick attribution of guilt based on music and clothing choice appalling.

In his book, Ideology and Modern Culture, John Thompson identifies several strategies

used to maintain relations of domination in the public sphere. One of those strategies of

hegemony is differentiation, making distinctions and divisions to maintain domination.

Paradise Lost depicts the social consequences differentiation by establishing that three

teenage boys who wear black are outside the established norms of the community. It is

communicated most persuasively through the biased reporting of the local news

broadcasts that focus on how the teenagers were divided from the rest of the community

by their rumored participation in the occult. The documentaries also use interviews of the



124

three accused teenagers in prison, talking about their experiences of being labeled

outsiders in a deeply religious community. In an orange prison jumpsuit, Jason Baldwin,

who is of small stature, soft spoken and shy explains to the interviewer and the camera

that he did not harm the three adolescent boys he is accused of murdering. The visual

images show a young man, who seems physically incapable of perpetrating crimes, as

they exist in the crime scene video footage shown at thee opening of the documentary.

Here, the film begins to expose the political practice of differentiation within a small

community and presents the perspective of those who experience the negative

consequences. In this instance, identification with the audience results after exposing

political and social marginalization.

In the beginning, Paradise Lost asks the audience to analyze the community of

West Memphis from the outside, looking in. Within the first five minutes of the film the

documentary borrows a convention of fiction film, scoring with popular music. Aerial

shots of the local West Memphis community are juxtaposed with the music of the rock

band Metallica. This strategy provides the audience with the primary tension of the film.

The music stands in for the accused teenage boys as visual images provide the audience

with a bird’s eye view of the rural West Memphis town. The visual images position the

audience outside the community and looking in while playing the music of a rock band

also accused by religious groups of having a connection to the occult.

Paradise Lost provides a stark counter-narrative to local news reports and legal

discourse circulating about the case at the time of the trial. The films depicted the now
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famous media blitz by documenting the making of the media during the trial. The

audience gets the opportunity to see the staging of the media storm, from reporters

practicing their news reports to bearing witness to the moments before a grieving mother

is interviewed on television. This rhetorical strategy encourages a critical reading of the

mainstream media and its product a characture of reality. The film also sequences

together local news reports that reveal a negative bias towards the accused young men on

the basis of their connection to Satan worship.

In the films’ absence, counter-narratives silenced in the official court hearings or

by the corporate media would not have ever proliferated in a significant way. Kelly Lynn,

a resident of the town across the river from West Memphis recounts her reaction to the

case after watching the local media: “You have to understand that I encountered the now

infamous media blitz that affected the case first hand, so I totally believed they were

guilty.!Every night on the news they claimed they had more and more evidence.!What

else are you supposed to believe?” After viewing the documentary, Lynn encountered a

very different story, “I sat down to watch the documentary b/c Memphis would be on

television.!That’s it.!I wanted to see why these freaks had really done it.!I was not at all

expecting what I got.” Paradise Lost created a public space for social change by

transferring discourse from the private to the public sphere through rhetorical strategies

of documentary film. The documentaries depict the consequences and fragmentation of

political hegemony in the public sphere. The alienation is not only felt by the teenage

boys but also by their families. The process of differentiation is communicated, for
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example, by juxtaposing the images of the small town with the soundtrack, where the

music stands in for the accused teenagers. The audience is asked to meditate on what the

filmmakers establish as the critical aspects of the case as opposed to the ideas circulated

by the local news media. Are the three teenage boys ravenous Satan worshiping

murderers or three naive but innocent young men?   Paradise Lost calls together a public

by placing the documentary audience in the subject position of juror, implicitly

demanding judgment and action.

Paradise Lost opens with the actual crime scene footage. The audience begins to

bear witness to the space and place of the crime, including the mutilated bodies of three

young boys. Visual cues become an important part of this strategy. By opening with the

crime scene footage, the film immediately asks the audience to take in the visual details

of the case. In the trial, there is a significant dispute about the case facts and the

prosecution scenario of the crime. The legal dispute evolves from the crime scene footage

and the audience is encouraged to visually hunt for clues throughout the documentary.

This preferred reading of the text provided by the filmmakers allows the audience a direct

connection to the evidence as opposed to reading the evidence through the legal process

of the trial in the form of testimonies and the arrangement of legal briefs.

Throughout, the film is peppered with scenes reminiscent of documentary style

court TV footage. The audience is invited to evaluate the evidence from the subject

position of a jury member by virtue of recorded access to key evidence in the trial. The

film neatly edits together lines of argument from the perspective of the defense.
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Therefore, there is a clear picture of the logical wholes in the prosecutions case. The

audience is further invested by bearing witness to “behind the scene” footage such as a

closed meeting to negotiate security in the courtroom, private defense meetings with

experts, and the making of the mainstream media about the case. These editorial choices

by the documentarians give audience members information denied to the actual jury and

facilitate an “above the clouds” perspective of the legal case. This framing has the

potential to empower a viewing audience to resolve legal inconsistencies in a deliberating

public sphere outside the documentary viewing experience.

The film not only avoided a more pleasant and palatable entertainment platform

but also transformed passive consumers of communication into deliberating agents. As

depicted in the second film, one activist noted:

I think I saw Paradise Lost the night it premiered on HBO in August of ’96. And

it just made me so mad that a modern day witch trial was being allowed to occur

in America. It’s not just the fact that they were making mistakes and getting the

wrong people it looked like but the fact that people seemed to be reaching their

decisions, even the jury, because of things like emotion and prejudice and hysteria

and their anger. They weren’t using their reason or common sense or really even

applying the law. I just think that is the wrong way for things to happen in

America. And I couldn’t forget about it. I just anger and so I finally decided to

look into the case. I wrote Damien and read all I could about it and finally just
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kind of stumbled upon other people on the Internet who felt like I did about it.

(Revelations)

The exposure of dissimulation and differentiation strikes a familiar cord with the

audience. A clear picture of the prosecution’s case does not receive serious consideration

in the construction of the documentary. How the judicial system is potentially flawed and

the inherent biases in the police investigation are made explicitly clear. Therefore,

audience members who are sympathetic to or share the assumptions that institutions of

justice are not blind find the film’s structure compelling. Political marginalization and

alienation become the basis of identification for the audience.

These new political agents inspired by the film collectively turned their public

communication in the private sphere into political communication in the public sphere by

sharing their evidence of the case on a public website. Further, the movement gathered

support internationally with a postcard petition, and formed an instrumental organization

called “Free the West Memphis Three.” Burk Sauls, an early member of the group

explained how the grumblings of dissent became public the second film:

I got on this crusade to find every scrap of information I could [about the case].

And got all the documents we could get our hands on and it became an obsessive

type of…like a collectors type-thing. We were each, we would get another tiny

scrap of information and we’d add it to the archive on the web. We decided to

make it public too, we wanted it to not just be in our own filing cabinets but we

said, ‘let’s give this to everybody.’”



129

Named one of the best 100 sites of 2001 by Yahoo Internet Life, www.wm3.org is a

combination legal library and social activist website. It is organized to provide accurate

legal analysis of the case, to raise money for legal expenses, to connect people to local

WM3 supporters, and provide news updates. The Internet is an interactive medium that is

quickly becoming an essential companion to the function of activist media in the public

sphere. The website functions as a site of ideological unification. That is, the collective

identity is constructed by the standardization of knowledge about the case (Thompson

64). Particular legal topics highlighted by the documentary are utilized as standard

framework for discussion and exchange. Much like newspapers and magazines in the

early 1900s, the growth of radio, television and now the Internet is transforming social

relations, understandings and behaviors in previously unimaginable ways (Triece 242).

Multiple Media Use Format

The question of documentary film and social change is further enriched with the

development of the Internet. Given the increased role emerging technologies are playing

in the activist context, it is important to understand the Internet has an impact on counter-

public formation and public sphere activism (Palczewski 161). However, there is

considerable debate as to whether the Internet can be a site for political action (Davis). In

practice, the “impersonal indulgence” and “relaxation” resulting from the consumption of

mass media proves questionable when documentary film works in conjunction with other

media, especially an interactive medium such as the Internet. As articulated by David

Anderson in his study on the cautious optimism of Internet communication:
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Television has properties of being electronic, being capable of reaching a mass

audience, being a one-way form of information and communications technology,

and not leading to more politically engaged citizens. But the Internet does not

actually have the same first three properties; instead, it has the three properties of

being electronic, being capable of reaching a mass audience, and being a two-way

form of information and communication technology. The third property of the

Internet is different from the third property of television: television is a one-way

information and communication technology. (23)

Hence, cross-media use has the potential to change the primarily one-way, consumption

oriented communication model of the media.

Kristen Richardson, a mother of six and a member of a West Memphis Three

listserve, expands upon how the film and the Internet site work together,

The website is incredible!!! I remember when I first saw it, thinking that there are

so many other people out there (some who are like me and some who could not

possibly be any more different than me) who are just as disgusted with the

outcome of the trials as I am.! Without the website, I'm not sure that I would have

done anything more than feel bad about what has happened to them.i

In the case of Paradise Lost and Paradise Lost Revelations, the films functioned as a point

of departure for discussion and advocacy by connecting geographically disparate citizens

through a single cause. The second documentary film, Paradise Lost Revelations, actually

discusses and shows how www.wm3.org was created after the first film, allowing the
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audience a place to find more information about the case while providing opportunities to

connect with others and plan for activism.

Instrumental Action

The website contents include a significant legal library of documents and

evidence pertaining to the case. There are copies of case synopsis, court dockets, trial

transcripts, court rulings, legal briefs, polygraph analysis (including pictures of the testing

rooms), autopsy reports and an evidence inventory file with scanned images of the

evidence. The website also includes a host of resources that would help those who are not

legally trained to access all of the documents and evidence displayed on the website. For

example, there is a link to an Internet crime library as well as information on classes one

can take in the field of forensic science. These objects become the shared knowledge of

the social movement. This information is of great help to recruit members to the Free the

West Memphis Three social movement. On her experience with the website, Joan

Fenstermaker remarked, “The website definitely helped me understand the case more.!

With all of the resources available (which continually grow), I was able to research the

case thoroughly.! I'm not required to rely on someone else's version of the facts; I'm able

to view the evidence (including the trial transcripts) which actually was used to convict

Jason Baldwin, Jessie Misskelley and Damien Echols.”!The film succeeded at prompting

viewers to resolve the logical inconsistencies in the trial that were forgrounded

throughout the documentaries.
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The website also provides a host of opportunities to bring cultural recognition to

the case and economic resources to the appeals process. One section of the website is

dedicated to “how to help.” Under this section, there is an extensive writing campaign.

Supporters are encouraged to write the Governor of Arkansas, the Appeals Court Judges,

and the media. All contact information for letter writing is included with a sample letter

and pointers on how to write an effective correspondence. The social movement creates a

support community online that allows concerned citizens to participate in creating social

pressure on the legal and media institutions involved in the case. The website also offers

instructions on how to best apply social pressure, providing important information on

how to communicate about the case publicly. In addition, there is a petition postcard

campaign that is discussed in the second film. Instead of a traditional petition, supporters

are asked to send a postcard from where they live and the mail is added to a long and

growing banner. Supporters are encouraged to help provide recognition for the case by

attaching a pre-made West Memphis Three banner link to their personal homepage, to

download and distribute pre-made fliers and to support the music and films influenced by

the case. Not only bringing media and political recognition to the case, the movement

also raises economic resources.

The three convicted young men come from poor families and like almost

everyone, they do not have the economic resources to sustain the legal fees associated

with the appeals process. The West Memphis Three website asks supporters to give to a

legal defense fund, a college fund and a commissionary fund to help the West Memphis
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Three with resources while in prison. The movement has also been responsible for

bringing high profile experts, such as Barry Sheck, to the case. Often, these experts

volunteer their time but money is needed to investigate new scenarios or to run expensive

tests. Recently, an anonymous donor just provided new legal council for Jesse Misskelly

and Jason Baldwin. As of 2003, a pop-up window appears when entering www.wm3.org.

The pop-up window is a letter from Damien Echols asking for economic resources to

help his appeal. He writes, “We are currently facing the daunting task of reinvestigating

scenarios that took place almost ten years ago. Work must be thorough, and the nature of

the cases will require investigative work of highly qualified professionals. The possibility

of more advanced DNA testing exists - however, this testing is extremely expensive and

we are once again calling upon you for help.”

The website also provides contact information for a significant social network of

supporters, international and domestic. There is a list of supporters and their contact

information listed by state. Communities of citizens are likely to be found discussing

strategy, the case or the next step for the movement in one of online discussion boards

and listserves. Active public deliberation about the case, discussion about instrumental

actions and news updates are discussed in these forums. On the www.wm3.org website

there is contact information for local activist organizations in over 30 states, some with

multiple organizations in a single state. These local organizations meet face to face and

engage in instrumental actions in addition to bringing awareness to the case.  
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The second film, Paradise Lost Revelations, chronicled the demonstrations that

took place during the court hearing to decide whether the West Memphis Three would

receive an appeal. In the documentary text, one man explains:

A typical scenario people go through when they first join the [internet] list is “I

watched Paradise Lost. I also wore black t-shirts. I was an alienated teenager.”

And I think that might be the initial attraction that brings people in. But what I

think is really important and that brings people together to the point where you

will travel across country to come to Jonesborough, Arkansas on your week of

vacation, are more important issues such as justice…such as a corrupt,

incompetent police force and justice system working in a vacuum here in

Arkansas when no one is watching. That is why I am here. I don’t want them to

think they can operate in the dark. (Revelations)

During this time, Internet supporters from around the country traveled to West Memphis,

Arkansas to show their support in daily demonstrations outside the courthouse. Here, the

concepts of identity and constitution are functioning in concert with one another.

Collective identity is an important aspect of persuasion, drawing citizens in and investing

them in the discourse. However, collective identity may invest subjects in a particular

discourse, but enough to prompt instrumental action with a media text? In this case, the

rational construction of legal inconsistencies and the violation of commonly shared

values prompt instrumental action. Also, the characterization of the unchecked legal

system prompts the audience to take action against that institution.
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It is also the film’s ability to build a collective identity—in this case with a group

of citizens sympathetic with miscarriages of justice—in a manner that foregrounds

critical-rationale debate that propels social change. One activist involved in the “Free the

West Memphis Three,” a social movement that developed after the screening of the first

film remarked,

After watching the first film, I was really undecided about whether I thought the

three were actually guilty.  Again, as soon as I saw PL2 on DVD, I bought it. At

that time, I had Internet access and went to wm3.org right afterwards. I began to

read as many documents as I could find.  It seemed obvious to me that the films

had left out something important that would explain why two separate juries

decided the way they did.  After a year and a half of searching and reading every

document I come across, I continue to sift through information, and all it does is

raise more questions.  Had I never seen the films, I never would have begun the

ongoing attempt to make sense of this case and the verdicts that were reached.

(Poulsen)

The audience reaction to the film was not propelled by some primordial desires or blind

drives but the inconsistencies of logic and rationality in a homicide trial.

Those audience members experiencing alienation of some sort, such as cultural or

religious alienation, watched the first film Paradise Lost and walked away with an

urgency to do something in the public sphere. Other audience members, people needing

to direct their frustration at a corrupt legal system and thought they had been alone or
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isolated, found communion with the documentaries and the online community. The film

forces the audience to intervene between two positions and make a judgment on behalf of

the death of three young children and the questionable conviction of three young men.

ACTIVIST DOCUMENTARY FILM AND SOCIAL CHANGE

There is much left to be studied about the relationship of activist cultural texts and

social change. In the case of Paradise Lost and Paradise Lost Revelations the place of

political agitation was located outside the production process and an instrumental

political body was formed. This is a radical departure from previous periods of activist

documentary where collectives formed around the production and democratization of

film resources. Instead, the “Free the West Memphis Three” social movement was

collectively joined by the acts of social injustice foregrounding in the documentaries.

Without an instrumental social movement, there is a question as to whether the project of

social change can be sustained through the distribution and consumption of popular

cultural texts like documentary film and video.

In the case of Paradise Lost and Paradise Lost Revelations, the films function as a

means of promulgation by using an aesthetic art to win social support through the rhetoric

of documentary film. The documentary also empowers the audience to become

deliberating agents during the film screening and after. By developing an interactive

website and discussion boards, the social movement was able to engage in strategies of

solidification through organizing petitions, building community through discussion, and

building a base knowledge of the case between movement members.
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In fact, the films actually prompted audience members to resolve the logical

inconsistencies that extended beyond the aestheticism of the films to piece together a

rational scenario that would explain why and how three young boys were murdered. In

the second film, Kathy Bakken explains her reaction after watching Paradise Lost,

After a while it became apparent that no one had actually looked at the evidence

and put together a scenario that made sense. So we started doing more research

about investigation, homicide and forensics. And we came across a website that

actually gave forensic and investigative classes, like criminal profiling and

homicide investigation, that kind of thing. So I thought it would help me in

understanding the case more if I took these classes. So I started taking the classes.

And in doing so I read all the articles that Brent Turvey had written. He’s the guy

who gives the classes through Knowledge Solutions and I liked his philosophy, it

made sense. It was about evidence, criminal profiling as it related to evidence. I

thought, maybe this is what we need, someone who could take this evidence and

tell us what happened. That’s all I wanted to know, guilty or innocent, I just

wanted to know. So, I called him up and started explaining the case and he just

said, “Stop, you know, get the lawyers, tell them to call me.” So I did and then the

rest is history. (Revelations)

Members of the social movement, prompted by the logical inconsistencies of a guilty

verdict, were prompted to further educate themselves about the technological language of

the law. The cinéma verité approach of the documentary led to an explanation of the case
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that required mediation and intervention. The commitment to opposing sides causes a

cognitive disruption that was unsettling in the minds of the audience. It did not, however,

immobilize the audience, but instead prompted them to action. The goal of piecing

together evidence and information from an unfair murder trial became a central task of

the “Free the West Memphis Three” social movement. The independent investigation of

the murders by the social movement, which involved bringing several experts like Turvey

on board for free, provided a wealth of information that continues to sustain the growth of

the movement. The documentary film content functioned as a debatable resolution that

binds a community over a common discussion. The films particularize a social injustice

and the social movement uses the case to indict a corrupt legal system. The audience is

asked to understand the legal system through the hegemonic process of differentiation.

However, the counter-public in essence, is bound together by the problematic addressed

in the documentaries.

The Internet website and discussion boards expand the potential for promulgation

by pointing viewers towards participating in a deliberating public. Once in cyber-space,

the viewer-citizens are invited to engage in further study, deliberation on discussion

boards or in political action. Political actions include strategies of petition (letter writing

to courts, media and politicians) and public acts of polarization (funding an advertisement

in the Arkansas Times that rhetorically separates acts of justice from what happened to

the West Memphis Three). However, is the movement successful in the process of social

change?
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In terms of economic redistribution of resources, the movement has been

successful at providing essential monetary and legal resources to the case. Around the

country, supporters organize music and film benefits to fund the West Memphis Three

legal fund. At the same time cultural recognition for the case continues to spread. The

HBO distribution of the documentaries created a significant viewership and activist

documentary filmmakers must consider the benefits of wide television or theatrical

distribution for the project of social change. High profile people from the entertainment

industry have publicly supported the movement such as musician Eddie Vedder, animator

Trey Parker, the band Slipknot and performer Henry Rollins. In a strange symbiotic

relationship, economic resources brought cultural recognition while visibility brought

resources.

CONCLUSION

In the activist documentary texts rhetorical strategies of ideology are used and

exposed to build identification with the audience. Unlike hegemonic discourse that may

use ideology to maintain relations of domination, counter-hegemonic

discourse—specifically in activist documentary—builds identification by exposing

relations of domination. The audience is exposed to the social control created by the

deflecting mechanism of the term “Satan worship” and the notion that the law is blind.

These arguments are particularly persuasive with audiences who are sympathetic to social

alienation and a biased legal system. By exposing ideology and simultaneously
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employing those strategies in the texts, the Paradise Lost documentaries construct a

powerful argument for the innocence of the West Memphis Three.

Documentary film has the potential to aid—and in moments create—instrumental

social change. Both documentaries construct themselves around the claim that evidence

and logic should foreground any fear established in a community where a homicide is

labeled a “satanic ritual.” Without the public discourse circulated by the two

documentaries, the flaws of the judicial system might have gone unchecked. Hence,

activist documentary film has the potential to penetrate spaces and places where

vernacular discourse is necessary for public deliberation about some of the most

important controversies of our time.

However, cultural texts cannot in themselves serve as all the stages of social

change. In the case of documentary film, the texts have the potential to contribute to the

process of solidification and promulgation. However, documentary film is only one

strategy used to solidify or promulgate a movement in the process of social change—a

process that involves many other stages. Without this instrumental social movement to do

the heavy lifting of social change, there is a question as to whether the process of social

change could be sustained. Therefore, scholars should pay close attention to activist

documentaries that facilitate cross media use. The political potential for these connections

are numerous and vary in affect.

It is not out of the ordinary to suggest that activist communities use the

documentary genre to bring concerned citizens to political struggle. However, the ability



141

for the genre to call together an instrumental social movement is a new phenomenon

made possible with the Internet. The case study of Paradise Lost marks an evolution in

the third wave of activist documentary. This is a radical departure from previous periods

of activist documentary where publics were formed around production and the access to

film resources. Here, the activist documentary is successful at prompting a public to

organize around the issues of social justice forgrounded in the film. This rhetorical move

on behalf of the filmmakers opens up the space for social change, by encouraging a

viewer-citizens identity with the documentary. Audience members identified with the

alienated young boys and understood the murders and convictions in West Memphis a

social injustice.
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CHAPTER FIVE: The Perils of Popularity: The Case of Michael Moore

“My film is a—silent plea to all of you in the news media to do your job. We need

you. You—we—you’re our defense against this. If—if we don’t have you, what

do we have?”

-Michael Moore in an interview with Today Show host Katie Couric

A mass-marketed and massively popular documentary film might not be able to

sway a national presidential election, not yet anyway. Held up as a watershed event in

politainment, Fahrenheit 9/11 was the test case to demonstrate whether a single media

event—a highly visible documentary—could have a significant and decisive influence on

a presidential election (Corliss, Philadelphia, Baker, Ressner, Rubiner, Dickerson,

Zagorin). Released in late June 2004, approximately four months before the November

election, Fahrenheit 9/11 evoked immense public controversy and achieved the

distinction of being the highest grossing documentary release to date (Siegel, Norris,

Masters).

In the months leading up to the election, news organizations speculated about the

potential of Fahrenheit 9/11 to rally apathetic voters and simultaneously help democratic

presidential candidate John Kerry ascend to the White House (Gilgoff and Tobin; Lauer;

Porton 3; Smiley; Wilshire 129-130; York). The documentary was a scathing attack on
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the Bush Administration. Specifically, it condemned the mainstream media, the corporate

war machine and the liaise faire government uncritical of the administration’s rally to

war.

In the end, Fahrenheit 9/11 proved to be enormously popular but failed in its aims.

The director, controversial filmmaker Michael Moore, was not shy about his intentions

for Fahrenheit 9/11. Publicly he had proclaimed that his hope for the film was to become

the first big-audience, election year film to unseat the President (Shenon 1). In November

2004, President Bush was re-elected by 3 million votes and Fahrenheit 9/11 failed to

successfully intervene in the results of a national election. However, does that render the

film unsuccessful in fostering civic participation, public deliberation and democratic

practices?

Moore uses the camera as an activist weapon of social change in method and

content. He challenges the ideological nature of the news and the self-serving structures

of government institutions in Fahrenheit 9/11 by contextualizing fragments of old news

coverage, into a cinematic op-ed. He is also skilled at using the camera as a tool of

agitation. In one scene, Moore descends on the capital steps with an Army recruiter,

asking senators and congress people to consider enlisting their family members for the

war on Iraq. With this strategy, Moore captures raw reactions of surprise that

communicate a thousand words about who pays the highest consequences of war—and

who does not. The result is an approach to activist documentary film and video in which
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the camera is conceptualized as a tool of social justice by holding those in power

accountable to their actions and hostage to the consequences of their deeds.

Fahrenheit 9/11 is a unique documentary release in terms of its goals. No other

documentary in US history has attempted to rally a nation around a particular political

position months before a presidential election. That the film would actually succeed in

prompting a nation to vote for one candidate over another is a high aim for a single media

event. However, the activist potential of Fahrenheit 9/11 can be found in the film’s ability

to circulate ideas, foster civic participation and public deliberation, not in the results of a

national election. The purpose of this chapter is to identify the potential and limits of

popular, mass-marketed and comodified activist documentary film and video.

Many media critics and scholars have identified the recent surge in politainment,

that is, the phenomenon of Americans receiving a great deal of political information from

popular entertainment, media personalities and the Internet (Persall 1E, Schicha 5-6,

Wilshire 132). In return, entertainment outlets such as movies, television and radio are

programming more political content: “Today people get their news and, just as important,

their attitudes from more rambunctious sources—the polarized polemicist on talk radio

and cable news channels, comedians and webmasters” (Corliss, Philadephia, Baker,

Ressner, Rubiner, Dickerson, Zagorin). What this politainment exchange is doing to

foster civic participation and social change is unclear. However, the larger concern for

activist documentary is the negotiation of using the mainstream media apparatus while

simultaneously critiquing it. Can an alternative, radical or activist politics exist within a
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highly commercialized and commodified media structure? An activist documentary

“going popular” may expose more people to counter-hegemonic messages but at what

cost? It has been suggested that once activist voices reach a certain level of exposure, the

messages inevitably serve the elite. The process may turn “dissent and rebellion into yet

another product to be marketed and sold for profit” and it neutralizes the “potentially

dangerous meaning (from the elite’s perspective) of the dissenting message” (Christensen

23). The best possible scenarios are that some radical messages are attacked for the lack

of credibility and/or that the news gatekeeping function allows some (not so threatening)

radical messages to circulate.

In this chapter, I will argue that the audience expectations of the traditional forms

of documentary—that is, the cinematic language packaged in the codes of

objectivity—contributed to a negative reception of the Fahrenheit 9/11 among those who

disagree with Moore. The audience expectations that documentaries should be objective

also allowed the news media to frame his work as untrustworthy. Not surprisingly,

Moore’s radical political critique with a call for reformist advocacy (voting) limited the

potential pressures a social movement outside the film screening could place on the

political and economic system. In combination with these circumstances, Fahrenheit 9/11

gained massive awareness and fostered a controversial public debate but failed to acquire

political leverage inside or outside the voting booth. Yet, Moore managed to create a

deliberating public culture with a mass audience as opposed to fomenting activism among

a particular group, a merit worthy of analysis.
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One of the most compelling aspects about the phenomenon of Fahrenheit 9/11 is

how the documentary fueled political discussion on virtually all of the major news media

outlets. As one international media scholar noted,

It is impossible to understate the emotions Michael Moore generates in many US

citizens. To some, he is the saviour of a dying American political left: a

progressive man with a rare combination of personality, political awareness,

marketing skills, artistic talent, bravery and populism. To others, however, Moore

symbolizes everything that is wrong with the United States: hatred of his own

country, disrespect for the President, advocacy of weak ‘liberal’ politics and the

embrace of anti-Christian values. (Christensen 22)

The public controversy over the film in the news media coverage reflects this political

tension. Moore’s message is received and circulated with a great deal of disdain and

praise surrounding the documentary content. As a means to discredit Moore, the news

media coverage routinely squabbles over the boundaries associated with what constitutes

a documentary as distinct from propaganda. Focused on defining what counts as

objectivity and truth, the news reporting about Fahrenheit 9/11 attempted to set norms

and boundaries about the function of the documentary genre in the public sphere. Moore

is policed through the norms of objectivity while he simultaneously plays into these

norms with his documentary framing. However, because oppositional ideas do not have

presumption in the public sphere, Moore’s framing is unable to pass as objective. The

news coverage about the controversy over Fahrenheit 9/11 reflects the limits and
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advantages of a popular activist documentary film and video to foster political discourse,

public argument and social change. Given these constraints, there are several questions

worth exploring.

How does popular activist documentary function as public argument? Can activist

documentary film and video cultivate deliberating public citizens? How are Michael

Moore’s ideas negotiated, managed and explained in the news media? This chapter will

analyze the radio and broadcast news coverage of Fahrenheit 9/11 from May-August

2004. I will read 67 broadcast news transcripts and interviews about and with Michael

Moore in order to identify language that disciplines and frames his work and persona. My

method follows Todd Gitlin’s discussion of media framing in which the critic identifies

“patterns of cognition, interpretation, and presentation, of selection, emphasis, and

exclusion, by which symbol-handlers routinely organize discourse, whether verbal or

visual” (7). This chapter will focus on the analysis of news sources about the controversy

surrounding Fahrenheit 9/11, not the film itself. To understand Fahrenheit 9/11 as a

rhetorical phenomenon of circulating texts, its important to asses how this controversial

film was taken up to justify a number of political positions about larger issues as a war,

economic and political corruption, electoral politics and the policing of the documentary

genre.

An analysis of news coverage of Fahrenheit 9/11 reveals that the contemporary

rhetorical situation of documentary film and video is one in which the genre has the

potential to function as a debatable resolution for some of the most pressing issues of our
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time. This emerging form of public engagement functions as a springboard for

deliberation in our workspaces, news media outlets and traditional political spheres. The

news coverage of Fahrenheit 9/11 reveals how mass-mediated and commercialized

activist documentary is received, circulated and disciplined in a public outside the

viewing audience. As many scholars have noted, “Basically, the ‘cultural war’ is being

fought, via institutions such as the media, over who has the right to define what is

‘acceptable’ or ‘normal’ behavior in US society” (Christensen 22). Before messages can

have effects on audiences they must be crafted, disseminated, and interpreted. As Todd

Gitlin suggests, the news media aims to influence, condition and reproduce the activity of

audiences by reaching into the symbolic organization of thought. Therefore, a critic must

attend to the symbolic content of media messages before the question of effects can be

posed (14). The success and failures of Fahrenheit 9/11, as characterized in the news

media, reflects the limits and potential of activist documentary to circulate and engage the

process of social change in the popular media environment.

While the case study in the previous chapter surrounding the Paradise Lost

documentaries is an example of the untapped potential of activist documentary, the

circumstances surrounding Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 are quite the opposite.

Fahrenheit 9/11 represents the limits of popular activist documentary to reach a mass

audience in the struggle for social change. In order to explore what role Fahrenheit 9/11

played in the process of social change, this chapter begins with a description of

Fahrenheit 9/11 and the political and social context of the documentary. Next, this
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chapter will explore how news frames disciplined Michael Moore in the news coverage

of Fahrenheit 9/11. Finally, the chapter will outline how the news coverage of Fahrenheit

9/11 crafted the boundaries of public culture and popular activist documentary film and

video.

MICHAEL MOORE AND FAHRENHEIT 9/11

Whether you believe he is “crude” (O’Donnell, Colgan, Myers and Scarborough),

“provocative “ (Simon), “a liar” (Woodruff, Carlson and Begala), or a “truth-teller”

(Smiley), Michael Moore injected new life into public discourse about politics in the

United States with his film Fahrenheit 9/11. He is most famous for his “everyman”

approach to chasing down the rich and powerful (Robertson), through the lens of the

documentary camera. Using the medium of documentary film and video, Moore

cultivates a political discourse so profound that it led to a response from the White House

and a number of government officials. Becoming the hot political topic de jour in the

summer of 2004, Fahrenheit 9/11 earned Moore a prominent place in the so-called culture

wars. Fahrenheit 9/11 is Moore’s most successful and controversial documentary,

accusing the Bush administration of bamboozling the American people into a war on

Iraq. Moore is credited for fueling an explosive political debate with Fahrenheit 9/11

(Zahn, Meckler, McIntyre). As one reporter noted, the film became “a water cooler

subject, where everybody wanted to talk about it on talk radio and around the country”

(Norville). And whether you bought a ticket or not became a new kind of political
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statement (Lauer), making Fahrenheit 9/11 a landmark event in political filmmaking

(Montagne).

Originally scheduled for distribution by Disney, Fahrenheit 9/11 first made

headlines in May 2004 when CEO Michael Eisner refused to release the film after

completion. Weeks after winning the Palme d’Or, the top award at the prestigious Canne

Film Festival, Fahrenheit 9/11 was picked up and distributed by an independent film

coalition of the willing (Corliss, Philadelphia, Baker, Ressner, Rubiner, Dickerson,

Zagorin). The documentary features a full-blown alternative history of the Bush

administrations efforts to construct the war on Iraq. The documentary uses archival news

footage to piece together a case against the Bush administration and the Iraq war.

In the highly competitive and saturated media environment, the success of

Fahrenheit 9/11 is quite remarkable: “People don’t like to pay money to see something

about politics and they don’t pay money to see documentaries, so the success of this

movie is all the more remarkable because of that” (“Politics and Pop”). Fahrenheit 9/11

seems to be on the cusp of a media revolution, a moment where audiences are changing

their consumption patterns based on content. More than riding the wave of politainment,

Moore is leading the agit-doc movement. Identified as an evolving trend in documentary

production, agit-docs aim to educate but they are high-gloss productions with catchy

entertainment value (Carrey 617) that include such films as Fahrenheit 9/11, The Fog of

War, The Corporation and Supersize Me.
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However, Fahrenheit 9/11 generated more than commercial success. The

documentary sparked a national public debate that could not be ignored (Montagne). The

41st President of the United States—the current President’s father—referred to Michael

Moore as “a slime ball”(Lauer “Point”). Love him or hate him, Moore has proven to be a

significant political force outside of traditional electoral politics. Packaging his political

discourse in cinematic language, using the rhetorical tools of editing, framing and

sequencing, Michael Moore is revolutionizing where citizens consume political discourse

in the contemporary media environment.

Fahrenheit 9/11 is Moore’s fourth theatrical release and most commercially

successful attempt at chasing down the rich and powerful. His signature move is public

confrontation and resulting humiliation of public officials, CEO’s, government

institutions and other like-minded protagonist. Michael Moore has routinely tackled

national issues grounded in the mid-western small towns and the urban wallpaper of the

United States, with all roads leading back to his hometown of Flint, Michigan.

Released approximately one year after the United States attacked Iraq, Fahrenheit

9/11 is a no-holds-barred alternative perspective on the years following the September

11th attacks. With an obvious agitational position towards the mainstream media

coverage, Moore chronicles an almost conspiracy-like relationship between the Bush

Administration and the Al Qaeda family, including big business oil companies and multi-

national corporations poised to profit from a war on Iraq. His final conclusion, the Bush

Administration had alternative motives for the invasion of Iraq and the news media failed
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its civic responsibility of asking the hard questions. Moore continues to speculate that the

chasm between the rich and poor in the United States results in certain populations of

young adults, poor kids, disproportionately faced with the most severe consequences of

the Iraq war.

Constructed with a significant amount of archival news footage, Fahrenheit 9/11

pieces together a counter-hegemonic historical narrative with familiar images. As

opposed to adopting the more predictable, non-invasive, cinéma verité strategies of

production, Moore utilized a no-apologies, advocacy approach. In addition to letting

individuals speak for themselves, Moore employs the ever-present voice-over narrative

frequently used in the politically critical documentaries of the 1930s. The technique

projects Moore’s critical, omni-present and off-screen narrative presence into the text.

For example, while visually displaying the footage of President Bush reading The Pet

Goat to an elementary school class while the World Trade Center Towers are under

attack, Moore speculates in a narrative voice-over:

As Bush sat in that Florida classroom was he wondering if maybe he should have

shown up to work more often? Should he have held at least one meeting since

taking office to discuss the threat of terrorism with his head of counterterrorism?

Maybe Bush wondered why he had cut terrorism funding from the FBI. Or

perhaps he just should have read the security briefing that was given to him on

August 6th, 2001 which said Osama bin Laden was planning to attack America by

hijacking airplanes.
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In his voice-over approach, Moore not only frames Bush’s actions but attributes intention

and thought to a “simple-minded” president stunned in a tragic moment. It is these

narrative attributions that the press identifies as heavy-handed and unfair (Block and

Mondello; Couric and Lauer; Murry).

Most of his satire is constructed in the form of perspective by incongruity. His

editorial decisions marry incongruous visual images and musical score. In an attempt to

bring levity and humor to the early scenes in the film, Moore insinuates that President

Bush was not competent in looking after the security needs of the country months before

the September 11th attacks. Moore uses the visual images of Bush at play during the early

months of his presidency, golfing, fishing and playing with his dog. Underneath these

images, Moore scores the scene with the upbeat song “Vacation” by the Gogos and says,

“In his first eight months in office before September 11th...George W. Bush was on

vacation, according to The Washington Post...42 percent of the time. It was not surprising

that Mr. Bush needed some time off. Being president is a lot of work.” Moore’s use of

score brings an upbeat and lighthearted tone to his critical words while the images

function as evidence for his argument.

His on camera persona is the working-class everyman, standing in for the masses.

By attacking the villains of the working class, Moore constructs several attempts at public

ambush in Fahrenheit 9/11 but not as frequently as his previous films. Instead, Moore

stands in for the working class by asking hard questions to sources ignored by the
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mainstream media. For example, throughout the movie, Moore poses the following

questions:

Should he [Bush] have held at least one meeting since taking office to discuss the

threat of terrorism with his head of counterterrorism? The question is, why would

Saudis, who had all the oil in the world go around the globe to invest in this lousy

[Bush] oil company? So where did George W. Bush get his money? Is it rude to

suggest that when the Bush family wakes up in the morning, they might be

thinking about what's best for the Saudis instead of what's best for you or me? Or

was the war in Afghanistan really about something else? How does someone like

Bush get away with something like this?

These and other questions like them are Moore’s primary means of ambushing and

unveiling the rot at the top of government institutions, the media and the corporate war

machine.

Sometimes these pointed questions lead to unlikely and powerful responses from

his interviewees. In one memorable scene, Moore asks Congressman John Conyers how

Congress could pass the Patriot Act without reading it. Representative Conyers responds,

Sit down, my son. We don't read most of the bills. Do you really know what that

would entail if we were to read every bill that we passed? Well, the good thing, it

would slow down the legislative process.
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With his new found access to government officials and his use of pointed questions,

Moore unveils the institutional practices that led to this political moment of crisis. In his

other films, Moore primarily relied on more aggressive tactics like hunting down and

ambushing public officials and/or business executives in public. It would seem that

Moore’s new found access to important officials and desire to speak to a wider audience

has resulted in less aggressive tactics.

Michael Moore edits and frames Fahrenheit 9/11 as a case against the mainstream

media framing of the previous four years. He primarily accomplishes this task by taking

familiar images—news broadcast from the last four year—and recontextualizes them

with critical analysis. In many of his press interviews he makes this intention explicitly

clear. In an interview with Katie Couric where she criticizes Moore for his lack of

ideological balance, she inquires about why Moore did not show Saddam Hussein as a

horrible leader, Moore responds:

You guys did such a good job of—telling us how tyrannical and horrible he was.

You already did that. What—the question should be posed to NBC and all other

news agencies: Why didn’t you show us that the people we are going to bomb in a

few days are these people, human beings who are living normal lives, kids flying

kites, people just trying to get by in their daily existence…We killed civilians and

we don’t know how many thousands of civilians we killed…and nobody covered

that. And so for two hours, I am going to cover it. I’m going to—out of four years
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of all this propaganda, I’m going to give you two hours that says here’s the other

side of the story. (Couric and Lauer)

Moore’s framing of the movie and his press interviews function to set up Fahrenheit 9/11

as a debatable resolution for some of the more pressing political questions of our time.

The film is a form of critical opposition, an alternative history and purposefully identifies

points of contention with the political actions of the Bush Administration and the

mainstream media framing of those events. In doing so, Fahrenheit 9/11 constitutes a

deliberative public, engaged in debate about core systematic problems of some sacred

United States institutions such as the free market, the military, the process of governance

and the “free” press.

Not surprisingly, Fahrenheit 9/11 caused an immediate and bifurcated public

reaction to Michael Moore and the ideas presented in his film. The media quickly

responded to the buzz of the documentary, even months before its release. There were

two prominent clusters of media frames operating around the film. Media frames, as

Todd Gitlin suggests, are spotlighting and attention-directing cues used to define what is

legitimate, illegitimate, and normal. These frames are unavoidable and germane to the

news production process (6). In the news coverage of the documentary, there are a cluster

of news frames associated with directly attacking Moore’s credibility and rationality, as

well as a cluster attempting to define public culture in association with the film. All of

these responses to Fahrenheit 9/11 in the news media coverage functioned to go meta

with the conversation over the documentary. Instead of arguing on the grounds of the
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film’s subject matter, criticism focused on where the message came from and how the

audience should read the film.

FRAMING MOORE’S CREDIBILITY AND OBJECTIVITY

Given the popularity of Fahrenheit 9/11, why was the social reception of Michael

Moore so critical? There are many answers to this question and one possible answer is

the mainstream journalistic framing of Moore’s persona and work. There are several

ways in which the news media attacked Moore’s rationality and credibility in an effort to

discount his political advocacy. Using terms that trouble the relationship between Moore

and trustworthy documentary filmmaking, he is accused of being an antagonist, a

conspiracy theorist, distrustful, an insider and solely self-interested. The first two frames

directly discredit Moore’s rationality by characterizing him as an irrational agitator. The

charge that he is an antagonist suggests Moore is a polemicist for no good reason,

resulting in a depoliticization of his work. While the last three rhetorical strategies attack

his credibility as distrustful, an insider pretending to be an outsider and solely self-

interested which culminate in framing Moore as an untrustworthy outside. The following

sections will describe how the mainstream press attempted to police Michael Moore.



158

Moore As An Irrational Agitator

Frame of Antagonism

Michael Moore’s documentary aesthetic is “an in your face, pop a question on the

spot” (Smiley) approach. Taking on the powerful within the documentary frame (Lauer

“Point”) has become a signature mark of Moore’s work. In terms of the news frames used

to describe Moore, his approach is characterized as concerned with revealing political

antagonism as opposed to building identification with the audience. However, chasing

down the rich and powerful to reveal political corruption functions as Moore’s special

brand of identification with a working-class audience. By exposing villains for the public

to rally against, Moore attempts to identify with those who experience the most sever

political and social consequences orchestrated by his identified villains. However, it is

one thing to chase down a dirty businessman but it is quite another circumstance to indict

the government and legal apparatus of the United States.

There was a kind of comedic flexibility present in Moore’s previous work that did

not translate in Fahrenheit 9/11. As one reporter commented, “(Roger and Me) had some

brilliant documentary techniques, but it was fundamentally a comedy…This one

(Fahrenheit 9/11), I don’t think allows for that kind of detachment…the fact that this is a

very serious arena. This is about war. This is about life and death. And so it’s hard to pull

back and watch it for Michael Moore’s great comedic touch” (O’Donnell, Colgan, Myers
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and Scarborough). Therefore, social and political context changes the ability of the

documentary text to use antagonism as grounds for identification with a mass audience.

As a result, Moore is frequently called a polemicist in the news coverage of Fahrenheit

9/11 (Couric and Lauer; Norville, Jenkins, Sandhu, Herbst, Medved, Leggett, Gasparino;

Zahn, Meckler, McIntyre). Charged with continuously attacking the principals of another

(Couric), his disposition is characterized as smug and snarky. The news coverage tended

to depoliticize his message by characterizing Moore as a polemicist. Instead of accepting

controversy and disagreement as a practice of democracy, the news media was quick to

claim that Moore embodies controversy as a character trait. The news coverage frames

initiating controversy with malicious intent and describes it as a trait, not a political

function. As a result, it personalizes an important function in democracy (disagreement

and contention) by characterizing it as a personality flaw.

The news coverage of Fahrenheit 9/11 referred to Moore, not his message, as

“over the top” (Murray), “heavy-handed” (Couric) and “over board” (Simon). Asserting

Moore is using extreme measures in the pursuit of the powerful, the coverage implies that

Moore’s documentary is not balanced or inter-textually deliberative, rather, narrow-

minded and fierce with its advocacy. The criticism goes as far as implying that

consuming the text “does not allow viewers to think for themselves” or does not allow

“room for people to think”(Storm). These reactions to Moore’s approach are not unusual,

rather indicative of the acceptable boundaries for political advocacy in the public sphere.

Not only do audiences need to be entertained, they want emotional and mental space to
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think through political ideas. Without this cue in documentaries, audiences feel at the

whim of the orator and have no perceived agency to escape. The result is a media frame

that attributes Moore with suspicious intent and charges him with the depoliticizing label

of polemicist. Another strategy for attacking Moore’s rationality is to frame his ideas as

conspiracy theories.

Conspiracy Theory Frame

By labeling Moore’s work an effort in constructing a conspiracy theory, Moore’s

rationality is under attack and characterized as outside the norm and a farce. According to

the press, the documentary narrative is the culmination of “his zany conspiracy theories”

(Smiley). While some news reporters simply frame his ideas as boarding on the

“conspiratorial” (Smiley). Other coverage associates the conspiratorial with Moore’s

character by calling the ideas in the film “Moore’s conspiracy theories” (Murry). This is a

fundamental attack on Moore’s ethos as opposed to his logos. By labeling Fahrenheit

9/11 a conspiracy theory, the facts and connections presented in the documentary are

immediately called into question on the basis of where they came from.

Within the context of using the conspiracy theory frame to explain Moore or his

ideas, it is never exactly clear what the charge means. Most uses of this term to frame

Moore are used quite flippantly. For example, news show guest Simon Jenkins remarks,

“It’s a powerful bit of anti-war polemic…I think people are more skeptical about the

conspiracy theory stuff” (Norville, Jenkins, Sandhu, Herbst, Medved, Leggett,

Gasparino). With no real explanation of what exactly the “conspiracy theory stuff” is or
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means, most uses of the frame function as name calling. However, one reporter goes into

greater detail about the definition of conspiracy theory: “[T]he film is heavy-handed on

conspiracy theories. On some key facts, experts say, Moore simply gets the facts wrong

or weaves them in such a way as to leave viewers with an inaccurate impression”

(O’Donnell, Flavia, Myers, Scarborough). There are several things worth noting about

this description: 1) There is no clear understanding on how facts are evaluated, or 2) on

what criteria impressions can be inaccurate and finally, 3) there is no information about

who is exactly leveling these claims. Even with the more explanatory comments using the

conspiracy theory charge, the term still collapses into name calling. While Moore’s

rationality is attacked with the frame of antagonism and the term conspiracy theory, his

ethos is called into question with the frame of distrust and with the claim that he is a self-

interested insider.

Moore As An Untrustworthy Outsider

Frame of Distrust

Most of the images Michael Moore uses in the course of Fahrenheit 9/11 are not

new or terribly innovative.  A significant portion of the documentary is archival footage

from news reports, edited together and coupled with Michael Moore’s commentary. The

result is a visual familiarity with most of the footage in the documentary, although it is

re-contextualized—in terms of time and space—by the filmmaker. As one reporter noted,

there are consequences to this approach: “And one of the tricks of this particular movie is
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to take what is, unfortunately for the modern public memory, very old news, because it’s

three years old and present it as if it’s a previously unknown fact. And so the audience in

a movie is not equipped and deliberately not equipped to be able to critically evaluate it,

by the movie’s own design” (O’Donnell, Colgan, Myers and Scarborough). According to

the news coverage, this approach to re-reading and contextualizing history somehow

inhibits the audience from being critical thinkers and agents of judgment. Moore borrows

the visual credibility of mainstream press to create a familiarity with the audience. The

manner in which Moore uses time in a compressed manner with familiar images

perceptually does not allow the space for much contention in the documentary text or in

the minds of his audience. The result is a design in the rhetorical strategy of the

documentary that does not invite the audience to interject.  The visual images may be

familiar but Moore’s verbal and sequential framing of those images is not. This

documentary approach caused the news media to frame the film with distrust by claiming

Moore is fundamentally unfair and dishonest.

There are two different components to how Fahrenheit 9/11 and Michael Moore

are framed with distrust. Moore is primarily deemed untrustworthy concerning the

manner in which he handles, gathers and frames the footage used in his film. In an

interview with Matt Lauer, Moore is aggressively questioned about how he obtained

problematic footage of American soldiers:

Lauer: Did the soldiers think they were talking to a film crew that was working

with Michael Moore?
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Moore: Some of them did and some of them…

Lauer: They knew?

Moore: No, some of them didn’t. Right.

Lauer: You think it’s fair?

Moore: Well, I think its fair that the American people know what’s going on.

(Lauer)

Moore attempts to recontextualize the act of fairness by defining what information is fair

for the American people to know and how his film accomplishes that goal. He attempts to

recontextualize and does so unsuccessfully. On a news talk show, Republican

Congressman Peter King charges Moore with trivializing and diminishing important

political issues:

I support President Bush’s policies in Iraq. I can understand somebody honestly

disagreeing with them. I think that debate should go forward. But what Michael

Moore is doing is trivializing. He is diminishing. He’s relying on distortions and

untruths. And it’s really wrong to be considering this a documentary. It sends the

wrong signal to the country. (Norville, Lipscomb, Mohr, Moore, Orwall)

In an effort to frame Moore as dishonest, King characterizes his strategies as

dichotomous to American values and discredits the film as a documentary.
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There are also several charges leveled at Moore’s character within the media

frame of distrust. Instead of being attacked for his method of handling the documentary

footage, Moore is characterized as a “liar,” (O’Donnell, Colgan, Myers, Scarborough)

“unfair,” (Gibson) “dishonest,” (Murry) and “intentionally misleading” (O’Donnell,

Colgan, Myers, Scarborough). Attacking his persona is efficient at addressing the ethos

of the entire film content. If the source cannot be trusted, the content of the film is tainted

with the same charge.

Finally, in conjunction with the frame of distrust, Moore is accused of

manipulating facts (Mann, Vargas, Foreman, Moss; Zahn, Meckler, McIntyer), most

other times Moore is characterized as emotionally manipulative (O’Donnell, Colgan,

Myers, Scarborough; Siegel, Norris, Masters). In the moments he is accused of being

emotionally manipulative, the audience is framed as having very little agency. For

example, Moore is “pulling the emotional strings” or “preys on the emotions of we

Americans, and especially the emotions of families” (O’Donnell, Colgan, Myers,

Scarborough). The frame of distrust further codifies the idea that Moore is unethical and

that he acts on his audience as opposed to the audience judging his ideas.

Moore’s primary strategy of identification is to take on the persona of the average

working-class man. It is this persona that leads the news media to frame Moore as a one-

time outsider who is now a Hollywood insider and popular icon, therefore attacking his

political ethos as an “everyman.”
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Insider/Outside Frame

From the beginning, one of Moore’s main rhetorical strategies is synecdoche.

That is, Michael Moore’s public persona stands in as a rhetorical substitution for the

working class. In his work, Moore frames himself to stand in for the working class,

becoming the embodiment of their collective voice and concerns. Often accused of

placing himself in the center, he does so in an attempt to build identification with the

audience. In one news article concerning Fahrenheit 9/11 Moore casts himself as the

bumbling working class hero with jeans and baseball cap: “I hate doing it. I am

mumbling to myself the whole way, ‘oh god, I hate this. Oh, jeez. What am I doing here?

Oh, jeez, I look like such a jerk, you know?’ It’s like—I just have to go, ‘No, you’ve got

to do this, Mike, because—because somehow you’ve slipped in under the radar.’ You

know, guys like me from the working class are not suppose to have their own, you know,

network show” (Zahn, Meckler and McIntyre). Moore’s own rhetoric invites the audience

to see themselves in his own average working class persona. Where as Moore sees

himself as personifying the audience, does the audience see themselves as part of him?

In the news coverage about Fahrenheit 9/11, journalists are eager to characterize

Moore as an “everyman” (Robertson), “working class hero,” and a “stand-in for all the

average joes” (Simon). However, these characterizations are also accompanied with

doubts that—maybe for the first time in his career—the “outsider whose found a niche

inside the mainstream” (Mann, Lake and Burns) is not really an outsider anymore. The

consequences of building identification through synecdoche are problematic; it hinges
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identification on understanding, likeability and credibility for standing in for the whole. It

could also account for why Moore is so popular yet even liberals have a difficult time

buying into his message in Fahrenheit 9/11. To build identification through synecdoche

means to ask the audience to inhabit the subject position of Moore’s working class

persona. For Moore and the audience, sometimes, that is an uncomfortable place to sit. It

changes the focus of identification from one of investment in the ideas he explores in the

documentary to investment in the subject position of the speaker or the documentary

filmmaker. Given Moore’s tendency to frame himself and to be framed as a working

class hero, his new found financial success troubles his public persona.

Frame of Self-Interest

In an effort to discredit Moore, news reports frequently forgrounded his self-

interest in the success of the film as a reason for discounting the documentary content and

his credibility. The press identifies profit motive, an out of control ego and the need for

publicity as possible grounds for side-stepping the message of the documentary. Quite

simply, the news coverage characterizes self-interest as something that destroys the

credibility of Michael Moore and casts doubt on any possible altruistic motives for

making the documentary.

Moore’s self-proclaimed and news framed working class persona is a troubled site

of identification through the self-interested news frame. A financial windfall, Hollywood

success, and more credibility than the average joe are circumstances that create a

dilemma for Michael Moore’s public persona. The self-interested news frame attempts to
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discredit Moore because he is no longer of the working class (Norville, Lipscomb, Mohr,

Moore, Orwall). In addition, many reporters used the consequence of controversy—free

press—against Moore, charging that he was gunning for the free publicity. A consistent

and serious attribution of self-interest is the claim that Moore is ego driven. In an

interview on the television show 60 minutes, Moore is questioned about his

confrontational and controversial style of movie making. In a moment of commentary,

the reporter states, “What they really don’t like about your work is that you put yourself

so much at the center of the action, that the issues take a back seat, that ultimately, the

film is not about guns or General Motors or Flint, but is about Michael Moore.” Resistant

to Moore’s attempt to stand in for the working class, the news coverage and some

audiences read his public persona as ego-centric. This characterization taints Moore’s

intention as self-involved and not altruistic. In addition to the policing of Michael Moore,

news frames also filtered how the documentary should be read by the public.

THE PUBLIC CULTURE OF WHAT DOCUMENTARY SHOULD BE

The news coverage of Fahrenheit 9/11 explicitly framed some norms of public

culture in regards to popular activist documentary film and video. This section explores

the limitations for a radical critique to circulate in the contemporary public sphere,

specifically in the news media. In particular, this section will focus on how activist

documentary, not the filmmaker, is disciplined in the public sphere as a distinct discourse

with social expectations. Moore’s political and social critique in Fahrenheit 9/11 is

radical. He critiques systematic oppression, exploitation and marginalization while
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routinely advocating for a fundamental re-understanding in social practices, conditions

and institutions. In addition, he holds political views that deviate from the norm, which is

Michael Moore’s signature moves. Yet, his radical critique, presented in the documentary

film form, is bound by standards of objectivity, disciplined with charges of propaganda

and therefore de-politicized because he frames himself as a reformist.

The Objectivity of Documentary

Are political documentaries definable in subject matter or point of view or both?

In the contemporary media ecology of documentary film and video there is a hermeneutic

of suspicion surrounding the intentions and method of the filmmaker. How and with what

intentions documentary film and video content is captured and produced remains a

primary component of how audiences consume the content of the medium. Because

documentaries barrow visual and sound recording from the literal fabric of our lives,

there is a more than certain tether between what the audience perceives as truth and the

rhetorical vision of the filmmaker. Echoing a predominant theme in documentary film

and video studies, one scholar noted, “[The] documentary [genre] is a negotiation

between reality on the one hand and image, interpretation and bias on the other” (Bruzzi

4). In contrast, the news coverage of Fahrenheit 9/11 suggests that popular public

expectations of documentary film and video is one in which the cinematic language of the

text allows “a” story to unfold within the attention of the audience. This public

expectation is residue from the period of popular documentary filmmaking committed to

objectivity and letting the story unfold with minimal intervention into the social space.
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The drive to record events objectively has permeated the discussion on

documentary film practices since the early part of the 20th century. The evolution of

documentary film and video grew from “the endless quest of documentary filmmakers for

better and more authentic ways to represent reality, with the implied suggestion that,

somewhere in the utopian future, documentary will miraculously be able to collapse the

difference between reality and representation all together” (Bruzzi 2). As a result,

documentary film has been haunted by the drive to uncover new and more innovative

ways to represent reality on one hand, “in which the relationship between the image and

the real is straightforward and, on the other, the very impossibility of that aspiration”

(Norris).

Perceptually, what is believed to be a politically neutral documentary is less about

balance of opinions and more about the method and the intentions of the filmmaker. In

the 1960s filmmakers like Robert Drew and the Maysles’ Brothers introduced the cinéma

verité approach to documentary filmmaking to the United States. As promoted by the

news coverage of Fahrenheit 9/11, this form of the documentary genre “attempts to let

events unfold before the camera, without the use of interviews or voice-overs, but

that—the interest is in letting things unfold before the viewer so that the spectator is able

more or less make up his or own mind about what happens” (Conan). The consequence of

this public expectation is that the actual movie theater experience is one where the

audience is held hostage about what to think unless multiple ideas and non-interventionist

events are able to unfold within the continuity of the documentary text. Commenting on
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Michael Moore’s approach, one talk show guest notes, “When you are in a movie theater,

you have agreed to the author’s limitations of the way we’re going to present whatever it

is” (O’Donnell, Colgan, Myers and Scarborough).

The public expectation of documentary film and video involves a somewhat naive

ignorance of the editing process as a form of argument. As many documentary film

theorists have argued, from recording raw footage to editing sequences together, the

process of producing a documentary text involves a series of rhetorical choices that create

an argument about the subject at hand. Framing, sequencing and layering sound are all

examples of the editing process that demand a filmmaker to subjectively intervene in the

construction of the world around them.

More importantly, the news coverage of Fahrenheit 9/11 suggests that audiences

gather information about the intentions and method of the documentary filmmaker from

the rhetorical framing within the documentary text itself. In a radio broadcast concerning

the nature of documentaries and their ability to persuade political citizens, Patricia

Finneran, festival director of SilverDocs argued, “Well, I think that they’re (Control

Room and Fahrenheit 9/11) both political films, and yet very different, very different in

their take. “Control Room” takes a more neutral stance in covering the story—she let it

unfold. In “Fahrenheit 9/11,” I think Michael Moore set out to tell a certain story, and

found real people and real stories and put them together in a very beautifully crafted way

to tell the story he wanted to tell” (Conan). These documentaries (Control Room and

Fahrenheit 9/11) utilize the same rhetorical choices such as editing and framing to make
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an argument about their respective film and video content. However, the presentation of

the material within the documentary text encourages a particular reading that has

implications for the perceptual objectivity or neutrality of the film and video. Among

other things, Michael Moore is clear and upfront about his intentions. He does not

pretend to simply record the world around him; rather, he is an active participant in it.

These normative prescriptions embedded in the public expectations of the documentary

genre are not necessarily consistent with the subjective logistics of the documentary

production process or the history of advocacy-oriented documentary.

Given the news framing of Fahrenheit 9/11, the public expectations of

documentary film and video are more closely tied to the legacy of cinéma verité, which

professes objectivity. The cinéma verité approach purposefully buries the filmmaker’s

point of view in the interest of equal time to opposing sides and letting the story unfold.

This so-called objective veneer neglects to remind the audience that every decision, every

camera angle, each layer of sound on top of image and what the filmmaker does not show

all reflect a point of view. “The documentarists, like any communicator in any medium,

make endless choices. He selects topics, people, vistas, angles, lens, juxtapositions,

sound, and words. Each selection is an expression of his point of view, whether he is

aware of it or not, whether he acknowledges it or not” (Barnouow). All documentary film

and video is a form of advocacy and the process of editing is an argumentative tool.

In the vein of the activist documentary movements that percolated in the 1930s

and the late 1960s, contemporary documentary film and video is revitalizing its roots in
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advocacy oriented political discourse. However, the approach is at odds with the public

expectations of the documentary genre as one of balanced but opposing ideas, therefore,

objective in perspective.

The Propaganda Frame

The public expectations of documentary have strong ties to objectivity that bind

how information can be framed for a welcomed reception. These expectations are

specifically tied to audiences in the United States. The history of broadcast journalism in

the United States projects an evenhanded and balanced approach to news reports, hence,

perpetuating the veneer of objectivity. In reference to a television discussion about

Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11, one expert argued, “If you want to see good

documentaries, look at frontline on PBS. That is serious documentary making.

Documentaries should be trying to get to the truth, not obscuring the truth for the political

message” (O’Donnell, Colgan, Myers and Scarborough). Here objectivity is characterized

as the opposite of having an attitude, strong point of view or interest in persuading others.

The perceived professionalism of broadcast journalism and the public expectations of

cinéma verité as the primary approach to documentary have fostered a hegemonic

cinematic language of objectivity, which is reflected in the news coverage of Fahrenheit

9/11.

There is a considerable debate in the news coverage of Fahrenheit 9/11 over the

relationship between the documentary and the experience-based reality of the audience.

This tension is revealed in the news coverage in several ways. First, whether Fahrenheit
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9/11 is a documentary or propaganda is a significant topic of conversation. In the debate,

documentary and objectivity are held up as god terms while advocacy and propaganda

are held up as suspicious. Continuous discussion taking place on various news outlets

bind the features and functions of the documentary genre, how these boundaries are

policed in the public sphere and whether the images interfere with electoral politics.

Despite tiresome academic debates concerning the purposeful and partisan

construction of documentary texts, the public expectations of documentary film are that

narrative fidelity must be maintained in some manner. That is, the rhetorical vision of the

filmmaker must ring true to the experience of the audience. This tension is revealed in the

discussion of the news coverage concerning the relationship between the documentary

and truth and/or reality. Moore is routinely accused of “terrible distortions,” creating

“inaccurate impressions” (O’Donnell, Colgan, Myers and Scarborough) and

“misrepresenting the facts” (Zahn, Meckler and McIntyre). These characterizations not

only question Moore’s work but also what exactly is considered a deviation from the

truth. As one reporter noted, “He [Moore] is juxtaposing images and audio that have not

temporal place” (O’Donnell, Colgan, Myers and Scarborough). Given that the

documentary genre is a form committed to bringing an experience of reality to the

audience, not reality itself, the judgments about Moore’s work seem naive to the basic

and subjective principals of editing. However, this bias in the news coverage reveals how

the genre has the potential to become policed in the name of truth and reality.
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The Reformist Frame

The history of activist documentary film and video is inconsistent with the

contemporary public expectations of the documentary genre. From its inception,

documentary film has been conceptualized as an advocacy oriented text. Early

practitioners of the genre in the 1930s focused on how documentary could be used as a

tool of politics. Filmmakers like John Grierson and activist collectives like the Workers

Film and Photo League routinely constructed documentaries with an identifiable point of

view.  As the genre evolved, theorists and practioners believed that the medium could

evoke public debate and supplement democratic practices, even encouraging civic

engagement. Much like the early theory of documentary, there is evidence that

contemporary documentary film and video could stimulate and precipitate a political

public sphere; yet, the audience expectations are contrary to that goal. Documentary as an

advocacy-oriented interventionist tool is an unfamiliar trope in recent times. This section

will explore the phenomenon of the event-film and the potential for documentary to

foster public deliberation and debate. In the end, the reformist frame deployed by the

news depoliticizes Moore’s radical critique by reading his film in reformist terms.

Therefore, radical ideas can circulate but only if reformist behavior (voting), as opposed

to direct action, is the only logical solution.

A recent phenomenon in mass media entertainment is the event-film. In certain

rhetorical situations, movies, music and other forms of entertainment evolve into much

more than a performance. Under specific conditions cultural texts get wrapped up into
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taking a more significant role in political discussion. The texts become political

movements for the purpose of persuasion and social change. The press coverage of

Fahrenheit 9/11 identifies Michael Moore’s documentary as one of these events.

Characterized in the press as having political relevance  “destined to last long after the

ending credits role” (Lauer), Fahrenheit 9/11 was able to become a part of something

bigger than itself. One of the main characteristics of the event–film is the tendency to

evoke significant controversy and become a primary topic of conversation in public

among friends and strangers. As one journalist covering Fahrenheit 9/11 reported, “The

controversy that has surrounded the film, I believe has probably contributed a great deal

to how well its performed, which is something that we saw earlier in the year with

Passion of the Christ. It became the event film. It was the movie that you had to see

because everybody was talking about it” (“Politics and Pop”). In this context, the event-

film becomes a debatable resolution for some of the most pressing issues of our time and

has the potential to evolve into significant public debate.

The idea that entertainment texts can facilitate significant public deliberation is

still a matter of serious contention. The media is often characterized as a uni-directional

communication model with its audience. The Habermasian model of the media is

primarily one of consumption. Therefore, the media has little hope of engaging citizens in

public deliberation, especially about meaningful political issues. According to the news

framing, Fahrenheit 9/11 is an instance where a documentary media text prompts

discussion about political issues in the public sphere. The magnitude of influence created
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by Fahrenheit 9/11 reaches far beyond evoking debate; the discussion was significant

enough to prompt a response from government officials and the White House. The

relationship between this historical context (the summer before the 2004 election) and the

film context (a fervent attack on the sitting administration) led the press to frame the film

as a “campaign pamphlet” (Lauer “Point”), and a “movie-length political ad” (Woodruff,

Carlson and Begala). However, could the documentary medium actually encourage civic

participation?

There was significant speculation in the press whether Fahrenheit 9/11 could

bring about civic participation. Although there are a variety of opportunities for civic

engagement, the news coverage about the documentary and Moore himself speculated

about the practice of voting behavior. In an interview about the movie, Michael Moore

remarks, “If I do nothing else but just get people out to vote, regardless who they vote

for, if they can get that 50 percent, or part of that 50 percent out that has chosen not to

vote, to engage and come back in and—and care about what is going on, then I will feel

like I’ve done something important” (Lauer “Point”). Moore’s self-proclaimed intentions

are to produce civic participation in the form of voting, regardless of political

commitments. His remarks characterize his intentions as altruistic and grounded in

reformist liberalism. Moore’s intended audience, as characterized in the press, focused on

the mainstream voter, emphasizing this behavior as the primary political moment to be

seized. Given the outcome of the 2004 presidential election, this position may be

problematic.
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The manner in which civic participation is framed by the press also pivots around

voting behavior. While comments range from optimistic to pessimistic about the potential

of Fahrenheit 9/11 to prompt civic participation, increased voting behavior is the

primarily hope of the documentary. As one reporter noted,

I think that people getting worked up on either side in the advocacy of his

particular project or in dissent against his ideas will at least get mobilized and

then perhaps the documentary, having mobilized that discourse, will mobilize

people’s passions even further to be able to organize people to get out and vote.

So in that sense, I think it will have a direct and indirect relationship on this

debate and on the upcoming election, and that’s a good thing, and I think Michael

Moore has done an admirable job of stirring up some conversation that needs to

be had. (Smiley)

What is striking about this particular description of civic participation is the promotion of

political action (voting) without engaging the question of what is the most prudent

political decision. Although the 2004 election did have an elevated voter turn-out, that

did not translate into Moore’s ideas being reflected in the voting booth. Moore failed to

understand that an activist audience, willing to take up and agitate for the issues

forgrounded in the documentary, maybe more effective instrumental agents compared to

pandering to the mainstream voter. Here, activist documentary again falls short if it fails

to produce the space for activism and social change. There is a disconnect, Moore’s

documentary was unquestionably popular but not persuasive? The answer could reside in
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how Moore created identification with the audience. There was a significant public

formed from the documentary, but that public was ineffectual and very troubled.

CONCLUSION

Michael Moore is one of the most controversial figures of our time. Moore’s most

significant commercial success is Fahrenheit 9/11 that ascended to rank of highest

grossing documentary of all time, just after one weekend in release (Masters). The public

discourse about the film and the issues raised in it became so significant that the public

expected the White House and elected officials to respond (Norville “Lipscomb”). Touted

by some as a truth-teller while others regard him as a liar, Moore is unquestionably a

multi-media force and one of the leading voices on the American political left (Zahn,

Meckler and McIntyre). Michael Moore is a case study in documentary filmmaker as

public orator. He fulfilled this roll as a filmmaker in the production process and as a

political advocate when he spoke to the press about the documentary. He managed to

capture the political pulse of this country to a significant degree in the 2004 election

season. Therefore, popular activist documentary film and video has the potential to reach

a mass audience in the public sphere, despite potential controversy.

Fahrenheit 9/11 is a case study in activist documentary “going popular.” In the

third wave, this new incarnation of the activist documentary impulse attempts to broaden

the political message of the text to a mass audience for the wider distribution of a radical

political critique. In this rhetorical move, Moore pandered to a wide and diverse audience

with the goal of popularity rather than cultivating activism among a particular group. This
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may have been a reason Fahrenheit 9/11 failed to gain political leverage inside or outside

the voting booth. However, a more certain consequence of the rhetorical construction of

Fahrenheit 9/11 for a mass audience is that Moore opened himself up for attack on

mainstream journalistic terms. As a result, he was held accountable to values such as

objectivity and balance of his documentary methods.

The news coverage of Fahrenheit 9/11 also illuminated the expectations and

public watching practices of documentary texts in the public sphere. The public watching

expectations of documentaries are bound up in the values of objectivity and balance.

Moore’s film was held up in contrast to “real” documentary practices, a charge that

resembles a kind of collective amnesia about the history of advocacy oriented films.

Audience expectations that documentaries should be “objective” also allow the news

media to frame him as untrustworthy. However, the irony is that the documentary as

“objective” is a fairly recent phenomenon in film history but the news media successfully

framed Moore’s rhetoric as though he should have been held to this standard.

There was much speculation and hope that a political discourse of this kind could

do something unthought of in other historical moments, the ability to effect a presidential

campaign election. Although Fahrenheit 9/11 is the most commercially successful

documentary of all time, it failed to engage an audience to the level of voting behavior.

However, ideas introduced in texts like Fahrenheit 9/11 are circulated in spaces outside

the movie theater and caught up into public deliberation about issues bigger than itself.
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The documentary succeeded at calling together a public by provoking widespread public

debate about the war on Iraq and the current administration.

Given the trends in the mass media environment, one function of contemporary

activist documentary is to “go popular.” This strategy is not without its concerns and

cautions but does open up new avenues of public advocacy through the circulation of

documentary discourse. That is, when documentary functions as an event film, the

discourse circulates in the public sphere and becomes a gateway into a number of taboo

and not so taboo political discussions. The degree of publicity and circulation an activist

documentary can evoke and to what ends is still unclear. Some instances of documentary

circulation with Fahrenheit 9/11 were shocking and haunting. In a tape released by

Osama Bin Laden weeks before the 2004 election, he warns the citizens of the US about

changing their behavior toward the Muslim world or face the consequences of more

attacks. In this tape, Bin Laden taunted Bush about sitting for seven minutes in a

classroom reading The Pet Goat while that lapse of action gave Al Queda “three times the

time needed to carry out the operations” (Poniewozik, Burger, Shannon). Here Bin Laden

is using an event made popular by a scene in Fahrenheit 9/11 against President Bush.

How documentary discourse circulates and to what ends is an important area of future

research.

It’s important to remember that the case study in Fahrenheit 9/11 is also a lesson

in the limitations of contemporary activist documentary film and video.  The text can call

together a public but that does not necessarily translate into civic participation and social
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change. Fahrenheit 9/11 was successful at provoking public debate by functioning as a

debatable resolution in the public sphere. However, it is still difficult to measure what

effect Fahrenheit 9/11 had or will have on democratic practices and civic participation.

The most significant aspect of this event is not necessarily the construction of the

documentary text but how the discourse of the film becomes caught up in something

larger than itself and framed in the news media.

The disciplining of Michael Moore and the documentary genre by the news media

reflects how documentary film and video is allowed to function as mediated public

argument with constraints. Of course Moore’s work has received a variety of responses,

especially from those who take issue with his political commitments. However, one trend

in the media coverage of the movie was the tendency to brand Moore as a bully for being

a sledgehammer with his ideas, crazy by virtue of the conspiracy theories he constructs,

and greedy for making money from a tragedy. The genre has the capacity to represent

public argument in practice, functioning as a debatable resolution for some of the most

pressing issues of our time. The cautionary tale is that activist messages are routinely

disciplined and depoliticized in the process.
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CHAPTER SIX: Challenging Corporate Media: Visual Discourse and

the Independent Media Center

It is the canon of liberal democracy, not socialist theory (though Marx himself had

rather enlightening views on the subject), that democracy cannot exist without a

press system that provides a rigorous accounting of people in power and the

presentation of a wide range of informed opinions on the important issues of the

day and age. Without such a media system, the promise of democracy becomes

very hollow very quickly. –Robert W. McChesney

The Internet is a medium most closely associated with e-mail and e-commerce.

As a result, the development of web-based communication has slowly urbanized into a

new breading ground for low cost advertising and marketing. However, a new movement,

with democratic motives and not all concerned with profit margins, is utilizing the

potential of Internet communication for slightly different ends. Contemporary activist

Internet journalism developed roots in December 1999 during the World Trade

Organization (WTO) meeting in Seattle, Washington. In that political moment, the

meeting of the WTO spawned one of the largest and most cohesively organized US

demonstrations in recent decades. Over 50,000 national and international activists

convened to confront the meeting of the WTO in order to affect the outcome of the
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discussions conducted by the delegates (Phillips 34). While the Seattle Times invited

guest columnists like U.S. Secretary of Commerce William Daley and Environmental

Protection Agency Administrator Carol Browner to write for the paper, the Internet based

Independent Media Center was reporting a different story.

On their Internet website, The Independent Media Center (IMC) reported over 1

million hits during the WTO meeting while streamlining stories investigated by the IMC

volunteers all captured with donated video and audio equipment. The volunteers—many

of them WTO protestors themselves—logged footage of protest events and street

interviews around the clock with everyone from black dressed anarchist to the police.

The stories emphasized the concerns of the protestors and functioned as a means to bear

witness to the numerous acts of police brutally waged in an effort to control the crowds.

Such stories included a “man who said he had been hit in the face with rubber bullets

fired by police. Another [story] showed police firing canisters of tear gas into a crowd”

(salon.com). The images from the street reported by the Independent Media Center were

reminiscent of a military invasion while the Seattle Times published stories from the

Clinton Administration that justified the WTO meeting.

What happened in Seattle may not be an isolated incident; rather, it is indicative

of the systematic structures of democracy, capitalism and the corporate media

establishment at the turn of the century. The Independent Media Center should be

understood as a symptom of the crisis in professional journalism within the United States.

Recently, the U.S. corporate media establishment has failed to adequately serve its civic
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function (McChesney, Hallin). Organizations like the IMC have grow to fulfill that public

need for a press system to both question the government and corporate exploitation as

well as media representations that support those interests. For members of these activist

groups, many of them Independent Media Center volunteers, mainstream media coverage

tends to emphasize property damage and aggression by a few individual activists while

downplaying violent acts perpetrated by police (DeLuca and Peeples 137-144). Yet, the

fluid function of democracy is dependent on a press system that stimulates public

involvement in a space that is impartial and independent from business and the state.

However, in terms of scholarly inquiry into the WTO protest, the battle in Seattle is

defined as primarily a dueling image event.

In this chapter, I will argue that the Independent Media Center is a set of texts and

interactions (some visual, some not) between audiences, reporters, the IMC website, and

activist events that reconfigure the audience-media relationship by challenging the

connection between the media and its audience, straining the relationship between

citizens and the state and creating an instrumental public sphere through the use of

images. In doing so, the IMC offers a radical alternative to the commercial media

establishment. Unlike the commercial media, the IMC fulfills it civic duty by functioning

as a check on abuses of state and corporate power with regard to social justice issues.

However, these activist images should not be celebrated in themselves, the radical news

framing is problematic. The images produced and disseminated by the IMC encourage a

collective spectator-identity through the frame of what is called “protest pornography.”
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While the IMC has organized counter-publics in unforeseen and potentially radical ways

and while it reconfigures the relationship of the media to the capitalist state, it also risks

making protest into a pornographic spectacle and turning users of the IMC into spectators

rather than activists.

In the final words of their essay, “From Public Sphere to Public Screen:

Democracy, Activism, and the ‘Violence’ of Seattle,” Kevin DeLuca and Jennifer

Peeples charge scholars with the importance of charting the topography of our new world

(147). The new world they speak of is an omnipresent media environment of image

combat. The media produce culture and are simultaneously the “primal scene upon which

culture is produced and enacted” (132). In this proposed world, images are the weapons

of political struggle and the media are the space power is negotiated. They argue that the

constraints of this new contemporary media environment, also known as the public

sphere, is bound by “1) private ownership/monopoly of the public screen, 2) infotainment

conventions that filter what counts as news, and 3) the need to communicate in the

discourse of images” (136). Although these are significant constraints to the conditions of

this new world, DeLuca and Peeples suggest we celebrate the moment. By their account,

images reign supreme and collective agency is found through these recorded frames:

“[I]mage events are a central mode of public discourse both for conventional electoral

politics and alternative grassroots politics in an era dominated by a commercial,

televisual, electronic public screen” (144). Therefore, the primary site of political struggle

is not over words or resources but the combat of images. For DeLuca and Peeples, the
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images deployed in the mainstream media about the events in Seattle were a success, “the

symbolic violence and the uncivil disobedience fulfilled the function of gaining the

attention of the distracted [mainstream] media” (144).

Indeed, in our media saturated world, images are important. However, images

alone cannot stand in for social change and representation. Images in themselves ought

not be celebrated, even if they are deployed with the intention to disrupt the social order.

For DeLuca and Peeples, image events are “visual, philosophical rhetorical fragments,

mind bombs that expand the universe of thinkable thoughts. Image events are dense

surfaces meant to provoke in an instant the shock of the familiar made strange” (144).

Visual discourse alone can provoke persuasion and provide significant meaning and

detail in a single frame but can visual discourse prompt instrumental action and social

change? The more instructive focus for the collision of visual discourse and social

movements is how the images function in the process of social change and to what end.

The Internet has provided a space for the activist video movement to grow into a

loosely structured non-profit media system. As a result, this study will analyze the most

recent incarnation of the activist video movement born through the Independent Media

Center and projected in the documentaries This is What Democracy Looks Like and

WTO: Showdown in Seattle. In addition, this chapter will analyze the publishing of

grassroots video reporting on the Independent Media Center website, accompanying

Internet resources and reports on the IMC by the corporate media establishment. This
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chapter will unpack the implications of activist media for democracy and social change in

a contemporary media environment dominated mostly by cooperate conglomerates.

In a saturated mass media environment, how the mainstream media frames political and

social issues has been a significant site of inquiry. However, diminutive attention has

been paid to how radical news media frames operate in the public sphere. As Chris Atton

suggests, “In media-analytic terms we can thus come to examine mainstream news texts

to judge how they set out limits of that ‘common sense.’ Similarly, we can examine

radical media practices for examples of how naturalized media frames and ideological

codes can be disrupted” (493). It is unclear whether activist media disrupts ideological

codes and media frames or creates new news frames of understanding. This chapter will

focus on the media frames of the radical press through the case study of IMC.

The Independent Media Center is a form of radical media not made possible until

now (Atton 14). The technological innovation of accessible, inexpensive digital recording

equipment with prosumer editing software has once again revolutionized who makes

activist documentary. But more importantly, the recording and editing technology has

grown up with a new medium, the Internet. Although the early projections of Internet use

for democratic purposes were pessimistic (Davis), the maturation of the new medium in

the last five years shows promising spaces for civic participation. The number of online

users has doubled every twelve months for the past several years (Norris 62) and general

users are most interested in utilizing the net for news about current events (66).

Specifically, the Internet is being used for civic engagement and activism: “The most
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effective online advocacy campaigns are those that not only empower individuals, but

also mediate between them and the government, involving ordinary citizens in the policy

process by facilitating prompt, informed communication” (Berman and Mulligan 92).

Therefore, the collision of digital technology and the Internet make a self-publishing

activist news website possible. Given these new innovations, the scholarly study of this

new form of civic participation deserves attention.

This chapter is a conceptual reading of the Independent Media Center as a

response to the closed content of the corporate media environment. The activist video

produced by the IMC and the www.indymedia.org website work in conjunction with one

another politically and socially, creating a rhetorical site of investigation. Given the

tendency for contemporary activist documentary to function within a circulation of

discourse in the public sphere, the IMC as a rhetorical site is dynamic. This rhetorical site

of intervention functions as a model of multi-directional communication. Unlike a single

speaker who addresses a public audience, the rhetorical site of the IMC has no fixed

speaker or audience. In fact, speakers quickly become the audience and members of the

audience become the speakers.

The investigation of the Independent Media Center is a case study in a social

movement harnessing the production process and the rhetorical construction of the

documentary text for the purpose of social change. Unlike the Paradise Lost

documentaries and Fahrenheit 9/11, the activist video produced by the IMC is more

closely tied to the vernacular voices of those struggling for social change in the streets.
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As a result, the IMC embodies the more obvious and traditional link to the struggles of

grassroots social movements and activist documentary film and video. In order to study

this evolving media environment, this chapter will begin with a brief history of radical

media in the 20th century. The following section will explore the context and texts

produced by the Independent Media Center. Third, the relationship between the media

and its citizens will be interrogated. Next, this chapter will explore how the IMC

challenges the relationship between the state and its citizens. The following section will

explore the iconic images utilized to display state oppression in the form of protest

pornography.  Finally, an alternative topography of the activist public sphere of images

will be offered. In order to explore the evolving communication matrix of activist

documentary film and video, this project will first investigate the history and rhetorical

function of radical media in the public sphere.

RADICAL NEWS MEDIA

For decades social movements have utilized some form of radical news reporting

as a strategy of solidification and promulgation, simply, radical news functions to build

group cohesion and to bring new citizens to the cause. To this end, movements have used

newspapers, newsreel, pamphlets, magazines and other forms of media communication to

work in conjunction with the process of social change. Radical news media in this

framework can be understood as the transformation of “social relations, roles and

responsibilities” within journalistic practices (Atton “Alternative” 27).
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For example, documentary film as a derivative of news reporting began with the

development of the periodic newsreel in 1910. After the Bolshevik revolution in 1917,

Dziga Vertov headed the development of “Film Weekly” in Russia. These were a series

of newsreels, capturing a world at war (Barnouw 52). During the depression in the United

States, the Workers Film and Photo League documented events like strikes, elections, and

foreclosures. Their newsreels were edited into small segments organized by events and

news developments that functioned to capture the changes of a chaotic political world

(111-112). With the development of sound recording technology, the genre began to

explore the expository potentialities of reflecting daily lived experiences. It was then that

the “word-film became an instrument of struggle” (Barnouw 81).

An evolution of activist video news reporting began with the development of

affordable, lightweight and portable video recording equipment in the early 1970s. This

gave the baby boomers access to the resources to make their own brand of television. For

a generation that grew up in the shadows of the civil rights and anti-war movements,

television had been the window to the world. The movement attempted to shift

television’s content from placid entertainment and negative images of youthful protest to

counter-cultural values. This new television reality was “fueled by adolescent rebellion

and utopian dreams, video promised an alternative to the slickly civilized, commercially

corrupt, and aesthetically bankrupt world of [broadcast] television”(Boyle 4).

All of these activist collectives can be characterized by “their attempts to free

themselves from the power of government, the state and other dominate institutions and
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practices” (Atton “Radical” 495). This includes an agitational stance towards mainstream

new media. Inherently, most radical media is oppositionally constructed in relation to the

professional practices of journalism and seeks to transform those practices (495). As John

Downing points out, radical media organizations are typically structured non-

hierarchically and aligned with a radical political agenda (Downing). In this way, radical

media mirrors some characteristics of the trends in partisan press made popular from the

late 18th to the late 19th century. Therefore, to study radical media is to critique the social

construction of the mainstream news media and the principals upon which it is based.

These social constructions such as news routines and notions of professionalism are not

an accident but rather a complex negotiation of ideological values (Allen). The

oppositional construction of radical media reconfigures and challenges the social

construction of mainstream news ideology through practice. Not only is the mainstream

press a focal point of agitation but also their “objective” ideological commitments

become transparent with the media texts produced by the radical media collectives.

Typically, the United States is thought of as housing a free press system. At the

birth of our country, it was theorized that an autonomous press system was a critical

cornerstone of democracy. Separate from the state and commerce, a press system was

necessary to inform the citizenry and to invigorate a debating public. Without a public

sphere separate from the government and corporate interests, the press system was

compromised if not deemed detrimental to democracy. The corporate media

establishment is the one site where the relationship between capitalism and democracy
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appears to be paradoxical, maybe even detrimental. The Independent Media Center, a

contemporary radical news media collective, is a reaction to the limitations of corporate

interests imbedded in the mainstream news media establishment. Before unpacking the

political impact of the IMC, this chapter will explore the context and texts produced by

this evolving activist collective.

THE INDEPENDENT MEDIA CENTER AS RADICAL MEDIA

Perhaps the most significant and sweeping site for activist Internet journalism of

late is the Independent Media Center. Touted as the “newest phenomenon to hit the

political scene,” the Independent Media Center has become a “surprising effective news

organization” (wired.com) that includes thousands of volunteer reporters in 56 cities in

the United States and 95 locations around the world. It is an Internet based activist video

movement “born out of protest against corperate interests and governments’ role in

globalization. It is a movement that has joined diverse groups, from grassroots

organizations to labor unions” (Globe and Mail). The Independent Media Center is the

newest version of a larger activist video movement—committed to the marriage of low

format sound and video technology with activism—that began in the early 1960’s. At the

core of the activist video movement is the commitment to challenging the government’s

relationship to the media and giving voice to those excluded from the formal political

process. The Independent Media Center grew out of the social and political unrest

emerging at the turn of this century.
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In 1999, one of the largest instances of social protest in the last decade erupted in

the streets of Seattle, Washington. Activists from all over the world, but mostly from the

United States, arrived in Seattle to protest the meeting of the World Trade Organization.

In coordination with the protest, a loosely structured organization emerged to provide

technical and news media support for activists attempting to document this significant

event. The Independent Media Center functioned as a clearinghouse of information and

resources for citizens to create and share their own media. Throughout the week of

demonstrations in Seattle, the Independent Media Center uploaded raw footage and news

reports on a self-publishing website, in live time, competing with the contrary news

reports on mainstream television, newspapers, and radio news outlets. The documentaries

released by the Independent Media Center months later point towards the potential for

activist media to engage the process of social change at the production and distribution

level.

Although the IMC published in several formats, one of the primary and most

persuasive mediums of the Independent Media Center is documentary video. Armored

with video cameras, numerous protesters swarmed the streets of Seattle capturing images

of peaceful protest, police brutality, bystander interviews, civil disobedience, activist

voices, and the evolution of events resulting in direct clashes between police and

protesters. The images and ideas were powerful in that they ran in direct contradiction to

the images and ideas circulating in the mainstream press. The video footage provided a

perspective by incongruity through which ideas such as justice, civil rights and
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democracy are turned on their head by casting the state as the perpetrator of violence and

violator of basic human rights.

Some of the most iconic video images of the Independent Media Center are

captured on two feature documentaries, This is What Democracy Looks Like and WTO:

Showdown in Seattle. Both documentaries feature footage shot by over 100 activists and

the final products were screened on college campuses and community centers across the

country. The video recordings vary in production value and are diverse in approaches to

interviewing and framing. However, the activist media collaborative model of production

and the corresponding number of video cameras on the street at a given time resulted in

many powerful and raw moments captured and contextualized on video. The images

range from a heard of police firing tear gas and rubber bullets into the crowd

indiscriminately to two friends embracing as they prepare to be dragged out of the camera

frame and arrested.

WTO: Showdown in Seattle was the first documentary released by the IMC and

carefully chronicles the protest in Seattle and gives careful attention to contextualizing

events within historical and legal frameworks. The text featured multiple segments that

investigated different aspects of the protest in Seattle including an explanation of

globalization, free trade, the role of the IMC, the militarization of the police, as well as

events that culminated during the protest. This is What Democracy Looks Like is a more

slickly packaged and widely screened documentary that chronicles the protest in Seattle

with little historical, legal and social context. The most persuasive and compelling images
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of the documentary capture a body of citizens in physical struggle with the state. The film

primarily focuses on the alarming images of what seems like a military operation in the

streets of Seattle. The striking images show protesters in the streets clashing with faceless

police in full riot gear, who are using tear gas, wielding baton weapons and arriving on

the scene in military tanks. This feature documentary primarily focuses on the visual

representation of state oppression in action and the denial of the basic civil rights of the

protesters in the street.

From the all but forgotten rubble of the early activist video movement that played

out on cable television in the late 1960s, a new form of activist video journalism was

born. Through the Independent Media Center and the Internet, the third wave developed a

new outlet for the activist documentary impulse. The collective spirit of achieving

representation in the early video movement in the 1970’s gave way to a more collective

style and method of production (Boyle VI). The recent Internet activist video movement

has created a cooperative and instrumental method of production. It utilizes a loosely

constructed media platform for the purposes of critiquing the infiltration of corporate

interests in the government and mainstream media.

The IMC as a Response to the Corporate Media Establishment

The Independent Media Center is an activist media collective that is putting

theory to the streets in a way that reconfigures the relationship between the media and its

citizens, as well as the media and the state. Unlike the early activist video movement that

used cable television as a medium for social change, the new movement is using the
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Internet as a meeting space to exchange information, mobilize a political body for social

change as well as establishing a distinct parallel broadcast system. “It is an experiment in

contemporary democratic media taking place all over the world and IMC centers are

steadily increasing in numbers. The centers are driven by political issues its volunteers

don’t find in the mainstream press, and each local collective struggles to make the

process of covering news as inclusive and empowering as possible for the community in

which it exist” (Beckerman 27).

The Independent Media Center began as an activist media collective in November

1999. Designed to be a forum for independent reporting about social and political issues,

the local field offices operate autonomously yet are obligated to be part of the global indy

media collective—a decision making body concerned with maintaining the continuity and

goals of the organization. The collective is committed to open-source grassroots

publishing and reporting. In addition to providing daily reports on local IMC websites,

the global indy media collective publishes a monthly newsreel of video activism from

around the world, footage is streamlined on an IMC video channel which is an innovative

sampling from various IMC sites. The alternative media outlet also produces larger

documentary projects that feature groundbreaking street reporting and analysis via

satellite cast television programming and subsequent video distribution (indymedia.org).

The Relationship Between the Media and Their Audience

The Independent Media Center is in the process of developing a new form of

news media professionalism that begins to challenge the relationship between the
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mainstream media and its audience. In response to the perception that the mainstream

media establishment has abandoned civic goals, the IMC has revived and embraced the

watchdog function of news reporting: “Independent groups have long used the Internet to

publicize their views, but the growing number of IMC’s around the world represent a

new kind of virtual glue binding the resurgent political left” (The Industry Standard). In

contrast to benign newsrooms and accompanying business attire, the newsrooms at the

Independent Media Centers across the world often don “[l]eftist regalia decorated the

walls—a Che Guevara picture here, a Noam Chomsky quote there” (The Industry

Standard).

Embedded in the ideology of activist Internet journalism is the belief that the

corporate media structure is no friend of protestors or the ideas that bring activists to the

streets. In WTO: Showdown in Seattle, the camera pans through what seems like a busy

newsroom. Although the aesthetic of the room looks functional, some things do not have

their place and wires are protruding from the vast amount of computers and technical

equipment in the room. The area is busy with moving bodies and small, intense

conversations. The camera cuts to a sign on a door in the nearby office space, it reads:

THE CORPERATE MEDIA STILL SUCKS. In both documentaries released by the

IMC, the mainstream corporate media is framed as a hurdle to democracy and an entity

that primarily serves as a mouthpiece of the elite. This particular framing is supported

with verbal testimony and the visual re-conceptualization of the mainstream media

coverage. For example, in the documentaries the news media is characterized as “always



198

slanted,” while others urge for citizens to “find our own way because the revolution will

not be televised.” The Seattle WTO protest took place over four days and activists were

able to watch the evening news coverage and react to it in the streets. The activist

testimonies videotaped in the streets of Seattle communicated astonishment with the

disparity between the mainstream news coverage and their own experience on the

ground. These personal accounts function to further polarize the mainstream media as

separate from the interests of “the people.”

In terms of critiquing the mainstream media coverage, Showdown in Seattle

features a segment where the mainstream media coverage of the protests were edited

together to show how the popular visual images of the property damage committed by a

small group of activists while downplaying or ignoring police brutality. In their article,

“From Public Sphere to Public Screen: Democracy, Activism, and the ‘Violence’ of

Seattle,” DeLuca and Peeples describe the palatability of these re-occurring images: “The

opening images were clearly ones of violence and conflict: protesters smashing

Starbucks; police in sci-fi riot gear shooting tear gas canisters and concussion grenades;

police roughing up protesters” (139). Given that most of the images in the IMC

documentaries run contrary to the mainstream news narrative, the news critique segment

in Showdown in Seattle functions as evidence to question the intentions of the

mainstream press. In the response to the corporate news coverage of the protests during

the 2000 Republican National Convention, one mainstream reporter observes, “For the

tens of thousands of protesters and critics who have converged on Philadelphia, it is
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tricky business to depend on the corporate media to help tell their tale. When viewed

through the corporate media prism, protest tends to fall into tired stereotypes of cardboard

characters and predictable plots” (Metro Active News).

Most of the corperate media’s coverage surrounding the protests in Seattle mirrors

the unmistakable trend of characterizing the protesters as irrational, their concerns

unclear, while foregrounding conflict and violence (Deluca and Peeoples). However, the

unfortunate reliance on mainstream news reports covering the conflict as opposed to the

issues of the protest has set a destructive tone for the relationship between mainstream

media and activist-citizens: “Seattle may have marked the end of peaceful civil protest in

the US. Certainly we have learned that the best way for a fringe political group to get

access to the airwaves—not for just the issue at hand but its entire political agenda—is to

break a few windows”(Seattle Weekly). In this marginalizing media environment, how

do ordinary people get access to or even respond to the media? One possible answer, you

start your own media network.

The Independent Media Center has abandoned and at times re-envisioned the

traditional news-reporting model on several levels. First, there is no question or secret

about the ideological commitment of the IMC and those working for it: “[V]isitors to

these [Internet] sites were aware that the information being provided to them was coming

from groups with a definite point of view” (Christian Science Monitor). At its base, the

organization is committed to the idea that the objectivity of the media is a myth and the

appearance of neutrality often functions as a screen to hide corperate and government
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interests in mainstream media. As one observer to the Seattle protest noted in the

documentary This is What Democracy Looks Like, “All the [news] coverage has been on

the violence and destruction of property, you know, not on the issues people are out here

demonstrating about. The media has intentionally just glossed that over.  Just totally

ignored it. That is what the real problem is out here, the people don’t have a voice to

express, you know, their grievances” (Democracy Looks Like).

The images used in both IMC documentaries function as counter-arguments to the

mainstream media stories. While the mainstream stories depict protesters perpetrating

“violence” against property, This is What Democracy Looks Like features a barrage of

images featuring aggravated violence on people perpetrated by police. Using the same

agitation framing as the mainstream media, the IMC documentaries used sensational

images of state sanction violence that depict an out of control police force acting

aggressively on peaceful protesters. There are a number of scenes of protesters

aggressively pinned down, thrown around and beaten by police. In one powerful scene, a

protester is pinned down at his neck against the street asphalt by a police officer as he

screams: “I am not struggling. I am peaceful.” Other aggressive images include police

ripping off gas masks and spraying fire extinguishers point blank in protesters faces while

sitting protesters are attacked with nightsticks. Some of the most powerful images are

shot in the midst of tear gas and pepper spray as videographers attempt to run away from

an aggressive and unrelenting police force in full riot gear. The camera framing virtually

places the audience in harms way, struggling to see through the tear gas. While protesters
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are recovering from pepper spray on the ground, the camera records them at eye level.

The audience feels the disorientation, chaos and confusion of the environment because of

the camera framing. Although This is What Democracy Looks Like is primarily

constructed with images of state violence on its citizens, the film also celebrates protest.

There are also several images of redemption and success never picked up by the

mainstream media but exposed in the IMC documentaries. These images function to

expose the mainstream media frames of marginalization and trivialization by

disseminating images that depict a counter-narrative of events in Seattle. This includes

images that visually expose thousands of people participating at rallies, successfully

blocking entrances to WTO meetings with parades of paper mache butterflies and

dancing protesters, and black and white images of WTO delegates locked out of the

convention sessions.

In a throwback to partisan news reporting seen in the early development of this

country’s history, the reporting from the Independent Media Centers provide news stories

in interests of those who are marginalized and consequently do not have active political

representation in legislation or the mainstream media. Eric Galatas of Free Speech TV

remarked in a video production created by the IMC, “What we are doing here is taking

tapes from the field. Over a hundred videographers from around the country have come

to Seattle to make sure we break past the corporate media blockade and get images out.

Not only images of the police brutality that has been happening but the messages as well”

(Democracy Looks Like).
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Second, the news coverage extends beyond the reporting of alleged “facts.” In

addition to reporting the day’s activities, detailed written histories on contested issues

such as free trade or the war in the Middle East are posted on the website. The website

also provides information about upcoming protests in cities around the world,

information on how to get around the city, pointers on cheep room and board, lists of

designated meeting places, and information on services for roving reporters and outlets

on how to get more involved.

Third, the norms of professionalism in the corporate media result in “beat

reporters” that eventually become experts who talk around legislative and campaign

histories in which most people are not aware. The IMC recruits people from the

community to cover events: “We’ve been able to pull in a lot of people from around the

city to help us,” says IMC organizer Inja Coates regarding the coverage of the

Republican National Convention in 2000. In fact, the shear number of active reporters

covering an event from multiple angles allows for a website that is consistently updated

with different stories. One mainstream reporter writes: “[W]hile traditional media sources

are often like slow-moving, ponderous ‘elephants,’ these new broadcasters are more like

‘mosquitoes’—fast on their feet, they swarm an event with dozens, if not hundreds of

‘correspondents’ with camcorders, digital cameras and voice recorders, often provoking

those ‘elephants’ to explain their coverage in order to keep up” (Christian Science

Monitor).
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This form of reporting is a common strategy present in radical media termed

native reporting. Unlike the mainstream media that cultivates a code of professionalism

in the form of detached and objective reporting, the credibility of radical media is found

elsewhere. In his article on radical journalism and the mainstream press, Chris Atton

explains, “Native reporters use their roles as activist in order to represent from the inside

the motives, experiences, feelings, needs and desires of the wider social movements they

thus come to represent” (495). Credibility is established by the reporter’s connection to

the community and the proficiency to speak for it. Some of the more interesting visual

images and powerful arguments were recorded by virtue of proximity to the protest

community. One segment in Showdown in Seattle captures frantic legal observers, out of

breath and running to safety. When the camera appears, they breathlessly begin to explain

their first hand accounts of blatant abuses by the police. This moment would have been

difficult to capture without the videographers dual role as activist.

Perhaps the most impressive accomplishment of the Independent Media Center is

the versatility and variety of media formats used by the organization. The IMC provides a

unique synergy between many different formats, including print, audio and video

production. For example, at many protests, TV feeds are supplemented by a live audio

show (both are also streamed on the web), a daily newspaper, and a web-site constantly

updated with text, video and audio coverage of what’s happening all over the city.

Inclusively, this multi-format news coverage is executed by an extensive and ever-

increasing volunteer labor force (Metro Active News).
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The success of the IMC has not gone unnoticed. The mainstream cooperate media

are beginning to report more frequently on the “alternative media that could.” In a recent

article in the Washington Post, staff writer David Montgomery wrote a significant story

on how the Independent Media Center is re-writing the rules of journalism. In some

instances, the coverage on the IMC Internet site is more effective and preferable

compared to the news proliferated by the large media conglomerates. In an article on the

United Nations Millennium Summit in New York in September 2000, Michelle Delio

from Wired.com observed, “Many New Yorkers feel that the ‘open source-open content’

Independent Media Center website is doing a better job of getting the real news out than

the mainstream media, despite the fact that the city has refused to issue press passes to

that group and other nonprofit sites.” Given that the IMC is a reaction to the isolating

content of the corporate media establishment, how does activist video journalism

reconfigure the relationship between citizens and the state?

The Relationship Between the Radical Media and the State

“We Keep America on Top of the World” was a slogan CBS used for part of a

1985 campaign to promote the news division. According to Daniel Hallin, professor of

communications at UCSD, this slogan points to the ambivalent identity of mainstream

American journalism. Its surface meaning points to the journalist as a public servant,

providing the public with up-to-date information. But underneath this slogan lie several

other meanings. Primarily those journalists are not only a conduit of information but
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function as political ideologist. However, the slogan also assumes a close and possibly

problematic relationship between mainstream journalism and institutions of state power.

There continues to be a troubled and disjointed relationship between the media

and the state. Although the relationship between the media and the state has changed over

the decades, in contemporary times the “media have become a significant anti-democratic

force in the United States, to varying degrees, worldwide. The wealthier and more

powerful the corporate media giants have become, the poorer the prospects for

participatory democracy” (McChesney 2). In their article “The Crisis of Political

Communication: Normative Critiques of News and Democratic Process,” Bucy and

D’Angelo argue that “the press fails its public mission by not adequately informing the

electorate, presenting an accurate picture of civic affairs, or fostering a sense of

connectedness to governing intuitions”(301). Media scholars from Michael Schudson to

Robert McChesney support divergent theories with the same conclusion: The corporate

media establishment has failed democracy and in its better moments, only crippled the

mediums potential to foster participatory political action.

The Independent Media Center is reporting on a space of political life that is

either ignored by corporate media or casually swept under the rug. One mainstream

reporter attending the 2000 Republican Convention in Philadelphia observed the growing

divide between the cooperate media structure and the citizens who are shut out of the

mainstream political process stating, “Some 4,100 delegates are in the City of Brotherly

Love to cheer the coronation of George W. Bush, but there are untold thousands more
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people who, barred from the convention, are clashing with the police in the streets of

Philadelphia. The protesters are fighting to oppose the rampant poverty, homelessness,

lack of health care, and oppression of minorities that exists in Philadelphia and every

other U.S. city. The Wall Street Journal’s army of convention reporters doesn’t seem to

care much. Neither does George W. Bush. But the Independent Media Center does” (The

Industry Standard).

The ideological commitments of the Independent Media Center have resulted in

an organizational structure that significantly redefines the relationship between the media

and the state. Embracing the role as public servant, the IMC is committed to capitalizing

on the potential of the media to foster participatory political action by clearly identifying

and locating the spaces where citizens can join in direct action, and by embracing the

watchdog function of the news reporting process. This commitment creates active

political agents who are prepared to embrace an agitational relationship against the state.

No longer operating under the assumption that the mainstream media and the state are

concerned with the best interest of its citizens, the IMC has created a media program that

produces cultural artifacts that reflect the fissures of a broken democracy. In an excerpt

from an IMC documentary one protester noted, “If no one came out for this and said,

‘Hell, those guys (WTO) know what’s best, let them do their thing.’ And just read the

nightly news or sat down in front of the TV and watched it that way, then I don’t thing

there would be nearly as much questioning. You know, there wouldn’t be nearly as much

meat for conversation. So in that way I do think there is power in the people”



207

(Democracy Looks Like). Through activist video, the state’s failures to attend to the

needs of its citizens are illuminated and projected in a manner that demands a response

from the state and its ally—the mainstream media. However, what does the agitational

relationship with the state look like?

Protest Pornography

The framing of both IMC documentaries depict a citizenry at war with aggressive

state oppression and violence. These images are frequent and compulsive. In Showdown

in Seattle, a segment of the documentary is dedicated to interviewing a wood craftsman

who makes riot batons for the police. While making a baton in front of the camera, he

explains how to best shape the instrument for causing maximum compliance and pain.

The interview is edited with moments where these batons were used on peaceful

protesters in the streets of Seattle. At the end of the interview, the craftsman mentions

how much his work is backlogged due to the high demand for riot batons by police. His

off-handed comment is an ominous foreshadowing of the police brutality rampant

throughout the documentaries.

The visual representations present in the IMC documentary video productions

may be counter-productive to positioning the audience for instrumental action. The

framing and editing of the activist video footage—specifically present in This is What

Democracy Looks Like and WTO: Showdown in Seattle—might lend themselves more

to consumption of violent spectacle for erotic pleasure as opposed to prompting

instrumental political action. This had given rise to the mass distribution and
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reproduction of what has been termed “protest porn” in activist circles. That is, the

consumption of violent images as a way to re-live the battlegrounds of direct action in a

highly spectacular way. The images are consumed by the activist community as a form of

solidification via a common trope, state sanctioned bodily violence. These images are not

necessarily directed at the mainstream voter or the American political body in general.

The common topoi of the images are that the state is an unpredictable and violent actor

against its citizens.

This particular packaging of activist documentary video frames radical ideas

within the confines of liberalism, in the form of a rights-based visual discourse. The

images function as evidence of the state violating the free speech and assembly rights of

its citizens. Although the meaning of this framing might speak to a broader political

body, the violent visual images contend with significant ideological beliefs about some

sacred American institutions such as the government, the press and the free market.

Therefore, the most shocking images are rooted in the visual discourse of rights and

directed towards the audience that produces them.

Much like traditional pornography that makes images of bodies available for

sexual consumption, protest pornography makes images of agitational protest available to

gaze for mass cultural consumption. As a result, the images lend themselves to the

consumption of activism as opposed to being propelled to engage in activism. The images

are so violent that those in a mass public or in activist circles may extrapolate that protest

in contemporary times accompanies a tremendous threat to physical safety. Instead of
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foregrounding powerful images of the injustice that brings activists to the streets, protest

pornography foregrounds the visual act of political agitation itself. This includes repeated

penetrating images of police assaulting citizens with nightsticks, tear gas, and rubber

bullets. Often this framing of activist news media is structured around a linear chronicling

of a political event that leads up to the climax of violent state action. Protest pornography

also parallels traditional pornography in terms of minimal situational context that leads

up to the primary sex act or in the case of protest pornography, violent political struggle

(Caputi; Collins and Skover; Eck).

The myth of oppression projected in these images follows a basic good vs. evil

archetype that helps simplify a complicated and complex political struggle. The

predominant framing projects victimhood where citizens are being penetrated by the

state. Variations of this interaction are displayed in frequent rotation throughout the

documentaries. These moments are punctuated with non-diagetic sound editing via

stirring music that signals an important narrative arc in the story. The audience is

encouraged to experience this penetrating characterization of political struggle as a

violation and spectacle. Ironically, this cinematic framing is similar to the one projected

in pornography.

An important repercussion of protest pornography is the development of video

cameras as instruments of struggle that reconfigure the relationship between the media

and the audience. This genre of activist media is a rights-based visual discourse focused

on the violation of free speech and assembly rights of average citizens. This serves an
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important policing function for social movements who repeatedly experience violent

police action for exercising their democratic rights in mass demonstrations. In fact, the

presence of cameras in these instances may serve as an important security function. From

Rodney King to the present, the allegations of police brutality have circulated with much

more rhetorical force with the help of video evidence. Using cameras as an instrument of

political struggle partly means policing abuses. However, the camera as an instrument of

political struggle must also function as a public speech. The visual rhetoric of activist

documentary media must do more than police the strategies of state control; it must

directly and primarily confront the issues that bring citizens to the streets.

From the most frequent visual images used in the documentaries, democracy

looks nothing like the deliberative discourse it is suppose to be, but instead very noisy

and in dispute. The most intense and frequent images characterize the state as a violently

penetrating apparatus in full riot gear, invading the streets of Seattle in military tanks,

indiscriminately firing rubber bullets at its citizens, and carrying protestors away in

plastic handcuffs. In some instances, the video speed of This is What Democracy Looks

Like is accelerated in the editing process to create a sense of frenzy concerning the

penetrating acts committed by police. In defense, citizens are using their cameras as

weapons that record the strategies of state control and violence. These images show

citizens preparing for battle by dousing vinegar soaked rags for protection from tear gas.

Other moving images record citizens postured in the fetal position, often shouting
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intentions of non-violence, while being attacked by police with nightsticks and full riot

gear.

In addition to altering the relationship between the media and the state, the

Independent Media Center has adopted a radical reconfiguration between the media and

the public sphere. As a means to foster political action, the IMC’s open content and

source reporting structure functions as a mechanism of participatory democracy as

concerned citizens become the media and find new ways to merge political action with

news reporting. Image alone is not the primary contribution of radical media as DeLuca

and Peeples might suggest. The topography of our new media environment is much more

complicated.

The Civic Function of the IMC

The corporate media environment faces an interesting predicament. Traditional

democratic theory and classic thinking about journalism assumes that “citizens are

rational, interested in public affairs and have access to effective participation in politics”

(Schudson 212). Therefore, the news media often adopts a corresponding role as educator

and disseminator of information to a citizenry that is seeking knowledge for political

participation. However, the relationship of the media and the citizens who reside in the

public sphere is more complicated. Therefore, a possible solution to the scrupulous

relationship of the media to the masses might reside in the media’s (alternative or

otherwise) ability to present the information in a frame that expounds upon the

importance of engagement in discursive and instrumental struggle. The media must start
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to engage in persuasive—therefore partisan—messages that dare citizens to conceptualize

public affairs in terms of their interests. It can challenge the public to participate in

democratic spaces. Simply, it is not enough to provide information; the journalist job

should provide the link between information and democratic practices.

By avoiding the advocacy of direct political action, participation or critical

rational debate, the mainstream media preserves its shroud of objectivity. However,

alternative media sources have rejected the “shroud” of objectivity, acknowledging its

aims are impossible and fruitless. Instead, information is disseminated in a manner that

connects facts with political advocacy and transforms them into participation. It is the

collective, active and multi-vocal voices of democracy that have the potential to

increasing political participation, as opposed to the seemingly benign (although not)

rationality of mainstream news.

The Independent Media Center not only reconfigures citizens into journalists but

also provides a space that facilitates participatory politics by pointing the public towards

democratic spaces. Harim Veracruz, a bike messenger in New York, started using the

Independent Media Center for the maps of the city and information on what areas to

avoid during the UN Millennium Summit. Veracruz said he’s even “gotten educated as to

why these people are so angry by reading some of the political news on the site” and

considered joining a protest walk to the UN (wired.com). In addition to identifying the

spaces of political action, the IMC provides information on activist training (specifically
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to deal with police brutality and legal matters) and resources in order to encourage

citizens to engage in political public spaces.

It is possible that partisan spaces like the Independent Media Center may better

serve the interests of a concerned public. In response to the World Trade Organization in

December 1999, Tom Regan from the Christian Science Monitor observed, “While big

broadcasters like CNN and FOX focused almost exclusively on the confrontation

between protesters and police, especially the first couple of days, the independent sites

provided in-depth papers and research about the WTO, not to mention some fascinating

discussion groups where people from both sides of the issue argued the trade questions

back and fourth for days”(CSM Dec 9, 1999). The activist documentary news model of

the IMC has begun to explore ways of connecting citizens to spaces of civic engagement.

Often news stories about activist Internet journalism are concerned with the vast potential

and technological marvel displayed by an organization such as the Independent Media

Center. Yet, it is the human, rather than technical successes, that provide the most robust

findings: “No matter how modern the streaming of audio and video is, it wouldn’t matter

much if people across the country and around the planet weren’t eager to find out what

anti-corporate demonstrators are doing and why they’re doing it” (Chico Examiner).

Scholars who celebrate the constitutive power of the image, too often abandon the

powerful and necessary face-to-face interaction that must accompany visual discourse in

the process of social change. For example, Deluca and Peeples suggest that instrumental

action in the form of a face-to-face is passé and a new moment must be embraced:
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Technological and social changes have produced the public screen. For a cultural

critic, the key response to the structural transformation of our moment is neither

to adopt a moral pose nor to express yearning for a mythical past, but to explore

what is happening and what is possible under current conditions. If embodied

gatherings of culturally homogenous equal citizens engaged in rational dialogue

with the goal of consensus is no longer a dominant mode of political activity,

what constitutes politics today? One answer is the public screen. Groups perform

image events for dissemination via corporate-owned mass media that display an

unceasing flow of images and entertainment. (134)

However, the story of the Independent Media Center is one in which images are

important but not the primary and solitary space of political struggle. The IMC texts,

images were disseminated in a frame of verbal and visual discourse that rested on the

backs of a deliberating public sphere of activist. Without all of these rhetorical strategies

and social conditions, the visual images alone would not circulate with the same political

force.

However, the Independent Media Center and like-minded media organizations

still face several significant barriers to influencing a larger political public sphere—a

place where the mainstream media and their narratives continue to receive more political

credibility and clout among most American citizens. Further research should be done to

understanding how activist media sources like the IMC will change or place pressure on
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mainstream media outlets. Specifically in terms of the mainstream media’s growing

pressure to explain the counter-narrative of activist politics.

IMPLICATIONS

The Independent Media Center appears to be acting as a corrective to the mistakes

made in the early activist video movement. Those in the IMC organization through

listserves, bulletin boards and bi-annual meetings are consistently building a community

beyond the local level. However, the commitment to community is centered on a loosely

structured instrumental political agenda and not solely focused on the development of

counter-cultural values.

In the future, public sphere theorists should conceptualize the relationship

between adherence to community and an instrumental political program not as an

irresolvable dialectic but a tension that can be negotiated for effective political change

when centered on common political interests. However, social movement organizations

must be committed to self-reflexivity and evolution in order to avoid the potential to

become come insular and politically ineffective. On the IMC website, communication

about how the organization’s goals and objectives can be transported into the mainstream

public sphere is an active debate that continues to generate many important ideas and

solutions.

This case also provides some interesting insights into the role of the media in a

fractured democracy. Activist documentary journalism as manifested by the IMC, is a

form of political communication, broadly constructed that engages citizens and draws
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them into democratic spaces. The role of American journalism is constantly evolving. We

are passing out of an era of high modernism in American journalism. This is an era where

the historically troubled role of the journalist seems fully rationalized, when it seems

possible for journalists to be powerful and prosperous and at the same time independent,

disinterested, public-spirited, trusted and beloved by everyone. This shift was brought

about by the denigration of the consensus centered on the New Deal and the Cold War as

well as drive for economic security of news media outlets.

According to Hallin, “For the most part, the changes of the past two decades have

made American journalism better, and I think we should welcome the prospect of further

change, especially in the direction of greater independence of the state, greater sensitivity

to diversity of viewpoints, and more sophisticated interpretation.” The upshot of the

contemporary media environment is that an enormous amount of change has taken place

since the 1960’s and there is reason to think that things may continue to develop—in

terms of the news media. Another reason to expect continuing changes has to do with the

anguished state of electoral politics and the public’s intense dissatisfaction with political

leadership.



217

Chapter Seven: Conclusion

This dissertation has briefly explored only the surface of contemporary activist

documentary film and video that is circulating at the turn of the century. These cases

represent a few dynamic, yet not the most obvious, kinds of interactive texts circulating

in the third wave of activist documentary history. Although the case studies do not

exhaust the diversity in approaches, they typify the next evolutionary step in the

interaction between the activist text, the filmmaker(s) and the audience. In this

dissertation I argued that activist documentary film and video have a rhetorical force in

the engagement with audiences interested in the project of social change. The influence

of the activist documentary is primarily constitutive in that the text provides a sense of

shared collective identity around which particular audiences can orient themselves. Even

so, some documentary texts enable action beyond the process of identification and

consciousness, and create instrumental political action.

The contribution of this study is that cultural texts have the potential to be more

than a site of consumption, they can also prompt communicative production.

Contemporary scholars are correct in identifying cultural texts as a significant social

force, yet they do not go far enough in understanding how cultural work can interact with

instrumental social change. Political struggle involves more than disseminating images

and parading counter-cultural values. Cultural texts can facilitate agitational political

struggle with much more force than simply representing it in documentary form.
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The three historical movements of activist documentary identified in this

dissertation are a dynamic collision of social crisis, it is a praxis of human need,

technological innovation, and documentary ingenuity. By chance or intent, the

documentaries analyzed in this dissertation are revolutionizing the form, content and

function of activist documentary in the third wave. The Paradise Lost documentaries are

at the cutting edge of altering the media model of communication by challenging the

notion that viewing media is primarily an exercise of consumption. In conjunction with

the Internet, audiences are now speaking back to the messages they consume and an

interactive new medium provides the platform for that production. The documentaries

and raw video footage distributed by the Independent Media Center are discovering new

ground in the contemporary media environment. By creating an alternative video

distribution process and a parallel broadcast network online, the IMC is harnessing the

political potential of the Internet as an information clearinghouse for a number of social

justice movements circulating at the turn of the century. Fahrenheit 9/11 is a case in

activist documentary reaching unprecedented visibility in the public sphere. Once viewed

as the sobering second fiddle to fiction film, the documentary text is now obtaining the

kind of visibility and notoriety once unheard of for the genre.  Even more surprising, the

activist incarnation of the genre is exploding in the third wave in terms of popularity and

visibility. Each of these characteristics of contemporary activist documentary,

exemplified by the case studies in this dissertation, reveal both troubling concerns and

liberating potential for society.
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The following chapter will outline some of the limitations and contributions in

this study by reviewing the lessons of activist documentary, identifying what should

count as activist documentary, explain how these texts represent the evolving media

model of communication, determine the influence of rhetoric in the study of these texts,

illuminate how popular culture functions as a site of resistance and provide suggestions

for future research. First, the lessons of contemporary activist documentary will be

explored.

LESSONS OF ACTIVIST DOCUMENTARY

Documentary film has the potential to aid—and in moments create—instrumental

social change. How can documentary truly become a tool for social change? What

conditions best facilitate the deployment of an instrumental activist text? In this

dissertation, several patterns have been identified as essential to the circulation and

function of activist documentary texts: The texts must 1) create, encourage and/or form a

collective, instrumental audience identity with the film text, 2) speak to a particular

audience invested in the process of social change and 3) must open up a space for

activism and not stand in for it.

Facilitating collective identity is an important ingredient of activist documentary.

Grounding persuasion in individual identity is not always the most effective manner to

engage the process of social change. The process requires collective thinking, exploring

the good for one’s community, even when collective thinking is at odds with individual

identity. The individual identity-centered approach to social change denies a rational-
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thinking subject that can conceptualize and resolve the tension between self-identity and

group consciousness. When analyzing political argument (in the form of documentary

film and video), individual identity did not always precede persuasion as Charland posits

in his concept of constitutive rhetoric. Therefore, Charland sets up a false theoretical

dichotomy between instrumentality and constitution. The concepts are opposite sides of

the same coin of persuasion, one does not inherently precede the other in practice.

Charland’s proposal that the rhetorical moment should be wrapped up in the constitutive

moment has significant consequences for social change. In theoretical discussion and in

practice, identity tends to 1) mask economic struggles critical to social change and 2)

limits agency to discursive consumption. In addition, foregrounding discursive strategies

of social change which neglect or minimize economic interests privileges a population of

subjects who are materially sustained enough to find economic exploitation a minimal

concern. Through collective instrumental identity, activist documentary has the potential

to more effectively engage the process of social change.

The documentary case studies in this dissertation are related to social movements

in divergent ways. The study of the Paradise Lost documentaries is an instance where an

instrumental social movement was created from the viewing of the films. The form,

content and structure of the documentaries called together a public invested in agitating

on behalf of the issues outlined in the films. An instrumental collective identity was

formed with the film text and the discourse that circulated from it. The chapter on

Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 is a moment where an activist documentarian attempts

to stand in for the movement. The study of Fahrenheit 9/11 is a lesson in how popular
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activist documentary failed to engage the process of social change or find an audience

that will agitate on behalf of the issues at hand, outside of the documentary screening.

The study of the IMC is an investigation of how social movements are harnessing the

documentary production process for social change and opening up a space for activism.

For the evolving activist video movement on the Internet, the medium is an outlet for

publicizing social injustice and securing activists from police brutality.

In each of these cases, the more closely the activist documentary film and video

derived from or with a social movement, the more effective the text functioned in the

process of social change. That is, there needs to be a collective group extending the

political struggle identified in the film while executing the heavily lifting of the social

change process.  Denning argues that the 1930s brought about an American Renaissance.

This period is characterized as a time of social critique and increased labor organizing,

including significant participation of the working class in the culture of the arts. His study

of the cultural front illuminates an important condition of activist media texts then and

now: The success of the activist media texts is dependent on its connection to embodied

social change. Regardless of technological innovation, there is something important about

activist rhetoric and the bodies of those agitate for those issues, they cannot and should

not be separated.

The most fluid example of this phenomenon was the Paradise Lost documentaries.

The filmmakers were professional, seasoned and not identified as activist, yet the film

still succeeded at helping to redistribute necessary resources to those in need. The

connection between the activist documentary text and the social movement does not have
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to derive from a direct connection between the filmmaker and the movement. Rather,

there is a multitude of ways, some of which have not been explored, to engage the

process of social change with activist documentary.

Given the popularity of street tapes in the early 1970s activist video movement,

there may be a tendency to visually display counter-hegemonic ideas as an act of

resistance. Because this rhetorical approach focused primarily on constitutive aspects of

persuasion, it missed essential insights about power and was limited in its ability to foster

material social change. Considering the lessons of the first and second wave of activist

documentary, the texts must do more than reflect the interests of social movements. The

most effective activist documentary rhetorically facilitates and opens up a space for

activism and civic engagement. A test of activist documentary is its ability to open up a

space for instrumental action.

The ability for documentary film to reach significant audiences through such a

powerful medium makes the genre a natural and necessary tool for activism, one that can

no longer be overlooked in the study of rhetoric and social change. Cultural texts, alone,

cannot evoke all the stages of social change. In the case of documentary film, the texts

have the potential to contribute to the process of solidification and promulgation.

However, documentary film is only one strategy used to solidify or promulgate a

movement in the process of social change—a process that involves many other stages. As

Bowers, Oches and Jensen point out, there are several stages to sustain the process of

social change. It is important to situate activist media within that process, recognizing

documentary cannot stand in for the hard work of social change.  In practice, the
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affordability and access to new video technology allows counter-publics to maximize

promulgation and solidification approaches in the public sphere, without great difficulty

or expense.

THE SCOPE AND STUDY OF ACTIVIST DOCUMENTARY

What is activist documentary? The question is important because current

theoretical and social conceptions of “activist documentary” include a wide spectrum of

films that range in function from representing social change to actually intervening in the

social change process as an instrumental text. The theoretical and practical concerns of

the definitional parameter of “activist documentary” are significant. What counts as an

activist text and how it functions has social and political consequences. Theorists must be

cautious of celebrating radical images or representations of social change.  Historically,

those approaches have failed to produce significant, systematic social change. As a result,

activist documentary should be defined in terms of its function in the process of social

change and by the manner in which the camera is utilized as a tool of social justice.

Although many documentaries may choose to cover political content considered activist,

not all documentaries are activist in function. It is important to focus on the function of

activist documentary in order to distinguish between what film and video may actually

serve the community being recorded and those films that simply exploiting their visual

image. In the third wave, contemporary activist documentary film and video is functions

in multiple ways, and it is important to distinguish the most effective for the process of

social change.
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At the turn of the century, a new kind of documentary is beginning to surface on

college campuses, movie theaters, community centers and at film festivals. Most

contemporary activist documentaries do not look like the famous street tapes of the

1970s. Many have adapted to the slick world of commercial television. HBO

documentaries like Paradise Lost, Paradise Lost Revelations as well as Fahrenheit 9/11

break the mold for activist media by engaging the process of social change via becoming

familiar with the mass audience. The tendency for activist documentary to circulate in

popular media has a few critical limitations that need to be explored further. There is a

tension between the nature of activist texts and using the commercial apparatus of the

mass media to distribute those messages. The Paradise Lost documentaries functioned to

acquire necessary resources for the marginalized communities represented in the films in

a way that Fahrenheit 9/11 did not. Therefore, this tension and negotiation needs to be

explored further.

Activist documentary has specific implications for representation and social

change, simultaneously it can be a form of activist news reporting. A common thread in

each of these case studies was the explicit critique of the corporate media, which is

blamed for either ignoring or exacerbating the issues at hand. Demanding that the media

should not stand in the way of social justice, contemporary activist documentary film and

video attempts to fulfill the abandoned watch-dog function of the media. In the Paradise

Lost documentaries, Fahrenheit 9/11 and the documentaries released by the Independent

Media Center, were a direct and sometimes indirect response to a corporate media

establishment that prioritizes state and corporate interests over civic interests. The stakes
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of this increasing insulation of the mainstream media establishment are significant given

that the institutions and practices of journalism are so closely tied to the function of

democracy. Contemporary activist documentary has evolved into fulfilling the civic

functions of the media and given those critiques of the news can circulate widely without

much contention, it can be assumed there is a groundswell of distrust about what we call

the news. In this particular historical context, Shudson’s call to explore what the civic

function of the media and whom it serves is more urgent.

THE EVOLVING MEDIA MODEL OF COMMUNICATION

How counter-publics or social movements create change from or with activist

documentary is a complicated process involving much more than a documentary

screening. The formation of publics is key to understanding the process of documentary

film/video and social change. Without the formation of counter-publics, activist

documentary has little hope of achieving and sustaining the process of social change.

However, there is contention concerning the relationship between the media and publics

formation. Habermas has strong reservations about the ability for mass media to foster

public deliberation, civic participation and social change.

The Habermasian culture consuming public is evolving in our current historical

context and with the onset of technological evolution. Cross-media use and technological

innovation has prompted a new model of media communication that is multi-directional,

where audiences can consume public discourse and produce it with the help of the

Internet. Prompted and sometimes facilitated by the documentary medium, once
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fragmented publics have the potential to connect and organize for instrumental action in a

new place—cyberspace.

The Internet has become an important companion to media consumption,

facilitating the organization of like-minded citizens into instrumental publics. The use of

this new media has forged strategies for communication about group organization that

reconceptualize the political models of social change by overcoming the geographical

divide through virtual space. However, it is important to note that traditional strategies

for political engagement such as protest, petition and public face-to-face interaction were

not abandoned for “new” Internet strategies of agitation. On the contrary, the Internet

facilitated citizens organizing for action in the streets.

The concerns Habermas forwarded about the media as a form of political

deliberation are tempered when coupled with an interactive medium like the Internet.

Although there are still problems of access and opportunity, there is a growing potential

for a medium like documentary film and video to become instrumental in the public

sphere through the Internet. Therefore, cultural texts can be a site of consumption and

with counter-public formation, a site of production.

Historically, activist documentary film and video has prompted counter-publics to

form, however, it is important to learn from previous experiences with video collectives.

Counter-publics must be instrumental and act within a dialectical relationship with other

publics. They must resist the impulse to become mired in developing community, much

like the activist video movement of the 1960s, activist documentary film must recognize
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that there is a project for social change outside the film screening and production. If

activist documentary counter-publics do not reconceptualize the public sphere as a

community, they may have the potential of becoming insular and politically ineffective.

Therefore, counter-publics must speak to issues, concerns, and interests in a larger

community in the public sphere—a community mostly committed to liberalism. A more

effective route to social change may emerge from the political space where the interests

of the marginalized meet the dominant hegemonic interests and maintain fidelity in the

public sphere through political discussion and action. Yet, the lessons of “going popular”

should temper this impulse. Activist documentary must speak to an audience, not

necessarily all audiences, in order to facilitate more effective social change.

THE RHETORIC OF ACTIVIST DOCUMENTARY

The theoretical tension at the core of this study resides in the function of activist

documentary as a constitutive and/or instrumental text. In rhetorical studies, the

persuasive model of communication is conceptualized in two very divergent ways. In

practice, activist documentary film and video inclusively utilizes both of these

approaches to persuasion, illuminating the false dichotomy placed between these

theoretical constructs in practice. Persuasion is both constitutive and instrumental; it not

only defines our world but functions to create it with action. In fact, one of the defining

principals of activist documentary is that it creates a space for instrumental action, while

the entire genre of documentary may only be constitutive in nature.
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Given the tendency for activist documentary to be constitutive and instrumental,

this creates a more dynamic and fluid model of media communication. With the trend

towards cross-media use, popular culture texts can no longer be conceptualized as a

performance or event but rather a circulation of discourse. Media audiences are now

encouraged to extend their television watching experience with the purchase of a CD

soundtrack, documentary film and video is marketed with books that explore political

issues in a more systematic medium, and musical acts are creating communities on the

Internet. Ideas are circulated through a variety of media formats with the potential for

deliberation and grassroots organization on the Internet. Audiences can now publicly

speak back to the ideas they consume, creating a dynamic and multi-directional

communication model.

Instead of conceptualizing the media as primarily a constitutive site, media

consumption can also be more dynamic. That is, activist documentary is simultaneously a

mirror of historical record but also an instrument of political struggle. Given the

increased trend towards cross-media use and the interactive nature of the Internet, how

we use the media to take in information is changing.

The politics of consumption as social change are pervasive and intersect at the

nexus of rhetorical studies, public sphere theory and social movements studies. This

dissertation attempts to address a political space between the pessimism of Habermas’

culture consuming public and Deluca’s celebration of text consumption as a site of social

change. The activist video movement of the 1970s adopted a culture-consuming model of
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social change that resulted in problematic assumptions about power, an approach that did

not result in significant and systematic connection to the process of social change. What

is still left to be explored theoretically is how constitution, in practice, redistributes

economic resources and cultural recognition to those who need most or immediatly. And

to those who need it immediately. Without this explanation, it may not be prudent to

advocate for re-shaping cultural codes as a primary method for resistance.

In terms of studying the rhetorical dimensions of activist documentary, it is

important to read and study the documentary for its form and strategies. But it is equally

important to study how the activist documentary is circulated, taken up and used for

public deliberation about issues bigger than the text itself. Therefore, the study of activist

documentary requires a unit of analysis that connects the rhetorical construction of the

documentary with the circulation of the text in the public sphere. In addition, the unit of

analysis for studying activist documentary must maintain a rigorous account of the

process of social change and the function of documentary film and video within that

process.

Finally, theories have consequences, especially the theories of social change. The

process of social change has been under theorized in rhetorical studies. Although there is

considerable work in social movements and public sphere theory about the strategies of

political struggle, how those strategies translate into the process of social change is

lacking. Particular rhetorical concepts such as constitutionality, instrumentality, agency

and hegemony allude to the process of social change; however, their popular
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conceptualization does not directly address how these concepts translate into the process

of social change. Recently, rhetorical constructions of agency, hegemony and constitution

have diminished collective political action and identity as a significant force of social

change. In addition, these concepts have been theorized in a manner that substitutes the

process of social change (involving rhetorical and non-rhetorical interventions) for

changing language strategies (Deluca 35). The consequences of these theories are

multiple and do not always mirror the struggle for political power in our streets,

neighborhoods and communities.

POPULAR CULTURE AS A SPACE OF RESISTANCE

Popular culture may be a complicated and risky site in to launch the processes of

social change. Significantly popular texts that engage the process of social change are

faced with the potential of being policed in the public sphere with objectivity. Whether it

is the Dixie Chicks, Mel Gibson’s Passion of the Christ or Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit

9/11, all were accused of bring politics into their art. These rhetors each face a complex

speaking environment where they are policed for speaking out of place and might suffer

credibility issues about fervent and specific political advocacy.

In contemporary times, political films are functioning as a concordance between

the creative left and the profit driven studio apparatus. By making the actual viewing of

the text a political moment, the critical text is co-opted into a highly profitable product

reflecting counter-hegemonic ideas in the public sphere. “You have organizations like

MoveOn who have gotton 110,000 of their members to pledge to go see the movie
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(Fahrenheit 9/11) opening weekend...if you do have a group of people who are not highly

motivated to go but are absolutely going to go opening weekend, if you organize them

together and turn it into something larger than the movie, you can generally make more

money. And that’s what they’re doing”(17). Therefore, the popular activist documentary

is allowed to circulate widely because of the ability to turn a profit. So, the activist

documentary moment should be celebrated with caution.

FUTURE RESEARCH

In the current historical context, the study and investigation of social change is an

important line of inquiry. Trends in economic terms are pointing towards an increase in

the rich/poor gap in the United States. While there have been significant social changes in

race relations, sexual oppression, and other forms of discrimination, marginalized

communities continue to struggle over local issues of oppression and exploitation without

much systematic change.

This dissertation attempts to explore the relationship between contemporary

cultural text and social change by investigating the function of activist documentary film

and video in the public sphere. Only in two other periods, the 1930s and the late 1960s,

did the documentary film and video genre experience a collision with activist politics. We

are currently in the third wave of the activist documentary impulse which began

percolating in the early 1990s. During  documentary renaissance, the popularity and

interest in the documentary genre has exploded into the contemporary public sphere. We

are in the midst of a unique historical moment for activist documentary film and video
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that deserves more rigorous study. Although, there has been much insight gained from

this study, there are several questions and lines of future research that deserve attention.

The role of culture in the process of social change is complicated, dynamic and

evolving. It is difficult to dispute the growing influence of popular culture in civic life.

How, when and where popular culture functions in the process of social change still

needs rigorous investigation. This includes the study of music, television, film and

magazines utilized in the process of social change. Contemporary scholars who argue that

popular cultural texts are a significant social force are correct. However, they do not go

far enough in figuring out how cultural work can connect to instrumental movements that

do more than put edgy ideas or stark images into public space. What this work has

offered is a theoretical and conceptual space for cultural texts to be a part of instrumental

political struggle. This line of research not only has theoretical merit but also practical

application about how the popular rhetors of our time influence the process of social

change.

In the future, I hope to challenge the relationship between cultural texts and social

change through practice. That is, to experiment with these findings in practice through

the production of activist documentary texts. Coupling the practice of documentary

production with political activism is one way to test the validity of these claims. Through

production of activist texts, I hope to acquire, refine and experiment with the multiple

rhetorical strategies of grassroots political struggle with a documentary camera.
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The study of rhetoric and the investigation of documentary film studies have a

great deal to offer one another, particularly in this historical moment. Contemporary

activist documentary is functioning as a form of political advocacy, much like public

speaking did in previous moments. As a result, these two fields of study have a shared

interest in a phenomenon of study, political persuasion. Therefore, there are possible

insights to be gained from the rhetorical approach to the study of documentary film and

video.

There are several instances of contemporary activist documentary that are not

explored in this dissertation and there are several questions about contemporary activist

documentary that still need to be explored in order to understand how the text functions

in the process of social change: How does activist documentary function to create

consciousness raising in the process of social change. What is the role of identification in

contemporary activist documentary film and video? How do the rhetorical strategies of

personal documentary influence the process of social change? In addition, the scope of

how activist documentary film and video functions in the process of social change still

needs to be exhausted.

If the lessons of history are important, there are several aspects of the activist

documentary text that might help to foster the space for civic engagement. The third

wave of activist documentary must be committed to the systematic analysis of social

injustice and produce video texts that illuminate the web of problems and possible

solutions. A test of an activist video text is the manner in which it contributes to the
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broader public dialogue about the issue at hand. It can no longer just function as a

reflector of social change but it must become part of the process of social change. Part of

this negotiation involves activist documentary attempting to foster and improve the

conditions of critical rational debate, inside and outside the movement. In the 1930s, the

documentary stood in for critical rational debate and social change. In the early activist

video movement of the 1960s, the attempt to foster critical rational debate in the public

sphere took a backseat to building an activist video community. It is not enough to

visually and aesthetically parade counter-cultural values and images. Activist

documentary must leave a footprint in the sphere(s) of politics, opening up spaces for

social change.
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