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My dissertation focuses on the research question: How is the Internet facilitating 

changes in social documentary practice? More specifically, how are documentary 

makers rethinking documentary form, distribution, and audience relations? To shine light 

on this question, the dissertation examines the cases Sin by Silence and This is Not a 

Conspiracy Theory. To form the backdrop for understanding the case studies, the project 

examines the dominant discourses the trade press is using to explain what is changing in 

terms of form, distribution, and audience relations, providing a brief historical survey. 

The chapter focused on Sin by Silence uses a content analysis of social media to 

understand how the director used Facebook and Twitter accounts for a multitude of 

purposes. It argues that social media can be used to extend the narratives of films beyond 

the boundaries of the feature-length film and argues that the key idea of expansion can 
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shed light on film form and audience relationships as well as the labor of the filmmaker. 

The case of This is Not a Conspiracy Theory demonstrates that participation and 

interaction can take place in the fields of distribution and funding as well as content 

generation, showing that an audience can be involved in a film from the very beginning 

throughout its life cycle. Both films demonstrate that a wide variety of media platforms 

can be used in the contemporary filmmaking landscape according to the requirements of 

the film project or energy and capabilities of the filmmakers. The rise of Internet culture 

and social media in particular has presented the opportunity for the audience to have a 

more active role in the pre-production, production, and post-production processes of 

filmmaking. 
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Introduction 

In early March 2012, a film called Kony 2012, seemingly out of nowhere, began 

appearing in post after post in my Facebook newsfeed, more often than not from my 

undergraduate college students.1 They were sharing links to the complete version of this 

slickly produced documentary film that aimed to remove Ugandan war criminal Joseph 

Kony from power. Within the next 48 hours, many people, especially my Media Studies 

colleagues, began posting rebuttals to the original film and accusations against its 

sponsoring organization, Invisible Children. After two weeks of tracking the furor on my 

social network, I finally watched the film that first lays bare the horrors of Kony and 

secondly creates essentially a manual for social impact by integrating “how-to” content 

into the film. The narrative strategies of the film and the distribution plan (discussed in 

the film itself) were designed for the online, participatory environment of the Internet. 

Facebook groups sprouted up in support of the Kony 2012 action day that filmmakers had 

planned before the release of the film. By the end of a month, the film recorded 84 

million views and was featured in countless articles and editorials from mainstream and 

alternative media. Kony 2012: Part II – Beyond Famous, a follow-up released in April 

2012, did not show the same viral success as its predecessor. However, in 2014, I have 

seen absolutely no mention of the film or the social issue, even though Kony still remains 

                                                 
1“Kony 2012,” Invisible Children, 2014, accessed November 14, 2014, 
http://invisiblechildren.com/kony-2012/.	  
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at large. The Kony 2012 phenomenon, as a film that was designed for the Internet—with 

video streaming capabilities, built in sharing functions, and interactivity—exemplifies the 

role the World Wide Web can now play in documentary film practices and also the 

complex landscape of contemporary filmmaking and social change.  

  The possibilities of our ways of encountering, watching, acting on, and sharing 

documentaries have increased due to the connectivity and participation that the 

pervasiveness of Internet culture has brought. Now, “watching a documentary” can mean 

uploading personal photos and stories into an online collaborative documentary, “liking” 

a documentary on Facebook to follow its pre-production and post-production, or even 

seeking tangential information related to the social cause the film addresses. It can also 

mean donating to a Kickstarter campaign for a friend or for a cause. People can vote 

online for a winner in a documentary film contest or even join an email list that sends 

links to the documentary films from a particular production company straight to an email 

inbox. Even the most straightforward and traditional documentaries can now be expected 

to engage cyberspace in at least the tiniest way, such as by having a film website, 

tweeting about the film, or uploading the trailer to YouTube.    

Craig Hight identifies two paradigms for understanding the changing role of 

documentary in the digital, Internet age: 

First, there is the integration of digital technologies within conventional 
documentary practice, a process containing the potential to reshape the 
production, post-production and distribution of film and television documentary 
(just as the development of the technologies of these media drew upon and 
reshaped earlier documentary photography practices). The second dynamic is the 
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appropriation by digital platforms of aspects of documentary’s discourse and 
aesthetics, refashioning these especially within more participatory online 
cultures.2  

 

My work will be investigating the new world for documentary practice that the World 

Wide Web has facilitated, trying to sketch out some possibilities for social documentary 

film practices. 

In this dissertation, I refer mostly to film projects, a term that is meant to 

encompass online materials, social networking sites, and so on. I will be using the term 

viewer-user to define the audience of the films of which I am speaking because the 

experience of the World Wide Web is often individualized and console-based and there 

are often possibilities within the text itself to interact with and use the film project. 

 

Main Research and Literature Review Questions 

 My project focuses on the research question: How is social documentary practice 

changing in the era of the Internet? More specifically, how are documentary makers 

rethinking documentary form, distribution, and audience relations?   

To answer these questions, it is necessary for me to engage the literatures of both 

film and media studies in chapter one. I will review documentary film studies and impact 

                                                 
2 Craig Hight, “The Field of Digital Documentary: A Challenge to Documentary 
Theorists,” Studies in Documentary Film 2, no. 1 (2008): 4.  
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studies, technology studies, theories of participatory culture, and narrative and formal 

theory. 

  

Methods 

In a sense this research is exploratory because the textual objects, although 

connected to historical documentary form and other investigations of participatory 

culture, are currently in a period of dramatic growth and development. In another sense 

this research is historical as it sketches a transitional moment in the history of 

documentary film while the presence of new media platforms is increasing. It is formal as 

it investigates changes in visual and narrative storytelling as the platform for connecting 

with audiences has changed. And in a sense it is sociological as it looks at filmmaking as 

a social process, attempting to understand how filmmaking teams are attempting to affect 

social issues using a new media space. Chapter two, a background chapter, will be 

devoted to historical discourse analysis of trade press, and the central chapters of the 

dissertation will engage in case study research in order to explore the nuances of the 

effects of these emerging forms. 

According to Robert Yin, case study research can be used when the research 

questions ask how or why, when the focus is on contemporary events, and when control 

over behavioral events is not required.3 It can be use for qualitative and quantitative 

                                                 
3 Robert K. Yin, Case Study Research: Design and Methods (Los Angeles: Sage, 2009), 
8. 	  
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analysis. It is a useful methodology when the phenomenon and the contexts are blurry, as 

opposed to an experiment, which seeks to isolate the phenomenon.4 Moreover, case study 

research can cope with a topic with many variables, multiple sources of evidence, and a 

theoretically informed research design.5 

 To explore the possibilities of the World Wide Web for documentary filmmakers, 

I will be using multiple-case design. This allows for a more robust approach to the 

research questions than a single-case design. Conducting studies of multiple cases will 

help better explore the potential role of the World Wide Web in documentary film 

projects. The case studies will focus on the two documentaries Sin by Silence (Klaus 

2009) and This is Not a Conspiracy Theory (Ferguson 2013).  

 My unit of analysis will be the documentary film project itself, within its 

multimedia package, knowing that the boundaries of what comprises the film and what is 

extraneous can be blurry. Distinguishing between text and paratext will be a struggle, but 

even this is telling as it reveals that textual boundaries of documentaries can be fuzzy in 

the new media environment. The point at which the text stops and the marketing and 

distribution campaign begin can be hazy. Also, many documentaries will not have the 

discrete beginnings and endings that traditional fictional narrative films do as parts of 

documentaries are now released online before theatrical or complete release, and 

sometimes filmmakers continue to add to the piece after its official debut.  

                                                 
4 Yin, Research, 18. 	  
5 Yin, Research, 18. 	  
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 Basic selection criteria for the documentary film projects are: 

• a social documentary film (a film that purports to be real and 

directly connects to a social issue); 

• a 60-minute or longer project (to ensure that the scale of the 

project is large enough to support a complete case study and the 

projects are generally comparable to one another); 

• contemporary (to help establish a parallel historical context in 

both projects and speak to the current “state of the field”); 

• an extensive user of the World Wide Web for some combination 

of storytelling, fundraising, distribution, and exhibition; and 

• a display of engaging ideas of web-based participatory culture.  

My cases are chosen with replication in mind, repetition with variation. I will be 

deliberately selecting cases that can help illuminate the relationship between the World 

Wide Web and evolving documentary film practices. The two cases have pushed the 

boundaries of documentary form, distribution, and audience relations. The point is not to 

generalize from the cases but instead to use the cases in describing the emerging 

possibilities in the field documentary. 

To explore the possibilities, I have chosen cases that have represented two 

common directions for documentary web practices: the social justice movement and the 

financially sustainable web-based documentary. These questions of how to “impact” the 

world offline and, flatly, how to survive in the constantly changing economic landscape 
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have proved key throughout the rise of the web culture, as the review of the trade press 

will emphasize. Both case studies raise other questions integral to understanding the 

relationship of the web to contemporary documentary film practice. One case study, Sin 

by Silence, is a complete feature documentary that released theatrically and used web-

based platforms as supplemental post-production materials. The other project, This is Not 

a Conspiracy Theory, has incorporated web-based audience participation not only in 

distribution and exhibition but also for pre-production, here crowd-sourcing funding. The 

general structure of each study is how the filmmakers facilitated participation “after,” 

“during,” and “before” the film.   

Yin describes the possible sources of evidence for case studies: documentation, 

archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant-observation, and physical 

artifacts. My case studies rely more or less on each of these sources of evidence 

depending on the research questions of each case.6 I have arranged each case around 

Yin’s ideal of “triangulation”—the use of multiple sources of evidence to improve 

validity and reliability.7 More information on the types of evidence used follow in the 

chapter summaries. I will also be examining the documentaries themselves, which Yin 

lists under “physical artifacts,” an inconvenient label for the investigation of immaterial, 

time-based new media forms. However, his point that the “work of art” can be important 

                                                 
6 Yin, Research, 102. 	  
7 Yin, Research, 114. 	  
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is true in the instance of my project as well. Textual analysis will be used to analyze the 

films as evidence. 

 

Chapter Organization 

Chapter 1: Literature Review of Key Theoretical Ideas 

This chapter reviews literature from documentary film studies, documentary 

impact studies, technology studies, participatory culture, film and new media narrative 

theory to engage deeply into the context of the research question.  

 

Chapter 2: Historical Contexts for Changing Notions of Documentary Audience, 

Distribution, and Form     

To form the backdrop for understanding the case studies, this chapter examines 

the dominant discourses the trade press is using to explain what is changing in terms of 

form, distribution, and audience relations, providing a brief historical survey of this 

discourse rather than an exhaustive history. I have examined popular industry press from 

primarily 1995-2011, focusing on Documentary Magazine, the Public Broadcasting 

Service (PBS) Point of View (POV) online Doc Soup blog, and The Independent 

Magazine of Film and Video, more commonly known as The Independent. Based on 

relevant historical turns, I divided the period into 4 phases: the experimentation phase, 

the bandwagon phase, the connected phase, and the saturation phase. Although each 

publication has its own emphases, I synthesized the common themes and contradictions 
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into my results to focus not just on each magazine but instead the changing state of the 

field. This chapter also includes a brief section detailing the history of the “webdoc,” 

situated as a frontier for formal experimentation in web-based forms of documentary. 

Understanding the short histories of the topics of audience, distribution, and form will 

provide a context to analyze the ways the case studies have situated themselves in (and 

affected) their environment and why.  

 

Chapter 3: The Case Study of Sin by Silence  

 Sin by Silence is a complete feature documentary with limited theatrical release 

that has used web-based platforms as supplemental materials extensively years after the 

completion of the film. This case study focuses on the idea of “impacting” the offline 

world with regards to social justice issues. The film was released as a complete 

documentary, and the social media campaigns followed the production of the film. The 

film influenced the writing of the Sin by Silence legislation, two bills passed in the 

California legislature in September 2012 that allow women domestic violence victims 

convicted of killing their husbands to re-file for a writ of habeas corpus and receive more 

expert testimony in their defense. This chapter uses a content analysis of social media to 

understand how the director used Facebook and Twitter accounts for a multitude of 

purposes. It argues that social media can be used to extend the narratives of films beyond 

the boundaries of the feature-length film. It also argues that the key idea of expansion can 

shed light on film form and audience relationships as well as the labor of the filmmaker.  
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Chapter 4: The Case Study of This is Not a Conspiracy Theory  

 This is Not a Conspiracy Theory, a web-only documentary-in-progress being 

released in installments, has used a Kickstarter campaign, podcasts that come to email 

inboxes, social media sites, and more to establish an unusual approach to web-based film 

form, distribution, and audience relationships. This case study will engage the key issue 

of sustainable economic survival in the new media landscape. While the film itself is a 

traditional, linear, expository documentary, This is Not a Conspiracy Theory relies, to the 

extreme, on innovative strategies of form, distribution, and audience relations, strategies 

that fully try to take advantage of the possibilities of new media. It demonstrates how the 

Internet is changing the traditional timeline of the production process by blurring pre-

production, production, and post-production. It also demonstrates that participation and 

interaction, albeit in a limited and rather de-politicized way, can take place in the fields of 

distribution and funding as well as content generation, showing that an audience can be 

involved in a film from the very beginning throughout its life cycle. A brief reception 

study of YouTube comments on the first part of the film contribute to understanding the 

cycle of production for the film.  

 

Chapter 5: Cross-Case Analysis 

 This chapter draws conclusions to my research questions based on my two case 

studies. The two films, clearly different from one another, required different strategies 

from the filmmakers according to the needs of the films. Both films demonstrate that a 
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wide variety of media platforms can be used in the contemporary filmmaking landscape 

according to the requirements of the film project or energy and capabilities of the 

filmmakers. The film projects also show what a tremendous effort it takes by a 

filmmaking team to be fully “media-rich.” Both documentaries show limited use of 

formal interactivity, but they expand the film narrative into other media such as 

Facebook, Twitter, and email updates. The distribution methods of the two cases contrast 

dramatically, and it seems as though each filmmaker had to blaze a path unique to his/her 

film. The rise of Internet culture and social media in particular has presented the 

opportunity for the audience to have a more active role in the pre-production, production, 

and post-production processes of filmmaking. Direct connections to the audience can 

begin before the film starts and continue after the film has been released. 

 

Conclusion 

 The conclusion offers reflections on the theoretical literature, advice to 

practitioners, and suggestions for future research.   

 

Significance 

My project has both scholarly and practical significance. First, to media studies it 

contributes ideas about how to integrate Internet funding, distribution, and production 

processes into the study of film, with a particular emphasis on participatory practices. To 
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film studies, it presents a template for analyzing formal elements of online media in 

conjunction with its “in real life” counterparts.  

Outside of its academic contributions, my work has practical significance. To 

filmmakers, particularly those integrating or depending on online filmmaking practices, 

this work provides two in-depth case studies that explain how two different film projects 

have adapted to the possibilities and pressures of the online mediascape to tell 

documentary stories and connect with and, in one case, mobilize an audience. To social 

justice organizations using media to further their cause, these case studies also provide in-

depth research into how that has worked for other films and organizations and 

demonstrate a variety of models for using the Internet along with social justice 

filmmaking.   

My research also belongs to a larger political project. In Introduction to 

Documentary, Bill Nichols offers his theories on the current political climate and the 

potential relationship of documentary to contemporary culture. He argues that 

documentaries are valuable because they are leftist in a sea of right-wing media. He 

writes, “The Right has its voices and its outlets to such an extent that a right-leaning bias 

has gradually become a norm.”8 The political project of Matthew C. Nisbet and Patricia 

Aufderheide connects to Nichols’s assessment that documentaries provide much-needed 

respite from a media culture of right-wing bias; Nisbet and Aufderheide call for work on 

                                                 
8 Bill Nichols, Introduction to Documentary (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press,  
2001), 81. 	  
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the potential impact of leftist film. They conclude their introduction by saying, “Scholars 

need to consider more deeply the important dimensions that distinguish a film that 

engages and empowers publics and the many different types of emerging political or 

interest group campaigns which might use video and film as a component.”9 They also 

aim to investigate how “documentary film can ethically and effectively promote public 

life and civic culture.”10 My project, in a small way, helps explore this “how.”  

 

                                                 
9 Matthew C. Nisbet and Patricia Aufderheide, “Documentary Film: Towards a Research  
Agenda on Forms, Functions, and Impacts,” Mass Communication and Society 12, no. 4 
(2009): 456. 	  
10 Nisbet and Aufderheide, “Documentary,” 456.  	  
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Chapter 1: Literature Review of Key Theoretical Ideas 

 

Documentary film scholarship often espouses that a documentary is related to the 

“real world” and, implicitly, the social justice issues therein. Understanding how exactly 

film effects social change has not always been the theoretical preoccupation of the major 

scholars in the field. Instead, traditional documentary film scholars have focused on 

questions of textual and formal analysis of documentaries and on theoretical and ethical 

issues of representing reality. Their critical questions have addressed the relationships of 

filmmakers, subjects, and films. Additionally, traditional theory has considered whether 

documentaries represent reality or truth. More contemporary research in a branch of the 

field known as impact studies attempts to examine, in a variety of different ways, the 

influence of social documentaries on their central social issues. Finally, with the arrival 

of the Internet, the significance of this technology to studying textual form, issues of 

representing reality and truth, and impact requires adjustments to these areas of 

documentary research.  

 

Textual Modes of Studying Documentaries 

 Examining the literature on documentary textual analysis can show how web-

based elements of documentary projects fit in. With more opportunities for the 

participation and interaction of the viewer-user, filmmakers have needed to adapt their 

strategies of presenting the texts. Bill Nichols organizes documentary films into historical 
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categories according to their formal narrative systems that, for him, imply specific 

addresses to and experiences for the audiences.1 Thus, Nichols’s modes are defined based 

on the film’s relationship to the subjects of the documentary and to the audience. The 

audience is implicated differently in online spaces than in standard exhibition venues 

because of the potential elements of other sorts of participation and interaction. 

Understanding Nichols's framework can provide a starting point for contextualizing 

textual and formal aspects of online documentary practices. Then I will consider what 

scholars have argued about formal changes due to digital media and the Internet.  

Nichols identifies and explains six “modes” of documentary “that function 

something like sub-genres of the documentary film genre itself: poetic, expository, 

participatory, observational, reflexive, and performative.”2 The modes “establish a loose 

framework of affiliation within which individuals may work,” “set up conventions that a 

given film may adopt,” and “provide specific expectations viewers anticipate having 

fulfilled” (99). Although these categories are discrete, modes can blend together in an 

actual film. To Nichols, these categories have a historical dimension although they “do 

not represent an evolutionary chain in which later modes demonstrate superiority over 

earlier ones and vanquish them” (100).  

In brief, each mode is defined either around the filmmakers’ relationship to the 

subject or, in the case of the reflexive and performative documentary, to the audience. 

                                                 
1 Bill Nichols, Introduction to Documentary (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 
2001). 	  
2 Nichols, Introduction, 99. Subsequent pages indicated in the text.	  
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The poetic mode, largely influenced by modernism, represents reality “in terms of a 

series of fragments, subjective impressions, incoherent acts, and loose associations” 

(103). While the mode varies—from Kenneth Anger’s experimental (but influenced by 

documentary, Nichols argues) Scorpio Rising (1963) to Basil Wright’s more “unified” 

The Song of Ceylon (1934), the poetic documentary films “emphasize the ways in which 

the filmmaker’s voice gives fragments of the historical world a formal, aesthetic integrity 

peculiar to film itself” (105). Although these films do not tend to have driving political 

theses by any means, they do present implicit ideological arguments to the audience that 

require some sophistication as viewers to interpret.  

The expository mode relies more on rhetoric. It “addresses the viewer directly, 

with titles or voices that propose a perspective, advance an argument, or recount history” 

(105). This form encompasses the “voice of God” narrative style and, overall, relies more 

on verbal logic than on images. A film in the expository mode functions primarily as an 

argument with supplementary images. In this case, the audience is presumably the 

passive recipient of a logical argument.  

The observational mode, most notably and extensively explored by cinéma vérité, 

places the camera in the position of an observer of social actors—the subjects of the film. 

In Nichols’s view, this mode creates ethical complications around the idea of the role of 

the observer and the possibility of neutral observation over intrusion, staging for the 

camera, and the stakes of intervention into the observed subjects’ lives. In this mode, the 

audience is expected to actively interpret the film. The film does not present its argument 
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as explicitly as in the expository mode. Some of the more famous observational 

documentaries—such as Frederick Wiseman’s High School (1968) or his Titicut Follies 

(1967)—present strong opinions about social issues. However, there is no guiding voice 

over, and the meaning of the film can be “between the lines” for the audience to find.  

In contrast with the other modes, the filmmaker becomes a social actor in the 

participatory mode. In this mode, the filmmaker “actively engages with, rather than 

unobtrusively observes, politically reconfigures, or argumentatively assembles that 

world” (116). The interview falls within this category. This mode, informed by the social 

science method of participant-observation, is the only mode that explicitly considers 

interaction. However, the interaction in this case is between the filmmaker and the 

subjects, not the audience. “Interaction” can be an important element in online elements 

of documentary—although in online spaces, the more relevant interaction is between the 

audience and the filmmaker/film.  

Also based around a relationship, the reflexive mode considers the “processes of 

negotiation between filmmaker and subject” (125). This mode incorporates reflexivity 

from “formal and political perspectives” to remind the viewer both that “documentary 

works as a film genre whose claims about the world we can receive too unthinkingly” 

and that “society works in accord with conventions and codes we may too readily take for 

granted” (128). Influenced by ideas of distanciation, this mode rejects the naturalness of 

the documentary and calls attention to form. This mode requires the audience to engage 

the film in order for formal distanciation to be effective. The argument, consistent among 
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many films that depend on the reflexive mode, is that the audience should recognize that 

the film is constructed and so is the society the audience takes for granted (and society 

can therefore be changed).  

Nichols’s final mode, performative documentary, “raises questions about what is 

knowledge” (130). It “underscores the complexity of our knowledge of the world by 

emphasizing its subjective and affective dimensions” (131). Performative documentary 

“seeks to move its audience into subjective alignment or affinity with its specific 

perspective on the world” (132). This mode of documentary, exemplified by Marlon 

Riggs’s Tongues Untied (1989), is more connected to the emotional realm and to identity 

politics and hopes to move the viewer into understanding the personal subjectivity of the 

film’s makers and the film's subjects.  

Although Nichols emphasizes through argument and his examples that these 

modes are not tied to a particular point in history, he does argue that they were more 

common in particular times. In his loose formal history of documentary, Nichols states 

that “each mode of documentary representation arises in part through a growing sense of 

dissatisfaction among filmmakers with a previous mode” and from a perception of 

deficiency that comes about “partly from a sense of what it takes to represent the 

historical world from a particular perspective at a given point in time” (100-01). But, he 

cautions, “a new mode is not so much better as it is different” (101). And, in his view, 

new modes will always come along and displace the others from central importance.   

In web-based elements of documentary film projects, the potential exists for the 
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audience to occupy a different place—one of not just implicit engagement but one of 

interactivity and participation. This can be in the production process (i.e., through textual 

collaboration and ongoing wiki-style collective modification), the distribution process 

(i.e., through sharing in social networks), and the funding process (i.e., through giving 

money). Although aspects of Nichols’s modes apply, this new role for the audience in 

documentary suggests a new mode is in development.   

Nichols’s understanding of modes also incorporates sensitivity to the impact of 

technological development on filmmaking practices. He attributes some of the 

development of the modes to “advances,” or, to resist a techno-progressive lens, 

“changes” in technology. As the “availability of mobile 16mm cameras and magnetic 

tape recorders in the 1960s” (100) helped make observational cinema possible, the rise of 

digital technologies and the increased pervasiveness of the World Wide Web have 

provided an opportunity to represent the world in a networked, participatory manner that 

did not exist prior to this technological development. The technological studies 

theoretical paradigm argues that the technology did not cause the change but instead that 

the combination of culture and technology produced this change in filmmaking practices.    

Nichols was writing in 2001 when online participatory culture was not common. 

In general, he seeks to understand the filmmakers’ relationship to the subjects, a key issue 

in understanding truth, representation, and documentary ethics, major concerns of the 

field. Only two modes—the performative and the reflexive—specifically consider the 

audience (although the others still do conceptualize the audiences in various ways) and 
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then only in a theoretical way because the films were still distributed as finished products 

to an audience that did not have a technological way to influence the form of the film. 

However, now the subject-audience relationship has become more flexible because of the 

World Wide Web. The key relationships in online spaces are the possible relationships 

among the filmmaker, the subject, the documentary film project itself, and the viewer-

user.   

My project raises questions about how contemporary filmmakers are adapting to 

and shaping an online environment. The conception of the viewer-user as someone who, 

depending on the form the film project takes, engages the documentary easily and 

immediately in an online, connected space is affecting online documentaries that develop 

as part of the participatory culture of the Internet and are distributed online to viewer-

users. From this point in my research, it seems as though online documentary relates most 

specifically to Nichols’s modes of “participatory documentary” and “reflexive 

documentary,” but these terms may not be adequate to understand what is happening in 

the online space. The online participatory mode implies the filmmaker is “on the 

scene”—the presence of the filmmaker can loom large in, for example, console-based 

interactive documentaries or interview-based online documentaries. In the reflexive 

mode, it develops that “the processes of negotiation between the filmmaker and the 

viewer become the focus of attention” (124). The reflexive mode is the only one of 

Nichols’s modes of documentaries that considers the audience as a potentially active 

player in the construction of meaning in the text although Nichols’s mode focuses more 
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on the mental activity of the audience in constructing meaning in the text, not on the 

possibility of actual behavioral engagement. However, online documentary film projects 

can support a connected relationship between the implicitly or explicitly present 

filmmaker, the documentary, and the viewer-user. In many examples, the text itself is 

destabilized and under constant evolution depending on the engagement of the 

participants.  

In the information-saturated space of the World Wide Web, it is important to 

determine what distinguishes a documentary from other forms that convey information. 

An online documentary can add narrative and formal devices that we associate with 

traditional documentaries as “information.” This is based in part on Lev Manovich’s idea 

of “info-aesthetics”: “a theoretical analysis of the aesthetics of information access as well 

as the creation of new media objects that ‘aestheticize’ information processing.”3 While 

there is no truly “aesthetically neutral” way to present information, online documentaries 

use some formal elements of websites and some from traditional documentaries. To come 

to his theory of info-aesthetics, Manovich discusses narratology: “Narratology, the 

branch of modern literary theory devoted to the theory of narrative, distinguishes between 

narration and description. Narration is those parts of the narrative that move the plot 

forward; description is those parts that do not.”4 In his view this distinction is problematic 

because “In the information age, narration and description have changed roles… Today 

                                                 
3 Lev Manovich, The Language of New Media (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2002), 217.	  
4 Manovich, New Media, 216.	  
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we have too much information and too few narratives that can tie it all together. For 

better or worse, information access has become a key activity of the computer age.”5 Still 

the hope is that a web-based documentary can organize information using narrative 

strategies and aestheticize it in a manner that makes viewer-users ready to engage film 

material and social issues.  

 Online documentary forms, which are diverse at the moment, use both traditional 

storytelling strategies and strategies that are informed by their host of new media 

platforms. Theorists generally agree that, although some things are unique to new media 

storytelling, the narratives of new media forms have not sprung from nowhere; instead 

they have carried with them elements of previous platforms and storytelling media. In 

Remediation, Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin argue that old media such as 

photography, television, and cinema have influenced online storytelling and that new 

media elements are also influencing the older forms. They write, “What is new about new 

media comes from the particular ways in which they refashion older media and the ways 

in which older media refashion themselves to answer the challenges of new media.”6 

Manovich bases his formal idea of the cultural interface—“the ways in which computers 

present and allow us to interact with cultural data"7— on cinema, the printed word, and 

“general-purpose human-computer interface.” And the mutual influence of video games 

and new media forms seems apparent, for example.   

                                                 
5 Manovich, New Media, 217. 	  
6 Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin, Remediation (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2000), 15. 	  
7 Manovich, New Media, 70. 	  
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Theorists have applied various organizational systems of analysis to online forms, 

taking into consideration space, time, and interactivity in a variety of ways. Manovich has 

explored his idea of the cultural interface more with a concept that he bases on Dziga 

Vertov’s experimental documentary work Man with a Movie Camera (1929): the 

“database narrative.” “As a cultural form, the database represents the world as a list of 

items, and it refuses to order this list. In contrast a narrative creates a cause-and-effect 

trajectory of seemingly unordered items (events). Therefore database and narrative are 

natural enemies. Competing for the same territory of human culture, each claims an 

exclusive right to make meaning out of the world.”8 The idea of the narrative implies an 

active user who is seeking and finding the information in the database and not just 

receiving a prepared narrative.  

 Bolter and Grusin focus on two competing impulses to discuss structure—

immediacy and hypermediacy. These ideas are “contradictory” but “mutually 

dependent.” Immediacy is the idea that “the medium itself should disappear and leave us 

in the presence of the thing represented” while hypermediacy is the increased visible 

mediation of the things represented.9 The interdependence of the two concepts derives 

from the idea that at times increased mediation can lead to a greater sense of immediacy.  

 Not all theorists are positive about the power of web-based narration and 

storytelling. Nitzan Ben Shaul argues that contemporary “hypernarratives” lack an 

                                                 
8 Manovich, New Media, 225.	  
9 Bolter and Grusin, Remediation, 6.  	  
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attention to these psychological truths about what humans desire from storytelling.10 In 

particular, Shaul is talking about “non-game, complex, multi-narrative aspiring, 

audiovisual interactive texts.”11 If hypernarratives do not return to the principles of 

classical narrative, he argues, they split the viewer-user’s attention, “a presumption bound 

to generate interactor frustration or distraction.”12  

The idea of the “mode” can prove to be an important starting point for the study 

documentary in online spaces. Clearly new modes of the documentary are appearing. 

Moreover, as online distribution increases in prominence, documentarians are using the 

web to expand the forms and styles of traditional narrative documentaries, to create films 

with alternative formats that would not be possible with conventional distribution and 

production practices, to reach both local and global audiences, and more. However, the 

prior six modes do have limits when describing the potentially more complicated 

relationship of the filmmaker, the viewer-user, the subjects of the documentary film 

project, and the text itself in the more open space of the World Wide Web. Neither of the 

two case studies offered here offer unusual documentary form, but eventually this issue 

will need to be considered. 

 

 

 

                                                 
10 Nitzan S. Ben-Shaul, Hyper-Narrative Interactive Cinema (New York: Rodopi, 2008).	  
11 Ben-Shaul, Cinema, 29.	  
12 Ben-Shaul, Cinema, 29.	  



 

 
	  
 
 25	  

Traditional Documentary Theory on Representing Reality and Truth 

Traditional documentary literature on the nature of truth and reality—and the 

relationship of these concepts to the filmmaking process and the documentary image—

remains relevant as social issue documentaries increasingly aim to “change the world.” 

The canonical literature can frame the relationship of documentary projects to the truth 

even while these theorists do not offer much practical study of the issue. While Nichols’s 

modes have moved into a dominant position in documentary studies, many English-

language documentary scholars cite the origins of documentary theory with John 

Grierson and thus with social documentary—even if they sometimes include other people 

such as Robert Flaherty, Dziga Vertov, or Auguste and Louis Lumière as “founding 

fathers” of the form and theory. As Pat Aufderheide explains, Grierson—and the notion 

of documentary—came of age in Britain as part of a social context in which people “saw 

art as inextricably intertwined with political and social reform.”13 Social documentary 

projects taking place in web-based spaces have by and large carried on the initial 

connection of documentary with leftist social justice issues. Thus, initial discussions 

about documentaries involve questions not just about formal modes but also about how 

documentaries relate to problems in representing reality, social life, and truth.   

Grierson’s personal writings situate him a filmmaker who deeply believed in the 

social value of his films. In fact, he goes so far as to speak out against films that 

                                                 
13 Pat Aufderheide, Documentary Film: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford  
University Press, 2007), 33.	  
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deliberately construct themselves as art. Writing in 1935, during the Great Depression, he 

argues that the best filmmakers “are sensible enough to conceive of art as the by-product 

of a job of work done.”14 His privileging of social meaning over art and aesthetics is key 

as he believes that the value of films come from their potential to represent labor and spur 

reform. He criticizes city symphonies for “avoidance of the issue of underpaid labor and 

meaningless production” and criticizes more formally experimental work, writing, 

“Dadaism, expressionism, symphonics, are all in the same category. They present new 

beauties and new shapes; they fail to present new persuasions.”15  

Grierson clearly believed in socially committed documentary; however, the 

specific articulation of his social ideas and his actual achievements remain subject to 

scholarly debate. Scholars also disagree about the nature and extent of the connection of 

Grierson’s work to actual social reform. 1930s Britain, the context of his most famous 

work, was a time of frenetic political activity and change. Due to the economic hardship 

of the Great Depression, many in Britain turned to socialism or communism as potential 

political alternatives. Ian Aitken characterizes 1930s Britain as “dominated by 

conservative beliefs,” even in the face of growing leftist movements. He writes, “The 

political, cultural, and social topography of the nation was unclear at the time.”16 Aitken 

argues that the documentary film movement in 1930s Britain “was influenced by the 

                                                 
14 John Grierson, “First Principles of Documentary,” [1935] rpt. in Nonfiction Film 
Theory and Criticism, ed. Richard Barsam (New York: E.P. Dutton & Co., 1976), 25. 	  
15 Grierson, “Documentary,” 26.  	  
16 Ian Aitken, The Documentary Film Movement: An Anthology (Edinburgh: Edinburgh  
UP, 1998), 30.	  
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same uncertainty and indecisiveness which affected many middle-class intellectuals 

during the period, and this was reflected in the rather vague political views expressed by 

Grierson and other members of the movement.”17 Scholars in general characterize 

Grierson’s work in documentary as reformist but not radical. His films were associated 

with “the emerging and diverse movement of social democratic reformism,” but they 

were only vaguely political.18  

Nichols, too, argues for Grierson’s value as a social reformist, arguing that his 

films worked to construct national identity. For Nichols, Grierson serves as a prototypical 

example of a filmmaker whose films “strove to orient the viewer toward a particular 

perspective on the world that called for national consensus on the values and beliefs 

advanced by the film.”19 He emphasizes Grierson’s reformist positions: “We can 

understand Grierson’s contribution to documentary not only as a more practical, hard-

headed approach to social issues but also as a more conservative version of the Soviet 

cinema’s aesthetics” because “rather than fostering the revolutionary potential of the 

workers and peasants of the world, Grierson promoted the ameliorative potential of 

parliamentary democracy and government intervention to ease the most pressing issues 

and most serious abuses of a social system that remained fundamentally unquestioned.”20 

                                                 
17 Aitkin, Movement, 31. 	  
18 Aitkin, Movement, 31. 	  
19 Nichols, Introduction, 146.	  
20 Nichols, Introduction, 147-48.	  
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In other words, Nichols agrees with the general opinion that Grierson’s films worked for 

reforming the system rather than for provoking radical change.  

    In his discussion of Grierson, Brian Winston also notes the pro-social and pro-

state tendencies of Grierson’s films: “However imperfectly, it was understood that film, 

officially funded and produced, could have a political role to play in promoting social 

integration within the liberal reformist state.”21 He discusses Grierson’s employment as a 

filmmaker with the Empire Marketing Board, a group established by the British 

government to promote trade within the Empire, and his work for the General Post 

Office, where Grierson produced nationalistic classics such as Wright’s The Song of 

Ceylon (1934) and Night Mail (1936). Winston thus establishes an argument similar to 

Aitken’s on Grierson’s status as a reformist social democrat.   

  However, Winston is not satisfied with Grierson’s social role as a reformist 

documentarian, and he expresses much more negative opinions than most critics do 

concerning the potential social influence of Grierson’s documentaries. He writes, “I 

believe that running away from social meaning is what the Griersonian documentary, and 

therefore the entire tradition, does best.”22 He concludes skeptically: “Grierson, in effect, 

brilliantly squared the circle for the entire tradition [of documentary]—right-wing money, 

left-wing kudos and films of dubious social value.”23 Implicitly in even Winston’s 

                                                 
21 Brian Winston, Claiming the Real II: Documentary: Grierson and Beyond (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 40.	  
22 Winston, Claiming, 42.	  
23 Winston, Claiming, 67.	  



 

 
	  
 
 29	  

critique, however, is the idea that documentary films can indeed affect change—albeit 

“dubious.”  

 In most discussions about and by Grierson, even the ones that center on the role of 

his films in furthering social justice issues, understanding how the films relate to social 

reform or change is not explicitly discussed. But undergirding the discussion is the issue 

of whether or not his films are working for the proper political agenda. However, the 

discussion never moves to why or how his films may do that.  

Grierson made documentaries as he theorized their form. Many scholars of 

documentary are theorists rather than filmmakers. Still their ideas may have influenced 

actual documentary practice. Since Grierson’s first definition of documentary as “the 

creative treatment of actuality,” scholars have weighed in with many different opinions 

about what exactly makes up a documentary, most of them centering on, with various 

degrees of nuance, the film’s perceived relationship to an external truth or reality. Some 

scholars see social justice as a central prerequisite in the definition of documentary, but 

many do not. The definitions and explanations of documentary as well as the 

predominant theoretical concerns are most often situated on the textual, particularly the 

relationship of the film to “reality.” In general, the canonical texts, all written before the 

rise of the networked information economy24 and the growth of interest in participatory 

                                                 
24 That is, the current state of an information society and an Internet-saturated culture in 
which people are increasingly connected to one another through digital means.	  



 

 
	  
 
 30	  

cultures, do not focus on audience or participation but instead reflect on the perils and 

ethics of portraying reality.   

Film Art sums up the dominant traditional view of documentary nicely: “A 

documentary film purports to present factual information about the world outside the 

film.”25 This definition elides answering the question of whether a documentary actually 

could present factual information, but the definition raises this characteristic as a key 

concern in documentary studies. In Documentary Film, Aufderheide suggests that people 

expect a “documentary to be a fair and honest representation of someone’s experience of 

reality.”26 She notes that “truthfulness, accuracy, and trustworthiness of documentaries 

are important to us all because we value them precisely and uniquely for those 

qualities.”27   

Contemporary conversations in documentary studies have moved further toward 

discussions of ethics and representation. William Rothman’s classic work Documentary 

Film Classics focuses almost exclusively on textual analysis for the purpose of studying 

the relationship of documentary to “capturing reality” and the relationship of 

documentary to truth.28 Some of the films he selected to analyze do relate to issues of 

social justice (through a very formally complicated representation of reality), particularly 

                                                 
25 David Bordwell and Kristen Thompson, Film Art: An Introduction 5th ed. (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1996), 42. 	  
26 Aufderheide, Documentary Film, 3.  	  
27 Aufderheide, Documentary Film, 4. 	  
28 William Rothman, Documentary Film Classics (Cambridge: Cambridge University  
 Press, 1997).	  
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Night and Fog (Resnais 1955) and Land Without Bread (Buñuel 1933), but his concern is 

predominantly whether or not these films can “reveal reality”—and in so doing reinscribe 

the categorical distinction between documentary and fiction film that he maintains.  

Carl Plantinga, too, focuses on the troubled relationship of the documentary 

image to the truth of the external world. Plantinga investigates the implicit agreement 

between audiences and the filmmaker that the truth will be presented, defining what he 

calls “the nonfiction film” as films that have a “social contract” between “the text’s 

producer(s) and the discursive community to view the film as nonfiction.”29 He writes, in 

conclusion, “One of the aims of this book has been to show that ‘interpretation’ and 

‘recording’ are not necessarily antithetical, and the fact that a film has a perspective does 

not necessarily make it inauthentic or truthful.”30 He preserves the notion of truth, or 

truths, in documentary film but does not reflect on what the social impact of these truthful 

claims and images could be.  

In The Art of Record, John Corner also focuses his critical investigation on truth 

and representation within the documentary form. He situates the discussion of the real in 

documentary in the larger picture of the rise of postmodernism and an “intensified 

concern with the nature and means of knowledge, with the ethics of social inquiry and 

with the relations between subjectivity and public culture.”31 He cites a “problematic 

                                                 
29 Carl R. Plantinga, Rhetoric and Representation in Nonfiction Film (Cambridge:  
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 40.	  
30 Plantinga, Rhetoric, 221. 	  
31 John Corner, The Art of Record: A Critical Introduction to Documentary (New York: 
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duality” in documentary: “its character as both artifice and evidence.”32 His basic aims 

are to find a balance of discussing documentary as both evidence of an external reality 

and also a form that can be non-representative of reality and to emphasize the need for “a 

cinema and television of engaged non-fictionality which, despite its recognition of the 

problems of representation, continues to regulate its activities by a discipline of principles 

and codes of practice.”33  

Jack Ellis and Betsy McLane include truth value as a primary concern in their 

analysis, but they also politicize the definition of what they refer to as “social 

documentary,” writing that “the mission of the documentary” should be to be “part record 

of what exists, part argument about why and in what ways it should be changed,” in other 

words, “recorder on one hand, agitator on the other.”34 They also argue, “Documentary is 

purposive; it is intended to achieve something in addition to entertaining audiences and 

making money.”35  

Erik Barnouw creates a more overtly political analysis of documentary film in 

Documentary: The History of the Nonfiction Film, an analytical account of films and film 

movements in their historical contexts.36 He does engage notions of truth and 

                                                                                                                                                 
Manchester University Press, 1996), 1.	  
32 Corner, Art, 2. 	  
33 Corner, Art, 4. 	  
34 Jack C. Ellis and Betsy McLane, A New History of Documentary Film (New York: 
Continuum, 2005), ix. 	  
35 Ellis and McLane, New History, 4. 	  
36 Erik Barnouw, Documentary: A History of the Non-Fiction Film (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1974).	  
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representation. Stressing the role of the documentary filmmaker as a truth teller, Barnouw 

explains that the “essential task” of the documentary filmmaker is to “capture ‘fragments 

of reality’” (from Vertov) and produce “‘the creative treatment of actuality’” (from 

Grierson). But he also gives historical context to the development of documentary as part 

of national cinema, connecting the history of film to political history. In general, he 

combines biographical and historical information with technological and political history 

to create a narrative of documentary filmmaking.  

Thus, most traditional scholarly writers imply that documentaries have had, or 

should have, varying degrees of social impact—and certainly, almost all filmmakers 

believe that they want to influence perceptions of reality in some way or else the question 

of the representation of reality and truth would not be so persistent. Some writers, such as 

Richard Barsam in Nonfiction Film: A Critical History and Ellis and McLane in A New 

History of Documentary Film, even organize their books around social movements and 

the documentaries related to them.37 Nonetheless these writers focus their analysis on the 

social context of the production of the films, the technological history of film 

movements, or the rhetoric of the texts themselves, not on actual audiences or 

participation.  

 

 

                                                 
37 Richard M. Barsam, Nonfiction Film: A Critical History (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 
1992).	  
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Contemporary Impact Studies Research 

The question remains: what are documentaries doing? And what can they do? 

Contemporary scholars, influenced by the questions and concerns of social science, have 

begun to expand the field of documentary studies in order to focus on these questions. 

While the authors who shaped the field have implied that film and society were 

intimately connected, current scholars seek to take that claim one step further and analyze 

how and to what extent particular films (and the associated issues of funding and 

distribution) affect the social issues in which they engage. In their recent article 

“Documentary Film: Towards a Research Agenda on Forms, Functions, and Impacts,” 

the introduction to a journal issue on documentary impact, Matthew Nisbet and 

Aufderheide further elaborate on the state of the field of documentary impact studies in 

relation to contemporary culture. They write, “With ever increasing frequency, 

[documentary] films are considered part of a larger effort to spark debate, mold public 

opinion, shape policy, and build activist networks.”38 In their opinion, “Documentary 

film, despite its growing influence and many impacts, has mostly been overlooked by 

social scientists studying the media and communication.”39  

Documentary impact studies has developed to study the relationship of social 

documentary films to the social issues they engage—looking at effects on audience, 

policy, and so on. Because of the practical nature of the inquiry, published work on 

                                                 
38 Nisbet and Aufderheide, “Documentary Film,” 450. 	  
39 Nisbet and Aufderheide, “Documentary Film,” 451.	  
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impact has been targeted both to academics and to filmmakers and production teams. 

Some studies can help academics theorize and strengthen their analysis of documentary 

impact while other studies can help filmmakers and production teams enhance and 

strategically assess impact.  

 Exactly how to address the topic of social impact remains debatable within the 

field. For academics, Nichols provides a guiding message for those performing impact 

studies: look at context. Nichols stresses that the scholar must regard “other social and 

political forces at work in a given historical moment,” not just the film itself.40 He writes, 

“The degree of activism among workers, the political balance of power in government, 

the policies and actions of industries implicated in the question of housing, for example, 

would all have significant bearing—as much as, if not more than, the rhetorical 

persuasiveness and political efficacy of documentaries on this issue.”41 Documentaries 

are situated “within a larger arena of social debate and contestation.”42   

 Nisbet provides useful advice for academics concerning how to study the question 

of impact. He agrees with Nichols that a broad cultural view better accommodates 

assessment of impact than just considering the text. Nisbet advocates taking a wide-

ranging view of impact studies, arguing that films should be understood within a 

“‘discourse culture’ surrounding an issue: influencing activist groups, stakeholders, 

                                                 
40 Nichols, Introduction, 141. 	  
41 Nichols, Introduction, 141.  	  
42 Nichols, Introduction, 141.	  
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decision makers, and journalists across stages of film production and distribution.”43 The 

text does not necessarily take center stage in an impact study. He also advocates for 

“expanding the definition of impacts,” explaining (referring to work by David Whiteman) 

that “a narrow focus on the size of the audience for the film, its box office receipts, or 

how the film might shape viewers’ attitudes or behavior misses the mark when it comes 

to understanding social impact.”44 Finally, he points to the potential impact of 

documentary films as “media agenda-setters,” explaining that documentaries can “raise 

attention to issues in the news” and “also often interject their own alternative frames into 

coverage.”45  

 Whiteman also takes a broad cultural view, arguing that a “coalition model” of 

understanding the impact of documentary films is more inclusive than an individualist 

model. He argues that an adequate model of impact “must conceptualize films as part of a 

larger process that incorporates both production and distribution (not simply as a 

‘product’ for consumption),” thus pointing to the value of production and distribution 

studies.46 This is increasingly relevant in the new media world as production, distribution, 

                                                 
43 Matthew C. Nisbet, “Introduction: Understanding the Social Impact of Documentary 
Film,” in Documentaries on a Mission: How Nonprofits Are Making Movies for Public 
Engagement, ed. Karen Hirsch (Washington, D.C.: Center for Social Media, 2007), 4, 
accessed October 12, 2010, 
http://www.cmsimpact.org/sites/default/files/docs_on_a_mission.pdf.	  
44 Nisbet, “Introduction,” 2. 	  
45 Nisbet, “Introduction,” 3. 	  
46 David Whiteman, “Out of the Theaters and Into the Streets: A Coalition Model of the  

Political Impact of Documentary Film and Video,” Political Communication 21 
(2004): 52. 	  
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and exhibition phases can blur together. He further asserts that the ideal model “must 

consider the full range of potential impacts on producers, participants, activist 

organizations, and decision makers (in addition to the typical focus on citizens),”47 

reminding the scholar of the wide-ranging impact on a variety of people connected to the 

film. The desirable model of impact also “must consider the role of films in the efforts of 

social movements to create and sustain alternative spheres of public discourse (in 

addition to focusing on mainstream public discourse).”48 All three of his points guide the 

scholar toward considering a wide range of cultural contexts.  

Lorna Roth’s Something New in the Air serves as an exemplary piece of 

scholarship to illustrate the possibilities of impact studies. She does not focus on 

documentary film but instead directs her research toward the history of broadcasting in 

Canada with regards to the history of First Peoples. Her work contributes significantly to 

impact study design. She calls her research “a comparative optic of media broadcasting, 

and development studies.”49 In order to illuminate the “relationships between 

broadcasting, culture, and notions of progressive development,” she uses a multitude of 

methods: technological history, cultural studies, public policy research, and field study.50 

The use of a diversity of methods strengthens her ability to analyze impact. It is key that 

                                                 
47 Whiteman, “Out,” 52.	  
48 Whiteman, “Out,” 52. 	  
49 Lorna Roth, Something New in the Air: The Story of First Peoples’ Television  
Broadcasting in Canada (Montreal, Quebec, Canada: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
2005), 25.	  
50 Roth, Something, 25.	  
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Roth chooses to use a historical approach—a method that adds much more weight and 

credibility to her analysis and allows her to focus more clearly on the big picture. Almost 

all the impact studies available now focus on the more immediate, small-scale impacts of 

documentary. From Roth, one can learn to appreciate the potential for long-form history 

to establish causation more convincingly and understand the pro-social benefits of media 

policy. Roth and the other proponents of impact studies all work in a developing—though 

currently disunified—section of documentary studies that has moved toward explicitly 

detailing the sociocultural role of documentary and assessing, in more concrete terms 

than previous scholarship, potential impacts.  

 Within the networked information economy, many contemporary documentarians 

strategize on how to make the most of the interactive, participatory medium through 

which many viewers are connecting to their films. Based on the dominance of the 

discourse in recent literature, I will investigate beliefs and practices of the filmmakers 

around impact in context of other issues presented in this project—such as form, 

distribution, and the social issue involved.  

 

Technological Change and Documentaries 

Technology studies, heavily influenced by structuration theory, can help 

illuminate the relationship of documentary practices to the developing technologies 

increasing in use alongside the networked information economy. I consider the 

relationship of technology to socio-cultural practices, specifically contemporary Internet-
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based documentary filmmaking practices. After reviewing the theories that speak to that 

question—structuration, assemblages, participation—I consider what array of factors we 

should examine in studying technology and social practices of documentary. These 

theories can help engage with the questions surrounding how the World Wide Web is 

affecting changes in documentary form, distribution, and audience relationships. Because 

these theories describe social practices of technology, they ideally do not privilege the 

technology or the user when trying to understand cultural phenomena.  

 

Structuration  

Structuration theory provides a working understanding of what defines a social 

structure, a concept essential for understanding the relationship of documentary projects to 

social issues. Fundamentally, structuration theory seeks to articulate the relationship of the 

social subject to his/her structural environment. In The Constitution of Society, Anthony 

Giddens argues against the notion that individuals lack power in the face of structures as 

theorized by functionalism and structuralism, writing, “One of my principal ambitions in 

the formulation of structuration theory is to put an end to each of these empire-building 

endeavors.”51 He continues, “The basic domain of study of the social sciences, according to 

the theory of structuration, is neither the experience of the individual actor, nor the 

existence of any form of societal activity, but social practices ordered across space and 

                                                 
51 Anthony Giddens, The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration  
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), 2. Subsequent page references indicated 
in the text. 	  
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time” (2). His attention to “social practices” integrates the study of structure and the 

individual. My project adopts this theory and recognizes that structures are not free 

standing institutions; they are made up of individuals. 

With regards to structure, Giddens takes care to explain “the duality of structure,” 

which means that “the structural properties of social systems are both medium and outcome 

of the practices they recursively organize” (25). Structure is “always both constraining and 

enabling” (25). Significantly, he does not configure structure as existing apart from 

individuals. He writes, “Analyzing the structuration of social systems means studying the 

modes in which such systems, grounded in the knowledgeable activities of situated actors 

who draw upon rules and resources in the diversity of action contexts, are produced and 

reproduced in interaction” (25). Through repeated collective action, individuals reproduce 

social structures. In this study, structuration theory helps situate people as agents who are 

creating structures even as structures influence them. Structuration theory also emphasizes 

the idea that structures are always changing, and I hope to address the current changes that 

are happening to (and being caused by) social documentary filmmakers as these people 

incorporate the Internet into larger documentary filmmaking practices.  

An important issue in applying structuration theory to the study of media and 

technology is the role of technological determinism, an easy but false assumption that the 

object of study—technological forms and devices—plays a determining role in the 

development of society or a phenomenon. In general, structuration theories developed to 

circumvent technological determinism through structuration theory's dual emphasis on 
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structure and agency. As defined by Jennifer Daryl Slack and J. Macgregor Wise, 

“Technological determinism is a belief that may feel true in our contemporary 

experience; but it is hardly fact. Technologies do not, in and of themselves, determine 

effects. People create and use technologies. Effects are not imposed on us by 

technologies themselves.”52  

Slack and Wise, like many new media theorists, emphasize that technology 

indeed plays an important, if not deterministic, role.  

There may be, as Thomas Hughes argues, a powerful sense of inertia when 
technologies are developed and deployed that shapes, guides, or even pushes the 
further development of technology. The sense of technological momentum is real: 
Technologies, once in place, do seem to encourage the alignment of all sorts of 
possibilities. But this feeling of and tendency toward momentum falls far short of 
the belief in a hard-and-fast technological determinism.53  
 

Yochai Benkler develops the idea of “feasibility spaces” to account for the role that 

technology plays in creating possibilities for social practices: “Technology creates 

feasibility spaces for social practice. Some things become easier and cheaper, others 

harder and more expensive to do or prevent under different technological conditions.”54 

He further asserts the importance of technology to the dominant idea of a cultural 

moment: “The interaction between these technological-economic feasibility spaces, and 

                                                 
52 Jennifer Daryl Slack and J. Macgregor Wise, Culture and Technology: A Primer (New 
York: Peter Lang, 2005), 45. 	  
53 Slack and Wise, Culture and Technology, 45. 	  
54 Yochai Benkler, The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets 
and Freedoms (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 31.	  
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the social responses to these changes—both in terms of institutional changes, like law and 

regulation, and in terms of changing social practices—define the qualities of a period.”55   

Wanda J. Orlikowsky further merges the principles of structuration theory with 

technology studies and develops the concept of “technology-in-practice,” a theory that 

maintains that “structures of technology use are constituted recursively as humans regularly 

interact with certain properties of a technology and thus shape the set of rules and resources 

that serve to shape their interaction.”56 Therefore, technology is not a stable, “embodied” 

structure, but instead human use influences and determines a dynamic, emergent process. 

Moreover, her theory of technologies-in-practice accounts for the change in use and 

technology that we have come to expect of the new media climate: “Technologies-in-

practice can be and are changed as actors experience changes in awareness, knowledge, 

power, motivations, time, circumstances, and the technology. They are changed through the 

same process that all social structures are changed—through human action.”57 She also 

further explains: “The ongoing interaction of technology with organizations must be 

understood dialectically, as involving reciprocal causation, where the specific institutional 

context and the actions of knowledgeable, reflexive humans always mediate the 

relationship.”58  

                                                 
55 Benkler, Wealth of Networks, 31. 	  
56 Wanda J. Orlikowski, “Using Technology and Constituting Structures: A Practice Lens 
for Studying Technology in Organizations,” Organization Science 11, no. 4 (2000): 407.	  
57 Orlikowsky, “Using Technology,” 411. 	  
58  Wanda J. Orlikowski, “The Duality of Technology: Rethinking the Concept of  
Technology in Organizations,” Organization Science 3, no. 3 (1992): 423. 	  
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Slack and Wise also theorize the relationship between technology and culture, 

arguing that cultural determinism—the belief that culture is absolutely determining 

technology—is just as problematic as technological determinism. They present a rubric 

for analyzing the relationship between culture and technology that avoids both these 

systems of understanding. They write: “Our point here is this: If we continue to ask the 

question of which affects the other more (technology or people), we end up in a sort of 

philosophical tennis match (they influence us, but we influence them) that gets us 

nowhere.”59  

 Instead of finding a path that errs on the side of either deterministic approach, 

Slack and Wise propose a third alternative that focuses on the idea of a “cultural field”: 

“A more useful approach, we are suggesting is to ignore traditional questions about the 

division between technology and humans, and concentrate on analyzing the cultural field 

in which we live as a field of forces, relations, processes, and effects” (123). The 

emphasis on “forces and relations” enables the study of both technology and culture as a 

living, moving thing with relationships—presumably both connections and power 

relationships—considered. The emphasis on “processes and effects” draws attention to 

the elapse of time and its importance in the study of culture and technology. They argue 

that either a technologically or culturally determinist perspective would “ignore the 

consequences, the real ways that life changes: how practices change, how values and 

                                                 
59 Slack and Wise, Culture and Technology, 123. Subsequent page references will be 
indicated in the text. 	  
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beliefs shift, how power is distributed, how responsibility is transfigured” (123). The 

cultural field concept, while compatible overall with Benkler’s idea of feasibility spaces, 

does place a little less emphasis on technology overall.  

As applied to my research, I will show how the technological development of the 

Internet is providing a feasibility space, and the people working within that structure are 

shaping it as well, well within structuration theory's premises. The networked information 

economy creates a “feasibility space” and a “cultural field” within which filmmakers can 

explore the possibilities of bringing the elements of documentaries online.  

 

Assemblages  

 Besides the structuration theory concept of cultural fields, Slack and Wise 

propose the idea of the “assemblage” as a remedy to theories that overvalue technology 

or culture and construct overly simplistic, reductive models of causality. This theory will 

be useful to analyze the entirety of documentary film projects as they span online and 

offline spaces. Slack and Wise define an assemblage as “a particular constellation of 

articulations that selects, draws together, stakes out and envelops a territory that exhibits 

some tenacity and effectivity” (129). They continue, “what is drawn together is both 

forms of content and forms of expression” (130). In their words, “practices, 

representations, experiences, and affects articulate to take a particular dynamic form” 

(129) which they call an assemblage. 
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 To Slack and Wise, the concept of the assemblage provides a way to organize the 

study of culture and technology, and they consider it the role of the cultural theorist to 

interrogate how assemblages work: “Assemblages—those imaginary yet concrete 

constellations—matter. To understand their structure, their work, their power, and their 

reach, is the task of the cultural theorist.” Finally, they argue that understanding these 

assemblages can lead to pro-social conclusions: “To contribute to changing 

[assemblages] in constructive directions is the goal of the cultural theorist” (133). Work 

on social documentary within the participatory culture of the Internet can ultimately fit 

this aim of constructive cultural work.   

 Therefore, based on structuration-inflected theories of technology and culture as 

described by Slack and Wise, my work situates itself in a space where I am investigating 

the “assemblage” of the use of the World Wide Web by documentary film projects, 

knowing that the structure of the Internet and World Wide Web and its users as agents are 

mutually creating this constellation of forms of content and forms of expression. Based 

on the writings of technology theorists influenced by structuration theory, I treat apparent 

structures of documentary film projects like dynamic processes comprised of human 

choices.   

 

 Participation 

To understand the assemblage of online documentary, it is imperative to understand 

the theories of participatory culture: theories that seek to understand, and often to 
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celebrate, the potential of new media spaces to use the interactive, connected elements of 

the World Wide Web to include users in discussions, debates, creative “idea” work, and 

even politics.  

Definitions of participation vary wildly, and they come from both scholars and 

filmmakers. Many focus on politics and power while some present a more media-centric 

view that emphasizes textual participation. Benkler provides a framework for 

participatory culture rooted in an understanding of economics and democracy, theorizing 

the backdrop for the rise of participatory culture: “the networked information economy.” 

He defines this as a combination of the growth of an economy centered on information, 

cultural production and the manipulation of symbols, and the interconnectedness of the 

Internet.60 One major result is the increase of non-market based production, and another 

is the rise of “effective, large-scale cooperative efforts—peer production of information, 

knowledge, and culture…typified by the emergence of free and open-source software.”61 

In other words, the networked information economy is the intersection of the information 

economy and the Internet in which peers can connect without the pressures of the market. 

Theories of participatory culture, at least in contemporary media studies, are situated in 

this broad economic climate.  

Theorists define participatory culture in a variety of ways that range in 

complexity. One of the preeminent contributors to scholarly and popular discourse, 

                                                 
60 Benkler, Wealth of Networks, 3.	  
61 Benkler, Wealth of Networks, 5. 	  
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Henry Jenkins, identifies the central elements of participatory culture from the user’s 

perspective, focusing more on media and textual participation and less on politics and 

power:   

A participatory culture is a culture with relatively low barriers to artistic 
expression and civic engagement, strong support for creating and sharing one’s 
creations, and some type of informal mentorship whereby what is known by the 
most experienced is passed along to novices. A participatory culture is also one in 
which members believe their contributions matter, and feel some degree of social 
connection with one another (at the least they care what other people think about 
what they have created).62  
 

His definition emphasizes the cooperative creative act, and his theory of participatory 

culture has primarily explored popular culture and fan communities. But he does mention 

civic engagement, and his definition can easy be applied to the online spaces of social 

documentary film projects—a space that blurs socially minded engagement and 

entertainment.  

Axel Bruns’s conceptualization of “produsage” relates to Jenkins’s theory in its 

focus on textual production. Bruns elaborates the changing relationship among texts, 

audiences, and producers, arguing that audience members can and do produce textual 

materials: they are both users and producers. In his words, “produsage” can “prove a 

useful tool to understand and describe the present shift away from industrial modes of 

production and towards collaborative, user-led creation.”63 While industrial modes of 

                                                 
62 Henry Jenkins, Fans, Bloggers, and Gamers: Media Consumers in a Digital Age (New 
York: NYU Press, 2006), 3.	  
63 Axel Bruns, Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life, and Beyond (New York: Peter Lang, 
2008), 6. 	  



 

 
	  
 
 48	  

film production are still doing well, Bruns imagines the possibility of an alternative space 

of bottom-up film production. The theory of produsage stands as an ideal for techno-

optimists who believe that the World Wide Web can create a meaningful space for user-

led production.  

Debates around the nuances between interaction and “true” participation also 

permeate the field. Nico Carpentier presents another schema to distinguish types of 

participation, distinguishing between 1) “ritual and symbolic forms of communication,” 

which he describes as “mediated quasi-interaction” instead of participation, and 2) “more 

intense forms of media participation, where non-professionals are effectively involved in 

the mediated production of meaning (content-related participation) or even in the 

management policy development of content-producing organizations (structural 

participation).”64  

Even while acknowledging that the networked information economy has provided 

a potentially productive space for participation in media and documentary practices, it is 

also important to recognize that the Internet has not been the first site for politically 

engaged participatory culture. Moreover, as my case studies will emphasize, the Internet 

is not completely distinct from other media. In their analysis of the growth of YouTube, 

Jean Burgess and Joshua Green provide a productive intellectual framework for 

examining new media history. They see YouTube as a “site of cultural and economic 

                                                 
64 Nico Carpentier, “Participation Is Not Enough: The Conditions of Possibility of 
Mediated Participatory Practices,” European Journal of Communication 24, no. 4 (2009): 
409.	  
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disruption.”65 But even so, they argue, “These moments of media transition should not be 

understood as radical historical breaks, but rather as periods of increased turbulence, 

becoming visible as various established practices, influences, and ideas compete with 

emerging ones as part of the long history of culture, media, and society.”66 Moreover, 

new media phenomena do not necessarily displace the “old” media versions. Burgess and 

Green stress that there can be a “co-evolution and uneasy co-existence of ‘old’ and ‘new’ 

media industries, forms, and practices.”67    

The ideal and goal of participation was not invented with the Internet. The 

“prehistory” of online political activity groups can be found in both standard political 

groups and fan communities.68 Jenkins associates websites such as Moveon.org and 

Meetup.com with “the alternative media movement, to people’s radio, underground 

newspapers, activist zines, early Web activism, and the emergence of the ‘indy’ media 

movement in the wake of the World Trade Organization protests in Seattle.”69 Ignoring 

the centuries of group political activities and organizing methods, in more recent time, 

social documentary-oriented community projects, such as the women’s film and media 

                                                 
65 Jean Burgess and Joshua Green, YouTube: Online Video and Participatory Culture,  
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2009), 14	  
66 Burgess and Green, YouTube, 14; In fact an updated study could certainly explore the 
ever-increasing capitalist features of YouTube, such as selling copyrighted films for fees 
and increasing the number of paid commercials. 	  
67 Burgess and Green, YouTube, 14.	  
68 Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide (New York: 
NYU Press, 2008); Janet Staiger, Media Reception Studies (New York: NYU Press, 
2005).	  
69 Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 220. 	  
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collectives operating out of New York City in the 1970s and the most famous real-life 

participatory project, Canada’s Challenge for Change/Societe Nouvelle (CFC/SN), can 

serve as recent historical precedent for social documentaries distributed online and 

deliberately attempting to engage within a participatory culture.70 The project of 

Challenge for Change can bring to an understanding of online participatory documentary 

the historical precedent for participation in the documentary process by subjects, 

filmmakers, and audience members; “participation” was not invented with the Internet. 

Challenge for Change was certainly not the only project, but it remains one of the most 

famous of its kind in recent media history. 

 The Internet, however, provides a broad forum for connecting with audiences, and 

the connection can be both faster and more sustained than, for example, a group meeting 

around a film and social idea. Use of the Internet also has a much greater potential reach 

than material do-it-yourself media such as video or ’zines. Moreover, geographical 

                                                 
70 Michael Brendan Baker, Thomas Waugh, and Ezra Winton. “Introduction… 50 Years 
Later… a Space for Challenge for Change/Societe nouvelle,” in Challenge for Change: 
Activist Documentary at the National Film Board of Canada, ed. Thomas Waugh, 
Michael Brendan Baker, and Ezra Winton (Montreal, Quebec, Canada: McGill-Queens 
University Press, 2010). Launched in 1967, Challenge for Change was one of the biggest 
projects ever designed to engage local communities into taking action around social and 
civic issues, “with the primary goal of addressing poverty in Canada through the 
production and dissemination of documentary cinema” (Baker, Waugh, and Winton, 
“Introduction,” 4). Although many projects were directed around issues of importance to 
the Canadian state at the time, such as the English/French cultural divide and the rural 
and urban divide, the most famous is the highly acclaimed Fogo Island film experiment, a 
filmmaking and community building project in Newfoundland led by Colin Low that 
aimed to “give voice” and political agency to the people of Fogo Island by filming them 
discussing their political situation and then showing the films to them and important 
people in the government.	  
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location is not as relevant as it was in, for example, the Challenge for Change project. As 

the participatory culture available on the Internet is de-localized, audiences can cluster 

around issues without the pressures (or the benefits) of geographic closeness. However, 

identifying, reaching, and engaging audiences can still prove a great challenge even 

though distribution and engagement can happen easily. And de-contextualization—the 

process by which the films are seen in random places on the Internet without an apparent 

sense of connection to a larger community of activists or even background information of 

the issue—is a reality of Internet discourse, as opposed to the “in real life” social change 

programs such as Challenge for Change.  

The rise of the networked information economy has provided a new forum for 

politics even while providing a platform for popular participatory culture, and, 

sometimes, in the case of online participatory documentary, popular entertainment culture 

and political culture overlap. Jenkins discusses some of the potential political 

ramifications of participatory culture in Convergence Culture. A key contribution of this 

book is the theorization of fans as active participants in popular culture. In his chapter 

“Photoshop for Democracy,” Jenkins writes about the potential in participatory culture 

and politics, a key issue in understanding online social documentary. Although Jenkins 

does not discuss documentary per se, he does engage issues of the politicization of 

Internet-based participatory culture. He connects his theory of the participatory consumer 

to the political actor. Discussing the 2004 US presidential election, he argues that citizens 

have started to “apply what they have learned as consumers of popular culture toward 
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more overt forms of political activism.” He argues, “Popular culture influenced the way 

that the campaigns courted their voters—but more importantly, it shaped how the public 

processed and acted upon political discourse.”71   

He continues to explain the unlikely connection of consumption to participation: 

“Historically, critics have seen consumption as almost the polar opposite of citizenly 

participation… Today consumption assumes a more public and collective dimension—no 

longer a matter of individual choices and preferences, consumption becomes a topic of 

public discussion and collective deliberation.”72 In some of the Internet sites that I will be 

discussing, the association with—and in a sense the consumption of as a viewer-user—

will include the solicitation of a public element, such as “liking” a film on a Facebook 

page or publicly contributing to a Kickstarter campaign. Jenkins’s words here draw 

attention to the public and social element of consumption through participatory culture. 

Furthermore, he concludes, “These shared interests often lead to shared knowledge, 

shared vision, and shared actions.”73 I will return to this idea of shared action as I work 

through the beliefs about the potential impact of online participatory documentary.  

In Jenkins's view, these technological changes do matter. He argues that the 

“revolution will be digitized” now as compared with the 1960s counterculture in which 

“underground newspapers, folk songs, posters, people’s radio, and comics” were used to 

                                                 
71 Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 208. 	  
72 Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 222.	  
73 Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 222. 	  
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“transmit ideas that ran counter to dominant interests.”74 In his assessment, “The Web’s 

low barriers to entry expand access to innovative or even revolutionary ideas at least 

among the growing segment of the population that has access to a computer.” The 

Internet provides a forum for alternative viewpoints: “Those silenced by corporate media 

have been among the first to transform their computer into a printing press. This 

opportunity has benefited third parties, revolutionaries, reactionaries, and racists alike. It 

also sparks fear in the hearts of the old intermediaries and their allies.”75 While history 

shows participatory politics were not invented with the Internet, it has been widely 

argued that the Internet has facilitated the development of online participatory culture. 

Although Jenkins clearly expresses techno-optimism and an interest in the 

democratic possibilities more so than the actualities of politically oriented participatory 

culture, he attempts to modify his more dramatic statements about the political potential 

of participatory culture. Instead of putting emphasis on a true revolution, he instead 

argues that a primary strength of Internet-based politics is its subtle ability to integrate 

political engagement with everyday life:  

…nobody involved in these popular culture-inflected campaigns is talking about a 
revolution, digital, or otherwise. What they are talking about is a shift in the 
public’s role in the political process, bringing the realm of political discourse 
closer to the everyday life experiences of citizens, what they talking about is 
changing the ways people think about community and power so that they are able 
to mobilize collective intelligence to transform governance.76  
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Jenkins is not alone in his optimism about the potential of participatory culture. Bruns 

writes, “This move from industrial content production towards community-based 

intercreativity also holds the potential for severe and controversial changes to the 

established status quo, of course.”77   

It would be possible to situate participation under the rubric of “democracy” and 

“the public sphere,” but that is not the best category. In the loosest sense of the word 

political discourse is present in many online participatory documentaries, but these films 

also have strong element of entertainment. In fact, as noted above, Jenkins traces the 

“prehistory” of online political activity groups such as Moveon.org and Meetup.com with 

many alternative media, as well as with much less political activities such as “efforts of 

fans to connect online and exert their combined influence to protect their favorite 

shows.”78 The case studies in this dissertation will examine the role of political 

participation but not to the exclusion of the other functions and goals of documentary 

film projects in online spaces. 

Not just textual production of content and political actions, but also funding and 

distribution have become participatory collaborations by documentary users and fans and 

should be considered elements of filmmaking—a development in filmmaking culture. 

While the Internet has not wholly upset traditional corporate and industrial models, an 

environment of participatory funding and participatory distribution have supplemented 

                                                 
77 Bruns, Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life, 17. 	  
78 Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 220.	  
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them. For example, Kickstarter, an online crowdfunding website founded in 2008 that 

finances anything from technology and design projects to films, provides a space for 

potential audiences to support the creation of documentary films, many of them social 

documentaries of national and global interest.  

Moreover, online culture has affected distribution. The entire Internet is, in one 

sense, a distribution system. Filmmakers can “self-distribute” by making their work 

available on the web through personal websites and websites for the films; users’ 

personal websites and blogs can link to websites of films and directors; third-party 

documentary distributor websites such as SnagFilms can pick up films; films can be 

linked to sites devoted to social issues; films can be shared on YouTube and social 

networking sites; and peer-to-peer file sharing can be used to distribute films. Along with 

participatory production, alternative models of distribution and funding have tapped into 

the participatory potential of the World Wide Web. Economic benefits to filmmakers, 

however, have been difficult to manifest themselves. Participatory culture has been 

influencing changes in form, distribution, and audience relations, including 

crowdfunding, and my case studies seek to explain how.  

Descriptions of participatory culture run the risk of appearing overly optimistic 

about the liberatory potential of the various elements of participatory culture. Discussions 

of what participation means on the Internet are not complete without a consideration of 

power relationships among agents. In general, critiques of participatory culture have 

sought to complicate simple, cheery notions about what participation is by pointing to 
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individual and structural factors that limit the liberatory potential and by using research 

on audiences to show what participation actually looks like, not just what it could be.   

The precedent for understanding that power can play a role in participatory 

relationships was established long before the growth of the Internet. In Sherry R. 

Arnstein’s article, first published in 1969, she inflects her view of participation with a 

notion of individual voice and power. She argues that participation is only true 

participation when it includes people she calls the “have-nots,” citizens “presently 

excluded from the political and economic processes.”79 She includes “have-nots” of 

various races as her examples of have-nots, giving her critique the inflection of racial 

politics. She writes, “Citizen participation is a categorical term for citizen power. It is the 

redistribution of power that enables the have-not citizens… to be deliberately included in 

the future… In short, it is the means by which they can induce significant social reform 

which enables them to share in the benefits of affluent society.”80 For her, true 

participation works toward social inclusion of citizens whose voices have not been as 

strong in politics. Carpentier, in dialogue with Jenkins, agrees and writes, “Access and 

interaction do matter for participatory processes in the media—they are actually its 

conditions of possibility—but they are also very distinct from participation because of 

their less explicit emphasis on power dynamics and decision-making.”81 He later 
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expounds on this idea of power: “This difference between participation on the one hand, 

and access and interaction on the other is located within the key role that is attributed to 

power, and to equal(ized) power relations in decision-making processes.”82 Mirko Tobias 

Schafer also warns about the need to consider power relationships. Power is essential in 

considering the meaning of participation.83   

Other critics of theories of participatory culture agree that individual power and 

agency are important, but they also look at broader structural and contextual factors as 

well to judge whether participation exists. Carpentier provides a general corrective to 

participatory culture optimists, arguing, “Participation became (at least partially) an 

object of celebration, trapped in a reductionist discourse of novelty, and detached from 

the reception of its audiences and decontextualized from its political--ideological, 

communicative-cultural and communicative--structural contexts.”84 Carpentier critiques 

the optimists for the privileging of “new” media and the idea of novelty, the focus on 

democracy through representation instead of participation, the neglect of audiences in 

research, and the decontextualization of participatory practices.85 Moreover, his study of 

audiences serves to apply actual research methods (focus groups) to test some claims 

about participation. He concludes: “The participatory nature of the production process 
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(and its outcomes) may be theoretically applauded in the focus groups, but the actual 

materializations are met with fierce critiques or with indifference.”86  

In understanding new media culture Burgess and Green further expound on the 

challenges of creating participatory culture, noting that relevant factors are: “who gets to 

speak, and who gets the attention; what compensations or rewards there are for creativity 

and work; and the uncertainties around various forms of expertise and authority.”87 They 

write about “the broader trend toward uneasy convergences of market and non-market 

modes of cultural production in the digital environment, where marginal, subcultural, and 

community-based modes of cultural production are by design incorporated within the 

commercial logics of major media corporations.”88 In The Myth of Digital Democracy, 

Hindman argues that, through structural processes such as the Google algorithm and user 

behavior, the Internet has not really provided a significant alternative space away from 

elite and corporate control.89 He strongly asserts that claims about a participatory culture, 

while applicable on a small scale from time to time, are not an overwhelming, simple 

truth on the World Wide Web. However, Burgess and Green point out that the 

commercialization of the online space also provides opportunities to a broad range of 

participants who likely would not have had those opportunities without the commercial 

imperative driving growth and expansion. They write, “This idea allows us to shift our 
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University Press, 2009).	  
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concern away from the false opposition between market and non-market culture, toward a 

concern with the tensions that arise when corporate logics have to contend with the 

unruly and emergent characteristics of participatory culture.”90 This space of possibility 

within constraints can frame the contradictions often at play in online spaces. 

On a micro level, it is important to remember that who is participating is relevant 

to understanding whether participation can work in the online elements of documentary 

film projects; the parameters of what individuals do is also worth considering in 

understanding what participation means on the Web. On a structural level, researchers 

must recognize online spaces as largely market-controlled; the subcultural or radical 

possibilities of documentary film projects only exist within a larger structuring system. 

 The theories of structuration and assemblages can help understand the relationship 

of the individual filmmakers to the culture that they are living in as well as their 

relationship to technology. This can shed light on the relationship of documentary form, 

audiences, and distribution. Theories of (and cautions about) participation can speak most 

readily to the relationship of documentary filmmakers to their audiences. However, in the 

evolving landscape in which the World Wide Web increasingly connects audiences to 

filmmakers and filmmakers to audiences throughout the entire production process, 

theories of participation can also describe what might actually count in changes in 

documentary form and distribution.  

                                                 
90 Burgess and Green, YouTube, 76.	  
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 Documentary modes, while not fully adequate to explain textual developments in 

online spaces, raise the idea of examining the relationships among filmmaker, text, and 

viewer-user. Works from traditional documentary studies can create a space for 

discussing the theoretical relationship between documentary projects and reality, 

important when considering social issues. Documentary impact studies provide some 

concrete ideas for exploring notions of social change, even as no definite paradigm 

emerges as best. Technology studies, deeply influenced by structuration theory, situate 

the relationship between technology and society as one of natural influence. The ideas of 

feasibility spaces and technologies in practice highlight that back and forth relationship. 

Theories of participatory culture present broad views of participation and ultimately 

make central the importance of power relationships in studying documentary film 

projects in online spaces.  
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Chapter 2: Historical Contexts for Changing Notions of Documentary 

Audience, Distribution, and Form 

 

 To form the backdrop for understanding the two upcoming case studies, this 

chapter examines the dominant discourses the trade press is using to explain what is 

stable and what is changing in terms of form, distribution, and audience relations of 

documentary as a consequence of the growth of the World Wide Web. Understanding this 

contemporary conversation about of documentary film and Internet practices will help 

contextualize the actions of the producers of the films in the case studies and ultimately 

shed light on the major research question of this project: How are social documentary 

filmmakers rethinking documentary audience relations, distribution, and form?  

These themes and important moments provide a general shape for the time period 

surveyed and support the analysis of the case studies. A historical examination of these 

ideas can shed light on the “forces, relations, processes, and effects” at play in the 

development of documentary culture and the “practices, representations, experiences, and 

affects” that comprise these dynamic processes based on technological change and 

human choices.1 Moreover, a historical examination can contextualize the growing 

emphasis on interaction and participation as well as the challenges for filmmakers. This is 

a brief look at the issues that have arisen in the discourse around this transition period. 

                                                 
1 Jennifer Daryl Slack and J. Macgregor Wise, Culture and Technology: A Primer (New 
York: Peter Lang, 2005), 123; 129.	  
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  To review dominant discourses around the ways the existence of the World Wide 

Web has affected form, distribution, and audience relations, I have examined popular 

industry press from primarily 1995-2011 although I have continued to check the blogs 

(listed below) throughout the research process and have included a few relevant articles 

from 2012 and 2013. I chose 1995 as a starting date because it is about that time that the 

Internet really started to become part of “everyday use.” Of course, its popularity and 

frequency and range of use grew throughout the 2000s and is still growing. In the 

periodization I discuss below, referred to as the “Bandwagon” phase, everyone climbs on 

board. 

The publications on which I focused were Documentary Magazine, the POV 

online Doc Soup blog, and The Independent Magazine of Film and Video, more 

commonly known as The Independent.2 I decided which journals to review by asking 

working documentarians who had been making films for twenty or more years their sense 

of which publications were the best places for valuable information throughout the last 

two decades. These publications all target working professionals in the film and 

television industries and, increasingly, the “online” industry. The Independent does not 

focus on documentary in particular but instead on film and television production in 

                                                 
2 Documentary Magazine, published by the International Documentary Association, was 
known earlier in its run as International Documentary Magazine. I have reviewed it 
through the end of 2011. The Independent was published as a regular print publication 
until 2007, then moved online to a blog format and published much more sporadically to 
the present. I have reviewed through 2013. Doc Soup started online in 2008 and runs to 
the present. I have reviewed through April 2013.	  
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general, featuring documentary as a common topic. Doc Soup and Documentary 

Magazine center on documentary film, with Documentary Magazine interpreting the idea 

of filmmaking more loosely and including web practices in its scope as well. To find 

articles relating to changes in audience relations, distribution, and form. I searched the 

magazines by hand and pulled out relevant articles.3  

Although each publication has its own emphases, I synthesized the themes into 

my results to focus not just on each magazine but instead the changing state of the field. 

Some of the emergent themes apply to changes in the independent film industry overall. 

Many apply more to changes in the documentary film industry. I did pay extra attention 

to discourse around social documentary in particular in order to illuminate the research 

questions.  

After providing a general periodization of the discussion within the innovation 

and diffusion of the Internet and general themes, per the research question, I focus on 

audience, distribution, and form to organize the discussion although it becomes clear that 

the more prevalent the use of the World Wide Web by filmmakers becomes, the more 

these lines blur. For example, parsing out changing discourses around audience means, of 

course, in many cases understanding the changing attitudes toward distribution. 

Understanding discourses around changes in form, too, requires understanding things like 

                                                 
3 Furthermore, attending and presenting at the South by Southwest Film and Interactive 
conference in 2013 has allowed me to keep abreast of current industry issues, particularly 
in web documentary, in which the festival has a strong focus.	  
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the limits of technology to distribute those forms. Even understanding that the lines blur, 

the categories inform the later analysis of the case studies on those grounds.  

 

Periodization of the Discussion 

A brief history of the Internet can help contextualize the growth of online 

practices in documentary filmmaking. From the development of ARPANET to the 

eventual commercialization of the Internet and the rise of “Web 2.0,” networked 

computing has seen many changes in the last half century. Significantly to this project, in 

1989, Tim Berners-Lee from the European Center for Nuclear Research, known as 

CERN, invented the World Wide Web and HTML, which essentially opened the doors to 

cyberspace and made the Internet more public-friendly. This period—1989 to 1993—

which I am calling the “Experimentation” phase, produced only glimmers of discourse 

surrounding online practices for documentary film.4   

A major breakthrough in Internet use occurred with the development of the 

Mosaic graphical browser in 1993 at the National Center for Supercomputing 

Applications. The browser, which as it developed became faster, made the Internet much 

more user-friendly and led to increased adoption.5 In 1993, CERN also decided that the 

World Wide Web would be free to anyone, which further set the stage for adoption by a 

                                                 
4 Experimentation of course continues in the present. This period is meant to encompass 
the earliest users who first began dabbling in the technology.  	  
5 Janet Abbate, Inventing the Internet (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1999), 213.   
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large number of users. By the mid 1990s, search engines began to appear, making 

navigation much easier. Amazon was developed in 1994, popularizing the idea of e-

commerce, which would continue to gain traction over the years. Internet start-ups also 

proliferated in this era as businesses and businesses-to-be sought to understand the ways 

economic models would carry over into cyberspace. This phase will be referred to as the 

“Bandwagon” phase (1993-2001) as many people in the film industry sought to 

understand how films could and would be affected by (and effect) these new technologies 

on a number of levels. From film economics to storytelling, many things taken for 

granted about filmmaking were thrown into question. 

In 2001 the dot com “bubble” burst, meaning start-up cash ran dry before 

businesses saw profits, and many web businesses failed after not developing a working 

business model in the new space of the web. In the aftermath of the bubble burst, some 

web business recovered and the possible role of the Internet in filmmaking was further 

cemented. What has come to be known as “web 2.0” developed: the collaborative, 

socially connected web with wikis, social networks, and more. Throughout this phase, 

which I am calling the “Connected” phase (2001-2010), social networking began to stake 

its claim in most online spaces, from the development of sites whose primary purpose 

was social networking to the addition of social networking elements to other types of 

sites. Facebook was founded in 2004, and it opened to any user with an email address 

(not just college students) in 2006. YouTube debuted in 2005, and 2006 saw the 

appearance of video all over the web. Twitter appeared in 2006.  
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The contemporary phase, beginning in the late 2000s after the total saturation of 

web. 2.0 culture, which I am calling the “Saturation” phase consists of transmedia 

integration and saturation as media makers seek to make meaningful connections with 

their increasingly participatory (or at least increasingly potentially participatory) 

audiences. The exact direction of this phase is still to be determined, but a move seems to 

be toward finding market value for innovations such as new social networks, mobile 

applications, and more new technologies seeking to carve out their role in Internet and 

culture. More analysis about what is at stake in the future of the study of online forms of 

documentary film practice for audiences, distribution, and form will be offered in the 

conclusions chapter, after full discussion of the case studies.  

 

General Historical Themes 

Many general themes emerged throughout all of the time periods that involve the 

main categories of audience, distribution and form. Questions arise concerning the future 

of technology, the impact of rapid technological changes on the marketplace, and the 

potentials of cyberspace to create radical freedom or just replicate power structures in the 

world at large. These concerns surround the looming question: what will be the fate of 

documentary in a cyber-rich world? 

Throughout the culture of start-ups, many new and experimental businesses are 

featured and questions posed about how they fit into the landscape. Offline digital 

innovations, such as the DVD, intensely impact all aspects of film production. Although 
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some articles point out that historically, technology has always been changing and that 

has been affecting the filmmaking process, the general consensus is that the speed and 

variety of the changes due to the World Wide Web are unprecedented. There is also a 

sense of pressure on filmmakers to adopt technologies rapidly and adapt to changing 

expectations about their craft. In terms of the future, many articles discuss what kinds of 

technological changes will remain and what kinds will not. This is set to the backdrop of 

the idea that technology is developing at a more rapid rate than ever before—it is a 

“digital revolution.”6  

Understanding the financial implications of the World Wide Web for 

documentary filmmaking also figures predominantly in the discourse in trade press. The 

discussion displays an underlying sense of panic that these rapid changes will somehow 

turn documentary filmmaking into an even less lucrative profession (or even costlier 

pastime) than it has been. What to do with “free” media, such as videos appearing on 

YouTube, becomes a quandary.7 For independent filmmakers, many of whom have been 

“independent” because they wish to make films more to their own tastes outside of the 

mass market, profit-driven studio model, fighting on the side of money positions them in 

an unusual place; however, the explosion of a wide open market makes many feel 

                                                 
6 David Alm, “Piecing Together: Storytelling in the Digital Age,” Independent (October 
2005): 36-39. 	  
7 Tom Roston, “Musing on the Future of Docs,” Doc Soup, January 20, 2009, accessed 
January 14, 2015. 
http://www.pbs.org/pov/blog/docsoup/2009/01/doc_soup_musing_on_the_future/#.VLax
h2TF-5I.  	  
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severely threatened. One article explains, “While ‘independent film’ may be an 

increasingly commercialized and complicated category, online exhibition gets us back to 

the single artist, a computer, and the untainted Idea.”8 Moreover, some articles focus on 

how funders are changing because of the Internet, offering various theories about how 

best to incorporate ideas for web presence into a proposal.9 Understanding how to 

negotiate digital rights in this changing landscape also recurs as a common theme 

connected to the role of money in the rapidly changing technoscape.  

Michael Moore’s financial success serves as an important touch point in 

speculating about the possibility for financial gain for documentarians. Moore’s splash 

with Roger and Me (1989), a documentary that attained both general critical acclaim and 

financial success, indicated to many that the documentary had become fashionable 

enough to draw audiences and, in fact, make money. 10 His blend of commercial appeal 

and documentary storytelling prowess won him much acclaim in the film industry even 

while generating some controversy about the liberties he took with his story, including 

depicting events out of chronological order.11 The first documentary to be included in 

Cannes in fifty years, Moore’s Bowling for Columbine (2002) won the Special Prize in 

                                                 
8 Karen Voss. “Energizing the Independent Vision,” Independent (April 2001): 19.	  
9 Tom Roston, “A Conversation with Alyce Myatt,” Doc Soup, November 2, 2009, 
accessed January 14, 2015, 
http://www.pbs.org/pov/blog/docsoup/2009/11/doc_soup_a_conversation_with_a/#.VLax
-WTF-5I.  	  
10 Mark Harris, “Docu-demia,” Documentary (September 2000): 17-19. 	  
11 Pauline Kael, “Review of Roger & Me,” New Yorker, January 8, 1990, 90-93. 	  
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2002.12 These two films generated buzz and excitement about the theatrical and financial 

possibilities of documentary, a hope Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004) strengthened when 

it won the Palme d’Or at Cannes in 2004 and was claimed to be the highest grossing 

documentary of all time. While these successes do not really reflect the intersection of 

documentary and Internet culture, they do show a backdrop of increasing interest in 

documentaries as possible commercial ventures.  

The trade press also presents a central tension surrounding whether the Internet, 

the World Wide Web, and all further technological developments—such as the rise of 

broadband, social networking and more—will encourage “freedom” or “citizenship” on 

the one hand or, on the other hand, merely degenerate into a corporate-sponsored or 

government-controlled space.13 The playing field for indie filmmakers is in question as to 

whether corporate conglomerates will subsume all of the potentially liberating 

technological developments. Mergers, questions of net neutrality, and more characterize 

this dialogue. This question remains open throughout the period of history surveyed here 

into the present moment.  

 

Audience 

Industry press frequently theorizes about the nature of the “new” web audience. 

While television and film audiences provide a reference point, the web presents a non-

                                                 
12 Steve Rosenbaum, “Digital Docs: Can They Save the Theatrical Market?,” 
Documentary (October 2002): 44. 	  
13 Gary O. Larson, “The Broadband Revolution,” Independent (May 2000): 17-19. 	  



 

 
	  
 
 70	  

broadcast space with no pre-set duration of the time for the audience to engage. The 

thirty-minute television show or the two-hour movie timeline no longer applies, nor does 

the Nielsen rating or ticket sales as measurements of the audience. Figuring out how to 

conceptualize and organize audiences for maximum gain to the filmmakers, the audience 

itself, and, in the case of social documentaries, the cause remains a vibrant topic 

throughout the years surveyed here.   

Throughout every phase, people express active concerns that audiences would 

never be able to find the websites of independent films and documentaries because of the 

nature of web searching. Moreover, audiences would fragment instead of grow because 

of the non-broadcast nature of the Internet. One article from early 1999 sums up the 

initial concerns: “Putting up a website will be about as compelling as an ad in the Yellow 

Pages.” 14 Another argues: “the burden will shift to audiences’ shoulders” as they struggle 

to sort through content.15 Of the web, “The real estate may be cheap, but the traffic is 

typically scarce.”16 This fear is consistent with a more general fear of information 

overload and an over-saturated media environment, which people repeatedly remark upon 

as the World Wide Web grows more pervasive.17 However, this is also seen as a 

                                                 
14 S.D. Katz, “Too Much of a Good Thing?,” Independent (November 1999 )7-8.	  
15 Rob Rownd, “4 Templates for the Future,” Independent (January/February 2000): 12-
14.	  
16 Adam Pincus, “When Amazon.com Comes Courting,” Independent (November 1999): 
42-44. 	  
17 “Y2K Time Capsule,” Independent (January/February 2000): 36-40; Tom Roston, 
“Docs at Home,” Doc Soup, June 16, 2008, accessed January 15, 2015, 
http://www.pbs.org/pov/blog/docsoup/2008/06/doc_soup_docs_at_home_1/.  	  
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potentially positive development for developing larger audiences. Lasting throughout the 

years surveyed, the “explosion of quantity” is consistently seen as both a possibility to 

have voices heard and a threat against that.18 

One way to manage the difficulty of connecting to an audience is developing 

ways of understanding characteristics of audiences. A tension emerges between whether 

to consider the Internet a kind of mass medium since anyone could conceivably be 

watching or a medium through which to target niche audiences. Talk of the “core 

audience” informs discussions of social documentaries attempting to address and 

influence issues online. The core audience is considered the essential and most 

committed audiences both to the cause and in many cases the filmmaker’s work overall. 

Core audiences are often involved early in the filmmaking process as potential funders 

through crowdfunding or even as test audiences. The core audience can be tapped to use 

their “enthusiasm to help spread the word and reach the other side.”19 For social issue 

documentaries, connecting to the core audience early in the production process and 

allowing them to help do some of the networking, personally and over social media, 

becomes a goal of Internet campaigns. Festivals, although increasingly less likely to 

secure a big distribution deal, can be used to build a core audience; “this army of fans 

                                                 
18 Erica Berenstein, “Show Us Your Shorts,” Independent (May / June 2006): 26-28; 
Steven Abrams, “Beyond a Social Network,” Independent (March 2001): 24.	  
19 Tamara Krinsky, “Brave New Films Makes Quick Work of Issue-Driven Video,” 
Documentary (Fall 2008): 8. 	  
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spreads the word about films online and by word of mouth.”20 The “core audience,” in 

theory, can be connected more to the artist and less to just the product, allowing the artist 

to tap into this community for his or her next projects.21 The core audience is interested, 

mobilized, and willing to use their personal resources, such as time, social connections, 

and money, to support the film.  

Trade press also suggests that documentary filmmakers consider their audiences 

as “communities of interest” instead of the old-fashioned film-based thinking that relied 

on regional communities—i.e., the New York public television audience.22 This 

clustering by subject matter is a way mentally to organize the audience and can contribute 

to marketing and distribution plans. Emphasizing the idea of community draws attention 

to the fact that people are not merely individuals but are already connected in various 

ways in online spaces, increasingly so in the “Saturation” phase.  

This idea is particularly relevant to social documentary because of the issue-

driven nature of the films, a natural fit for organization by communities of interest. The 

added benefits for social documentary also include connecting viewers with other 

organizations that are relevant to the social issue, making educational guides available, 

                                                 
20 David Becker, “Enlisting Your Audience as Soldiers of PR,” Documentary (Spring 
2010): 30. 	  
21 Anthony Kaufman, “Caught in the Web: Netting Higher DVD Sales Online,” 
Independent (May/June: 2006), 29.	  
22 Ward Bauman, “You Must Be Streaming,” Documentary (December 2000/January 
2001): 20-22; Tamara Krinsky, “Distribution Goes Hybrid,” Documentary (Spring 2010): 
32-35.	  
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and more.23 By the “Connected” phase, films build not only websites but also Facebook 

pages, Twitter accounts, and more. Social networking through umbrella sites, both topical 

such as Moveon.org and general such as Facebook, emerges as an easy way for 

filmmakers to connect to the communities that are interested in their films.  

By 2004, social networking emerges as a truly viable tool for building and 

maintaining audiences. By tapping into ideas of community—either personal or interest-

based—social networking can build on and enhance film audiences. A 2004 article 

discusses the potential of LinkedIn and Orkut for targeted film marketing to “opt-in” 

audience members—an idea that will be expanded throughout the rise of the “Connected” 

phase. 24 Embedded viewing, “opening a virtual theater wherever the viewer wants,” 

allows social networking sites to be used to share even more content directly.25 Toward 

the end of the “Connected” phase and throughout the “Saturation” phase, social media 

accounts for films on social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter proliferate. 

Envisioning the audience on the World Wide Web taps into early general beliefs 

that young people are somehow more connected to computers and less connected to 

traditional modes of viewing such as film and television. Talk in the “Connected” phase 

is that the web is going to be a place where youth markets can be tapped if only the media 

                                                 
23 Maya Churi, “A Walk in Their Shoes,” Independent (October 2002): 27-28. 	  
24 Steve Rosenbaum, “Blogville: New Advancements for the Doc Digerati,” 
Documentary (June 2004): 42. 	  
25 Elisabeth Greenbaum Kasson, “Weaving a Web of Distribution,” Documentary (Spring 
2009): 52-54.	  
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makers can become in tune with the way youth think and behave.26 For example, youth 

are described in terms of their “short attention span”: “This age group thinks fast, 

processes raw data fast, moved onto the next thing fast, is ready for a whole new 

discussion after a shorter period of time than the rest of us.”27 For documentary in 

particular, the web is seen as a space to connect to youth who otherwise would not see the 

films.28 The mantra now seems to be that if filmmakers want to reach young people, they 

have to use the Internet. 

Additionally, instead of relying on conventional distribution of film and 

television, the conversation in the trade press asserts the World Wide Web will allow 

filmmakers to connect more easily to a “global” audience, again stressing the potentially 

wide open nature of distribution on the Internet compared with the more selective global 

distribution of film and television.29 This is presented in optimistic terms, imagining 

going through national boundaries and barriers to reach people who are genuinely 

interested: “with the Internet, a worldwide audience is an instant possibility.”30 This is, of 

course, contextualized by the anxiety over convincing people to find the film once it has 

been made and placed online. 

                                                 
26 Elizabeth Angell, “Indies Make Headway on the Digital Frontier,” Independent 
(November 2005): 32-34. 	  
27 Dianna Costello, “Adventures in Storytelling,” Documentary (February 2006): 42. 	  
28 Jacques Bensimon, “Saving Canada’s National Treasure,” Documentary (February 
2003): 26-28. 	  
29 Richard Baimbridge, “Dot-Coms Breathe New Life into Short Films,” Independent 
(June 2000): 9. Scott Castle, “What’s in a Name?,” Independent (July 2000): 18-20. 	  
30 Castle. “What’s in a Name?,” 20.	  
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By the end of the “Connected” phase, the trade press and the industry 

professionals it quotes emphasize the potential of crowdfunding, particularly for issue-

driven films, with sites such as Kickstarter and Indiegogo starting up.31 As more films 

experience crowdfunding success, articles start to focus on how to do crowdfunding 

successfully: “Online models still favor those who have a proven track record, who are 

exceptionally organized, superior networkers, and great communicators, and who have 

projects that have a clearly defined narrative and appealing subject.”32 Central to the idea 

of crowdfunding is encouraging the audience to support a film “before it’s ever made.”33 

The Barack Obama campaign, well known for its ability to tap into a large number of 

shallow wallets (not just the deep pockets of an elite few), provided a touch point for an 

example of successful crowdfunding that could be extrapolated upon by filmmakers.34 By 

2011, crowdfunding becomes an everyday concept, an agreed-upon possibility for the 

                                                 
31 Launched in 2009, Kickstarter has grown exponentially since then, going from around 
$27,000,000 pledged in 2009 to approximately $319,000,000 pledged in 2013. See 
“Kickstarter,” Wikipedia, accessed April 30, 2014, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kickstarter. Indiegogo, launched in 2008, remains popular 
because, unlike Kickstarter, those raising money can keep all of it even if they do not 
reach their goal.	  
32 Tom Isler, “Funds from the Madding Crowd,” Documentary (Spring 2009): 28, 30-32. 	  
33 Isler, “Funds,” 28, 30-32. 	  
34 Tamara Krinsky, “California Streamin’,” Documentary (Spring 2011): 8-9.	  
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fundraising process.35 It can pull in “core audiences” early, generate buzz for the film, 

and, depending on the success of the campaign, pull in a significant amount of money.  

In light of increasing attention to social documentary through the early 2000s and 

2005 being a big box office year for documentaries, discourse also increases throughout 

this time about the ability of films to have an “impact” on a social issue, usually by 

mobilizing an audience.36 Alongside this interest comes the notion of the “double bottom 

line,” which is seeing a social documentary film’s success not just as box office digits but 

also by the effect it generates on the social issue.37 The audience, then, becomes 

conceptualized as both a revenue generating source in terms of avenues such as theatrical 

ticket sales, movie rentals, and pay-to-download fees but also as a free labor force that 

can promote both the film and its concomitant cause via the web. 

A turn from personal documentary to social issue documentary is noted in 2006.38 

Emphasis on films’ “outreach” also increases as filmmakers and scholars began to 

believe that films are able to make concrete effects on politics and culture.39 Outreach, an 

                                                 
35 Steven Abrams, “Beyond a Social Network,” Independent, March 24, 2011, accessed 
January 14, 2015, http://independent-
magazine.org/2011/03/steven_abrams_sxsw_film_fundriasing_technology/; Courtney 
Sheehan, “IDFA 2011,” Independent, November 28, 2011, accessed January 14, 2015, 
http://independent-magazine.org/2011/11/idfa-2011_digital-distribution_doc-funding/. 
36 Fernanda Rossi, “Ask the Documentary Doctor,” Independent (December 2005): 25; 
Fiona Ng, “Vision Test and AT&T,” Independent (January/February 2006): 11. 	  
37 Robert Bahar and Almudena Carracedo, “Made in L.A., Funded from All Over,” 
Documentary (Spring 2010): 48-50. 	  
38 Laura Almo, “Docs that Make Us Think,” Documentary (March/April 2006): 50-52; 
Fiona Ng, “Vision Test and AT&T,” Independent (January/February 2006): 10-11.	  
39 Elizabeth Angell, “Moving Images,” Independent (April 2006): 26-29. 	  
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element of impact, is defined as the “plan for distributing the message not just the film.”40 

Moveon.org mobilized its audience as “electronic advocacy groups” in order to pursue 

political goals online.41 This clearly demonstrates the mental connection articulated in the 

trade press that the World Wide Web and film potentially can combine to affect social 

issues in a way that either forum separately could not. Moreover, whether to use more 

traditional channels, such as a Frontline television program, to tell a story when it could 

be told in an easily digestible and “sharable” format such as YouTube also becomes a 

concern for filmmakers trying to make the biggest impact.42  

Participant Films is an early production company noted for its social outreach 

campaigns and double-bottom-line commitment. Although “not a distributor per se,” 

Participant Films can “help catalyze the distribution component” by creating a social 

issue campaign that can contextualize the documentary.43 When interviewed, the 

representative from Participant Films stated, “Every film’s release…will be accompanied 

by a social action campaign, because the primary goal is to have a positive effect on 

social change.”44 This discussion, typical of many of the issue-driven films, aims to 

                                                 
40 Lisa Selen Davis, “Do-Something Documentaries,” Independent (April 2005): 41. 	  
41 Pat Aufderheide, “Democracy through Film,” Documentary (April 2004): 19-20.	  
42 Tom Roston, “Analyzing the Economic Meltdown,” Doc Soup, March 2, 2009, 
accessed January 14, 2015, 
http://www.pbs.org/pov/blog/docsoup/2009/03/doc_soup_analyzing_the_economi/#.VLa
00WTF-5I. 	  
43 Tracie Lewis, “The Medium and the Message,” Documentary (May 2006): 26-29. 
Participant Films also funds fiction films.	  
44 Lewis, “The Medium,” 29.	  
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understand what comes first, the film or the issue, and how to secure the two working 

together.  

Many sites which aggregate social documentary and activist movements spring up 

by the “Saturation” phase, including Oneworld.net, dedicated to human rights and 

sustainable development, and Moveon.org. SnagFilms, too, makes its name by becoming 

an ad-supported aggregator for free documentaries, many of them social documentaries.45 

Robert Greenwald’s alternative distribution system for his film Uncovered: The Whole 

Truth About the Iraq War (2004) served as an important touch point in the conversation. 

This film was distributed exclusively on the Internet, facilitated in part by Moveon.org, 

which sent links of the film to email lists as part of the distribution strategy.46 Greenwald 

also held private viewing parties and encouraged other audience members to do so, and 

the film had “3,000 viewing parties for nearly 100,000 people making $850,000 in the 

first three days of distribution alone.”47 Greenwald’s online production and distribution 

company, Brave New Films, also bears mention as one of the first companies to use 

successfully the multi-organizational partnership model, which allows various 
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organizations with interest in overlapping social causes to work together. They also were 

one of the early users of rudimentary crowdfunding (over email) in 2004.48  

Filmmakers and journalists have struggled over the last twenty years to 

conceptualize the web-based audience, trying out a variety of approaches as filmmakers 

have experimented with different practices. What is clear is that the audience is not 

considered a static thing to which filmmakers deliver a product after the film is done. Nor 

is it merely active as a reader of the film after it has been made. The audience is 

imagined, engaged, and appealed to (for money and services) very early in the production 

process, and the audience can be active in the production, marketing, and distribution of 

the film. The audience can also be active in contributing to solving a social issue if a 

social documentary chooses to address the audience in that way. By 2010, writers are 

remarking on a “new paradigm” of social documentary: “Filmmakers are encouraged to 

think of themselves as community organizers, entrepreneurs, and storytellers, making 

sure 50 percent of filmmakers’ time and resources are committed to audience 

engagement.”49 The audience is seen as a tool that can be mobilized. 
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Distribution 

Throughout all the discourse in the trade press, the most prominent theme of 

discussions is that theatrical distribution has become much less viable, and alternative 

distribution schemes must be found and refined if filmmakers want their voices to be 

heard—and money to be made. This quote summarizes the dominant view: 

In the past 15 years [1991-2006], a fairly standard distribution route for higher-
profile films (not necessarily documentaries) was a theatrical release followed by 
television and video as a further means of getting revenue from a film. In this 
model, films made money in the theater and took in further revenue from TV and 
video. With the advent of DVD, that model began to shift significantly. Now in 
many if not most cases, theatrical release is little more than marketing for the 
DVD. With documentaries it is also a means to raise the profile of a film enough 
to push for a better TV sale, which is often the main source of revenue for a 
documentary film.50  
 

The dominant sentiment is that the model for revenue income is shifting, and no one is 

sure exactly to what it is shifting. In 2010, The Independent offers this “state-of-the field” 

report on distribution: “Three years ago, you could take seemingly any buzzed-about film 

to a festival and expect distributors to pay a couple million for it. The game has changed. 

[Traditional] distribution is no longer there for the vast majority of independent film.”51  

Observers also debate whether this will be a positive or a negative change for 

filmmakers. One article suggests that films are moving from “the age of dependent 

distribution” to “the age of independent distribution” because of some key factors: direct 
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access to viewers, access to target audiences, direct revenue flow, hybrid distribution (the 

right to sell on a website and split revenue with other distribution partners), the core 

personal audience, and greater control over distribution.52 New distribution avenues can 

be seen as potentially empowering filmmakers because it will, at least in the ideal, be 

easier to find the audiences that are out there: “finding the places in the world that are 

hungry for our stories.”53 Moreover, the goal of making money is also questioned: 

“Distribution in the digital era may not lead to greater riches or fame, but then that’s not 

why we became documentary makers in the first place.”54 Although they are not 

consistent in their predictions and assessments, most of the articles about distribution 

surveyed try to understand the changes that the World Wide Web is bringing to the world 

of independent and documentary filmmaking.  

Seamlessly streaming video, a technological development that was highly 

anticipated throughout the “Bandwagon” phase, is a major turning point in the history of 

film distribution over the World Wide Web. It is not, however, a single moment of access 

but instead a technology that slowly increased in viability as the years went by and 

depended both on the far-reaching capabilities of technologies such as Quicktime media 

player and also on the ubiquity of user adoption of certain technologies, namely 

broadband.  
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In 1997, streaming video became an option although it was rudimentary: “Current 

technology, despite the hype, delivers crude video images that resemble flip-book 

animation.”55 At this point, also, plug-ins were required, adding an extra, user-unfriendly 

step to viewing streaming video. By March 1998, the increasing use of cable Internet was 

noted as a possibility to improve streaming.56 The ability to stream full films at good 

resolution was highly anticipated in the years following its debut, and trade press was 

very cognizant that it would change the landscape of distribution even more.57 Streaming 

video would enable sites such as YouTube to develop during the “Connected” phase. It 

would also allow websites to begin putting up actual film footage. Furthermore, 

streaming enabled the development of online sites connected to companies and television 

stations (such as Netflix and HBO Go) to send their films to audiences. This change in 

technology caused the reimagining of distribution to venues beyond theater and 

television. 

Self distribution—avoiding major distributors and going directly to the 

audience—as a concept pre-dates the web with viable streaming video, but the 

development of web technologies reframes the discussion many times throughout the 

years. Even before streaming, the development of e-commerce incites discussions over 

the potential to buy and sell films over the Internet through film websites and also 
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aggregators.58 Amazon.com, for example, developed the Advantage program to help 

filmmakers sell VHS tapes (even before it started listing DVDs), taking 55% of the gross 

sales on prices that filmmakers could name themselves.59 As with most of the changes 

connected to new technologies, self-distribution is a site of excitement as well as 

apprehension. The filmmaking team of Detropia (2012), a film financed in part by 

Kickstarter and self-distributed, explains their reason to go that path: “There is a fantastic 

paradigm shift happening right now where artists and entrepreneurs of every stripe and 

color have an infrastructure taking shape where the barrier to entry is dissolving. With 

Kickstarter, Etsy, Metafilter, Facebook, Twitter, and dozens of other online outlets, 

individuals can workshop a concept, raise money and get the word out in a direct to 

audience way that feels incredibly exciting.”60 While the growth of the World Wide Web 

has made it easier to self-distribute, the trade press reminds filmmakers that it can still be 

time-consuming or expensive to hire someone to “self-distribute.”61 Hybrid distribution, 

using direct sales by filmmakers combined with distribution by third parties, DVD 

distributors, TV channels, video-on-demand companies, educational distributors, online 
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outlets, and so on, has remained a crucial part of the distribution world, and many 

filmmakers now contemplate distribution as a combination of these avenues.62  

 Netflix has been a very important company in the landscape of web-based 

distribution. As a mail-based DVD distribution service, Netflix began to build its brand 

and its alternative distribution model in 1997, soon after the diffusion of the DVD. By 

mid-2003, DVD rentals surpassed VHS rentals and kept going from there.63 Started as a 

site from which a person ordered one DVD at a time for a certain rental fee, Netflix 

changed to a monthly subscription model in 1999. In this streamlined way, without 

having to go to (and, implicitly find out through other means) a film’s website, audience 

members could now find documentaries through browsing through the Netflix library. 

This was especially fruitful when search engines adjust to a consumer’s previous choices 

and create a taste profile that will actually lead to more movies the person may like.64 

This particular cultivation technique of Netflix and other less prominent mail-based 

services gains many accolades from documentary filmmakers because it makes it seem 

much more likely that a documentary could be found in the sea of films by someone who 

may actually be interested in it. In 2007, Netflix began to push their streaming video 

option as part of its subscription service. By 2010, Netflix was offering streaming as a 
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stand-alone service, allowing many films to come straight to audiences on their home 

computers or television sets.65  

Journalists and filmmakers also foresee possibility in the combination of the 

World Wide Web and film to help small, independent films find niche audiences. The 

rise of broadband and streaming video, in particular, makes this a real possibility to move 

away from “corporate bottlenecks” in distribution and move toward documentaries that 

can connect with “niche economies.”66 Later, aggregate (corporate) distributors such as 

iTunes and Netflix may take those films from their niche economies to broader 

audiences.67 The press sees this as a positive virtue, actively pursuing distribution 

connections that would have been much harder to make in the past. 

 Excitement also abounds concerning the ability of the web to increase the afterlife 

of films.68 Because of an article published in Wired Magazine detailing the concept, the 

idea of the “long tail” emerges to theorize that films will have a long life, and even 

resurgences, after any initial release or box office run.69 Combined with self-distribution, 

“documentary life spans [could] go through the roof.”70 This idea applies to social 

documentary in particular because as social issues fluctuate in importance, an older 
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documentary that touches on a new-again social issue could become re-circulated.71 The 

Netflix recommendation function (“If you liked this, try this!”) can conceivably help 

recommend an older film if it touches on a current film with the same social issue that the 

audience member likes.  

In the shadows of the desire to monetize distribution was the “threat” of illegal 

peer-to-peer sharing, namely downloading, and other forms of digital sharing that 

circumvented filmmakers’ ability to make money from their “product.” Digital 

watermarks were one way tried out to prevent excessive sharing of files without paying 

royalties.72 While the trade press for independent filmmakers generally supports “the 

little guy” as opposed to the major forces of capitalism such as increasingly merging 

media corporations, a conflict of interest occurs when it comes to being sure independent 

movie makers can still make money. Peer-to-peer sharing is seen as both liberating to the 

public sphere but also threatening to independent filmmakers.73  

Distribution has been a profound concern in the press from the moment the 

capabilities of the Internet to find data and information for individuals had been realized. 

Combined with a decreasing interest in distributing independent film (documentaries 

included) by the traditional film distributors, the rise of broadband—and with it, more 

viable streaming video—helped make alternative distribution paths a reality. While this 
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has all been seen with a mostly positive lens, the flipside has been concern over how to 

maintain market value in what has seemingly been the Wild West of web distribution. 

Peer-to-peer downloading and the absence of any obviously profitable self-distribution 

model cast some confusion and concern into the conversation and analysis. Increasingly, 

filmmakers are combining traditional approaches work with all the possibilities of the 

World Wide Web, but it is clear that, the perceptions of the best avenues for distribution 

are often in flux as technology changes. 

 

Form 

Formal changes that arrived to documentary film in conjunction with the growth 

of the World Wide Web are multifaceted. Interactive documentaries, or webdocs, have 

sprung up as web-only projects. The concept of what comprises a film expands and 

extends into various online spaces, including websites and social networking sites. 

Understanding how best to use the constantly changing permutations of the new 

technologies over time for the best formal effects occupies much of the conversation in 

the trade press: “The trick is for us to not get intoxicated by the technology but to keep 

thinking about what we want to accomplish, what are the goals, then matching that 

technology with the message.”74 These changes of course do not come without worry; 

debates often reflect on whether the new storytelling options are making stories 

themselves better or worse. One article writes, digital technology “may be the demise of 
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the story as we know it” because of web platforms, but “we haven’t really figured that 

out yet” (33).75 Experimentation in both web-based practices for more traditional 

documentary and webdocs involves understanding both what is possible and also what is 

effective for filmmakers, often two different things. 

Interactive documentary, a web-based and web-only form of documentary, has 

developed throughout the last 20 years, pushing boundaries in the documentary form. 

Stemming from early interactive, experimental digital films on media such as CD-Rom, 

webdocs still occupy the experimental margins of documentary form but have been 

increasingly mainstreamed due to funding and research initiatives in the last decade. 

Language of the early experimental place of web and cinema has not even been 

consistent, reflecting the broad range of online film projects that have been made and also 

which elements of the new forms to emphasize. “Interactive multimedia experience,” for 

example, is an early term in the literature.76 “Interactive web docs,” “multimedia web 

project,” “interactive storytelling,” and “web filmmaking” also occurs, each bringing its 

own characterization of the new form.77 Some terms focus on multimedia, some on 

interactivity, and some on storytelling—all different perspectives. Even now, no 
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consistent definition exists for what an online documentary exactly is or what it should be 

called. I am using the term “webdocs,” as the International Documentary Film 

Association has mostly decided on this term for now. However, it is with the knowledge 

that the language and definition are still in flux and probably will be for a long time as the 

field continues to grow both as an art form and as scholarship.  

This section first discusses webdocs as a form, with the understanding that most 

innovations made in webdocs do not make their way into the web materials of 

mainstream documentaries, but many do, in less formally adventuresome ways. It then 

moves through the discussions in the trade press about the formal possibilities that 

filmmakers and industry professionals reflect on as being most relevant to more 

traditional independent documentaries that also have a life outside of the web, in theaters 

or on DVD.  

Early experimentation in merging web-based forms and documentary filmmaking 

into webdocs do not follow a unified track. CD-Rom documentary, and even very early 

versions of interactive documentaries on floppy disks, had already been exploring how to 

use digital, interactive forms, even in the early 1990s before the World Wide Web made 

online publication truly viable; by the mid-90s, CD-Rom magazines were seen as a 

potential site for multimedia, interactive publication, and filmmakers had begun to create 
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experimental interactive pieces in galleries as well as the early World Wide Web.78 

Filmmakers and industry professionals discuss these early works as showing possibility 

to reach more people and dismantle the top-down authorial approach of more traditional 

documentary. CD-Rom filmmaker Christine Tamblyns says, “What I like about the 

interactive CD-ROM medium is its potential for breaking down the hierarchical role that 

traditional art forms create.” She is disillusioned with the “authoritarian power that comes 

with being an artist.”79 In these new modes of documentary, audience members are 

offered some choices in how to engage the documentary without “predetermined 

patterns”80; “The degree of user participation is one of the most fundamental issues with 

which multimedia artists struggle in determining how best to tell their stories.”81 While 

none of these documentaries attained anything approaching mass market success, they 

did create excitement in the film industry around the formal possibilities of web-based 

documentary filmmaking. 

 Webdocs are also noted particularly for their nonlinear form82—interpreted 

differently by different online filmmakers—and their ability to be fully “mulitimedia”—
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using, in various capacities, all of the technological possibilities of the web.83 Early 

webdocs use photos, audience uploading, and rudimentary video and audio streaming, 

and later webdocs continue to use all these features and, in addition, venture into online 

virtual worlds (such as Second Life), geolocation, social networking, and more. The 

International Documentary Film Festival Amsterdam (IDFA) and Massachusetts Institute 

of Technology (MIT) Open Documentary Lab’s current website on the history of 

webdocs called “Moments of Innovation” divides the formal characteristics into 

immersion, location, participatory, interactive, remix, and data visualization, providing a 

short history pre-dating the web and examples of each element. While this list is by no 

means exhaustive, and could be quite controversial among historians, this site does 

emphasize that historical elements of webdocs predate the World Wide Web and helps 

put the formal characteristics in a historical context.84  

How to use the formal feature of interactivity, possibly their most essential 

feature, in webdocs has been the primary preoccupation of web-based filmmakers. “The 

degree of user participation is one of the most fundamental issues with which multimedia 

artists struggle in determining how best to tell their stories.”85 Too much interactivity can 

be seen as “too clever,” and navigating webdocs, most of which are very different from 
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one to the next, can be “too difficult” for audience members.86 At South by Southwest 

2012, most discussion on webdocs revolved at least in part around the relationship of 

interactivity to documentary storytelling. Filmmakers and professionals questioned what 

kinds and how much interactivity to use in webdocs, citing the danger of overwhelming 

and losing audiences if interactivity became too large a part of a webdoc. Filmmakers 

seek to find the “balance” between narrative and interactivity.87  

 A few organizations have risen to the top in the last years as developing a 

particularly rich relationship with webdocs by sponsoring them with funding and labor, 

developing theoretical models for them, hosting conferences, and more.88 As with many 

experimental forms of media, the US federal and state governments have been only a 

minor player in their development as key agencies located in Canada and Europe have 

put forth more daring (and well-funded) initiatives. 

 The most prominent US-based organization for the development and 

understanding of webdocs is the MIT Open Documentary Lab. In part responsible for the 

“Moments of Innovation” project discussed above, the Open Documentary Lab “brings 

technologists, storytellers, scholars together to advance the new arts of documentary.”89 

Much of this work consists of hosting events such as talks with webdoc filmmakers and 
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organizing projects designed to understand webdocs, some with an emphasis on social 

impact. One particular project “docubase” presents an online repository of webdocs (in 

the expansive sense of the definition) as a type of fluid archive that allows the audiences 

to consider for themselves the attributes of the form.   

 The National Film Board of Canada (NFB) is probably the most well-known 

player in the development of international culture of webdocs. It was the primary 

developer of the most famous and well-regarded webdoc, Out My Window and One 

Millionth Tower, housed under the multimedia project called Highrise. The “NFB: 

Interactive” website, which houses many NFB-sponsored web projects, provides 

experimental space for non-broadcast media to develop the “language, aesthetics, and 

dynamics of new media.”90 Their granting cycle in 2010 is “platform-agnostic,” 

reflecting an ideology that stories can develop without an initial consideration of the 

platform; decisions about the platform can organically develop from the needs of the 

story.91 This philosophy of platform-agnostic storytelling underpins their work and their 

mission. 

 The IDFA DocLab in Amsterdam was founded in 2007 as the New Media 

Program of IDFA and is committed to “exploring documentary storytelling in the age of 
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the interface.”92 This branch hosts events, curates panels at IDFA and at other festivals, 

and serves as an online portal for viewing webdocs. It also contains a database for 

webdocs and other experimental web and documentary fusion projects. A collaborator 

with MIT on the “Moments of Innovation” project, IDFA’s curation of the DocLab part 

of its festival really sets the international tone for the state of the field of webdocs.  

 Again, webdocs, in all their permutations, experiment with what is possible at any 

given moment in online film technology. Connecting to broad audiences, ensuring mass 

distribution, and educating about or affecting a social issue are not usually the goals. 

While neither of my cases focuses on webdocs, the form itself bears mentioning because 

it houses the most experimental types of documentary on the World Wide Web. Webdocs 

are constantly pushing at formal boundaries and using new technologies to imagine what 

documentary can be. At this boundary we can see the very definitions of documentary 

being stretched and reconsidered as formal possibilities shift and expand. Webdocs also 

provide a point of reflection on what audiences value about documentary and what 

excites filmmakers. One can see webdocs as hovering at the edge of what is possible and 

demonstrating what new technologies are available at any given moment.  

Similarly to the discussions about webdocs, many discussions of the overlapping 

arena of documentary film and the Internet stress the importance of interactivity even if 

they do not have a common understanding of best practices. Interactivity becomes a 
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buzzword, connecting notions about changing audience relationships to ideas of a future 

in which the relation between author and audience is disturbed or even revolutionized. 

Early websites also encourage interactivity from the audience by asking for varieties of 

user-generated content.93 Message boards and home video “letters” that are posted are 

examples.94 The Discovery Channel website “MyDocs,” among many other websites, 

allowed uploading of video.95 This idea of “interactivity” bleeds into later calls for 

“participation” from social issue documentaries. Signing online petitions, sending emails, 

and “sharing” issue-related posts on Facebook all derive from an interest in 

understanding how interactivity could be best used by filmmakers in an online space. It is 

even theorized that the impulse to make an impact is changing the form of documentaries 

to a “story leading to action” format.96 

Trade press also situates film companion websites as a place to expand the form 

of the film.97 In the early days of the web, websites for films are seen as an opportunity to 

market the film to the audience. The increasing technological strength of streaming video 

throughout the early 2000s serves to make filmmakers question whether they could 

develop an economic model based on streaming from film websites by charging a fee 
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payable via e-commerce.98 While this did not attain widespread popularity overall, the 

“pay-to-stream” model can still be seen on YouTube, TV station websites, and more. For 

one thing, before videos can be streamed directly by pressing “play,” plug-ins need to be 

downloaded, which is considered a clunky extra step. Websites for films, however, 

became more pervasive. By late 2003, “Almost every film that is released these days has 

its own website.”99  

Instead of being just a commercial for the actual film text, the advice suggests that 

a good website must expand both content and the existence of the film project in time. 

This can be done with “value-added” features such as extra interviews and discussion 

boards that “provid[e] resources to your audience that extends the life of your film” 

(40).100 Instead of a film just doing its box office run, the web is conceptualized as means 

to “extend” its life. Potential “interactivity” with the audience is offered as an additional 

compelling reason for a website. Capturing the Friedmans (Jarecki, 2003) becomes well 

known as an exemplary documentary website due to its additional content, interactive 

nature, and its ongoing Frequently Asked Questions page that extends the stories of the 

real life characters in the film.101 Greenwald’s Uncovered becomes known for its 
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message boards that became “a battleground” for the political issues in the film.102 

Memento (Nolan 2000), an independent darling in general, wins accolades for its website 

that also adds to the film instead of just marketing it.103 

In the pre-broadband era, while downloading and streaming technology is being 

developed and online filmmakers adjust to audiences’ supposed short attention span 

online, short films and documentaries became popular as a web-specific medium.104 By 

2000, the so-called “era of the short” arose to match the technological difference the web 

had from television and cinema.105 Partly because full-screen, full-resolution video was 

still not viable, short films are somehow more bearable.106 In 2004, Oneworldtv.net, for 

example, took down its full-length documentaries and trimmed them into short clips 

organized by subject.107 The Documentary Channel website put up ad-supported short-

form documentaries by 2006.108 Because of the increasing gains in bandwidth and user 

habits, 2006 is considered a “tipping point” as users switch from not watching to avidly 

watching short video on the web, particularly because shorts became more widely 

                                                 
102 Tamara Krinsky, “Brave New Films Makes Quick Work of Issue-Driven Video,” 
Documentary (Fall 2008): 8. 	  
103 Patricia Thomson, “IFC Films: The Business of Synergy,” Independent (March 2002): 
38-42.  	  
104 Karen Voss, “The Real Deal.” Independent (April 2000): 33-35; Richard Baimbridge, 
“Dot-Coms Breathe New Life into Short Films,” Independent (June 2000): 9.	  
105 Patricia Thomson, “It’s Good to Get Out,” Independent (July 2000): 38-41, 63. 	  
106 Jennifer Uscher, “A Tweety Bird in the Hand,” Independent (November 2000): 9. 	  
107 Susan Morris, “Wide Open Video,” Documentary (April 2004): 42, 44. 	  
108 “Discovery Networks,” Documentary (June/July 2006): 28. 	  
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available and technologically easy to watch.109 Moreover, for the pre-existing shorts that 

had previously only been shown in festivals because of the difficulty of finding theatrical 

and television distribution, the World Wide Web became an obvious new home.110 

Exactly how to integrate new media platforms into the experience of World Wide 

Web and film documentary (and all the permutations in between) has also been inflected 

with discussions of how to design media for alternative platforms and also how to 

integrate other new media forms, such as tablets and apps, into the film project.111 

“Today if you’re making films, you have to accept that a lot of people will watch your 

film on an iPod, iPad or phone while checking emails. . .”112 Commenters caution, 

however, that these new platforms may make the viewing experience less social than on 

television or in movie theaters.113 But, in sum, the attitudes of filmmakers and industry 

professionals toward these other new media platforms throughout the years surveyed are 

curious although hesitant and unsure of the effects the new platforms will have on 

documentary filmmaking.  

                                                 
109 Jen Swanson, “Documentary 2.0,” Independent June 13, 2008, accessed January 15, 
2015, http://independent-magazine.org/2008/06/documentary-20-making-media-matters/. 	  
110 Scott Castle and Paul Power, “New Name, Same Old Market,” Independent 
(December 2000): 20-23. 	  
111 Tom Roston, “BizVizz. A Mobile App Inspired by a Documentary Film,” Doc Soup 
February 4, 2013, accessed January 15, 2015, 
http://www.pbs.org/pov/blog/docsoup/2013/02/bizvizz-a-mobile-app-inspired-by-a-
documentary-film/#.VLffBWTF-5I. 	  
112 Sara Maria Vizcarrondo, “In Pursuit of a Real Moment,” Documentary (Spring 2011): 
33. 	  
113 David Alm, “Piecing Together: Storytelling in the Digital Age,” Independent (October 
2005): 36-39. 	  
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 It is easy to see that, as with the other fields, form is constantly in dialogue with 

technical possibilities. Formal experimentation explores what the World Wide Web can 

do at any moment, and the desire to do more, such as stream video, pushes technology as 

well. Filmmakers, as agents in the shifting cultural field, constantly question and engage 

the possibilities available and weigh them against other considerations in the filmmaking 

process. In the present moment, it is now possible to show entire movies seamlessly on 

the web because of developments in streaming video. But aside from that, many elements 

are being explored for use in the expanded form of documentary such as geolocation and 

social networking. For social documentary, the open formal possibilities have enabled 

things such as online petition signing and sharing of ideas through social networks, both 

elements of participation.  

This short history provides clarity on one idea most of all: the last twenty years 

have seen tremendous change for documentary filmmakers and discourse has reflected 

that for the practitioners the changes have felt fast and destabilizing, but filmmakers have 

been on the constant search for possibility in the world around them. The upcoming case 

studies will explore more about how ideas of audience, distribution, and form relate in 

single films. Understanding the short histories of the discussions about the fields of 

audience, distribution, and form will provide a rich context to analyze the ways the 

people in the case studies have situated themselves in their environment (and why) as 

well as the demands they make of their environments. The final chapter will draw 
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conclusions from the cases and will return to these conversations about structure, agency, 

and changing technology to understand the field as it stands.  
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Chapter 3: The Case Study of Sin by Silence 

 

“The power of story really can change the world.”1  

 

The documentary Sin by Silence (Klaus 2009) follows the prisoner support and 

educational group Convicted Women Against Abuse (CWAA) inside the California 

Institution for Women. Since its founding by then-inmate Brenda Clubine, the group has 

advocated for women incarcerated for killing their husbands, usually after years of 

sustained abuse. The film features key women in the group, focusing on Brenda who, 

during the course of the documentary, is freed from prison.  

Quiet Little Place (QLP) independent production company, the company of the 

director Olivia Klaus, produced Sin by Silence. From information on its extensive 

website, QLP situates its role and the role of its films as impact-oriented. In fact, it 

considers filmmaking only a part of its work as evinced in this statement: “Whether it is a 

documentary, online initiative, or community outreach campaign – QLP is passionate 

about telling compelling and socially conscious stories that motivate action about the real 

issues that shape our lives.”2   

                                                 
1 Olivia Klaus, personal interview, January 30, 2013.	  
2 “Impact Assessment,” Quiet Little Place, 2010, accessed May 30, 2012, 
http://www.quietlittleplace.com/.	  
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I chose my cases according to two key elements: first, the mode of distribution of 

the text and second the openness of the text. Sin by Silence is a complete feature 

documentary released theatrically that has used web-based platforms, such as a website 

and social media pages, as part of the overall film project. The film was released as a 

complete documentary, and social media campaigns that continued the character arcs 

followed the production of the film. This case in particular illuminates a production 

process in which social media and other Internet-based materials (such as a website) were 

added after the completed film. This is partly a historical phenomenon, and it seems 

much less likely to happen now since by 2014, most films starting up production have a 

preexisting toolbox of web and social media tools and an expectation of using the Internet 

for funding, publicity, and more.  

This case was also selected because of the outcomes connected with the film and 

online campaign—an important trend. The film influenced the Sin by Silence legislation, 

two bills passed in the California legislature in September 2012, that allow women 

domestic violence victims convicted of killing their husbands to re-file for a writ of 

habeas corpus and receive more expert testimony in their defense. The bills also eliminate 

a re-filing deadline, a technicality necessary in granting the women retrials. The 

affiliation of the film, the women in the documentary, and the filmmaking team with this 

cause has brought the film national attention as a film that can potentially “change the 

world.” By walking through this documentary film project over time, this case study will 
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examine, as Yin says, the “how”: how a film project and social issue relate to one 

another, looking particularly at the use of social media for a social justice campaign.  

Most documentaries, large and small, released in the US, create a Facebook page, 

and many use Twitter. Some are perfunctory and seemingly un-staffed while others carry 

on a significant campaign to publicize the film or further support the causes. For 

example, Robert Kenner’s 2008 documentary on the corporate control over the food 

industry, Food, Inc., has maintained a Facebook page focusing on the agenda behind the 

film: healthy eating and institutional/government support for non-corporate foods. Posts 

frequently attack fast food and agribusiness, share healthy recipes, celebrate vegetables, 

and so on. Very few focus on the film directly. An Inconvenient Truth (Guggenheim 

2006), the acclaimed climate change documentary featuring Al Gore, operates its page in 

a similar way, focusing on the environmental issues behind the film. Unlike these largely 

expository documentaries, the heavy reliance of Sin by Silence on narrative strategies 

(character arcs, story arcs) and its narrow focus on a social issue positions it to use 

Facebook differently. 

In this chapter, I examine the use of the new media strategies for Sin by Silence 

for form, distribution, and connection to audiences. Based on the history of the film, a 

content analysis of its Facebook and Twitter pages, an interview with the director Olivia 

Klaus, and an examination of its paratextual materials, I argue that the Facebook page 

expands the original textual form and creates an ongoing opportunity to continue the 

narrative and create new textual narratives; that the Facebook pages change distribution 
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into a mixture of fragmentary textual distribution and promotion of the original film; and 

that the Facebook page allows a connection with the audience—the foundation of which 

was built by a grassroots campaign—to be ongoing, evolving, and “shareable.”  

To contribute to the understanding of my overall research questions, this chapter 

investigates the form, distribution strategies, and connection to audiences of the Sin by 

Silence film project. In examining three key areas, the key idea of “expansion” emerges. 

Form can expand, distribution can expand, and audience relations can expand with new 

media platforms. The Facebook page has reconfigured documentary narrative for this 

film, expanding the narrative arcs beyond the time of the film onto this new space and 

adding new narratives with their own dramatic questions and arcs. Distribution becomes 

something that goes on beyond the push to sell completed copies of the film and becomes 

something that can take place on a social networking site for a long time after the 

completion of the film. Connections to audiences, some of which are built in person and 

some of which are built online through social networking, can be nurtured and fostered 

over time, even leading to social justice outcomes. An unexpected conclusion is that the 

filmmaker’s labor can also expand indefinitely to the point that it is never clear when the 

work ends. After discussing the websites and beliefs of the filmmakers, I will review the 

form, distribution, and audience for the film.   
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The Websites and the Filmmakers  

To answer my research question for Sin by Silence, beyond investigating 

paratextual materials around the film and the film press kit and interviewing the 

filmmaking team, I conducted a content analysis of the Facebook and Twitter pages. Sin 

by Silence used a Facebook page since February 16, 2009, very early in its production 

cycle.3 My analysis of Facebook focuses on the time from its inception through February 

2013, with the majority of the comparative analysis focusing on the years 2009-2012 

because they were complete at the time I initiated my analysis and contain the most 

significant event to date, the campaign for the Sin by Silence bills. The Twitter account 

began October 18, 2011, and also continues to date.4 As with Facebook the Twitter 

analysis was conducted through February 2013. In this data set, just over a year of 

overlap with the Twitter and Facebook accounts (2012) allows for direct comparison.   

For my content analysis, I surveyed the two sites to determine a general sense of 

the topics and generated codes based on what I read. Because, in line with structuration 

theory, my research investigated the behavior of the filmmakers within their given 

technological environments, I coded each post made on Facebook by Sin by Silence and 

did not include posts or comments by friends of the page. For Twitter, I included personal 

messages because the filmmakers had to deliberately include them on the page, posted as 

re-tweets. I coded retweets that the filmmakers made along with the regular posts by the 

                                                 
3 Sin by Silence, Facebook, accessed November 16, 2014, 
https://www.facebook.com/sinbysilence. 	  
4 Sin by Silence, Twitter, accessed November 16, 2014, https://twitter.com/sinbysilence.	  
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filmmakers.5 I coded each post with at least one label. If posts fell into more than one 

category, I assigned it more than one code.  

The nine codes are as follows:  

Film: This code refers to any post that shares information about the film. This 

includes updates about festivals and screenings, awards, special purchase offers, publicity 

for the film or the accompanying web materials (i.e. promotion of the website), 

information on domestic violence taken from the film or website, and documentation on 

Brenda Clubine doing work for the film.  

Update: This code refers to updates on the lives of the characters, including 

following Brenda in her life choices once she is released from prison, other inmates’ 

denial of parole or release from prison, and birthday posts.  

Ask: In these cases, the filmmaking team asks for something from the social 

media audience that goes outside of the Facebook or Twitter platforms —for example, 

signing an online petition on another site or sending letters by mail to the prisoners.  

Impact: This code reflects posts where the filmmaking team declares the impact 

of the film.  

Participation: Posts asking for interaction from the social media audience within 

Facebook or Twitter were coded as participation. Asking for comments in response to a 

question and asking to share a post on Facebook were common instances.  

                                                 
5 Retweets, a copy of another person or organization’s tweet, can be directly “retweeted” 
through Twitter’s retweet function or directly posted, commented on, and marked “RT” 
in the text of the tweet. I considered both as retweets in my analysis. 	  
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Related: This code encompasses posts that were made on topics related to the 

film such as other domestic violence topics in the press (the case of Rihanna and Chris 

Brown, for example) and news about domestic violence laws and cases. 

Legal: This code refers in particular to the legal quest to pass the Sin by Silence 

bills. Other legal updates were coded in their respective categories, most commonly as 

“update” because they provide information on the individuals from the film.  

Personal Message (Twitter only): This code, only for retweets on Twitter, 

reflects messages between Twitter users/organizations and Sin by Silence. This includes 

both retweets done within the Twitter system and those informally marked “RT.” In this 

film’s account, a personal message is included in the retweet.  

Live Tweet (Twitter only): This code is reserved for live Twitter events in which 

the filmmaker is scheduled to engage with others on Twitter live, which only happened 

once during the time I studied the account. I did not include increased Twitter activity 

during times of television broadcast, which I viewed as different from an actual web-

based event.  

 Loosely, these codes relate to the general structure of the research question with 

“update” and “legal” relating to film form and distribution, “ask” relating to audience 

relations, and “participation” relating to changes in audience relations and distribution. 

The blurring of the boundaries and categories is indicative of the changes in what used to 

be more stable categories due to the online form. “Film” and “related” were topics also 
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loosely linked to audience relationships but moreso categories important to the marketing 

of the film and connecting the social issue with current events.  

In general, the Sin by Silence Facebook page showed an active presence in all 4 

years surveyed, from 2009 through 2012, ranging from a low of 85 yearly posts in 2011 

to a high of 130 in 2012.6 In the course of these years, filmmakers posted to the site 

consistently, never going under one post per month (February 2009, the month it started) 

and otherwise ranging from 2 to 24 times per month. Instead of decreasing as the time 

from the film’s debut elapsed, the total number of posts, after slightly decreasing, 

increased to the highest point in 2012. (See Figure 3.1.)7 This suggests that the attention 

to the social media page continued far beyond the initial buzz around the film and that 

Klaus and the filmmaking team continued to invest labor in the film well past its 

completion. This chart hints at the continued labor that can be invested into online media 

far after the end of the initial release and distribution of a film.   

The data also points to a dramatic change in the use of Facebook over the 4 years 

studied. Initially, posts focused very specifically on the film, including information about 

upcoming screenings, publicity, stills, and announcements of awards. In 2009, 

approximately 75% of the Facebook posts were coded as “film.” The numbers for “film” 

on Facebook steadily declined over the next three years, with 61% in 2010, 29% in 2011, 

and 16% in 2012. (See Figure 3.2.) The “0” for 2013 does not necessarily mean that no 

                                                 
6 2009 included less than 11 months, with a start date of February 16.	  
7 Some posts that included multiple topics were counted twice. 	  
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“film” posts were made in the entirety of 2013, only during January and February, when 

data collection ceased. In other words, the percentage of posts related to the film went 

down by almost 4 times in the course of 3 years. Because the number of total posts over 

the 4 years were similar (ranging from 85-130 posts) this data demonstrates that the focus 

of the page clearly changed over time, moving away from promoting the film. On 

Twitter, the percentage of film posts rose slightly from 2011 to 2012 then declined 

dramatically for the first two months of 2013 as well. The increase can be largely 

attributed to the airing of the film on Discovery TV in March 2012 (51 “film” posts), an 

outlier in the data more fully discussed below. The Facebook page, over which data was 

collected for a longer period of time, demonstrates that the filmmaker’s motivations on 

Facebook throughout the timeline studied moved away from promoting the film.  

An interview in early 2013 with Klaus suggests that this change was an adaptation 

to her changing role as political activist.8 The number of posts attending to the legal 

issues of the Sin by Silence campaign increased from 0 in 2009 to 2 in 2010, to 8 in 2011, 

to 62 in 2012. This coincided with the growth of the online campaign for the Sin by 

Silence bills. During the first two weeks the Twitter account was open (the last two weeks 

of October 2011), there were already 12 posts about legal issues connected to the Sin by 

Silence bills. In the time period studied, 27% of the posts were about the film and 23% 

about the legal issues of the Sin by Silence bills.  

                                                 
8 Olivia Klaus, personal interview. 	  
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Besides the shift in content, implying different activities by the filmmaker, the 

two social networks were used differently although the legal goals clearly took 

precedence in 2012 for both networks. Significantly, Twitter was used much more often 

at an average of 44 times per month. (See Figure 3.3.) The range on the use of Twitter 

was very large, spanning from 9 times in one month (January 2013) to 122 times in one 

month (March 2012). There were 156 legal posts on Twitter in 2012, 28% of the total 

posts. On Facebook, there were 62 legal posts, 48% of the total. The reason for this 

discrepancy, elaborated on below, is likely the Discovery Channel Broadcast that was 

featured extensively on the Twitter feed in 2012. This number dramatically increased the 

overall number of “film” tweets and thus lowered the percentage of “legal.” 

The peak month of use, March 2012, was the same for both social media 

accounts, indicating that the two social media were used for similar purposes around this 

time. In fact, March 2012 serves as an example of the many kinds of work Klaus was 

doing over social media so long after the end of the production of the film. In March, Sin 

by Silence aired on Discovery TV, the campaign for the Sin by Silence bills picked up 

with a March to the California capitol, and Brenda celebrated her birthday—all 

significant events that Klaus observed on social media. The airing on Discovery TV 

itself, which I coded as “film” because it was not a live tweeting situation, took 52 

tweets—the second highest total in any category for the entire Twitter data set. Within 

this group were many retweets as the Discovery screening received significant attention 

on Twitter from other users as well. Also encouraging Twitter users to share messages for 
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Brenda’s birthday connected to Klaus’s overall goal of helping the convicted women. Of 

course tweeting for support for the march on the capitol connected to the goal of passing 

the Sin by Silence bills.  

In general, Twitter use showed some tendencies different from Facebook use. On 

Twitter only, Klaus took part in a live event “Twitter Town Hall” for Domestic Violence 

Awareness month called Reach Youth on October 19, 2011, in order to take part in a 

conversation about domestic violence in the youth population.9 This live tweet event, 

organized by the National Resource Center on Domestic Violence (NRCDV), invited 

participants such as Sin by Silence and other domestic violence groups to use the hashtag 

“#reachyouth” in their conversations at 3:00 PM.10 This was an opportunity for 

organizations to have a public, web-based conversation about the issue at hand. Sin by 

Silence actively contributed by posting from its Twitter account 40 times in that 

discussion. This type of conversation—scheduled, live, and interactive—happens much 

more often on Twitter than Facebook because of the real-time emphasis of Twitter.    

Similiar to the live tweeting event, the frequency of posts, particularly 

communication between the Sin by Silence Twitter account and other users (“personal 

message”) increased dramatically during special television broadcasts of Sin by Silence. 

                                                 
9 “Twitter Town Hall,” VAWnet.org, accessed November 16, 2014, 
http://www.vawnet.org/Assoc_Files_VAWnet/TwitterTownHall-2011.pdf.	  
10 Marking a tweet with a hashtag allows users interested in the topic marked by the 
hashtag to search Twitter by the hashtag and thus find all the related posts. Sometimes 
hashtag campaigns are announced in advance by an organizing body, and sometimes they 
develop organically from the Twitter-sphere. 	  
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This shows that online media are often in dialogue with other types of traditional media. 

In this case, the television broadcast caused the rise in the social media use. 

Although the Sin by Silence Twitter account used all types of posts throughout the 

duration studied, most of the posts focused on the film or the Sin by Silence bills. The top 

two types of posts for the Twitter account were “film” (204) and “legal” (172). The third 

most common code, “ask” (109), was also connected in most cases to the legal campaign 

for the Sin by Silence legislation.    

 The data shows a preference for the use of Facebook to update the narrative arcs 

of the film itself and the character arcs of the women as well as a strong predilection to 

use Twitter for any live events and to promote the television screening of the film. The 

filmmaker used both forms of social media to engage the audience in the legal campaign. 

Overall, the study of both media networks indicates that the labor involved in social 

media can be ongoing, adaptive to the goals of the filmmaker over time, and, in this case, 

intensive at certain periods depending on the needs of the filmmaker and film.  

 

Form  

The film itself, actually quite a “classic” narrative in its beginning/middle/end 

structure and character-based focus, features the parallel stories of several women in 

prison, with the central story following Brenda Clubine. It explains the support group that 

the women have in prison and tells the backstories of abuse and hardship. The film also 

details the lengthy, hopeless prison stays of the female prisoners.  
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Over time, the film’s Facebook page has been used to continue the narratives of 

the women. The narratives form a sort of documentary serialization in which the stories 

emerge, move, and change throughout each character’s life. The Facebook page follows 

Brenda as she goes on supporting domestic violence laws, starting her own website for 

domestic violence and more social action. The dramatic questions connected to each 

character arc—“Will LaVelma get out of prison? Will Brenda get out of prison?”—are 

continued on the Facebook page. Each woman’s trajectory is different. Some have 

obstacles, such as denials of parole by the legal system, but they all advance on the 

narrative path toward answering the question. Moreover, because of the nature of the 

justice system of appeals and the ongoing potential of Facebook, their narratives can 

conceivably continue until the answer to the question, “Will ____ be released from 

prison?” becomes “Yes.” In the course of a narrative, a “No” answer to an appeal just 

becomes a “Not Yet” in the narrative’s suspense as the Facebook audience member 

comes to expect more appeals. 

 The documentary serial narrative of Glenda Virgil, known as Virgil on the site to 

avoid confusion with another Glenda, follows a complete narrative arc in about a year, 

from May 2012 to May 2013. Sometimes the angles and the emphasis of the story are 

changed (it is very difficult to pre-write a real life narrative, after all), but the major arc—

“Will Virgil get out of prison?”—forms the backbone of the story. The story begins (or 
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continues, for those who saw the film) with mention of a hospital visit for Virgil.11 Then, 

in October, a major campaign for Virgil is initiated with the revelation that she has been 

diagnosed with cancer.12 Due to this narrative complication, the dramatic question is 

revised to, “Will Virgil get out of prison before she dies of cancer?”  

 Throughout October 2012 general support is asked for on the Sin by Silence blog 

and Facebook page, and in early November, it is announced that change.org has become 

involved so Virgil’s “family can be together for the holidays” and spend “one last 

Christmas together.”13 The granddaughter is introduced for maximum emotional effect. 

This holiday narrative functions as a smaller narrative with a timeline within this larger 

suspense narrative.  

 Failed attempts for Virgil’s parole form the next part of the narrative. Throughout 

December 2012, it becomes clear that a hearing cannot happen before the holidays, and 

the “home for the holidays” angle is dropped in favor of urging support for the January 

15, 2013, hearing. When Virgil’s parole is denied on January 16, 2013, Klaus invites 

letters to support her over social media. In February, a new campaign to Governor Jerry 

                                                 
11 “Sin by Silence,” Facebook, May 3, 2012, accessed November 16, 2014, 
https://www.facebook.com/sinbysilence. 	  
12 “Sin by Silence,” Facebook, October 24, 2012, accessed November 16, 2014, 
https://www.facebook.com/sinbysilence. 	  
13 “Sin by Silence,” Facebook, November 8, 2012, accessed November 16, 2014, 
https://www.facebook.com/sinbysilence; “Sin by Silence,” Facebook, November 19, 
2012, accessed November 16, 2014, https://www.facebook.com/sinbysilence.  	  
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Brown is launched, and calls and emails are encouraged. Again, the court denies Virgil 

freedom.14  

 The next phase of the narrative answers the question of Virgil’s freedom. In late 

April,15 Virgil has a parole hearing scheduled, and on May 10, the board finds her 

suitable for parole. The broadest dramatic question is answered here—“Yes, Virgil is 

released from prison before she dies of cancer.” The denouement consists of a successful 

fundraising campaign in Gofundme to fly in her family for a visit.16 It is still possible that 

more information or small narratives could be added to Virgil’s story as they were to 

Brenda’s (the starting of her website, etc.), but, for now, the story resolves.  

Other narratives related to the film are also created from scratch during the run of 

the social networking site. For this case study, a central narrative becomes, “Will the Sin 

by Silence bills pass?” The Facebook and Twitter sites, with their constant, immediate 

updates follow this question with its narrative twists and turns until the answer—yes—

arrives. The initiation of this narrative, not present in the film but closely connected to it, 

transpires through the social media page.  

Continuing narrative was a relatively stable function of the Facebook page, with 

114 total posts over the four-plus years contributing to narrative development. This 

                                                 
14 “Sin by Silence,” Facebook, February 15, 2013, accessed November 16, 2014, 
https://www.facebook.com/sinbysilence.  	  
15 “Sin by Silence,” Facebook, April 29, 2013, accessed November 16, 2014, 
https://www.facebook.com/sinbysilence.  	  
16 “Sin by Silence,” Facebook, May 16, 2013, accessed November 16, 2014, 
https://www.facebook.com/sinbysilence.  	  
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comprises approximately 13% of the total Facebook posts. This share of posts shows that 

the narrative function was indeed a sizable, relevant part of the Facebook page. On 

Twitter, however, “update” posts comprised only 3% of the total, indicating that in this 

case, Facebook served as the primary medium through which to add to the narratives of 

the people followed in the film. Perhaps the longer form of posts on Facebook made it a 

more natural fit for continuing narrative. 

This particular case study suggests that Internet media sites, in particular a widely 

adopted social networking site such as Facebook, can expand social documentary film 

beyond the time-bound, time-limited experience of watching it. The narrative of the film 

and its meanings sprawl to the web-based platform, and the text and story continue to 

evolve in an expanded long form. The implication for this is a destabilized notion of film 

narrative “text,” creating the notion of one that is open and ongoing.  

This is not unheard of in documentary practice—a follow up to a documentary 

can, for example, be made. Agnes Varda made The Gleaners and I: 2 Years Later to 

follow some of the changes she underwent from her initial film and some of the reactions 

from audiences. The Up series has been regularly updated every seven years to give 

insight into the lives of the people over time. However, the social networking platform 

delivers this information to the films’ audiences with very little effort on their part. 

Moreover, the barriers to producing status updates are much lower than producing those 

of a full-length film. It is simpler to produce and more immediate to share and distribute, 

which therefore makes it potentially easier to connect with an established audience base.  
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Distribution 

Because the film’s impact campaign was designed to mobilize a public to action, 

distribution serves a crucial role in furthering the social justice issues in the film. The 

film has followed, on the one hand, a conventional distribution strategy but, on the other, 

a more targeted, grassroots strategy. The new media platforms, such as Facebook, that 

continue the narratives of the film, can also be viewed as extended serial distribution of 

part of the story.  

The film initially circulated in a targeted, niche manner: on the film festival 

circuit, at screenings run for groups interested in the issue of battered women, and at 

events hosted by individuals and groups that requested a copy of the film and an 

“screening event kit” through the Sin by Silence or Quiet Little Place website.17  

Feminist documentary film distributor Women Make Movies picked up the film, a 

prestigious placement for it but one that also prohibited online distribution of the film as 

part of the contract. The restrictions included, for example, legal downloads from the 

film’s website or through a major streaming site such as Netflix. The purchase price from 

Women Make Movies ranges from $49.00-$325.00, depending on what type of 

institution purchases the film. 

Increasing access beyond institutions, the filmmakers also use the website to sell 

the DVD both for institutional use and also for home use only for $19.95, with a special 

“get one give one” option of two DVDs for $29.95, which includes the directive to “give 

                                                 
17 Klaus, personal interview. 	  
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to a friend” the second copy. Another option is for $30.00 to buy a DVD and “movie 

night action kit,” which includes an “action guide” that helps the event organizer lead a 

discussion around the film. These two grassroots strategies—passing an extra copy of the 

DVD along to a friend and leading a discussion among a small group—are designed to 

spread the impact of the film. Digital downloads of supplemental materials, such as 

experts talking about abuse, women in prison talking about warning signs of abuse, and 

an in-depth look at Brenda’s hearing, are also available for sale as a package seemingly 

targeted to domestic violence assistance groups.   

Klaus has developed further new media distribution strategies to spread awareness 

of the film and the social issue underpinning it. According to Klaus, these strategies were 

all experimental in design, and she developed her own sense of best practices as she 

continued to work with the film.18 The Internet presence has been broad in scope—a film 

website, a Facebook page, Twitter, and YouTube accounts, a blog, and even a Pinterest 

account have been used, with the film website and the Facebook page being the most 

extensive and sustained.   

The film website focuses on selling the DVD, encouraging support for the cause 

and allowing the audience to stay connected with the film through other means. Tabs take 

visitors to information on “the film,” “the silenced” (the women of CWAA), “get 

involved” (with information about how to further the social justice issue), and “buy the 

DVD.” These provide pathways to accessing the film and learning about/contributing to 

                                                 
18 Klaus, personal interview. 	  
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the social cause. At various points, the website links to Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and 

Pinterest to give the audience other points of access to the information.  

Facebook can also be considered a distribution vehicle as the site makes possible 

continued updates of the characters’ lives. In this case, the distribution of the film, 

website, and supporting materials through Facebook show the possibility of a more fluid 

and ongoing sense of distribution than in the traditional model of a theatrical seasoin and 

then possibly rentals or sales to individuals.   

 

Audience  

The Facebook page also facilitates ongoing connections with audiences that 

continue long after the film has been seen. Because of the interactive, semi-public nature 

of social media sites such as Facebook, these connections with audience members go two 

ways and form a shared space in which issues from the film and about the social justice 

cause on a larger scale can be discussed by the site moderator and friends of the page. 

Sharing and interacting within Facebook can help further the causes of the film, and with 

just one click, external sites can be accessed. In this particular case, the ongoing 

connection of the audience with the film and the social justice issue led to one of the 

major outcomes of the film: the passage of the Sin by Silence bills. This can be seen as a 

kind of participation facilitated by the World Wide Web and the director’s initiative.  

In 2002 in California, the legislature passed SB 799, which allows female 

domestic violence victims in prison who were convicted of crimes related to domestic 
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abuse (if the crime occurred before August 1996) to petition for writ of habeas corpus. 

The Sin by Silence bills follow SB 799 and aim to aid battered women convicted of 

killing their husbands in re-filing for a writ of habeas corpus, receiving more expert 

testimony in their defense, and also eliminating the deadline of 2020 for re-filing. On 

September 30, 2012, these bills passed. These bills were directly connected to the issues 

in the film. The bills were also of major concern to the women prisoners in the film as 

they affected the inmates’ incarceration status and possibilities of appeal.   

“Clicktivism,” a superficial engagement with social issues and shallow 

participation on the Internet in lieu of deeper commitments to causes, comes to mind in 

this context, but it is important not to see the social media and Internet world as separate 

from “real life.”19 The way Klaus describes it, the initiation of the Sin by Silence legal 

campaign happened by chance because of the way the grassroots film campaign and tour 

encouraged sharing the film. She showed the film at the University of San Francisco 

where she asked the audience to buy DVDs and share them with friends or screen them 

with groups. One of the women at the screening held a screening with her mother and her 

friends: a guest list which included California State Assembly member from San 

Francisco, Fiona Ma. Ma called Klaus and said she wanted to help. From this point, 

                                                 
19 Micah White, “Clicktivism is Ruining Leftist Activism,” The Guardian, August 12, 
2010, accessed June 1, 2013, 
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/aug/12/clicktivism-ruining-leftist-
activism.	  
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Klaus began organizing with Ma to work to pass the bills.20 A chance incident spurred by 

the grassroots campaign started the quest to pass the Sin by Silence bills.  

The campaign for the bills was run largely using Facebook and Twitter, 

expanding the audience for the social cause beyond those who had seen the actual film. 

According to Klaus, during the legal campaign, the film’s social media reach expanded 

dramatically to people who had not even seen the film. Klaus relates, “One post reached 

50,000 [people]—the day to call the governor, the last 3 days before he had to sign the 

bill. The 50,000th person knew nothing about the film and the women [portrayed in it], 

but they got on the phone and called the governor.” The social issue of domestic violence 

combined with the legal issues drove interest in the film’s new media presence.  

The legal campaign occurred approximately between October 2011 and October 

2012. For this time period, I coded 25 posts coded as “ask” and 20 as “participation” on 

Facebook, a considerable number of requests for audience engagement. On Facebook, 

types of activity suggested included sharing information about legal hearings,21 asking for 

petition signatures at change.org22 and showcasing Ma’s legislative team and asking for 

messages on the Sin by Silence website23 (September 26, 2012). Throughout the same 

time period on Twitter, there were 82 posts coded as “ask” and 39 as “participation,” 

                                                 
20 Klaus, personal interview. 	  
21 “Sin by Silence,” Facebook, January 9, 2012, accessed November 16, 2014, 
https://www.facebook.com/sinbysilence.  	  
22 “Sin by Silence,” Facebook, June 4, 2012, accessed November 16, 2014, 
https://www.facebook.com/sinbysilence.  	  
23 “Sin by Silence,” Facebook, September 26, 2012, accessed November 16, 2014, 
https://www.facebook.com/sinbysilence.  	  
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again demonstrating that the overall quantity of Twitter posts was higher, but topically it 

seemed as though Klaus operated the two networks with similar goals and strategies for 

the legal campaign.   

In this case, the audience, part of which was developed during an in-person 

grassroots campaign and part of which developed throughout the social media campaign, 

actively supported the issue both through intra-Facebook sharing and by visiting other 

websites to offer support. The social justice world of the Internet, surely populated with 

at least some “clicktivists,” merged with grassroots and interpersonal connections to key 

political players (namely Ma) to pass bills.  

In a sense, the film can be seen as part of a successful legal and political 

campaign that had a direct impact on the women in the film; however, the story of the 

impact of the film illustrates how haphazard the process of impact can be. Without strong 

leadership in the legislature, the pre-existing strength of the CWAA organization 

developed over many years, and a coordinated, intense campaign by Klaus, it is sure that 

the film would not have been able to address these issues on such a significant scale. It is 

also possible that the issues would have found another way to make it onto the 

legislature’s agenda. However, this particular story—the way the issues were actually 

addressed— hinges on the chance encounter of a politician with a DVD.  

On a smaller scale, the film seems to have had effects on people on an individual 

level. The Facebook wall is full of comments about how the film helped people, and 

Klaus explained that she often receives emails thanking her for the film because of how 
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the film helped people help themselves or friends in situations of domestic violence. 

Klaus reports receiving and, with the help of Brenda, responding to many personal emails 

with questions or shared stories about domestic violence.  

In Klaus’s words, “The power of story really can change the world.”24 While the 

passing of the Sin by Silence bills is the most significant element of this case that points 

to audience mobilization and potential impact, the case also illustrates how unpredictable 

the cause-and-effect calculation of impact can be. 

However, just because they are difficult to track and understand does not mean 

these issues of impact are not of the utmost importance to filmmakers. Many social 

justice documentarians devote years of their lives (and often personal financing) to topics 

that truly matter to them. Concerned with these issues, Quiet Little Place conducted a 

review of the impact of Sin by Silence before the California bills came into the picture.25 

The impact rubric used by the site divides up impact into three categories: connect, 

engage, and influence. The first part of the paradigm, connect, refers to connecting with 

viewers, in person and online. The website states that connection refers to the desired 

“emotional response” of empathy or sympathy that the women “could be your 

grandmother, your mother… or even you!” The website also states that the emotional 

connection is best fostered through grassroots screenings. Consistently, Klaus refers to 

the importance of the grassroots tour for building community. The graph rubric measures 

                                                 
24 Klaus, personal interview. 	  
25 Quiet Little Place, accessed January 12, 2015, http://www.quietlittleplace.com/impact-
assessment.html.	  
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just over a year, from January 2009-February 2010, tracking in-person screening 

attendance and online trailer views.26  

The second slice of the website’s measure of impact, engage, refers to involving 

the viewers in the cause. On the grassroots tour, Klaus made postcards available for 

audience members to send to the women prisoners to begin developing relationships. She 

cites this strategy as a key moment in understanding how she could work with audiences 

to strengthen their connections to the women prisoners. She printed 15,000 postcards, and 

a warden at the jail told her that they had been receiving so much mail that they needed a 

another person to come handle it. Klaus reports the wardens saying that there were 

“thousands of postcards and letters. [The women prisoners] felt like they were human 

beings again. They were so abused and demeaned by their relationships and their time in 

prison. They felt empowered by sharing their stories and inspired our audiences. It was an 

incredible process to watch—to see that it was working.”27 In Klaus’s view, this 

interpersonal “impact” that moves two ways—from women prisoners to the audience and 

back—was meaningful for her as a director to feel fulfillment.  

 Klaus views social media not as a stand-alone but as a follow-up, a way to 

continue the engagement beyond the film tour. Her second chart, which covers the same 

year-long time span as the first one, tracks “measureables” such as website visitors, 

newsletter reads, Facebook fans, and Twitter followers. Thus, the website’s third section, 

                                                 
26 DVD sales were not tracked as part of this rubric, but it does seem like it would be a 
useful metric. 	  
27 Klaus, personal interview.	  
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influence, is the most intangible—and, in fact, she has no chart. The section links to more 

information on the development of strategic partnerships, legislative action particular to 

this film (the California Sin by Silence laws), and the action kits.  

Although impact studies are very difficult and tend to be a mixture of anecdotes 

and measurable data that may or may not be meaningful, they are very important to social 

documentary filmmakers because social justice issues often motivate them to create a 

film in the first place. In an activist setting, the concept of participation in itself implies 

that there is an outcome that the audience/participants have affected. In this case, the 

labor of the filmmaker has extended far beyond the product of making the initial film and 

further into the social media management and legal campaigning. It is easy to see why 

filmmakers would be concerned about knowing their labor is making a difference to an 

issue that motivated them in the first place.  

In the case of Klaus, her labor devoted to continuing to manage the social media 

for the film as well as her political involvement in the Sin by Silence bills has taken up 

the energy she may have used on a subsequent project. Although assessing impact is not 

simple or straightforward, its importance is clear. Finding a way to understand impact, 

even if imperfect, seems imperative for the committed filmmakers who undertake these 

types socially committed projects. Klaus, for example, worked for years on a social 

justice campaign and many of her fans and followers devoted time and attention to the 

cause of freeing domestic violence victims.  
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Conclusion 

The Sin by Silence Facebook page stresses the way Internet platforms can stretch 

out a textual narrative—and audience involvement in the social cause—in time; an 

ongoing text can lead to ongoing possibilities for distribution of continuing and new 

narratives, for social networking into a larger audience, and for mobilizing impact on 

social justice issues. No longer does a film’s screen duration comprise the beginning, 

middle, and end of the viewer-user’s experience. Instead, for many viewers, the 

experience of the social documentary, as with many other narrative forms, has become an 

experience that can last beyond the viewing of the film as filmmakers harness the power 

of websites and social network sites to expand the narrative indefinitely. The Sin by 

Silence Facebook page continues narrative and personal arcs that started within the film 

and also maintain a connection with an audience that can be mobilized to work for the 

cause. Facebook can also be considered a distribution platform as status updates in this 

case can be seen as serialized documentary.  

In the case of this film and the social justice issues at stake, Facebook and Twitter 

are ways to expand outside of the viewing situation to a group of like-minded, interested 

peers who stay connected to the film—and therefore the social justice cause—for, 

conceivably, as long as they remain on Facebook and Twitter. (Unless you want to be the 

one to “un-follow,” or worse, “un-friend” a domestic violence documentary.) 

“Distribution” of the social issue can take place on the social networks. 
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Some important caveats to be gleaned from this case include that building enough 

momentum to affect a political issue did not come simply from online strategies. Instead 

an in-person tour that connected with people and deeply humanized the issues in the film, 

in part by bringing Brenda along for the tour, formed a cornerstone of the digital 

movement. Peer sharing of DVDs through the “buy one give one” sales program also 

helped spread the word about the film on an interpersonal level. Connecting with an 

influential person was also integral to the success of the campaign. These types of 

processes and behaviors in the cultural field seemingly helped determine the course of the 

film and its impact, demonstrating that while technology provided some impetus, other 

behaviors and choices from the filmmaker also contributed.  

Also, as the new media platforms expand the scope of the text, they also expand 

the labor of the filmmaker. The type of labor required from Klaus to create significant 

impacts with this film in the long-term included social media management strategies and 

policy work. Her labor continued for over four years after the completion of the film, 

delaying, in her words, the start of subsequent projects. Klaus discusses her commitment 

to the cause beyond even her familiar role as a filmmaker: “I knew nothing about politics 

and once the film started moving toward legislative action, I had to become a lobbyist. 

That’s the great thing about the work a documentarian does, it’s a conviction of our 

hearts.”28  

                                                 
28 Klaus, personal interview.	  
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Finally, examining the role of the film in the legislative battle for the enactment of 

the California Sin by Silence bills highlights the role of chance and the competition of 

various causal factors in the process. The success of the film and the legal campaign 

seems to hinge upon the pre-existing strength of the CWAA, the chance encounter of Ma 

with the DVD, the knack Klaus developed for social media campaigning, and, at the 

bottom, the strength of many people’s passion about the issue of domestic violence. Still, 

the Internet was integral to all of this.  
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Figure 3.1: Facebook posts decline slightly then increase dramatically in 2012 
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Figure 3.2: Percentage film declines overall on both Facebook and Twitter 
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Figure 3.3: Average posts by month 
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Chapter 4: The Case Study of This is Not a Conspiracy Theory 

 

Kirby Ferguson’s This is Not a Conspiracy Theory, a currently in progress 

documentary film project about “the quest to understand the hidden forces that shape our 

lives,” is comprised of a complex array of predominantly web-based materials. It has 

used a Kickstarter campaign, which helped create an audience even before the film was 

begun.1 It also sends teaser, insider podcasts that come directly to email inboxes. It is a 

project set up for limited peer-distribution through social networking. It is its own 

marketer via Twitter. While the film itself is so far a traditional, linear, expository 

documentary, it is also the sum of its alternative distribution strategies and complicated 

audience relationships. It is, in short, a contemporary documentary film that relies on the 

World Wide Web in significant ways, in line with the filmmaker’s aim to create an 

economically sustainable film project.  

This is Not a Conspiracy Theory uses, to the extreme, innovative strategies of 

form, distribution, and audience relations, ones that fully try to take advantage of the 

possibilities of Internet media. It demonstrates how the Internet is changing the timeline 

of the production process by blurring pre-production, production, and post-production. It 

also demonstrates that participation and interaction, albeit in a limited and rather de-

                                                 
1 Kickstarter is an online crowdfunding website founded in 2008 that finances anything 
from technology and design projects to films. It provides a space for potential audiences 
to support the creation of documentary films, many of them social documentaries of 
national and global interest.	  
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politicized way, can take place in the fields of funding and distribution as well as content 

generation, showing that an audience can be involved in a film from the very beginning 

throughout its life cycle. With its production delays, angry public feedback on the web, 

and seeming struggle to optimize its morphing business model, this case also shows that 

using the World Wide Web intensively for filmmaking can still encounter the difficulties 

of being in uncharted terrain.  

 This is Not a Conspiracy Theory is currently partly in distribution and partly still 

in production.2 It has been in development for approximately four years, and, to date, two 

parts of four have been released as short video installments available on the website. This 

film, inspired by the Occupy movement, aims to take on, quite broadly, the contemporary 

political climate in the USA. Ferguson’s early description of the plan from the Kickstarter 

campaign website quite ambitiously states that the film will:  

explain the major ideas, events, and human quirks that have shaped where we are 
right now politically. It will center on the United States, but the stories will cover 
the world and I think it’ll have strong relevance regardless of where you live. It 
will be a series with huge scope, but it’ll be rooted in solid storytelling. I’ll use 
history, science, psychology and economics to tell this story and I’ll make it 
relevant, accessible and seriously entertaining.3  
 

The description indicates that Ferguson is committed to engaging the political events that 

led to the Occupy Movement—a movement known, sometimes with praise and 

sometimes with critique, for being wide in its political scope and focusing on connections 

                                                 
2 Kirby Ferguson, “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory,” accessed June 11, 2014, 
http://www.thisisnotaconspiracytheory.com/.   	  
3 Kirby Ferguson, “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory,” Kickstarter, accessed June 8, 2014, 
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/kirby/this-is-not-a-conspiracy-theory.	  
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between various leftist issues. He explains that he wants to “bring political content to an 

audience that thinks they hate politics."4  

 Ferguson gained a reputation in free media circles for his web series Everything is 

a Remix (2010), a manifesto using the history of pop culture to argue against copyright 

laws. This series, delivered for free in four parts over YouTube, led to a South by 

Southwest panel for Ferguson in 2012 entitled “Everything is a Remix, so Steal Like an 

Artist,” as well as a 2012 Ted Talk entitled “Embrace the Remix.” Ferguson came to 

filmmaking from a background in studying English literature and working with 

newspapers, student press, and advertising. He taught himself software and graphic 

design. From Canada but a longtime resident of New York City, Ferguson comes to This 

is Not a Conspiracy Theory from the heart of the Occupy Wall Street movement. He sees 

himself as an insider-outsider and considers his Canadian nationality as a point of insight 

into US politics. Ferguson acknowledges the influence his immigrant status has had on 

this project: “It was a way for me to make sense of this country. I knew I wanted to base 

[the film] on the US and explore its history and make peace with it a little bit.” Ferguson 

names his “foreignness” as a major motivating factor for the series.5 

 Describing the film project itself requires elaborate explanation because the online 

presence of the film project takes place over multiple platforms, and the development of 

                                                 
4 Kirby Ferguson, “Podcast 1,” Kickstarter, May 13, 2012, accessed January 15, 2015, 
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/kirby/this-is-not-a-conspiracy-
theory/posts/226355?ref=email&amp;show_token=5abc6723fbacfd9b. Link only 
available to Kickstarter backers. 	  
5 Ferguson, “Podcast 1.” 	  
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each platform has been ongoing. The initial fundraising for the site took place over 

Kickstarter from February 15, 2012, until March 16, 2012. Precisely 2,231 backers 

contributed $54,610 to its production. All Kickstarter donations feature “reward” 

incentives. In this case they ranged from a one dollar donation (access to the initial 

development of the series, purchased by 376 backers) to a ten thousand dollar donation 

(access to the development and the series, as well as a three-minute custom-made video 

by Ferguson, an incentive that no backers purchased). The donation tiers in between offer 

DVDs, Blu-Rays, and posters.   

Once connected to the film by Kickstarter, donors are known as Kickstarter 

“backers.” The Kickstarter backers all receive project update emails, which give 

information as to the status of the project and also contain relevant content. The emails 

also include links to a series of largely unedited podcasts in the style of the “artist’s 

notebook,” in which Ferguson discusses his ideas for the content of the film as well as 

various intellectual influences, particularly systems theory. The video status updates that 

were at first only offered to Kickstarter backers also become available to audience 

members who purchase the film. Ferguson mainly uses a website as a primary platform, 

and he lightly employs a range of social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and 

Google plus.  

Because Ferguson does not operate under a single media system or with a single 

site nor does he work in accordance with an established system, the financial model is 

complicated to unravel. The online distributor VHX manages the website and delivers 
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content direct to audiences on the filmmaker’s website in exchange for a percentage of 

the subscription cost. The film itself will be released as four web-only episodes, 

“webisodes” that are essentially installments of a feature-length documentary. Each 

webisode will be separated by an indeterminate length of production time, and estimates 

of the total span of the film project have stretched from the ideal of a couple of years to 

the more likely outcome of a few years.6 Because, as of October 2014, only two parts 

have been released since the conclusion of the Kickstarter campaign in March 2012, it 

seems likely that the production of the film will stretch at least into 2015 and possibly 

longer.   

Except for Kickstarter backers, who have already bought their access to the series 

by donating early, audience members will pay to access the webisodes. For the first 

installment, Ferguson has decided to release it for free at 720 pixels to anyone and 1080 

pixels for subscribers.7 After that, he indicates that he will make each episode available to 

subscribers and try to sell it to individual viewers. The current price for the entire project 

is fifteen dollars—a steep price for about twenty minutes of actual film material, although 

it does come with the promise of more. Eventually, once Ferguson has made the income 

he thinks he can, he plans to release each installment for free. As of November 2014, 

only the first installment has been made available for free.  

                                                 
6 Ferguson estimated the timeline incorrectly in the Kickstarter materials as well as in the 
personal interview with me. 	  
7 This is the current resolution difference between standard digital video (DV) and high 
definition (HD). 	  
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To help explain the financial model, Ferguson makes the analogy to a 

contemporary film: “It will be like a theatrical run, a window where you pay for it then 

you can get it for free.” Comparing this to his totally free distribution of Everything is a 

Remix, Ferguson says, “[In Remix,] I wanted to keep my distance from money because I 

was exposed legally. I wanted to finish that, put it behind me. I could still use that 

attention to help the next project.”8 As the film’s production has stretched in time, it 

remains unclear when the free period would begin.  

 To manage this project as an independent online-only documentary, each step of 

the way has to be imagined and fully explored, just like the content of his project. 

Ferguson can be considered innovative in the development of filmmaking practices. He is 

trying to imagine a financially sustainable model in a new, multi-platform media 

landscape of free and paid media, social networking sites, and more.  

Examining how Ferguson uses form, distribution, and audience illustrates that, in 

this case, the World Wide Web has dramatically impacted the distribution and audience 

relations of This is Not a Conspiracy Theory as Ferguson has developed a complex 

production and distribution/exhibition model for the film; however, documentary form 

has remained relatively “traditional” even in the face of potential for great innovation. 

Although the webisodes, which at least so far have been linear films, clearly comprise the 

                                                 
8 Kirby Ferguson, personal interview, June 13, 2013. Because Everything is a Remix 
sampled other projects protected under copyright laws, if Ferguson had tried to create a 
sustainable financial model, he may have been subjected to lawsuits. He intends to make 
this follow-up project profitable. 	  
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center of the film project, the other platforms also deliver content and work together with 

the webisodes as marketing, distribution, and supplemental storytelling materials. 

Formally, the content of the film has been developed on multiple platforms, creating the 

beginnings of a narrative as well as meta-narratives around the process of filmmaking. As 

the film was in pre-production (and continues to be in pre-production even while some 

parts are made available), the “story”—in this case an expository argument about 

conspiracy theories—is already being told to audiences under the direct control of the 

filmmaker through Kickstarter project update emails.  

 

Form 

The concept of the assemblage can be used to elucidate the production of This is 

Not a Conspiracy Theory as a film project since it loosely sets the amorphous boundaries 

for the textual object of study and places the focus on film practices and not just the 

“film” itself. Jennifer Daryl Slack and J. Macgregor Wise propose the idea of the 

“assemblage” as a remedy to theories that overvalue technology or culture and construct 

overly simplistic and reductive models of causality. They define an assemblage as “a 

particular constellation of articulations that selects, draws together, stakes out and 

envelops a territory that exhibits some tenacity and effectivity.”9 They continue, “What is 

                                                 
9 Jennifer Daryl Slack and J. Macgregor Wise, Culture and Technology: A Primer, (New 
York: Peter Lang, 2005), 129. 	  
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drawn together is both forms of content and forms of expression.”10 In their words, 

“practices, representations, experiences, and affects articulate to take a particular 

dynamic form,” which is an assemblage.11 Focusing on Ferguson’s film project as an 

“assemblage” helps explain that the ways form, distribution, and audience engagement 

work together are interrelated. Moreover, the open-ended concept of the assemblage 

especially makes sense here because this film in particular has been constantly in 

production and “in practice” even as it has been distributed.   

 Therefore, based on structuration-inflected theories of technology and culture as 

described by Slack and Wise, the case of This is Not a Conspiracy Theory illustrates the 

assemblage of online forms of documentary projects, knowing that the structure of the 

Internet and World Wide Web and its users as agents are mutually creating this 

constellation of forms of content and expression. This case indeed shows the 

interrelationships among the technological possibilities, the author-as-innovator, and the 

audience members.  

The film itself, available on its film website (via YouTube), centers on the ideas 

of Ferguson and his use of rhetorical strategies to explain complex “systems theory.” This 

manifests in the first episode as situating the history and importance of conspiracy theory 

in the USA, beginning, in its view, with the assassination of Lee Harvey Oswald. Clearly 

in the expository mode, according to Bill Nichols’s categories, just as Everything is a 

                                                 
10 Slack and Wise, Culture and Technology, 130.	  
11 Slack and Wise, Culture and Technology, 129.	  
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Remix was, this film “addresses the viewer directly, with titles or voices that propose a 

perspective, advance an argument, or recount history.”12 A film in the expository mode 

functions primarily as an argument with supplementary images. The images in this film 

include archival footage that conspiracy theorists like, such as the shooting of Oswald 

and even the Eye of Providence—the Freemason symbol of an eye in a triangle that has 

come to represent, in many conspiracy theories, the “illuminati.” In general, the film 

employs the “voice of author” narrational style. Slightly different from the disembodied 

“voice of God,” the voice—from the writing to the actual speech—belongs solely to 

Ferguson, the omnipotent author-character who takes his task as explaining the nature of 

conspiracy theory from a distanced and reasoned perspective through voiceover. As in a 

typical expository film, the audience is the passive receiver of Ferguson’s logical 

argument. Suitable for the expository style, no interactivity or possibility for participation 

exists in the video itself; it is a linear streaming video with no options for choice built in 

for the viewers.  

The second part of the film, “Episode 2,” follows in the same vein as the first but 

moves farther back in history to the US Revolutionary War. Through the same use of 

archival materials—this time more still art and drawings because of the time period—

Ferguson argues that the Founding Fathers actually decided to overthrow the government 

because they believed there was a deliberate conspiracy by the British government 

                                                 
12 Bill Nichols, Introduction to Documentary, (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press, 2001), 105. 	  
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against the new colonies. Ferguson equivocates a bit on what is generally defined as a 

“conspiracy” theory now; he merely implies that the Founding Fathers thought it was no 

accident that Britain was taxing the new colonies without giving them much power.  

The film-to-date includes no originally shot footage, aside from the director’s 

direct address in “selfie” style—filming himself in a mirror—at the beginning and the 

end of the first episode. Archival film images and footage of pop cultural references to 

conspiracy theories and Revolutionary War movies, most from Hollywood, form most of 

the visual evidence. Data, too, is included, in the form of charts derived from surveys 

conducted by Pew Research Center that emphasize the large number of US citizens who 

believe some or many conspiracies. These simple, animated infographics seem to have 

been designed especially for the film.  

Ferguson bookends the first webisode with a commercial for his project—a direct 

impact of the alternative business model on the form of the film. In direct address to the 

camera, he explains the structural concept of the series: the number of episodes, the debut 

timeline, the pricing scheme, the distribution plan, and more. He emphasizes twice in 

writing on the screen that the film will have “no DRM; no regional limitations; multiple 

subtitles,” emphasizing the radical openness of the text (even while explaining to the 

audience how to buy it). While DRM—an abbreviation for digital rights management—

can mean a number of things, Ferguson explains that he means that the webisode can be 

viewed on multiple types of players, such as iPads and personal computers. “No regional 

limitations” emphasizes that he intends for the movie to be seen in multiple counties, 
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branding it as being for international audiences. He further explains viewers will provide 

the subtitles, branding the film as collective, free media (even while trying to make a 

profit here).  

Ferguson spends much of the closing bookend of the first webisode explaining to 

viewers how to buy the project, telling them and literally showing them through graphics. 

Nearly three minutes of the eight-and-a-half minute first video is devoted to explaining 

the form and distribution of the series, an indication that Ferguson is expecting his 

audience to be slightly confused about what to do when. The first episode also, similar to 

a commercial, an indication that the first part of the documentary is to encourage viewers 

to buy the rest.  

The form of this project, however, is not just the webisodes. The form also 

includes the project itself as another narrative to be followed. It begins with Ferguson’s 

Kickstarter campaign, which generated a narrative around the production process of the 

film.13 The campaign, which launched before any content aside from a Kickstarter 

introduction video by Ferguson had been developed, describes the project in general 

terms to interest audiences. It also provides a timeline for the production of the film, with 

a projected launch “before the election” in 2012. However, the project had delays in its 

production, and the first episode was not released until January 25, 2014. Explaining the 

delay, Ferguson said in a March 23, 2013, update that he “vastly underestimated how 

                                                 
13 While the Kickstarter campaign is clearly relevant to understand the form, distribution 
and audience of the film, it is discussed fully in this section because it began the 
storytelling of the film and created a narrative. 	  
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long this would take.”14 In my interview with him, he said that he regretted committing to 

a timetable in his Kickstarter because of the implicit contract to audiences.15 The idea of 

the artist’s notebook apparently hit home with Ferguson, and, according to “Status 

Update 7,” Ferguson is also launching a web-based reality show about the artistic 

production process centered on this film. He explains that this can function as a freely 

distributed promotion for the paid series.16 

Ferguson’s podcasts addressed early feedback from audience members. These 

podcasts, available only to backers, are shared with links in the project updates. Released 

on no particular timeline, the podcasts work as a type of artist’s notebook with which to 

share general ideas about the filmmaking process, including the difficult phase of idea 

generation and refinement. The initial podcast, released on May 13, 2012, gives a full 

status report on the state of Ferguson’s ideas and the project.17 Throughout, he 

emphasizes the idea generation process and what it is like to work through the haze. He 

explains that he is doing a lot of research and his ideas are “all over the map,” but “the 

fog is lifting.” In many of the subsequent podcasts, he discusses his content aims, 

mentioning systems theory and “master narratives.” Ferguson emphasizes that content in 

                                                 
14 Kirby Ferguson, “Project Update #15,” Kickstarter email update. March 23, 2013. 	  
15 Ferguson, personal interview.	  
16 Kirby Ferguson, “Status Update 7,” November 18, 2014, accessed Jan. 13, 2015, 
https://notaconspiracytheory.vhx.tv/watch/status-update-7. Link available only to those 
who have purchased the film. 	  
17 Ferguson, “Podcast 1.”	  



 

 
	  
 
 144	  

the actual webisodes is to seem spontaneous and unedited. This podcasts are of the 

added-value to the backers: access to the artist’s self-proclaimed “ramblings.”  

Ferguson refers to the earliest times, the times of the initial podcasts, as being the 

lowest moment in the production process; sharing these low moments with his backers 

helps establish them as an inner circle. He cites the brainstorming that he reveals in the 

podcasts as some of the most difficult moments as an artist:  

Artists talk about suffering and I wouldn’t say that, but it’s pervasive discomfort. 
You are a total child, you don’t know what you’re doing at all, you don’t have a 
grip on anything. That’s incredibly frustrating. It’s a feeling of psychic discomfort 
that goes on for months. You just have to be dumb for awhile before [you] can be 
slightly not dumb anymore.18 
 

Making this vulnerability part of the material available to the audience in podcasts 

reflects his desire to create a more exclusive bond with his “core” Kickstarter backers. 

Sharing the content and ideas of the film at such an early level begins engaging this 

audience in the documentary subject and storytelling.   

These project updates and podcasts function as a supplementary “pre-film” 

narrative. They are both an idea trail to follow into the new production and a narrative 

about the filmmaking process itself. Questions such as “Will the artist pull it together?” 

“Will he succeed at the production?” and even “How late will he be?/When will this ever 

come out?” drive the project updates. The November 14, 2012, project update, for 

                                                 
18 Ferguson, personal interview. 	  
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example, focuses on “where this project is.”19 The serialized updates, on Ferguson’s own 

timeline, connect the audience in advance to the project and focus them on its debut.  

 In this case, the lateness of the project forms a major part of the supplementary 

narrative in the Kickstarter comments, podcasts, and project updates. Multiple Kickstarter 

participants discuss this in comments, and Ferguson addresses it in multiple project 

updates and podcasts. For example, on March 6, 2013, a Kickstarter commenter Simon 

Lund Larsen writes, “Could you provide a written update on when you are expecting to 

be done with the project? Just the date?”20 Ferguson responds, “Sorry, aside from ‘this 

year,’ I really don't know when it'll be done, Simon. I'm working on it non-stop and it's 

looking great, but it's become something very different from what I envisioned and I'm 

not sure how much longer it's going to be. If you've lost patience and would like to opt-

out, that's totally okay. Just let me know.” 21 Larsen replies, “No, it's ok... I didn't put that 

much money down. But together with this project I am seriously loosing [sic] faith in the 

Kickstarter platform. NONE of the projects I have backed have kept their deadline.”22 

                                                 
19 Kirby Ferguson, “Update #12,” Kickstarter, November 14, 2012, accessed January 15, 
2015, https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/kirby/this-is-not-a-conspiracy-
theory/posts/349217. 	  
20 Simon Lund Larsen, “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory,” Kickstarter, March 3, 2013, 
accessed October 4, 2014, https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/kirby/this-is-not-a-
conspiracy-theory/comments.	  
21 Kirby Ferguson, “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory,” Kickstarter, March 3, 2013, 
accessed October 4, 2014, https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/kirby/this-is-not-a-
conspiracy-theory/comments. 	  
22 Simon Lund Larsen, “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory,” Kickstarter, March 3, 2013, 
accessed October 4, 2014, https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/kirby/this-is-not-a-
conspiracy-theory/comments.	  
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Ferguson responds, “I understand. I think [Kickstarter] should probably warn creators 

when they're launching projects that they should consider tripling their estimate. People 

tend to be extremely optimistic about how long these things will take.”23  

This conversation illustrates the tensions that can result from connecting with a 

potential audience so early in the production process. In this example, the potential 

audience member’s expectations were violated, and Ferguson has to deal with a 

disgruntled person before his film is even made. This situation also creates a story for the 

audience with the major dramatic question, “When will this thing come out?” (Or 

perhaps, “Was I swindled? Is Kickstarter a sham?”) This narrative of production 

accompanies the actual series and comes with its own twists and turns. 

 

Distribution 

The World Wide Web enables the multi-platform, alternative self-distribution 

which Ferguson, as an “author-distributor,” utilizes to its fullest. In a sense, all the media 

Ferguson uses delivers content—from the Kickstarter description, to the email project 

updates, to the podcast updates, the website, and eventually the social network sites. Each 

platform distributes textual material of a particular nature. Some of them are just 

available for anyone, such as the website, and others require a request from audience 

                                                 
23 Kirby Ferguson, “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory,” Kickstarter,  
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/kirby/this-is-not-a-conspiracy-theory/comments.	  
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members to be connected to the text. All of these platforms are under the control of 

Ferguson, a single author.  

Ferguson perceives his role to be an author-distributor who can rely on his own 

professional and personal networks to spread the word about his project. For him, 

distribution is not approached with great gravity as he believes that worthy projects will 

be seen: “If you do something good, put it out there, if people like it, it will spread. It 

doesn’t matter who you know…”24  

He details his own effort in his distribution plan, focusing entirely on new media 

avenues: 

I am savvy enough. I will put it out to all my Twitter channels, mailing list, 
bloggers that I know. I may do an exclusive premier that I think would have the 
people I want to reach. A 24 hour premiere. But basically it’s just putting it out on 
my social media channels. Let my people I know how to have influence and let 
people know in a non-creepy way that it may be of interest to you. Letting people 
who I read their work that maybe you’d like it.25 
 

In his view, he can successfully draw enough attention to his film by tapping into his pre-

existing connections via new media, including social media, and simply “let them know” 

that his project has debuted. The ready connection via the Internet to his audience 

members allows him to make sure they are aware of the premieres of each part even 

though the premieres do not follow a predictable time pattern. It is also important to note 

that, for this web-based series, he envisions that most of the advertising will also be done 

                                                 
24 Ferguson, personal interview.	  
25 Ferguson, personal interview.  
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over new media. In the case that the full film does premiere at a later date on television, 

perhaps some other advertising will be employed.  

The installment distribution plan, on Ferguson’s own timeline and without the 

length requirements of a feature film or the timeline of a network, allows Ferguson to 

work at his own pace and develop the idea of the series as he goes. This could allow the 

series to remain connected to current events, incorporate audience feedback, and make 

changes as it goes along.  

A piece of the text itself, the first webisode, is also used to strengthen distribution 

networks before the next installment of the series is released. The direct address sections 

beginning and ending the webisode are ads for the film. Because this first piece is totally 

free and shareable on a variety of platforms, including social media such as Facebook, 

Google Plus, and Twitter, it can begin carving the distribution channels to be used later 

when the rest of the series costs money to view. 

Kickstarter also builds in the option to share on social networking sites when 

someone donates to the film, engendering peer encouragement of donations along with 

subtle publicity for the film-in-progress. When Ferguson envisions the funders’ role in 

the project, he discusses that they will likely help him “get the word out” about the 

project. In this case, the core audience members become participants in the distribution 

process. This can be considered participatory distribution: when peer-to-peer sharing 

activates personal distribution networks to distribute part or all of a film. This can include 

distribution on social networking sites, websites, blogs, and more. As Ferguson envisions 
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this, his crowd will spontaneously generate distribution avenues without much 

prompting: “As for asking people to share something, psh. If they like it, I don’t think 

there’s any need to ask for it. With your hard cores you can say, let’s help get this out 

there, and with the others I don’t think it matters.”26 Knowing that he perceives his 

audience to be “media-savvy nerds,” this seems highly possible. 

 “Unplanned distribution,” distribution on the open network without the consent 

of or direction from the author, forms a threat to his financial model. However, Ferguson 

only seeks to limit wide distribution on major sites. He says that if anyone uploads it for 

free to YouTube, he will ask to have it taken down. He says, “I am ok with torrents, but 

YouTube is too big.”27 Free distribution and sharing, important values of the free media 

culture, become a threat in this case to the livelihood of the artist and his potential future 

projects; however, the slightly less user friendly torrent distribution system is okay with 

him, indicating again that he does not mind the “media-savvy” having more exclusive 

access than anyone else.  

 

Audience 

In Ferguson’s case, connecting with the audience is a complex process that begins 

in pre-production and involves targeting multiple audiences in different ways. The 

connection with what Ferguson considers his core audience began with the first project, 

                                                 
26 Ferguson, personal interview.	  
27 Ferguson, personal interview. 	  
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Everything is a Remix, then the Kickstarter campaign. Ferguson refers to his target 

audience as “the remix audience: a nerdy, media-savvy group.”28 In accordance with this 

belief, Ferguson reached out in places the remix audience was likely to be in order to 

begin corralling his audience for the next project.  

Once they contribute to the campaign, all Kickstarter backers become part of the 

pre-established “audience” for the film. As with all Kickstarter projects, any backer 

becomes part of an automatic “project update” list. These updates become available on 

Kickstarter and direct through email as Ferguson releases them. In this case, the backers 

are singled out for pre-production updates and form part of a core audience that will 

remain connected to the film indefinitely—certainly throughout the release of the entire 

series of webisodes.  

Project updates connect the audience with the film-in-progress before it is a 

complete film and begin sharing the narrative arc. The early project updates, released 

during the Kickstarter campaign, offer information on the progress of the campaign and 

eventually a thanks for the help reaching the goal. The later project updates begin sharing 

ideas that are being shaped into the film, including theoretical readings and even reading 

lists. This begins a content sharing with the core audience before the release of parts of 

the film itself. This is largely one-way, top-down communication, but Ferguson invites 

his backers to give him feedback as he goes. 

                                                 
28 Ferguson, personal interview. 	  
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As far as encouraging participation from audience members, Ferguson targets this 

core group for limited interaction with the textual materials. Reward number 8 on the 

Kickstarter, offered for a $500 donation, entitles the backer to placing “a photo or piece 

of art that you own somewhere into the series.”29 This capitalist collaboration—taking 

money to feature someone else’s art in a project—seems like product placement for the 

other, potentially less established author. This reward on Kickstarter “sold out”—

meaning all five opportunities offered were taken. Ferguson also intends to take feedback 

from audiences between parts: “The conversation is part of the process… It’s a great way 

to enrich the thing easily by letting people see it.”30 This strategy allows Ferguson to take 

feedback along the way and encourages the audience to participate in a highly restricted 

way under the control of the author.  

In their comments, many people mention that they funded This is Not a 

Conspiracy Theory as a kind of after-the-fact payment for Everything is a Remix. Kristen 

writes, “I'm backing this not only because I'm excited for this project, but as a thank you 

for Everything is a Remix. It was fantastic.”31 Along the same lines, Bry Willis explains, 

“I missed getting in on ‘Everything is a Remix,’ which serves my POV well. Backing 

‘This is Not a Conspiracy Theory’ on it's [sic] own merits, but wanting to back-fill for 

                                                 
29 “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory,” Kickstarter, published March 16, 2012, accessed 
October 4, 2014, https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/kirby/this-is-not-a-conspiracy-
theory. 	  
30 Ferguson, personal interview.	  
31 Kristen, “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory,” Kickstarter, published February 27, 2012, 
accessed October 4, 2014, https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/kirby/this-is-not-a-
conspiracy-theory/comments.	  
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Everything is a Remix. Keep up the good work—content and film-making alike.”32 Such 

comments indicate a trend in the ways that Kickstarter backers think about funding—it 

can be an investment in the future work of an artist but also a “thank you” for past 

work.33  

The ties to Remix are evident, illustrating that Ferguson’s reputation, which he 

emphasized throughout the early promotional process, has significantly contributed to 

gaining crowdsourced funding for this project. The first line of his Kickstarter campaign 

mentions “Remix” and includes a hyperlink to the Everything is a Remix website. The 

Kickstarter campaign itself was publicized extensively on the Everything is a Remix 

Facebook page. Of the 54 Kickstarter comments on the page by backers, 25 mention the 

Remix documentary, and some others also refer vaguely to Ferguson’s previous work (of 

which Remix was the only notable piece).34   

                                                 
32 Bry Willis, “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory,” Kickstarter, published March 16, 2012, 
accessed October 4, 2014, https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/kirby/this-is-not-a-
conspiracy-theory/comments.	  
33 This is not to discount the award incentives of Kickstarter, which can function as a 
kind of shop. Like most Kickstarter campaigns, tiered rewards depend on the level of 
donation, including DVDs, Blu-Rays, posters, and a promise of a domestic or 
international speaking engagement. In this case, 45 dollars can “buy” you (in the future) 
two Blu-Rays and a digital download of the finished product. But the strength of 
Ferguson’s reputation and the user comments do indicate that, for many, the consumer 
logic is to thank the artist for a previous project.	  
34  “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory,” Kickstarter, published March 16, 2012, accessed 
October 4, 2014, https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/kirby/this-is-not-a-conspiracy-
theory/comments. There were 85 comments total, 20 by Ferguson. One user, pscheie, 
commented six times in an ongoing conversation with Ferguson, mentioning “Remix” 
many times. I only counted that once in the total comments and in the “Remix” 
comments. 	  
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 Ferguson describes the Kickstarter campaign as a form of audience testing 

alongside its role as a funding strategy. He says, “Number one, [the Kickstarter 

campaign] was to gauge interest before making something else. To find out if people 

were willing to put money down for seeing my stuff… it’s the money to develop the 

thing and let’s me know if anyone gives a shit.”35 He was pleased with the vote of 

confidence and the money.  

The Kickstarter campaign was publicized in places that Ferguson’s core fans may 

have been such as the Facebook page for Everything is a Remix, Ferguson’s Twitter 

account, and on others’ personal websites and blogs. This initial connection to the 

audience, when the film was just an unfunded idea, should become strengthened 

throughout the pre-production process because of the project updates and podcasts that 

are delivered to the audiences.  

Debates about defining and assessing participation permeate the field of 

documentary studies. In this case, participation in the text itself is limited. The most 

current status update posted on the website offers the viewers the most “participatory” 

connection to the film project yet: a multiple choice poll deciding what small 

supplemental material they want Ferguson to provide.36 Choices range from various 

audio and MP3 supplements to GIFs to “an episode in which I talk about how I work.” 

                                                 
35 Kirby Ferguson, personal interview. 	  
36 Kirby Ferguson, “Status Update 7,” November 18, 2014, accessed November 19, 2014; 
“What would you like us to work on?,” Poll Daddy, accessed November 19, 2014, 
https://polldaddy.com/poll/8408278/.	  



 

 
	  
 
 154	  

None of the options would seem to make a sizable difference in the direction of the 

project itself. Considering that Ferguson has situated his project in the topical realm of 

conspiracy theory and “Occupy,” his textual politics of very limited participation do seem 

to create a contradiction between professed beliefs and actual practices.     

In fact, the participation that he does request mostly revolves around helping 

financially support Ferguson’s vision of a business. Nico Carpentier’s schema to 

distinguish types of participation, which distinguishes between 1) “ritual and symbolic 

forms of communication,” which Carpentier describes as “mediated quasi-interaction” 

instead of participation, and 2) “more intense forms of media participation, where non-

professionals are effectively involved in the mediated production of meaning (content-

related participation) or even in the management policy development of content-

producing organizations (structural participation)” 37 is relevant here to understand that 

neither this idea of “true” participation or “mediated quasi-interaction” fully applies here. 

This project definitely does not reflect a democratic commitment to incorporating the 

ideas of all individuals and leveling the playing fields of power, as reinforced by 

Ferguson’s statements that for him, filmmaking is “not that democratic” because he is 

“too much of a control freak.”38  

                                                 
37 Nico Carpentier, “Participation Is Not Enough: The Conditions of Possibility of 
Mediated Participatory Practices,” European Journal of Communication 24, no. 4 (2009): 
409.	  
38 Ferguson, personal interview.	  
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Ferguson has firm limits when it comes to incorporating input from the audience. 

In his view, he is the author and, although feedback is appreciated and maybe 

incorporated, the audience is the audience: “I am not that democratic when it comes to 

what ends up in the final film. I do brutal quality control. I slaughter my own ideas every 

day. When I involve a crowd I have something specific that I want.”39 He reaches out to 

the audience only for small things that he needs in his project. He says, “I post research 

requests on Twitter. Does anyone know when whatever happened? Or the movie with this 

guy in it? I actually don’t have a very good memory.”40 Behind Ferguson’s behavior is 

the belief that filmmaking is not a good venue for crowdsourcing, largely because of his 

investment in personal authorship. He says, “I feel like there’s other forms where it works 

better. Filmmaking and crowdsourcing don’t work that great. Writing a book and 

crowdsourcing don’t work. In the end it is me, it is my story.”41 Although the “crowd” is 

welcome to watch and contribute, the final decisions are always under his, the author’s, 

supervision and control.  

Ferguson has also enlisted the audience to “participate” in the development of the 

film as unpaid laborers. He plans for the audience to take care of subtitling, and in the 

video “Status Update 6” available online with the purchase of the film, he mentions that 

he is looking for a male voice to read a Bible quote for Episode 2. He also notes that he is 

looking for “volunteer” motion graphics artists, photoshop artists, and musicians. 

                                                 
39 Ferguson, personal interview.  	  
40 Ferguson, personal interview.	  
41 Ferguson, personal interview.	  
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Although it is understandable, asking for unpaid labor on a profit-driven project seems 

dissonant with any principles of free participation.42  

In this case, the core audience built on Kickstarter essentially pays for their access 

to the project before it is done—practically before it has even begun. Becoming a backer 

entitles funders to a subscription to the entire series. Crowdfunding places the audience in 

the position of a paying participant in the funding process, even if some may be shopping 

for special perks.  

Although the documentary is political in nature, Ferguson has expressed little 

interest in determining concrete impact or outcomes. His goals relate largely to his 

professional status and the commitment to developing a sustainable business. In this case 

the “double bottom line” does not seem to be a huge concern. On the one hand, 

Ferguson’s choice of content, which connects to the Occupy Movement, indicates a 

strong political position, but, on the other hand, influencing his audience to action beyond 

the funding and distributing the film does not seem to be a concern for him. Whether any 

of that second bottom line will occur remains to be seen.  

 

Reception of This is Not a Conspiracy Theory 

 On YouTube, 234 total comments (as of December 29, 2014) respond to the 

initial episode of Ferguson’s video, posted on January 24, 2014. As Ferguson described 

                                                 
42 Kirby Ferguson, “Status Update 6,” August 11, 2014, accessed October 22, 2014, 
https://notaconspiracytheory.vhx.tv/watch/status-update-6. 	  



 

 
	  
 
 157	  

in his interview to me, this video is free, and it includes his pitch for the audience to buy 

the rest of the series. It is likely that this group of YouTube viewers is not his “core 

audience” that funded the project because all Kickstarter funders were given direct links 

via email to view the film on its website, not YouTube. In fact, one user, clearly not fully 

informed, asks, “Why didn’t you just create a Kickstarter campaign?”43 While it cannot 

be certain, it is likely that these people found the page because they subscribe to 

Ferguson’s channel on YouTube, they saw a linked post on Google plus (there are a few 

examples in comments of these Google plus shares), or they were browsing YouTube and 

came upon it.   

This response to Ferguson’s initial episode follows several key themes: general 

evaluative comments of the piece, a dialogue on related conspiracy theories, an 

examination of issues of truth and reality in the series and in conspiracy theories in 

general, and a mostly unfavorable discussion of the payment plan/subscription model. 

While the first theme, evaluative comments, is to be expected from nearly every set of 

YouTube video comments, the second theme, a dialogue on related conspiracies, seems 

to indicate that some of the people who found this video likely have a topical interest in 

conspiracy theories, such as the 9/11 conspiracies. Eight comments mention his previous 

work This is Not a Remix, indicating that some respondents follow Ferguson the author.  

                                                 
43 Infinimitsu, “Why didn’t you just create…,” “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory: 
Episode One,” YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0. The spelling and grammar errors 
in the following comments from YouTube are transcribed directly from the original 
posts.	  
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The third theme relates to the issue in traditional documentary studies about the 

ability of the documentary form to represent “reality.” In the case of conspiracy theories, 

the investigation into perceptions of reality forms the crux of the topic itself. Conspiracy 

documentaries analyze deliberate deception and misrepresentation. One comment sub-

thread extensively discusses the nature of scientific investigations into reality and the 

metaphysics of “knowing.”44 Another sub-thread criticizes the media for covering up the 

truth of conspiracy theories: “Even if a 'conspiracy theory' turns out true, the majority 

doesn't give a crap. They prefer to live in a lie than be confronted with the hard truth. 

That's the power of pr, advertising, media, debt, television, celebrity worship and overall 

fear-mongering.”45 User Paul Lozba employs the YouTube comment platform to share 

his position that conspiracy theories derive from “real facts”: “THE ACTUAL 

CONSPIRACY THEORY DOESN'T NOT JUST COME UP FROM THIN AIR. IT IS 

BASED ON REAL FACTS THAT PROVE THAT CONSPIRACIES WERE BEING 

PLANNED AND EXECUTED. THERE IS HEAVY EVIDENCE TO SUPPORT THIS 

FOR MOST OF THE THEORIES. IF THERE IS EVIDENCE, THEN IT'S NOT 

                                                 
44 Anthony Abato, “So because conspiracy theory is an abused concept…,” “This is Not a 
Conspiracy Theory: Episode One,” YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0.  	  
45 myntyd, “Even if a ‘conspiracy theory’…,” “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory: Episode 
One,” YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0.	  
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THEORY, IT'S REALITY.”46 User Sascha Oldham positions the viewer as a truth 

seeker: “I would be sorely dissapointed if what we get in this documentary are 

generalizations like ‘well, if there was this BIG conspiracy wouldn't EVERYONE know 

about it’? Is it REALLy the reality that either there ARE conpiracies all over the place or 

NONE at all? Is there no middle ground for truth seeking? Reality seeking?”47 People 

commenting clearly see the discussion of conspiracy theories as one in which the nature 

of truth, reality, and manipulation of facts bear relevance on the topic. While commenters 

presumably include the visual image as part of this discussion, as documentary film 

theorists do, they also focus much more on deliberate and, in fact, conspiratorial 

misrepresentation of facts in all forms, the backbone of conspiracy theory. The 

commenters intend to hold Ferguson the author accountable for truth and reality in his 

documentary.  

The episodic, pay-in-advance model of the series proves popular to debate. Many 

commenters support the project and indicate that they have just purchased it. One 

commenter writes, with good intentions and questionable math, “Only $12 for the entire 

documentary series plus bonus update videos, and only $6 to gift to friends. Way better 

                                                 
46 Paul Lozba, “What a load of bullshit…,” “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory: Episode 
One,” YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0.	  
47 Sascha Oldham, “This movie is just scratching the surface…,” “This is Not a 
Conspiracy Theory: Episode One,” YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0.	  
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than spending $16 on another terrible Hollywood movie.”48 However, many oppose 

payment for a variety of reasons, some black and white—such as “Money? I am out of 

here.”49—and some with more nuance. Some of those absolutely against payment, such 

as the following, express anger toward Ferguson and the project: “Dude, you have got to 

be on some good drugs..... If you really cared, you would do this for free. Why is this the 

first youtube video I have ever heard of that will cost money????”50 And the following, 

which reference the free conspiracy theory blockbuster Zeitgeist (Peter Joseph, 2007) as a 

point of comparison: “Go fuck yourself Kirby for charging for this garbage. Greedy piece 

of shit. You think Zeitgeist became so popular because people were paying for it?”51 And 

this one, which criticizes the profit motive: “there is ambition and greed - you turkey! go 

do some Target commercials!”52 The unqualified opinions can be explained in part by the 

dominant perception of YouTube as a free video site.   

                                                 
48 SKYE NICOLAS, “Only $12 for the entire documentary…,” “This is Not a 
Conspiracy Theory: Episode One,” YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0.	  
49 Lou Catarino, “Money? I am out of here…,” “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory: 
Episode One,” YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0.	  
50 Caleb Hallford, “Dude you have got to be on some good drugs…,” “This is Not a 
Conspiracy Theory: Episode One,” YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0.	  
51 HETsoHz, “Go fuck yourself…,” “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory: Episode One,” 
YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0. 	  
52 7734yeah, “there is ambition…,” “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory: Episode One,” 
YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0. 	  
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 Some of the more thoughtful comments still criticize the project’s payment plan, 

but the writers offer more complex reasons: “I for one am excited about exploring all the 

concepts you plan to touch on. However, I am a little apprehensive about paying any kind 

of fee up front as it seems a little too "crowd-fund-y.” I'd rather see a finished product 

and make a buying decision off of content reviews.”53 The following person criticizes the 

project within the pre-existing parameters of YouTube’s payment model:  

SMH,,, pay to subscribe for an 80 min series that sounds like has not even be 
written yet? Sounds like a weak attempt to make money. The current monetized 
method for you tube pays well. But in order to succeed you need subscriber base 
and views. If this was new or cutting edge information you could put your work 
out and let it speak/earn for itself. Leads me to think that you are not confident in 
its "conceived" content to attract and maintain subscribers and viewers.... o_O54  
 

One commenter begins a discussion about the technicalities and philosophy behind 

creative commons licensing and the ways it affects this project as well as Ferguson's first 

project: “So the guy who created Everything is a Remix now has no creative commons 

license on this film? How does that work?”55 Follow-up comments deeply engage the 

letter and the spirit of creative commons licensing. And, finally, a user validates 

Ferguson’s apprehensions about the threat of peer-to-peer sharing: “This is not the sort of 

                                                 
53 Christopher Winko, “I can already tell where you’re going…,” “This is Not a 
Conspiracy Theory: Episode One,” YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0.	  
54 Anthony Preston, “SMH… pay to subscribe…,” “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory: 
Episode One,” YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0.	  
55 Bill Ottman, “So the guy who created Everything is a Remix…,” “This is Not a 
Conspiracy Theory: Episode One,” YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0.  	  
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stuff worth money. I can get conspiracy theories for free via a simple Internet search. 

Even theories of why said conspiracy isn't real. I'll wait for the free version or the pirate 

version which ever comes first.”56 

 In “Status Update 7,” Ferguson responds to the ongoing criticism about the 

financial model of the project.57 He outlines the budget, his take home pay, and his new 

models for making more money for the project and hurrying the progress along, goals 

which, he explains, are interconnected. He also announces the result of a previous survey 

he had posted online asking on which supplemental project the audience would like him 

to work . The unexpected (or perhaps expected?) results were write-in votes telling him 

to focus on releasing part 3 of the main project.  

 Clearly, based on the reception as stated in YouTube comments and the 

comments of the Kickstarter campaign, the financial portion of the film’s design and 

delays in the production process have caused consternation in many audience members. 

The interactive potential of the Internet has allowed Ferguson to respond publicly to this 

frustration. Whether his explanations will satisfy most of the members of his audience is 

still to be determined. 

 

 

                                                 
56 Iabobo, “This is not the sort of stuff…” “This is Not a Conspiracy Theory: Episode 
One,” YouTube, accessed December 29, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VmpDQs3WA0.	  
57 Ferguson, “Status Update 7.” 	  
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Conclusion 

This case establishes that Ferguson, a director making a film predominantly for 

distribution over the web, becomes an innovator on a number of levels. Aside from 

creating content in the unusual format of installment-based webisodes, he developed a 

plan for funding and distribution that explores some of the possibilities of the World 

Wide Web, such as participatory funding and online-only distribution. The particularity 

of this plan can be seen in the apparent differences between his first and second project. 

The first project, This is Not a Remix, worked essentially as a reputation-building piece of 

media. It inspired digital sharing, a South by Southwest talk, a TED talk, a feature on 

media blogs, and more. Ferguson hopes that the second project, which depends so much 

on his pre-established reputation, will produce a sustainable, profitable business.  

 Much of Ferguson’s thinking surrounds his goal of developing a business that can 

employ others and support multiple projects rather than social justice. Of his goals for 

success with the project, he related that he firstly wanted to reach audiences. Also, “If it 

made enough money that I can continue to make it, if it covered the majority of my living 

expenses, if I could hire someone else to help out with it that would be great. If it would 

help me to launch a small business that does good work and supports a few people that 

would be great.”58 He clearly envisions the project as something that could be financially 

profitable for itself, for himself, for others, and even for setting up more projects in the 

future.  

                                                 
58 Ferguson, personal interview.	  
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This contrasts with his first film about remix culture, calling attention to the 

tensions of being an advocate for free media and remix culture but also wanting to make 

a living as a professional artist sharing stories and ideas. Having a financial model insures 

that a filmmaker will be able to share ideas in the future. Noted in the July 2013 project 

update, production temporarily “slowed” on This is Not a Conspiracy Theory so 

Ferguson could freelance for for a couple months.59 Ferguson explained how he perceives 

his relationship to business: “I don’t want just to be a guy who makes videos and put 

them on Vimeo. I want it to be a business… I want to be a more stable presence, not a 

guy who is here and now he’s gone and doing something else.”60 In Ferguson’s view, 

creating a sustainable business will bring him a stable position as an artist/creator so that 

he can continue to share his ideas with audiences and make a living.  

 Also evident in this case is the relevance of creating multiple web platforms for 

various reasons during the pre-production, production, and post-production process. This 

project connects with the social networks Facebook, Google Plus, and Twitter. Even a 

Tumblr (which Ferguson admits not really favoring) has been created for potential use. 

The project has used the crowdfunding platform Kickstarter to test market, generate 

funds, and begin connecting with audiences. Ferguson’s personal website has been used, 

as have previous platforms that were developed for Everything is a Remix, such as that 

                                                 
59 Kirby Ferguson, “Project Update 17,” Kickstarter, July 29, 2013, accessed January 15, 
2015, https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/kirby/this-is-not-a-conspiracy-
theory/posts/552405?ref=email&show_token=80e5bfc57327b70f. 	  
60 Ferguson, personal interview.	  
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website and Facebook page. VHX, an online distributor with its own infrastructure, has 

been contracted to work with distribution and payment from the website. A plan has been 

made for the uses and prohibitions of YouTube, Vimeo, and torrent sites. Email has 

delivered project updates and podcasts as well as links to the purchase of related books 

through Amazon. A plan for DVD and Blu-Ray has been developed, and Ferguson even 

hopes to find television distribution for the project. In this case, being the head of a film 

project equates to swimming in this new media ocean, with some informed direction and 

some experimentation. 

The use of participation has been limited with regards to content creation, but the 

crowd has been utilized to help generate development funds. Furthermore, plans for 

distribution will engage social networking and sharing on platforms such as Facebook, 

Google Plus, and Twitter. To understand the type of films that I am analyzing as part of 

the online participatory documentary mode, it is necessary to recognize that not just 

textual production but also funding and distributing have become collaborations by users 

and fans and should be considered participatory elements of filmmaking—a development 

in filmmaking culture. While traditional corporate and industrial models have not been 

wholly usurped, an environment of participatory funding and participatory distribution 

have supplemented them.  

Moreover, the rise of online culture has deeply affected the possibilities for 

distribution. The entire Internet is, in one sense, a content distribution system. 

Filmmakers can self-distribute by making their work available on the web through 
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personal websites and websites for the films; users’ personal websites and blogs can link 

to websites of films and directors; third-party documentary distributor websites such as 

SnagFilms can pick up films; films can be linked to on sites devoted to social issues; 

films can be shared on YouTube and social networking sites; and peer-to-peer file 

sharing can be used to distribute films. Along with participatory production, alternative 

models of distribution and funding have tapped into the participatory potential of the 

World Wide Web. Economic benefits to filmmakers, however, have been difficult to 

manifest.  

Ferguson’s reliance on his audience has illustrated the importance of participatory 

funding and participatory distribution in documentary filmmaking. In this case, the artist 

maintains control over content, but the audience’s power to share with their personal and 

professional networks is harnessed to the potential benefit of the film, the ideas, and 

Ferguson’s financial bottom-line.   

 Formally, the project creates a primary narrative in the webisodes as well as a 

secondary narrative on the pre-production process that appears in several platforms. In 

this case, the Kickstarter and its accompanying emails and podcasts create and sustain the 

narrative that focuses on the process of pre-production. Some of that story is just vague 

discussions of ideas Ferguson is generating, and the lateness and eventual debut of the 

film follow a conventional narrative arc. However, it is important to note that this 

narrative is only apparent if one follows the project over multiple platforms. In fact, this 

case study indicates that the idea of the single site or even single platform does not seem 
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relevant to fully understanding or engaging with this project. A simple Google search for 

the title leads you to the project (and the previous project) from different angles, from the 

Kickstarter to the website and more. The project takes advantage of multiple elements of 

the World Wide Web for form, distribution, and audience relations.  

This case makes it clear how establishing a reputation—both online and offline in 

the right communities—can set the table for success in a subsequent project. Without the 

success of This is Not a Remix, it is not likely the Kickstarter campaign would have had 

an ability to connect with funders. At the time of this project’s debut on Kickstarter, 

Ferguson had already spoken at South by Southwest and TED, two high-status, high-

profile opportunities that helped him cement his reputation with his target audience of 

“media-savvy nerds.” Furthermore, Ferguson’s pre-existing personal and professional 

networks from his first film were able to be mobilized for this second film.   

This case is also significant because it is demonstrating how the Internet is 

changing the timeline of the production process by blurring pre-production and post- and 

also by throwing marketing in the mix at every stage. For example: Is Kickstarter really 

just one big commercial which audience members have to pay to access before the 

product is even ready to be sold? Is sharing pieces of the film on Facebook a kind of 

distribution or an advertisement and/or just a different type of content produced for the 

web?   

 This case study also emphasizes the dual importance of structure and agency in 

the development of filmmaking practices, a key tenet of structuration theory. As defined 
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by Slack and Wise, “Technological determinism is a belief that may feel true in our 

contemporary experience; but it is hardly fact. Technologies do not, in and of themselves, 

determine effects. People create and use technologies. Effects are not imposed on us by 

technologies themselves.”61 As technology is changing, innovators such as Ferguson are 

engaging the technologies and shaping them through deliberate action and incidental 

effects.  

             Ferguson can be seen as an explorer of the possibilities presented in the new 

media landscape, particularly for funding and distribution, in order to create his ideal 

(and the ideal of many filmmakers): an economically sustainable film project. Yochai 

Benkler develops the idea of “feasibility spaces” to account for the role that technology 

plays in creating possibilities for social practices: “Technology creates feasibility spaces 

for social practice. Some things become easier and cheaper, other harder and more 

expensive to do or prevent under different technological conditions”62 He further asserts 

the importance of technology to the dominant idea of a cultural moment: “The interaction 

between these technological-economic feasibility spaces, and the social responses to 

these changes—both in terms of institutional changes, like law and regulation, and in 

terms of changing social practices—define the qualities of a period.”63 Ferguson is 

moving within the feasibility spaces as laws and regulations adapt. Moreover, Ferguson 

                                                 
61 Slack and Wise, Culture and Technology, 45.	  
62 Yochai Benkler, The Wealth of Networks (New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 
2006), 31.	  
63 Benkler, Wealth of Networks, 31.	  
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interacts with his audiences in these new spaces as audience members adjust their 

expectations to new systems.  
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Chapter 5: Cross-Case Analysis 

 

Sin by Silence and This is Not a Conspiracy Theory were chosen as case studies 

because they are two contemporary, feature-length, social documentary films that have 

used the World Wide Web for storytelling, distribution, and connecting with audiences. 

Sin by Silence focused on the key trend of social justice documentary while This is Not a 

Conspiracy Theory focused on navigating the complicated economic terrain of 

cyberspace to create an economically sustainable model. The cases were chosen 

deliberately as replication with variation to illustrate ways in which the Internet has been 

opening up, and potentially shutting down, possibilities for form, distribution, and 

audience relations. Two key elements in the case studies were the mode of distribution of 

the text and the openness of the text. Sin by Silence employed a more traditional type of 

distribution while This is Not a Conspiracy Theory went to the extreme of being web-

only. The two films also varied in the openness of the texts. Sin by Silence was presented 

to audiences as a completed film that did not change as time went on, and This is Not a 

Conspiracy Theory was a film that engaged with and responded to audiences from its 

initial conception via Kickstarter funding campaign and subsequent emails. Feedback 

was invited throughout the filmmaking pre-production process and in-between 

webisodes. My point is not to generalize from these two cases but instead to use the cases 

in describing contemporary possibilities for social documentaries within a landscape that 

has changed very quickly. 
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 This chapter walks through general conclusions then specific conclusions on the 

topics of form, distribution, and audience relations. The goal is to offer some 

observations as to how the Internet is facilitating changes in documentary practices and 

the various ways documentary filmmakers are rethinking documentary form, distribution, 

and audience relations.  

 

General Conclusions 

While funding was not part of my original research question, it is clear from the 

case studies that funding possibilities have an impact on form, distribution, and audience 

relations. Sin by Silence and This is Not a Conspiracy Theory have in common a funding 

model that is specific to the particular film, not easily replicable, and, with its twists and 

turns, seemingly unpredictable to the filmmaker.  

Sin by Silence, for example, had a fairly typical cycle of some self-funding, 

production grants, and DVD sales. The strategies for selling the DVD were fairly 

conventional (online ordering and shipment, selling at screenings, the buy-one-and-give 

one-model), but the labor that went on so far after the completion of the film and required 

social media management and campaigning for years after came as a surprise to the 

filmmaker Olivia Klaus. While Klaus did not explicitly discuss her personal financial 

status with me, it seems likely that financing of the early phase of the film was possible 

because of individual funds or key private donors. Digital streaming of the film, which 

could have garnered revenue as interest in the film grew because of the Sin by Silence 
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bills, was prohibited because of the filmmaker’s agreement with the educational 

distributor Women Make Movies. Donations made throughout the social issue 

campaigning process went not to the filmmaker but instead to causes related to the social 

issues at stake in the film. When examining the financial backdrop of the film, it is indeed 

difficult to see where in fact (and when) it made its profits or how large they are. 

Unfortunately, Klaus did not want to discuss the exact budgeting and revenue for the 

film, but it seems apparent that it would be very difficult to replicate this financial model 

as it was unpredictable throughout the entire process. Aside from all the variability in 

production expenses, it also had an additional unpredictable cost for supporting the 

women prisoners in various travels and appearances. Although technically not a film 

expense, this became part of the bigger social justice impact.  

 This is Not a Conspiracy Theory also seems like a model that would not be easy 

to replicate or to guarantee financial stability. For one, the production process moved 

without a sure trajectory. Kirby Ferguson needed to take time off to freelance during the 

production of This is Not a Conspiracy Theory, delaying the film’s projected timeline 

repeatedly and alienating some of his core audience members. He also developed a 

financial model particular to this film: a Kickstarter, free access to the first installment of 

the film, and required payments thereafter. Working with the direct-to-audience online 

distributor VHX was clearly an expense designed to raise profits later. Since the film is 

still incomplete, it is too soon to say whether or not Ferguson broke even, not to mention 
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developing a possibility of a self-sustaining small business, his stated goal. It is unclear in 

both cases whether the films broke even, made money, or even lost money.  

Both filmmakers used a wide variety of media for different aims. Figure 5.1 

compares the use of media for the two films:   

Both films demonstrate that a wide variety of media platforms can be used in the 

contemporary filmmaking landscape according to the needs of the film project or energy 

and capabilities of the filmmakers. The film projects also show what a tremendous effort 

it takes by a filmmaking team to be fully “media-rich.” The chart demonstrates some 

similarities between the two films, but This is Not a Conspiracy Theory shows a heavier 

emphasis on forward-reaching new media, such as a contracted online distributor and the 

crowdfunding site Kickstarter for pre-production, and Sin by Silence shows the inclusion 

of more traditional media, namely DVD distribution with a renown distributor and 

television broadcast.1 This is Not a Conspiracy Theory uses the more traditional 

communication method of email, but this makes sense because those emails are updates 

sent to the early subscribers through the Kickstarter platform, not general advertising 

posted with a more traditional method such as a listserv.  

Both films have a film website, which the trade press now emphasizes as a 

necessity, but Ferguson, already a celebrity of sorts when he produced This is Not a 

Conspiracy Theory, used his own preexisting professional website 

                                                 
1 The crowdfunding on Gofundme went to the social cause: flying the inmate Virgil’s 
family to visit her in prison, and it happened in May 2013, late in the cycle.	  



 

 
	  
 
 174	  

“http://www.kirbyferguson.com” to connect to the film as well. Klaus, however, as an 

unknown filmmaker at the time of the production, does not have her own authorial 

website. She does, however, use a website for her small Quiet Little Place production and 

outreach consulting company. These details show that the idea of “having a website” so 

prominently emphasized in the trade press is not necessarily a singular or obvious 

endeavor. In the case of both of these films, the filmmakers use more than one website as 

part of the project.  

The two filmmakers use their websites quite differently although the websites are 

prominent in both projects. For Sin by Silence, the website is a huge store of 

supplemental information both on the film and on the social issue of domestic violence. It 

does not contain streaming aside from the trailer. This is Not a Conspiracy Theory 

features the trailer but also provides a platform to purchase and see the film through 

VHX, the distributor, and to connect to the film on social media. 

Both filmmakers use social media, but Ferguson’s inclusion of the less popular 

network Google+ suggests that he may be sensitive to appealing to audiences who are 

part of an anti-Facebook backlash by people concerned about corporate violations of 

privacy—or at least branding himself as someone who is. This would make sense as his 

audience includes politically conscious viewers interested in conspiracy theories. Google 

plus also synchs with YouTube which allows viewers of his free “Episode One” share the 

film easily with their social networks on Google plus. Sin by Silence uses Twitter and 

Facebook extensively, but it approaches those two networks in different ways. The posts 
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on Facebook are less frequent than the Twitter posts, but, because of the nature of the 

platform, they often include more elaborate written content and photos. The Twitter posts 

(and re-tweets) are much more prolific than the Facebook posts but keep things shorter 

and rely less on the visual medium. Both social networks direct to outside sites that 

organize the information that the participants needed to further the political campaign. In 

that sense, both Sin by Silence sites operate toward a uniform goal throughout the 

campaign process. Twitter is used more for situations that incorporate liveness, such as 

live tweeting events and major television broadcasts, while Facebook is seemingly used 

with only a limited synchronous element—not moment to moment but, in the case of the 

political campaign, time-sensitive on a day-to-day scale. Managing all of this social 

media, aside from making the film, can clearly be an undertaking for the contemporary 

documentary filmmaking team.  

In these two cases, the importance of a web developer bears special mention 

because the two filmmakers’ access to this labor seemingly made their films much more 

viable from early stages. In Ferguson’s case, he did the early web development work by 

himself, and, in Klaus’s case, her husband donated the labor. These special cases 

dramatically reduced the labor cost barriers of the films regarding labor cost. Even if the 

filmmakers did choose to provide a salary or stipend for web design, they could pay a 

fraction of the cost or easily delay payment because of their relationship to the laborer—

in Ferguson’s case, himself, and in Klaus’s case, her husband.   
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The two films also indicate that the role of the “author” can be expansive—it can 

involve many different potential roles and it can extend in time much farther than 

filmmakers plan. “Author” is an expansive category that typically includes the 

conventional film roles such as producer, director, editor, and so on but in the Internet era 

now includes web design, online campaign management, social media management, and 

more. Unexpected twists in the filmmaking process can call on the authors to wear “many 

hats,” as Klaus says—many more than they initially planned.2   

Wanda Orlikowsky’s theory of “technology-in-practice” can shed light on the 

exploratory relationship of the filmmakers to new media technologies. Orlikowsky 

maintains that “structures of technology use are constituted recursively as humans regularly 

interact with certain properties of a technology and thus shape the set of rules and resources 

that serve to shape their interaction.”3 Both filmmakers, and Ferguson in particular, 

approach technology as a process. For Ferguson, his give-and-take relationship with 

technology started from the beginning: he approached existing infrastructures such as 

Kickstarter with creativity, and, by developing an alternative funding model that worked 

with YouTube and his personal film website, he allowed technology to work for him when 

it came to his particular needs of the production stretching out over time. He accepted 

funding before the film was started, much less complete. Moreover the physical space 

                                                 
2 Olivia Klaus, Personal interview, January 30, 2013.	  
3 Wanda J. Orlikowski, “Using Technology and Constituting Structures: A Practice Lens 
for Studying Technology in Organizations,” Organization Science 11, no. 4 (Jul.-August 
2000): 407.  
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between him and the funders reduce the need for him to be accountable, unlike had he 

solicited funds in person from donors. Klaus’s story of Sin by Silence also reflects the 

dynamic nature of technologies-in-practice. Where she was when she completed the 

finished film—a director with a DVD—changed when she began using social media to 

campaign for the cause. Moreover, when the legal circumstances changed, Klaus changed 

her approach. Her motivations changed as well as she became a committed activist.  

 

Form 

These two cases followed mostly straightforward formal patterns for the 

documentary. Sin by Silence shows that the long form feature documentary is clearly still 

a possibility for filmmakers, even in an age of increased expectations for web-based, 

hyperlinking and interchangeable material. The advice from the literature comes to mind 

when considering how the two filmmakers dealt with the wide array of new technologies 

available to them at the outset of their filmmaking project and the technologies that 

became more available or more relevant as the filmmaking process went on: “The trick is 

for us to not get intoxicated by the technology but to keep thinking about what we want 

to accomplish, what are the goals, then matching that technology with the message.”4 

This counsel, while a good rule of thumb, does not wholly reflect the ever-changing 

technoscape and continuous shifting of technological opportunities. In both of these 

                                                 
4 Diana Costello, “Adventures in Storytelling,” Documentary (February 2006): 42.	  
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cases, the technology available and/or widely adopted by audiences at the beginning of 

the project changed as the projects went on.  

Sin by Silence could have easily been a normal feature-length film without the 

World Wide Web. The web had no causal impact on the character-based social issue 

structure of the original film. However, variation from traditional documentary form in 

the Sin by Silence case includes the continuation of characters’ stories through social 

networks. While not altogether new—“whatever happened to?” news stories and follow-

up documentaries have always been part of film culture—social networks allow for more 

frequent updates with smaller barriers to communication. It is important to acknowledge 

that while these materials are “opt-in” and thus will not necessarily go to any audience 

member, they are very easy to access. Thanks to the Internet, story extension is possible 

for everyone who wants it or even who at one moment thought they wanted it enough to 

add the film on their Twitter or Facebook account. Klaus uses social media to extend the 

character arcs of the women prisoners and to continue the dramatic arc of her film. Once 

audience members connect to the documentary’s page on a social network, they are 

effortlessly connected to the documentary’s stories for as long as the documentary’s page 

is posting. It raises the questions, “When does a story really end?” and “When does the 

labor of a filmmaker end?”  

 For This is Not a Conspiracy Theory, the film’s form is mostly straightforward; 

the variation comes in the webisode format. Streaming video, obviously, is essential to 

the distribution of the film. While the documentary is a fairly standard expository 
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documentary relying heavily on the “voice of author,” in this case Ferguson is releasing 

the film over the web in multiple parts. From the first two episodes, it seems as though 

these episodes function as mini-films with a beginning, middle, and end. It is likely that 

the web-based format has influenced the form to a degree as Ferguson strives to both 

satisfy viewers with each episode yet bring them back for more.  

This webisode variation from traditional documentary form allows for 

opportunities for the director to fund the film as he goes along by offering part-by-part 

sales, generating revenue from the beginning parts that he can apply to fund himself to 

make the later parts. It also allows him to check in with audiences, formally and 

informally, to adjust the direction of the film. The extreme nature of Ferguson’s web-only 

project (at least at the moment—a DVD release is possible in the future when all parts are 

done) demonstrates that the primary site of a documentary, even one that is not a webdoc 

or interactive documentary, can be on the Internet. The DVD will come later, if at all.  

Both documentaries show limited use of formal interactivity. Outside of external 

sites used in the process with interactivity as an essential feature—such as Kickstarter or 

Facebook—the documentaries themselves do not offer interactivity for the viewer. While 

this is unsurprising for Sin by Silence, which was released as a traditional DVD, it is more 

significant that This is Not a Conspiracy Theory, as a web-only documentary, does not 

offer interactivity. While interactivity has been a fascination, both in the trade press and 

throughout scholarship, it has certainly not become the default in contemporary 

documentary productions. In fact, as discussed in the review of trade press, working with 
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the audience’s resistance to interactivity and lowering the technological barriers dominate 

the discussion at this point. Interactivity in these two cases takes place on the levels of 

distribution (through sharing on social networks) and funding (through crowdfunding).  

 

Distribution 

The predictions in the trade press that theatrical distribution has become much 

less viable and alternative distribution schemes must be found and refined if filmmakers 

want their voices to be heard—and money to be made—seem to be reflected in these two 

cases. Both films seemingly appeal to a niche audience which would have made theatrical 

distribution to a wide or even reasonable-sized audience a very unlikely scenario.  

 That said, the distribution methods of the two cases contrast dramatically. Sin by 

Silence, produced as a full-length DVD and not available on the web, followed a more 

traditional (although non-theatrical) hard copy method while This is Not a Conspiracy 

Theory created a model of distribution that relied on the web only. The choice of the Sin 

by Silence filmmaking team to travel and do outreach for the film on domestic violence 

issues reflects the social cause underpinning the film and, later, the possibility for direct 

action from audience members in support of the Sin by Silence bills. Distributing This is 

Not a Conspiracy Theory on the web only in webisodes seems to reflect Ferguson’s 

desire to reach his tech-savvy audience where they already are and to fund the film in 

pieces instead of securing all the money up front.  
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Both films show the relationship between distribution and form. Because Sin by 

Silence chose traditional distribution on a DVD, the film needed to be complete before 

distribution began. This is Not a Conspiracy Theory, however, is able to start distribution 

while the film is being made. Ironically, each installment functions both as part of the 

film but also as a commercial for what is yet to come, encouraging the audience to 

subscribe and to continue to be an audience and share the film on social networks. The 

alternative distribution method of This is Not a Conspiracy blurs the boundaries of pre-

production, production, post-production, marketing, and exhibition. 

 The historical fear that a website would be “about as compelling as an ad in the 

Yellow Pages” lingers in the back of Ferguson’s web-only project.5 The distribution plan, 

clearly a challenge of this project even with a filmmaker with a somewhat established 

reputation, engages the “self-distributor” VHX to help with providing a platform, a web 

address, and an easy-to-use payment scheme. VHX also helps tie the show to the author 

(and provide more semi-indie, start-up cultural capital to the author’s “brand”).  

 The threat of the economic repercussions of peer-to-peer sharing played heavily 

into Ferguson’s distribution plan. Because his first film built his reputation as an open 

and free media guru, it is likely that Ferguson’s expected audience had some skills with 

peer-to-peer sharing and probably not many qualms about “remixing” content. This of 

course came into direct conflict with his goal of establishing a secure financial model for 

                                                 
5 S.D. Katz, “Too Much of a Good Thing?,” Independent (November 1999): 7-8. 
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his filmmaking company. His approach—releasing the first installment as a free 

commercial (available on YouTube and the website) for the rest of the paid installments 

(available on the website behind a paywall)—seems more in line with a straightforward 

financial model unhindered by ideals of free media. However, he did express his 

intentions to allow media “pirates” to post the film on harder to access peer sharing sites 

(not the well-known and widely used YouTube, for example), indicating that he has 

maintained some of his open distribution ideals from his first project. Most significantly, 

developing a plan that incorporates peer-to-peer sharing on more elite networks played an 

important role in his distribution strategy.  

Social issue films with a “take action” imperative, such as Sin by Silence, have an 

inherent tension when it comes to restricting sharing. Kony 2012, for example, was 

completely free and sharable without any restrictions, over social media or otherwise. 

This likely increased the viral sharing of the film and the buzz. (Whether it actually 

impacted the social issue is another question, to be answered in another place.) Since a 

“double bottom line” instead of just an economic bottom line measures the goal of social 

documentaries with a direct action component, attempts to reduce sharing can potentially 

hurt the social issue success of a film. However, Sin by Silence’s agreement with Women 

Make Movies completely restricted all legal digital access to the film and probably 

discouraged much uploading and downloading even of parts of the film.  

 Multi-platform distribution for these two projects was limited to film, television, 

and Internet streaming. The order of Sin by Silence was first DVD then live, guided 
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screenings and home/organizational screenings with the screening kits, and finally 

television broadcast. It is likely that home and organizational screenings continued 

throughout the television broadcast era and likely continue to this day because of the 

educational component of the film. This is Not a Conspiracy Theory chose distribution of 

early ideas first through Kickstarter to build audience, then online streaming, and finally 

the possible follow-ups of DVD or television. Neither filmmaker pushed the envelope in 

developing new media alternatives for distribution such as to mobile apps. Both films 

demonstrate distribution models particular to themselves and, in Ferguson’s case, a 

model different from his previous film as well.  

 While social media was not directly used in either case to distribute the film, 

filmmakers employed social media to share information about access to the film. For Sin 

by Silence, social media helped raise awareness of screenings and television broadcasts. 

For This is Not a Conspiracy Theory, Ferguson used social media to announce 

developments. However, for This is Not a Conspiracy Theory, the Kickstarter campaign 

gave Ferguson more direct access through Kickstarter emails to his “core audience” 

which allowed him to share information in a more thorough and targeted way than a 

general social media post.  

 

Audience 

The rise of Internet culture, social media in particular, has presented the 

opportunity for the audience to have a more active role in the pre-production, production, 
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and post-production processes of filmmaking. Upon the growth of the Internet, 

documentarians and writers in the trade press theorized the audience: is it mass or niche? 

Will we have a core audience, and if so, will they be able to find us? Many people 

questioned what the “new” audience for documentary could and would look like. With 

more recent developments such as crowdfunding and social networking, direct 

connections to the audience can begin before the film starts and continue after the film 

has been released. Peers can become distributors and marketers for the film project.  

Ferguson does invite limited interaction with the text itself throughout all phases 

of production. Frequently, he solicits ideas from his core audience. He invites feedback 

on his ideas, asks for contributions to a draft of his script on a google doc, and answers 

audience-submitted questions. The “community” is also invited to subtitle his film into 

other languages and take a multiple choice poll over what supplemental material they 

would like Ferguson to include. However, he has stressed that he is ultimately the author. 

The text is only “open” in controlled and limited ways.   

Ferguson names the audience he begins connecting to on Kickstarter before the 

film is finished his core audience. These Kickstarter backers can begin to create buzz and 

promotion for the film online. This idea of the core audience, referred to in the historical 

trade press, is a concept that helps understand the role of the audience in the Internet as 

active in sharing word of mouth about the film, and in some cases, the film (or parts of 

the film) itself.   
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Launching a very early Kickstarter fundraising campaign allowed Ferguson to 

begin to connect with his core audience from a very early point in the pre-production 

process instead of after the film was completed. His choices to share his production 

process, including drafts and brainstorms, allowed this audience insight into the author’s 

mind. Ferguson makes many of his decisions transparent, and he shares his struggles with 

the writing and film development process as they happen, revealing the vulnerability of 

the author to the audience. The film is not presented as a final, untouchable product but 

rather an incomplete process—in this case literally, as it is not yet done.  

Media for two-way communication, such as YouTube comments, Kickstarter 

comments, and Facebook walls, allowed audience members to voice feedback to 

Ferguson throughout the process. While Ferguson seemed to plan for Kickstarter and 

YouTube being supportive and positive avenues for audience members to contact him 

throughout the process of filmmaking, these venues were also mobilized by audience 

members to express criticism of Fergusons and his delayed artistic process. For Klaus, 

Facebook and Twitter were used in a largely supportive way.  

Klaus made in-depth connections with the audiences in post-production when she 

launched the social issue campaign. In the case of Sin by Silence, the audience’s sharing 

on Facebook and re-Tweeting increased the scope of the political campaign as well as 

awareness and interest in the film. Twitter and Facebook were used to publicize the film 

alongside the issue of domestic violence. Relying on peer sharing of tweets, Facebook 

posts, and petitions, the social campaign broadened the audience for the film and, she 
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theorizes, probably included many people who did not see the film and, perhaps, never 

will since it is not available for free nor can you purchase it for online streaming. Klaus, 

however, also emphasizes that in-person, grassroots audience building can help to 

develop a committed audience for a film and a social issue campaign: “Shaking hands, 

myself and Brenda talking after the film. It helped seal the deal with people to get it. It 

was such a scary and intimate topic, a space to be there in person and connect with 

people. People in the audience had experienced abuse, were going trough abusive 

relationships. Person to person made the biggest difference in creating the longevity.”6 

Klaus attributes her success in helping pass the Sin by Silence bills largely to the 

screening tour and sees the social media campaigns as an add-on.  

Determining any potential political impacts of Sin by Silence can be difficult to 

prove exactly although the film contributed at least in part to the outcome of the passage 

of the Sin by Silence bills and subsequent retrials for many of the women in prison. When 

it comes to defining impact for a film such as Sin by Silence, Matthew Nisbet argues that 

films should be understood within a “‘discourse culture’ surrounding an issue: 

influencing activist groups, stakeholders, decision makers, and journalists across stages 

of film production and distribution.”7 In this case, it could mean focusing on the social 

                                                 
6 Olivia Klaus, personal interview. 	  
7 Matthew C. Nisbet, “Introduction: Understanding the Social Impact of Documentary 
Film,” in Documentaries on a Mission: How Nonprofits Are Making Movies for Public 
Engagement, ed. Karen Hirsch. (Center for Social Media): 4, published March 2007, 
accessed Sept 20, 2014, 
http://www.cmsimpact.org/sites/default/files/docs_on_a_mission.pdf, 	  
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media campaign, the filmmakers, legislators, and so on, recognizing that the film itself 

was only one of the factors creating social change. Nisbet also advocates for “expanding 

the definition of impacts”8 not just focusing on easy-to-measure tangibles such as box 

office receipts (or DVD sales in this case). He also recognizes the role of documentary 

films as “media agenda-setters,” explaining that documentaries can “raise attention to 

issues in the news” and “also often interject their own alternative frames into coverage.”9  

Bill Nichols reminds us to look at broader contexts as well, writing that documentaries 

are situated “within a larger arena of social debate and contestation.”10 In other words, a 

film takes place in a larger context and any impacts could occur because of a combination 

of factors.   

When it comes to understanding audience participation as a particular distribution 

of power, as scholars such as Sherry Arnstein, Nico Carpentier, and Mirko Tobias 

Schafer maintain,11 Sin by Silence can more easily be argued to be participatory 

compared with This is Not a Conspiracy Theory. Arnstein’s argument of including “have-

                                                 
8 Nisbet, “Introduction,” 14.	  
9 Nisbet, “Introduction,” 3. 	  
10 Bill Nichols. Introduction to Documentary (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press, 2001): 141. 	  
11 Sherry Arnstein, “A Ladder of Citizen Participation,” in The City Reader, 2nd ed., eds. 
R. T. Legates and Frederic Stout (London: Routledge, 1999/1969) 238-250; Nico 
Carpentier, Media and Participation: A Site of Ideological-Democratic Struggle 
(Chicago, IL: Intellect, The University of Chicago Press, 2011); Mirko Tobias Schaefer, 
Bastard Culture!: How User Participation Transforms Cultural Production (Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 2011).	  
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nots”12 situates Sin by Silence as a film that has enabled participation by, at the very least, 

the very disenfranchised women prisoners having their voices heard. Because of the 

activist nature of the film, the women occupy a place as both subjects of the film and 

ones most directly affected by the social justice elements of the film project.  

Arnstein argues: “Citizen participation is a categorical term for citizen power. It is 

the redistribution of power that enables the have-not citizens… to be deliberately 

included in the future… In short, it is the means by which they can induce significant 

social reform which enables them to share in the benefits of affluent society.”13 For 

Arnstein, true participation works toward social inclusion of citizens whose voices have 

not been as strong in politics. While proving direct causality in the case of Sin by Silence 

affecting the law is not a possibility, it is reasonable to assume that by involving the 

women prisoners in the film and the subsequent campaign, Klaus created true inclusion 

of the “have-nots”—the women prisoners. By Arnstein’s definition, this would be one 

element of participation.   

The case of Sin by Silence shows that the web can indeed be used for political 

participation. In this case, the filmmaker strategically directed the collective power of an 

audience, a diverse group which even changed over time to include the grassroots 

organizations and viewers Klaus was touring to see, the women prisoners who wanted to 

have their voices heard, organizations committed to helping domestic violence survivors, 

                                                 
12 Arnstein, “A Ladder,” 240.	  
13 Arnstein, “A Ladder,” 240. 	  
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lawmakers and decision makers connected to the issue of domestic violence, and the vast 

audience of Twitter and Facebook who may or may not have seen the film. The online 

campaign for the passage of the Sin by Silence bills represented in part “clicktivism.” 

With its online petitions and requests for Facebook and Twitter shares, the filmmaker 

harnessed these clicks into an effective infrastructure and pipeline. The connection to the 

outside world—in this case the legislator Fiona Ma—was cultivated from a chance 

encounter. Furthermore, the influential partner organization change.org also picked up 

the cause to share with its pre-existing social issue base. This shows that “clicktivism” 

can be used to effective ends if it is properly goal-directed and harnessed by a leader as 

part of a strategic effort.  

Carpentier presents another schema to understand types of participation, 

distinguishing between “ritual and symbolic forms of communication,” which he 

describes as “mediated quasi-interaction,” instead of content-related participation or 

structural participation.14 For many people who have contributed their online signature or 

their Facebook share, it does raise the question of whether the participation is indeed 

merely “ritual and symbolic” rather than more accurately defined as content or structural. 

However, to reduce the actions of the online campaign followers to “mediated quasi-

interaction” does not seem to do justice to the political impulse involved in signing and 

sharing the petitions and offering information on one’s personal Facebook and Twitter 

                                                 
14 Nico Carpentier, “Participation Is Not Enough: The Conditions of Possibility of 
Mediated Participatory Practices,” European Journal of Communication 24, no. 4 (2009): 
409.	  
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account to other potential contributors. While it is true that the crowd did not generate 

much unique content and instead followed a leader with a plan, it does seem like their 

politically committed contributions, such as sharing on their own wall or tweeting about 

the film and the bill, should be acknowledged as more than “mediated quasi-interaction,” 

even if the work of the audience followed very strict templates (such as Facebook 

sharing) and did not contribute to the content of the film or the larger structural change 

overall.  

Henry Jenkins’s more techo-optimistic notion that participatory culture can allow 

political life to integrate with daily life, without being overtly political, describes such the 

actions on Twitter and Facebook in a more positive way.15 The political movement that 

helped pass the Sin by Silence bills relied in part on “fans” of the movie. Jenkins traces 

the “prehistory” of online political activity groups such as Moveon.org and Meetup.com 

from both “the alternative media movement, to people’s radio, underground newspapers, 

activist zines, early Web activism, and the emergence of the ‘indy’ media movement in 

the wake of the World Trade Organization protests in Seattle” and “efforts of fans to 

connect online and exert their combined influence to protect their favorite shows.”16 

While the actions of proponents of new legislation for domestic violence crimes are not 

the same as fans uniting to save “Buffy the Vampire Slayer,” the connection Jenkins 

makes to fandom and participation can help frame the Sin by Silence campaign as 

                                                 
15 Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide (New York: 
New York University Press, 2008): 208.	  
16 Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 220. 	  
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something both political (about the Sin by Silence bills) and cultural (about the movie 

itself). Because it is a documentary, becoming a “fan” of a film about such a compelling 

social issue can possibly translate into taking an interest in the issue in “real life,” such as 

marching at the Capitol for the Sin by Silence bills.  

Neither Ferguson nor Klaus expressly noted “making an impact” as his or her 

primary purpose for making a film as, for example, the filmmakers did the more 

politically explicit Kony 2012 did. The website for Kony 2012 states, “Could an online 

video make an obscure war criminal famous? And if he was [sic] famous, would the 

world work together to stop him? Or would it let him remain at large?”17 The filmmaking 

team clearly publicizes its purpose as ensuring that Joseph Kony does not “remain at 

large”—a concrete impact.   

Ferguson, however, does not articulate specific goals for his current production. 

But because he cites the social justice Occupy Movement as his motivation for making 

the film, it can be inferred that he is hoping to make an impact of some sort. Although she 

was not expecting it at the outset, Klaus became involved in a very concrete impact-

oriented campaign to change domestic violence law in California and greatly affect the 

lives of her subjects, the women inmates. Her initial desires included a desire to help by 

telling the stories of the inmates and improving the quality of their time in prison, but a 

goal of the film eventually morphed into making a different sort of impact.  

                                                 
17 “Kony 2012,” Invisible Children, last modified 2014, accessed July 15, 2014, 
http://invisiblechildren.com/kony/.	  
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Situating potential outcomes for This is Not a Conspiracy Theory is different from 

Sin by Silence because Ferguson does have particular outcomes in mind and he has not 

finished his film. While connected to the Occupy movement, the political content of the 

film is not particularly goal-directed. Aside from the traditional documentary filmmaker’s 

goal of educating and informing, Ferguson’s additional goal of “impact” is creating a 

sustainable business to employ himself and others. David Whiteman’s “coalition model” 

can make sense of this.18 He argues that impact studies “must conceptualize films as part 

of a larger process that incorporates both production and distribution (not simply as a 

‘product’ for consumption).”19 The production and distribution cycle are important here 

because they are part of the idea that the filmmaking company will be a small business. 

Whiteman further asserts that the ideal impact model “must consider the full range of 

potential impacts on producers, participants, activist organizations, and decision makers 

(in addition to the typical focus on citizens).”20 In this case, the impact on citizens writ 

large may not be the most important part of the film. Traditional goals of education 

remain, but the concrete goal of affecting the lives of a small number of filmmakers by 

employing them regularly can also be considered an impact in Whiteman’s coalition 

model.  

                                                 
18 David Whiteman, “Out of the Theaters and Into the Streets: A Coalition Model of the  
Political Impact of Documentary Film and Video,” Political Communication 21 (2004): 
51-69.	  
19 Whiteman, “Out of the Theaters,” 52. 	  
20 Whiteman, “Out of the Theaters,” 52. 	  
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The case of Sin by Silence shows that impacts or outcomes are not always 

deliberately orchestrated from the outset but that, in some cases, outcomes can evolve 

from the process of filmmaking, distribution, and exhibition. Impacts from This is Not a 

Conspiracy Theory remain to be seen, but it is likely that the film will attain some of its 

more abstract goals such as informing the audience, changing minds, generating 

discussion, and directing attention toward an issue. Ferguson also hopes for impact on the 

lives of his employees as he pursues a successful business model.  
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 Sin by Silence  This is Not a 

Conspiracy Theory 
Film website x x 

Director website  x 

Production Company 
Website 

x  

Google plus   x 

Facebook x x 

Twitter x x 

Pinterest x  

Vimeo   x 

Email updates  x  (through Kickstarter) 

DVD x Perhaps forthcoming 

Online distribution  x (VHX) 

Hard copy distribution x (Women Make 
Movies) 

 

Television distribution x (as specials, 
Discovery TV) 

Perhaps forthcoming 

Crowdfunding x (Gofundme for an 
inmate) 

x (Kickstarter for the 
film) 

Change.org/ online 
petitioner 

x  

 

Figure 5.1: The use of media in Sin by Silence and This is Not a Conspiracy Theory 
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Conclusion 

 

The two case studies, Olivia Klaus’s Sin by Silence and Kirby Ferguson’s This is 

Not a Conspiracy Theory, illustrate that changing technologies and practices regarding 

their use have affected the way that documentary filmmakers are approaching their 

audience and distribution plans. With regards to form, watching a documentary now is 

not altogether different from watching one before the changes brought about by digital 

technology although far-reaching possibilities are routinely explored in interactive 

documentaries. This conclusion walks through some theoretical implications of this 

dissertation, recommendations for practitioners, and suggestions for future research.  

 

Theoretical Implications 

The two cases show that, as of now, there is not a formula for making a 

documentary film and accompanying media project. Yochai Benkler’s idea of the 

“feasibility space” or Jennifer Slack and J. Macgregor Wise’s theory of the “cultural 

field,” both of which frame the relationship of people to technology as a process-based 

relationship in which neither humans nor technology but the combination drive change, 

can be fruitful to explaining what is happening. Knowing that documentary technology 

and what people want from documentary technology are swiftly evolving, it makes sense 

to continue to study films in a case study format both to understand the full process and 
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to add material to the archive in this period of rapid change. Understanding the “how” of 

these cases shows that not only are the practices not the same, but the concerns of the 

filmmaking team, which may differ dramatically, will affect this as structuration theory 

predicts. These diverse aims affected the approaches toward audience, distribution, and 

form.  

From a theoretical perspective, the two studies have called into question whether 

arguing about “reality” and “truth” in documentary theory necessarily holds relevance 

with the filmmakers or their publics. For This is Not a Conspiracy Theory, Internet users 

do engage with notions of truth, reality, and representation, largely in the context of the 

documentary's subject: conspiracy theory. But in Sin by Silence, the truth of the matter 

seems taken at face value. This problem was conspicuously absent from the trade press 

reviews of Sin by Silence, demonstrating that the academic and theoretical interest in the 

abstract question may not have deeply affected standard discourse for practitioners or 

audiences unless a specific problem develops. 

Understanding representing reality serves a very important role in Ferguson’s 

project because he asks the audience to consider that a lot of what they believe about the 

world around them is the product of “conspiracy” thinking. This is Not a Conspiracy 

Theory relies on a narration, archival images, and even fictional images from popular 

film to “prove” certain truths about reality. In Sin by Silence, neither the filmmaker nor 

any of the proponents of the film and its social justice motives brought up any questions 

of the problematic nature of truth in the documentary. While this concern still has a role, 
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as, for example, the debate in the press around the manipulation and inaccuracies of Kony 

2012 has demonstrated, representational truth only occupied a central place in one of 

these two films. Further research could investigate the role in web-based culture of 

paratextual materials serving the function of prompting an interrogation of truth and 

reality. For example, message boards such as Reddit and social media sites such as 

YouTube can provide platforms for debates around such topics that are invisible when 

one only studies the film itself. In This is Not a Conspiracy Theory, the audience 

reception shows active questioning and debate of the truth of the film and also the nature 

of truth and reality itself.  

Documentary impact proved to be a key desire for Klaus but not for Ferguson. 

The case of Sin by Silence shows the relevance of questions of impact to filmmakers who 

devote time, money, and effort to addressing a social issue. While much of the theoretical 

literature stressed the possibilities of politically inflected participation and much of the 

historical literature stressed the possibilities of formal interactivity and participation, 

neither case showed a strong commitment to participatory ideals either in creating form 

or in acting politically. Ferguson stressed how much he wanted ultimate authorial control 

over the final product, but, when talking about the politics of her film, Klaus favored the 

term impact. The term “impact” takes the focus of participation beyond the politics of the 

author/audience relationship to larger issues of media influence and effects. Although the 

concept of impact brings up problems of proving cause and effect on events (and all the 

other drawbacks of media effects research), some agreement in accepting the possibility 
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of the film to impact “reality” must be reached as funders and filmmakers pour over 

justifying the effort, time, and money spent on making and using a film to further a cause.    

From structuration theory and technology studies, one can see that the filmmakers 

connected to these multimedia, multiplatform, “assemblages” I have called documentary 

film projects both worked within “feasibility spaces” with “technology-in-practice.” In 

other words, the filmmakers demonstrated active, creative thought when choosing from 

the available technologies for the purposes of their projects and choosing how to use 

those technologies. Even when they used the same technologies, such as social media, the 

filmmakers often used them differently because of the strategies of their film project.  

Moreover, both projects show the importance of Slack and Wise’s idea of a 

"cultural field" as “a field of forces, relations, processes, and effects.”1 Studying the use 

of technology in these two films requires analyzing the films themselves, the 

relationships to audiences, and the greater context in which they are situated. Looking at 

the process of the use of technology over the course of the film projects—one of which is 

“finished” but continues to have follow-up screenings and social media communication 

with audiences and one of which is “unfinished” and has had an ambivalent response 

from viewers so far—it is possible to see that the ways filmmakers use technology cannot 

be easily predetermined from the outset. Klaus became a social media campaign manager 

because the project asked it of her; Ferguson has suffered some criticism from audiences 

                                                 
1 Jennifer Daryl Slack and J. Macgregor Wise, Culture and Technology: A Primer (New 
York: Peter Lang, 2005), 123. 	  
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because he chose to use a crowdfunding platform with expectations of timelines and 

deadlines that he did not meet. The idea of the cultural field allows for the deep 

consideration of a broader view of the film within its context. It also allows for 

considering the passage of time, new factors that develop, and constantly changing 

circumstances within which the filmmakers are working.  

These two cases also demonstrate the ongoing popularity of traditional 

documentary form. Neither project used the more experimental possibilities of web 

narrative, instead relying on conventional narrative strategies and documentary modes. 

While this makes sense for Klaus because she distributed the film via hard copy into 

typical exhibition venues, it is more surprising for Ferguson. With its voiceover narration 

from the director, This is Not a Conspiracy Theory engages the expository mode, the 

same mode as many of the earliest documentaries ever made—Night Mail (Harry Watt 

and Basil Wright, 1936) or The Plow that Broke the Plains (Pare Lorentz, 1936). The 

most notable feature of the film itself—that it offers almost no original footage—serves 

both as a testament to the possibilities of remix culture and also as a clue to pause and 

think about what exactly the audience expects now for something to be a documentary. 

While the YouTube audience seemingly took no issue with this fact in light of the 

amount of research and development that goes into producing a conspiracy theory 

documentary, the YouTube audience did take issue with a nontraditional funding model 

that left many viewers feeling uninterested in contributing to further parts while 

Kickstarter members have expressed some sentiments about being swindled and cheated.  
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Sin by Silence shows the importance of other platforms for continuing ongoing 

narrative and story arcs. Social media, particularly Facebook, allowed Klaus to stay 

connected to audiences and frequently update them on the lives of the women prisoners. 

“Will XXX get out of prison?” served as an ongoing major dramatic question that 

reoccurred on Facebook for many of the women. Story arcs either concluded with a 

widely publicized “Yes!” or remained open with a “Not yet, but…”  

Theories of structuration contribute the idea that filmmakers should be seen as 

relevant actors within a cultural field that includes many cooperating and competing 

processes. Technology and human actors both interact within assemblages in a dynamic 

relationship. This approach emphasizes both the available technologies and the choices of 

filmmakers to accept or push the boundaries of those technologies. Theories of 

participation frame the investigation into the relationship of the filmmaker with the 

audience as something inflected with power. The questioning of theorists into what 

comprises “true” participation provides a balanced approach to techno-optimistic ideas 

that take for granted the agency of audiences. Although participation theory has many 

conflicting rubrics and paradigms, they all suggest looking closely and deeply into the 

audience relationships and, potentially, impact, outcomes, and social change.  

 

Practitioner Recommendations  

Insight on the effect of the rise of the World Wide Web on documentary form, 

distribution, and audience relationships can inform filmmakers’ relationship to their 
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work. First, with regards to form, it seems as though the current mediascape, even with 

its emphasis on new media practices, does not require anything exceptional with regards 

to formal experimentation—unless, of course, one decides to work in the very different 

field of online documentary. The same basic strategies of documentary storytelling, 

canonized by Bill Nichols, seem to apply. A heavy reliance on narrative character and 

story arcs made social media a natural fit for extending the story of Sin by Silence, while 

for This is Not a Conspiracy Theory, a film with no characters per se and no narrative arc 

across its argumentation about conspiracy stories, social media did not operate to create 

any narrative extension.  

These two case studies have also demonstrated that distribution can still be 

considered a wide open question. While the World Wide Web has expanded the potential 

options for distribution, including, as seen with This is Not a Conspiracy Theory, “self-

distribution” with help from an outside company that specializes in online distribution, 

there does not seem to be an obvious or simple path to having one’s film seen. The trade 

press reflected over time a tension between perceptions of the World Wide Web as an 

unparalleled opportunity to reach niche audiences but also as a potential cacophony in 

which the viewer would not be able to find what he or she wants (or even know what is 

out there). This tension still seems to affect filmmakers. Having a pre-existing social 

media following, connected to the author and not the film, has helped Ferguson navigate 

the complicated terrain of distribution as has his contracting with VHX Internet video 

distribution. Klaus instead relied on a grassroots campaign to lay the foundation for her 
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social media campaign. It bears mentioning, however, that Klaus began her work with Sin 

by Silence before using social media for film was common, which may have affected the 

emphasis she put on “real life” methods of extending the work of the documentary. She 

did not tour at all with her follow-up short, Life After Manson (2014), for example. 

Instead she relied on festivals, a straightforward social media presence, and the great 

fortune of being distributed by the New York Times Op-Docs section. This led to a wave 

of publicity and Life After Manson being highlighted on additional web venues such as 

Vimeo and Hulu Plus.2 Sin by Silence, of course, required a different approach to social 

media because of the accompanying social justice campaign and the different 

technoscape when the film was produced.  

Developing an audience, an essential element of a documentary film project, can 

begin far before production on the film closes. Ferguson’s concept of the “core 

audience,” one which can be expected to aid in the word-of-mouth publicity and the 

online distribution of the free teaser/advertisement portion of his film, can be useful in 

planning how to motivate devoted viewers to aid in the production process. The case 

study on Klaus’s project provides a detailed example of how an author and social media 

manager can shape an audience into a political force. In short, it takes an intense 

investment in time and energy, a strategy, and, in this case, a connection to an influential 

person who could drive the actual political process.     

                                                 
2 Olivia Klaus, Life After Manson, New York Times, August 4, 2014, accessed November 
17, 2014, http://www.nytimes.com/video/opinion/100000003038775/my-life-after-
manson.html.	  
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Suggestions for Future Research  

As the importance of “impact” continues to rise when it comes to what funders 

and audiences expect of documentary, it would be especially important to follow what 

technological advances seem driven by the impulse to measure “saving the world” in a 

quantifiable way. Situating documentary production within a cultural field that includes 

funders, evolving requirements on grant applications, a perceptive shift from 

documentary as “art” to documentary as activism, and limited feature film exhibition 

spaces and public television opportunities can allow one to understand the interplay 

among all these factors. For example, Ferguson’s project, which offers no way to 

measure “change,” would be a much more difficult venture to sell than a project such as 

Klaus’s which, although she did not plan it from the outset, included an elaborate 

activism and social media campaign.    

Moreover, an in-depth study of an interactive documentary could lead to a “state 

of the field” with regards to the technological possibilities available to filmmakers. Even 

though interactive documentaries are not widespread nor are they used in conventional 

full-length documentaries, a study could help understand the formal palette from which 

filmmakers are choosing. Innovations such as hyperlinks, live chat, webcam interactivity, 

and more are used selectively in interactive documentary now. As more documentaries 

such as Ferguson’s web-only project are produced, it seems possible that a space will 

develop for documentaries that are not fully webdocs but do incorporate more formal 

interactivity into more mainstream documentary form.  
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It would also be fruitful to study how major documentary granting agencies have 

changed in both their application requirements and the types of films to which they award 

money. Many funders, such as ITVS (The Independent Television Service), for example, 

now ask for and expect, to more or less degree, a “transmedia” element for funded films.3  

Many funders also ask for detailed explanations of impact plans and strategies. An 

interview with Cara Mertes from the Ford Foundation is characteristic of the direction in 

which many funders are looking with regards to documentary: documentary filmmakers 

need to explain how the film will “make a difference in the world?”4 The old-fashioned 

phrasing of goals of changing minds and informing people, of course, are no longer 

valued when funders ask for concrete “measureables” and “deliverables.” With regards to 

impact, further research could help clarify and explore the nuances of the growing trend 

toward concrete and specific goals for funding documentary film.  

As transmedia elements for securing funding become the norm and, as these two 

case studies have shown, no pre-existing pattern or template yet exists for their use, a 

systematic investigation of the types of funding and guidance available to use them can 

help paint a broader picture of the overall possibilities. . A recent article featuring an 

interview with Griffin Dunne, director of the documentary-in-progress on the life of Joan 

                                                 
3 “ITVS: LINCS,” ITVS, accessed September 20, 2014, 
http://www.itvs.org/funding/lincs.	  
4 Bryce J. Renninger, “Cara Mertes, Head of Ford Foundation’s Just Films, Explains 
Why Thinking About Impact Will Make Your Doc Better,” Indiewire, December 13, 
2013, accessed November 10, 2014, http://www.indiewire.com/article/cara-mertes-head-
of-ford-foundations-justfilms-explains-why-thinking-about-impact-will-make-your-
documentary-better-yes-really.	  
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Didion, We Tell Ourselves Stories in Order to Live, asserts that the filmmakers needed to 

prove the financial viability of the topic with a crowdfunding campaign before funders 

would take him seriously. The article states, “In regards to why he choose to use 

Kickstarter, Dunne admitted he had a hard time finding financing before turning the 

crowdfunding option. He noted that he hopes the funds will make the task of securing 

post-production backing and distribution easier.”5 As these additional steps in the process 

require additional resources and expertise, further research could help examine the effects 

of these new demands on documentary filmmaking culture.  

With regards to the theme of power relationships in cyberspace—namely whether 

the digital space could create radical freedom or just replicate pre-existing capitalist (and 

corporate) structures, these two films show that the early tension still exists. For 

filmmakers, it seems as though the Internet still presents the confounding combination of 

free media and capitalist values. There is, of course, irony in a film about conspiracy-

thinking being inspired by Occupy, an anti-capitalist movement, holding as its primary 

goal developing a sustainable business for its producer/director. Ferguson built his 

reputation on an open media project, advocating for the free use of older media by new 

filmmakers and other artists who were “remixing” the material to make something new. 

Although his new project does make some concessions to open media, such as providing 

                                                 
5 Samantha Hurst, “Co-Director of the Kickstarter-Success Joan Didion Documentary 
Discusses Crowdfunding & Popularity,” Crowdfund Insider, November 3, 2014, accessed 
November 5, 2014, http://www.crowdfundinsider.com/2014/11/54741-co-director-
kickstarter-success-joan-didion-documentary-discusses-crowdfunding/.	  
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the first episode available free and not stopping peer-to-peer sharing networks, aside from 

the big site YouTube, he is still firmly situating this new project within the capitalist 

paradigm. However, for Ferguson, a sustainable business is the method to be able to work 

full time on his art, instead of freelancing for other people’s projects when he needs more 

money. His position firmly reflects the conversation in the trade press that identifies the 

tensions surrounding the best ways to make a living wage in a landscape with ever-

increasing options for distribution but still seemingly not an obvious or easy way for 

independent and web-based filmmakers to make money. Work that continues to explore 

how documentary filmmakers are operating economically with an ever-shifting terrain 

can help understand the new structures in cyberspace and what kinds of freedom and 

what limitations they create for filmmakers. 
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