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Summary 

 

Introduction 

In this thesis I evaluate the efficaciousness of the academic discussion on the 

ethics of documentary filmmaking. In the discourse, scholars have 

presupposed and ethically evaluated a certain documentary practice. I aim to 

assess a specific contemporary practice: author documentary filmmaking, a 

practice that allows for a filmmaker’s personal artistic expression. Does the 

interpretation of the practice as it is presupposed in the discourse reflect such 

a practice as well when it comes to issues that demand ethical consideration 

or that have a moral dimension? And if not, what might such a contemporary 

practice look like and what consequences would the differences have for the 

ethical evaluation of documentary filmmaking? 

 

Scholarly discourse 

With a focus on the filmmaker-participant relationship, the research question 

focused on which moral issues filmmakers and participants encounter in the 

everyday practice of making documentary films and how they deal with such 

issues. The scholarly documentary discourse includes a discussion of moral 

issues deemed relevant to documentary filmmaking as well as a few initial 

strategies considered appropriate for dealing with such issues, or for 

preventing them. In addition, scholars discussed a number of contextual 

aspects of influence on the experience of, and on dealing with such issues. In 

discussing the ethics of documentary film and filmmaking, scholars also 

considered the documentary participant, and characterized her as vulnerable 

with respect to the consequences of documentary representation, ignorant 

about the documentary practice, and as having nothing to gain from her 

participation. 

After distilling the moral issues, strategies, and contexts from the 

discourse, I supplemented this list by interviewing seventeen Dutch author 

documentary filmmakers and asking them for examples from their own 

experiences. These respondents most notably mentioned additional strategies, 

and this painted a more dynamic picture of the documentary practice in this 
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respect than did the scholarly discourse. 

I investigated the contemporary practice of author documentary 

filmmaking by means of two subprojects. The perspective of filmmakers on 

their profession I investigated through a survey and the perspective of 

participants I investigated through interviews. 

 

Filmmakers’ perspective 

To measure the extent to which filmmakers had experienced the moral issues 

and strategies derived from the literature and the initial interviews, and in 

which production and personal contexts this had happened, I designed a 

survey. My sample consisted of filmmaker who had had a film screened at one 

or more of twelve international documentary film festivals worldwide. After a 

pilot study, I invited 659 filmmakers to complete the questionnaire; in the end, 

the data of 158 respondents were included in the analysis. 

For the analysis I relied on an Exploratory Factor Analysis, which 

uncovers patterns in a dataset. The results of the survey indicated a general 

division between communicative cooperation on the one hand and unsolved 

conflict on the other, with an uncooperative participant somewhere in between. 

Taking into account the extent to which filmmakers reported experiencing 

patterns of cooperation and conflict, dominating were filmmakers’ efforts to 

cooperate with the participant with the interests of the film in mind, while 

relying on their professional position and abilities to get what they needed for 

the film. Conflict surfaced in various patterns and can be regarded as a 

relevant part of the experience, as a majority of filmmakers indicated 

experiencing such conflict, though to limited extents. I used variables about 

the participant, the filmmaker, and the project to investigate the extent to 

which such contextual variables could predict the experience of cooperation 

and conflict. For the patterns related to communication and cooperation, the 

most important predicting variables were the position of the participant in the 

project (as a single or one of a number of central participants), the budget of 

the project, and the duty to make the best film possible; for the patterns 

related to conflict these were cultural similarity, filming and editing time, the 

controversy of the content of the film, the willingness to meet financiers’ 

wishes, the willingness to compromise depending on the interests at stake, 
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and whether or not the filmmaker had had some philosophy and/or ethics 

education. However, the statistical calculations indicated that the predictive 

strength of such variables in general was very limited: they could only predict 

small differences between filmmakers and their relevance was therefore 

limited. 

 

Participants’ perspective 

To include the perspective of documentary participants on the practice of 

making documentary film, I interviewed four Dutch documentary participants: 

Alex, Ben, Chris, and Debby. These respondents I found after consulting a 

number of Dutch documentary producers about suitable projects and 

participants.  

I analysed their interview accounts by investigating what these 

respondents said about their experiences, with a focus on what was most 

salient in their accounts rather than on answers to my questions. I also used 

concepts salient in the survey results as sensitizing concepts. In addition I 

considered how these four talked about their experiences. The analyses 

provided an understanding of the various experiences, which I characterised 

as joy, learning, and self-representation, as well as of participants’ attitude 

toward the project and toward the interview. In respect of the various concepts 

relevant to documentary filmmaking and ethics, these case studies indicated a 

similar result to the survey: cooperation, communication, and trust dominate 

the experience, and conflict, including disagreement, different points of view, 

and conflict proper in the form of interruptions to the cooperation between 

filmmaker and participant, plays an important supporting role. All 

respondents disagreed with the filmmaker at some point and all tried to affect 

the project and safeguard their interests. In addition, the participants’ 

accounts pointed to a variety of consequences of participating in a 

documentary project, both positive and negative.  

 

An alternative practice 

These empirical results provide an insight into the documentary filmmaking 

practice that challenges the interpretation of the practice presupposed in the 

documentary discourse at several points. They invite an alternative 
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understanding of the documentary practice and the role of the participant in 

it. Based on the empirical findings, a practice surfaces in which the participant 

is actively involved in and committed to the project; in which conflict in a 

broad sense is a recurrent but non-decisive element of the filmmaker-

participant relationship; in which conflict is dispersed and local, as is the 

exchange of information and giving consent; and in which communication, 

trust, and commitment act as a safety-net for conflict. Given the limited 

number of cases in this research, this alternative practice can be understood 

as a specific manifestation of the practice of author documentary filmmaking, 

where others might exist in addition. 

In short, this alternative practice might be described as follows. 

Filmmaker and participant cooperate in a project in which both are committed 

to make a compelling film and both weigh their interests against the interests 

of the other and of the film. Although the filmmaker is in charge of the creative 

process, the participant controls her contribution by controlling her disclosure 

and reconsidering her consent in situations of conflict. Mutual and continuous 

exchange of information, questions, and concerns, making conflict explicit, 

helps create an environment of trust in which such conflict can be negotiated 

safely, without detrimental consequences for the project. 

 

Conclusion 

The results of the empirical research projects discussed in this thesis merit a 

revision of the scholarly discussion of documentary filmmaking ethics. More 

specifically, they merit a paradigm-shift. The discussion about an ethics of 

documentary filmmaking must first of all include a participant as partial co-

creator, committed and involved in the project; communication as a vehicle to 

carry filmmaker and participant co-creatorship, including facilitating the 

exchange of information, questions, and concerns, and the building and 

fostering of trust; and conflict as a means to negotiate and safeguard their 

respective interests. Within the documentary project, for which cooperation is 

the point of departure, conflict exists in instances in which the participant 

challenges the authority of the filmmaker and exerts influence on the content 

of the film by refusing or promoting specific content.  

In this practice, different ethical questions surface. These questions do 
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not primarily concern the need for the filmmaker to protect the participant 

from harm ensuing from her representation in a documentary film, but rather 

the negotiation of partial co-creatorship and of the respective interests of 

filmmaker and participant in the process of making the mutually desired 

compelling film. 

 


