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ABSTRACT

This study examines four contemporary American documentary films that 
managed to “cross-over” into mainstream cultural space: The Thin Blue Line, 
Roger and Me, Brother’s Keeper, and Crumb. These four films are a part of the 
ever-increasing “hunger for reality” that has been omnipresent in American 
popular culture in the past decade.

Unlike the vast majority of cultural expressions within this “reality boom,” 
these four films and a slew of other “fringe” documentaries are not being 
absorbed into the literal and figurative “dominant way of seeing.” These films 
are successfully challenging hegemonic discourses through their content, form, 
and representational approaches.

Of course, these films are not radical documentaries that have managed 
to slip into the mass culture consciousness. Many of their approaches and 
ideas indeed support the “dominant way of seeing." But it is precisely this 
textual instability, this friction between progressive and regressive elements, 
that makes these films so fascinating and so very important. The “inner 
struggles” of these films are able to spark “outer struggles” in the critical 
reception of them, and, out of these critical “outer struggles,” debates arise on 
crucial issues that rarely if ever get addressed in mainstream journalism or 
fiction film.

This study will look at five different sets of instabilities within these films: 
reflexivity and authenticity, subjectivity and objectivity, the “open” text and the 
“closed” text (which will spark other related instabilities like agency and 
passivity, truths and truth, polyvocality and univocality, etc.), mobile and fixed 
social positioning of subordinated subjects, and subversion and acceptance of 
source material.

The sentiment undergirding this study is that these documentaries are 
promising signs in that they indicate that there is still space within mainstream 
American culture where genuinely alternative and progressive voices can be 
heard, a space where expression can spark some degree of self-consciousness 
and self-criticism within mainstream audiences. These films prove that a 
mainstream cultural expression can affect positive social change if it can 
successfully satisfy both progressive and regressive impulses.
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UNSTABLE COMPOUNDS: 
PROGRESSIVE AND REGRESSIVE IMPULSES IN 

FOUR CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN DOCUMENTARIES 
AND THE PROSPECT FOR SOCIAL CHANGE



...Send me a postcard, drop me a line, 
Stating point of view 

Indicate precisely what you mean to say 
Yours sincerely, wasting away,

Give me your answer, fill in a form, 
Mine for evermore,

Will you still need me, will you still feed me. 
When I’m sixty four.

“When I’m Sixty-Four,” The Beatles



INTRODUCTION

The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences came under attack in 

1990 when Michael Moore’s critically acclaimed documentary film Roger and 

Me was denied a nomination for Best Feature Documentary. One of the driving 

forces in the backlash against the Academy’s decision was a protest letter that 

was drafted by documentarian Pamela Yates, signed by forty-five prominent 

filmmakers, and eventually circulated throughout the film industry. The letter 

dealt primarily with structural flaws in the selection process and with potential 

biases of certain members of the screening committee, but, in a brief section, 

Yates suggested that there was an underlying problem in the way that the 

Academy perceived documentary film itself. According to Yates, the Academy 

has a “narrow-minded approach to what documentary films are,” 1 and she feels 

that this approach has significant ramifications upon the documentary world, 

filmmakers and audiences alike. Many filmmakers and most audiences have, 

Yates asserts, unfortunately come to accept the Academy’s restrictive approach 

to documentary as the only acceptable approach, the model for documentary 

discourse.

From 1990 to 1994, similar protests were launched when other 

popular and innovative documentaries, including Brother’s Keeper and Paris is 

Burning, were also denied nominations for Best Feature Documentary. After 

the Academy announced its 1995 nominations for best documentary, another 

backlash erupted when Hoop Dreams, a. feature-length documentary that

1 Glenn Collins, “Film Makers Protest to Academy,", The New York Times, 24 February 1990,
13 (L).
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ended up on more than one hundred critics, film societies, and review boards’ 

“ten best” lists, was only nominated for Best Editing in a Documentary. Unlike 

the Roger and Me reaction, the mass media helped propel the Hoop Dreams 

backlash. The decision of the documentary screening committee was harshly 

criticized in high circulation magazines like Time a n d People as well as in major 

newspapers like The New York Times and The Wasington Post.

The Academy finally heeded the voices of protest. Shortly after the 

awards ceremony, it was announced that “procedural changes that will affect 

which [documentary] films are eligible, how they will be evaluated, and who will 

sit in judgment of them”2 would be instituted for the 1996 nominations. Among 

the notable changes are the establishment of a second screening committee in 

New York, the requirement of a mandatory seven-consecutive-day screening in 

a theater in New York or Los Angeles in order for a film to gain eligibility, and the 

institution of a policy that committee members must watch all the eligible films in 

their entirety.

While some gripe that these changes are merely cosmetic and do not 

indicate a fundamental change in the institution’s conception of documentary 

film, some stress, in contrast to Yates and the other concerned documentarians, 

that Academy recognition is not important or necessary for today’s 

documentaries. On a financial level, this has proved to be the case, for the films 

that have been at the center of the nomination controversies have, for the most 

part, turned gigantic profits in terms of documentary revenue. Both Hoop 

Dreams and Roger and Me, after benefiting, ironically, from the massive media 

exposure generated by their Oscar snubbings, earned over seven million 

dollars in box office receipts (which is at the level of most Hollywood “flops”).

2 Barbara Bliss Osborn, “Quick Fix for Doc Picks," The Independent 18.9 (November 1995),
P- 6.
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And yet, despite the claim by many critics that the nominations “shouldn’t be 

taken seriously as meaningful gauges of quality” 3 and that, as one critic 

proposed during the Hoop Dreams backlash, “the real mystery isn’t the baffling 

taste of the committee, but why we take the awards so seriously,”4 the truth is 

that filmmakers (including those whose films were snubbed) and the viewing 

public do take and will continue to take the awards seriously.

Pamela Yates was correct in her assessment that the nominations have 

an enormous amount of power in molding the viewing public’s conception of 

documentary film and that, by continuing to favor only certain types of 

documentaries, the Academy is discouraging “the exploration of new means of 

representing personal issues and political and social problems.” 5 The 

Academy has a set of standards for the documentary category, however 

amorphous and officially undefined they may be, where other categories like 

Best Picture might be said to be governed by “rules.” Although there are 

obviously exceptions, these standards normally exhibit the following biases: 

objectivity over subjectivity; subject matter over filmmaking style; concrete facts 

or singular, totalizing truths over indeterminacy; stories about the “triumph of the 

human spirit” over dark, unsettling, or politically charged topics; fixed social 

positioning of subject and filmmaker over mobility of or challenges against 

social position; and respect of source material over parody or subversion of 

sources.

The level of commercial success and mass media visibility that the 

“snubbed” documentaries have enjoyed, a level that nominated documentaries

3 Carl Plantinga, “The Mirror Framed: A Case for Expression in Documentary,” Wide Angle 13. 
2 (April 1991), p. 41.

4 David Ansen, “Why Did Oscar Drop the Ball on ‘Hoop Dreams’ ?” Newsweek (March 27, 
1995), p. 72.

5 Plantinga, “The Mirror Framed,” p. 41.
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normally do not even begin to approach, indicates, however, that the power 

base is expanding in terms of who is influencing viewers’ conception of 

documentary. The boundary between non-fiction and entertainment continues 

to blur throughout American popular culture, and, in the past decade, there has 

been a keen interest in the visual form of this blurred terrain, “a new hunger for 

reality on the part of a public seemingly saturated with Hollywood fiction.” 6 

Reality is being commodified more than ever before through television and film, 

and this is being done both inside and outside the traditional non-fiction outlets, 

traditional television journalism and so-called “educational” films. A major 

result of this is that documentaryjilm is beginning to lose many of its typical 

connotations. The documentary is no longer viewed as necessarily boring and 

sober; there can be just as much “entertainment value” in a documentary as 

there is in a Hollywood blockbuster. But, like the blockbuster, the documentary 

that seeks to garner a mainstream audience cannot ignore the desires of 

consumers. The documentary filmmaker who tries to cater to these desires 

feels he has no inherent obligation to the standards and tradition of 

documentary film that have developed over the course of this century.

And yet, the irony is that, despite all the apparent reformulations that 

documentaries undergo as they move into popular culture, the vast majority of 

mainstream documentaries leave the ideological foundation of non-fiction 

representation intact. For example, reality-based television programs might 

appear to be the utter antitheses of the Academy’s nominated films but, in fact, 

they are both driven by the same traditional, restrictive, and ultimately 

hegemonic assumptions about non-fiction representation, assumptions that

6 Linda Williams, “Mirrors Without Memories: Truth, History, and the New Documentary," Film 
Quarterly46.3 (Spring 1993), p. 12.
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always “leave basic structural conditions unchanged.” 7 The paradox of reality 

television is that it lays out the path of subversion by cruising the “boundaries of 

normalcy” but ultimately “reduces potential subversion” of representation “to a 

comestible glaze.” 8 The “snubbed” documentaries are far enough away from 

the television mentality that their subversive elements are not absorbed and 

directed against themselves as in reality-tv.

It would be a mistake, however, to see these “snubbed” documentaries 

as radical documentaries that are challenging the very foundation of non-fiction 

representation. These films are in many ways just as committed to conventional 

approaches and assumptions about documentary as they are to more 

innovative, iconoclastic strategies. Where the nominated films remain on the 

conservative side of the Academy’s beforementioned bias fence, these films 

shuttle back and forth between sides, between objectivity and subjectivity, truth 

and indeterminacy, victim and hero, pastiche and parody, and so on. They 

speak both in the hegemonic, regressive, and conventional voice and in the 

subversive, progressive and utopian voice. Critics are mistaken when they favor 

one of these voices over another in their analyses of these films but also when, 

if they do acknowledge the presence of these two voices, they choose to dub 

these films middlebrow or moderate. These films are not compromises; they do 

not settle into “comfortable iconoclasm.”9 ~

In his “Notes on Deconstructing the Popular,” Stuart Hall argues that 

culture should be seen as a field of domination and contestation:

There is a continuous and necessarily uneven and unequal 
struggle, by the dominant culture, constantly to disorganise and

7 Bill Nichols, Blurred Boundaries, Bloomington and Indianapolis, Indiana University Press, 
1994, p. 60.

8 Ibid., pp. 44-5.
9 Bill Nichols, Representing Reality, Bloomington and Indianapolis, Indiana University Press, 

1991, p. 75.
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reorganise popular culture; to enclose and confine its definitions 
and forms within a more inclusive range of dominant forms. There 
are points of resistance; there are also moments of supersession.
This is the dialectic of cultural struggle.10

A number of recent works in cultural studies have explored how domination and 

dissension co-exist within a single cultural phenomenon. Eric Lott and Dale 

Cockrell have demonstrated this idea in their studies of blackface minstrelsy by 

highlighting the contradictions and paradoxes inherent in a cultural expression 

normally thought to be nothing but an instrument of racial domination. They 

suggest that there were actually contradictory impulses at work in minstrelsy, “a 

dialectical flickering of racial insult and racial envy.” 11 Melvin Ely has also 

explored the ambivalent and complex aspects of blackface in his analysis of the 

Amos ‘n - Andy radio program by examining how cruel stereotypes mingled with 

humanizing elements of semi-realism within the show. These ideas have been 

brewing in literary criticism for a number of years. Literary critics have 

examined not only how certain modern and postmodern texts exhibit a system 

of “sliding signification” in which multiple and even contradictory meanings co­

habit the same textual space but also how these texts can have a dialectic 

occurring within their very structure and authority. Hyper-reflexive strategies 

can make texts loci of both “authoritarian and emancipatory energies.” 12 

Cultural studies scholars and some literary critics are endlessly 

fascinated by the ever-shifting nature of meaning and power, by the texts that 

appear self-explanatory and one-dimensional at first but reveal a realm of

10 Stuart Hall, “Notes on Deconstructing ‘the Popular’,” in People’s History and Social Theory, 
Raphael Samuel, ed., London, Routledge and Kergan, 1981, p. 233.

11 Eric Lott, Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class, New York 
and Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1993, p. 18.

12M ‘ Keith~B66ker,  ̂Flarih O'Brien, Bakhtin, and Mennippean Satire, Syracuse, Syracuse 
University Press, 1992, p. 42.
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ambiguity, indeterminacy, and dialectical struggle after a closer inspection.

This study will look at four commercially and critically successful documentaries 

which were denied nominations for Best Feature Documentary by the Academy- 

- The Thin Blue Line (1987), Roger and Me (1989), Brother’s Keeper (1992), and 

Crumb(1994)--and attempt to demonstrate that at the core of each of these films 

is a series of dialectical struggles. It will hopefully become clear that these films 

are not middle ground syntheses of progressive and regressive extremes but 

zones of contestation where extremes are constantly engaged with one another. 

This study is broken down into five chapters, and each chapter deals with a 

different set of extremes. Chapter One explores the dialectic between reflexivity 

and authenticity in these films. Some brief comments about cinema verite and 

direct cinema are made in this chapter in order to establish what authenticity 

and “strategies of authentication” mean in terms of documentary film. Chapter 

Two deals with the tension between objectivity and subjectivity in these films. 

This set of extremes inevitably opens up a number of related sets of extremes, 

like involvement and detachment, art and argument, the interactive impulse and 

the expository impulse, and so on. Chapter Three shifts the focus from form to 

content and tackles the question of truth claims in these four films. An important 

issue in this dialectic is determining who has the power in setting the truth of the 

film--the filmmaker, the subjects, or the viewer? It will hopefully become clear 

that these films are both polyvocal and univocal, both “open” texts and “closed” 

texts, both able to encourage and deny viewer agency. Chapter Four will 

continue with issues explicitly relating to power by exploring how these films 

negotiate their representation of subordinated subjects. Because all of these 

films offer a high degree of self-conscious sympathy towards these subjects, the 

dialectical see-saw of identification and “othering” constantly moves up and
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down. Chapter Five will look at a specific apsect of these films, how they use 

archival footage to represent the past, and attempt to show how crucial the 

attitudes toward these images really are. This dialectic between pastiche and 

parody is a fitting conclusion because it effectively demonstrates how 

paradoxical and complex the line between hegemony and subversion can be.

The significance of the dialectical struggles of these films is that they 

have provoked mirroring struggles in the critical responses to them, and these 

critical struggles are significant because they have created forums on issues 

that have never been discussed on such a large scale. Controversies, like the 

fusses made over the Academy Award nominations or Michael Moore’s playing 

loose with the facts in Roger and Me, open debates, and these debates raise 

important yet normally unasked questions. These films attempt to spark some 

degree of change in society by directly and indirectly posing questions that 

never get posed on a mass level, but a larger “meta-question” hovers over 

these films-do their questions really incite change? Debates and forums are 

nice, but does anything substantial come out of them? Do these critical 

struggles actually perpetuate problems by making people think that, by having 

an opinion, they are acting on the problem?



CHAPTER ONE 

DROP ME A LINE, STATING POINT OF VIEW

According to legend, when Louis and Auguste Lumiere publicly unveiled 

one of the first motion pictures, Arrival of a Train at a Station, to an audience in 

Paris in December 1895, the sixty second film literally overwhelmed a number 

of the amateur viewers. As the filmic train pulled into its station, shrieks erupted 

from the audience, and several onlookers sprang from their seats in order to 

dodge the oncoming train. Of course, it did not take too many public 

screenings before audiences realized that what they saw on the screen was not 

reality incarnate but actually a two-dimensional image, a seductive illusion of 

presence.

The notion that a pure, unadulterated reality could be recorded on film 

and re-presented at different place and time did, however, persist. In the 

documentary tradition, this idea hit its peak with the rise of direct cinema and 

cinema verite, two documentary approaches developed in the United States, 

France, and Canada in the late fifties and sixties. Robert Drew and Richard 

Leacock pioneered the direct cinema movement in the United States, producing 

an impressive number of direct cinema documentaries, most as programs for 

major television networks. Their most well-known project is Primary (1960), an 

all-access look at the race for the Democratic Presidential nomination between 

John Kennedy and Hubert Humphrey. One of the key figures in the 

development of cinema verite was French ethnographic filmmaker Jean Rouch. 

His most influential film was Chronique d ’un ete, in which the filmmaker

11
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approached pedestrians in Paris, asked them whether they were happy or not, 

and then later filmed them in the studio as they reacted to the street footage.

The two approaches are formally divergent but share the same 

assumption and purpose. The direct cinema filmmaker aspires to absolute 

invisibility and attempts to create the illusion that his subjects are wholly 

unaware of the camera’s presence. The audience is supposed to feel like they

are observing the events like a “fly on the wall.” The cinema verite filmmaker’s
\

presence is not invisible but, in direct contrast, ever-visible and purposefully 

obtrusive. He is constantly “provoking” his subjects in order to “bring hidden 

truth to the surface.” 1 All the profilmic events in direct cinema are theoretically 

spontaneous and “real” because they are being observed in a detached and 

non-interventionist fashion. The cinema verite filmmaker intervenes to strip 

away the gloss over reality, and, thus, what he discovers underneath the gloss 

is purely spontaneous and therefore purely “real.” Despite the differences, the 

two approaches both operate under the assumption that a stable social reality 

exists and that it can be recorded on film.

The early direct cinema and cinema verite filmmakers utilized mostly long 

and medium shots (there were virtually no close-ups), almost always avoided 

musical scores and voice-over narration, and only minimally edited their raw 

footage. The portable equipment granted these filmmaker total mobility for the 

first time in motion picture history, but this mobility obviously affected the 

aesthetics. Because of the “on the run” nature of the shoot, the image was often 

“wobbly” or unfocused and the sound was occasionally muffled, but these 

imperfections were proof of the “authenticity” of the events captured on film. 

Leacock hailed the direct cinema approach as a major breakthrough not just in

1 Erik Barnouw, Documentary: A History of Non-Fiction Film, New York and Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 1993, p. 255.



documentary filmmaking but in the recording, preserving, and interpreting of 

history. He felt that the direct cinema film was unparalleled in its historical 

accuracy because it was devoid of ideology and authorial points of view He 

claimed that the purpose of observational, or uncontrolled cinema, was “to find 

out some important aspect of our society by watching our society, by watching 

how things really happen as opposed to the social image that people hold 

about the way things are supposed to happen.” 2 The paradox of Leacock’s 

vision was that, on the one hand, he maintained that these records of reality 

liberated viewers from pre-concieved, imposed meanings and allowed the 

viewer ultimate interpretative space, the freedom to construct the meaning of the 

filmic events in absolute independence, but, on the other hand, he also 

asserted that these films could find tangible, fixed truth, “some important aspect 

of society.” The problem with these early direct cinema films was that they were 

“open” texts but only open within a limited range, a range (un)consciously set by 

the liberal agenda of the filmmakers.

The triumph of direct cinema was shortlived. Filmmakers like Frederick 

Wiseman began to apply the shooting techniques that Leacock and others had 

pioneered but were, unlike the earlier “purists,” skillfully manipulating their raw 

footage during the editing process. Wiseman did not pretend that his films were 

direct records of reality or epiphanic vehicles into universal truth, and his 

acceptance and embrace of the “constructedness” of the direct cinema film 

undermined, or at least questioned, the possibility of reproducing reality on film. 

He readily admits that his films are subjective creations, or “reality fictions” as he 

calls them, that reflect his view about the recorded events. The reality of 

Wiseman’s films, and by extension all films in general, is not inherent in the

2 Gideon Bachmann, “The Frontiers of Realist Cinema,” Film Culture; Nos. 19-23 (Summer 
1961), p. 18.



14

profilmic events but constructed by the filmmaker himself. As he explains, 

profilmic events “have no meaning except insofar as you impose a form on 

them.” 3

Today, theorists agree that the direct cinema and cinema verite 

approaches are not vehicles into the Real but only a set of aesthetics that signify 

the Real. The “style” pioneered by Leacock and Rouch can now be found in 

Hollywood blockbusters, sneaker commercials, and television police dramas. 

Direct cinema, cinema verite and their by-products cannot give the viewer 

reality; it can only give, to use documentary theorist Bill Nichols’ phrase, the 

“reality effect." Critics point to John Grierson’s original definition of 

documentary, “the creative treatment of actuality,” and stress that the creative, or 

manipulative "purists” might say, part of the definition is not just a potential 

component of documentary but actually its defining feature. Because there 

must always be a literal point of view in the recording process, reality cannot be 

unobtrusively recorded-it must be constructed from that point of view. The 

filmmaker must determine where that point of view will be, choose what will be 

filmed from that perspective, and eventually edit the recorded material into 

finished project. Because these “subjective” decisions are unavoidable, some 

degree of “constructedness” is inevitable in every film project. Leacock’s vision 

of the documentary as a direct reproduction of reality must, therefore, be 

rejected for the impossibility it presents; documentaries are not reproductions of 

reality but “rhetorical, expressive constructs"4 that comment on reality.

The four films I am focusing on immediately emphasize that they are

3 Barry Keith Grant, Voyages of Discovery: The Cinema of Frederick Wiseman, Urbana and 
Chicago, University of Illinois Press, 1992, p. 23.

4 Plantinga, “The Mirror Framed,” p. 47.
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“expressive constructs.” Crumb and The Thin Blue Line establish this in their 

opening credits sequences. The opening credits in Crumb are displayed as 

the camera slowly pans across a collection of wooden spools painted by Robert 

Crumb. The sorrowful “Nightingale Rag” and dark lighting juxtaposed against 

the comic and perverse drawings on the spools help establish the feeling of 

uneasy ambivalence that will permeate the rest of the film. This sequence, 

virtually indistinguishable from an opening sequence in a fiction film, signals 

immediately that the film is an expressive, artistic construct rather than a record 

of reality. When Morris displays the title “The Thin Blue Line” in his opening 

sequence, the words are displayed in the color blue, with the exception of the 

word “Blue,” which is displayed in red. Like Zwigoff, Morris uses his introduction 

to set up a mood and an idea that will reverberate throughout the rest of the film. 

Morris makes “two signifiers-language and color-conflict, leaving viewers 

confused about not only what they have seen but about what is the ‘truth’: is 

that word really red or really blue?” 5 This carefully crafted confusion signals 

that filmmaker Errol Morris accepts the inherent constructed nature of his film 

and that he will even use that constructedness to his advantage.

The opening sequences in Roger and Me andBrother’s Keeper not only 

establish that the films wilt be overtly expressive but also explicitly reveal that 

the expression is springing from a localized source, the filmmaker. Michael 

Moore begins his film with a clip of himself as a child. As the young Moore 

makes faces at the camera in an old home movie clip, the older Moore begins 

his voice-over with “I was kind of a strange child.” Although it soon becomes 

clear that the film is not (explicitly, at least) about Moore, opening with personal 

background material indicates that the film will be pursuing matters from

5 Lloyd Michaels, “ The Thin Blue Line and the Limits of Documentary,” Post Script 13.2 
(Winter/Spring 1990), p. 46.
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Moore’s point of view. In Brother’s Keeper, the opening shot attempts to 

simulate the feeling that the spectator is actually walking into the Ward brothers’ 

house--a hand is seen pushing open the door to the house, the brothers look up 

at the camera when it turns the corner and enters the room, and the camera 

operator sits down in a chair in between the two brothers. This scene cleverly 

shows that a human is indeed behind the film’s perspective, both literally and 

figuratively.

After the opening credits, Zwigoff stages a parody of the cinema verite 

approach. The camera films over-the-shoulder of Robert Grumb as he draws a 

cartoon of himself. In the drawing, the cartoonist lies sickly in his bed 

murmuring the words “I’m nauseous” as a menacing, black camera hovers over 

him. Off camera, Zwigoff faintly asks, “What are you trying to get at in your 

work?”, and Crumb laughingly responds, “I don’t express myself in conscious 

messages.” Zwigoff effectively demonstrates in this exchange what he will not 

be doing for the rest of his film. Unlike cinema veritists, Zwigoff will not attempt 

to reveal the real Robert Crumb by forcing his subject into spontaneous action 

and thereby creating “those exceptional moments when...there’s a revelation, a 

staggering revelation.” 8 In fact, Zwigoff’s film is as much about the frustration 

and even futility in trying to find Robert Crumb as it is about Robert Crumb 

himself: Terrence Rafferty states that “Crumb is willfully elusive, a fugitive by 

temperament, and...in the end, we find ourselves watching his dust.” 7 This 

failure on the part of the film to adequately pin down its subject is less a 

testament to the alienated, outsider sensibility of Crumb than it is the ultimate 

self-reflexive comment. In other words,Crumb demonstrates that identity, like 

the film, is itself an ever-shifting construction, a text without any fixed, orginal

6 Mick Eaton, ed., Anthropology-Reality-Cinema, London, British Film Institute, 1979, p. 61.
7 Terrence Rafferty, “The Current Cinema: Mr. Unnatural,” The New Yorker, 1 May 1995, p. 92.
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meaning or essence. In the same way that Bob Dylan is captured on film by 

D.A. Pennebaker in the documentary Don’t Look Back, Zwigoff’s film shows that 

the shell that subjects consciously construct around themselves in front of the 

camera is just as “real” as what is believed to be underneath that shell. It is 

important to remember, though, that it is not Crumb who reveals his chameleon­

like, anti-identity identity to the audience; it is Zwigoff who meticulously 

constructs and displays him as such. As the filmmaker readily admits, this 

portrait of the artist js only his portrait, his “version of things.”8

These films, then, operate reflexively in their ready insistence that they 

are personally expressive constructs. Errol Morris’ comments after the release 

of The Thin Blue Line can be applied to all four films: “All my films break with 

the basic tenets of cinema verite...! believe that cinema verite set back 

documentary filmmaking twenty or thirty years. It sees [documentary] as a sub­

species of journalism...There’s no reason why documentaries can’t be as 

personal as fiction filmmaking and bear the imprint of those who made them.” 9 

And yet, Morris’ film and the other three are not completely divorced from or, to 

use Thomas Waugh’s phrase, “beyond verite.” The conception that the new 

documentary of the seventies, eighties, and nineties has broken away from its 

“chafing in the verite strait-jacket” 10 is entirely inaccurate. The fact is that the 

vast majority of recent documentaries are engaged in a dialectic between the 

old assumptions of cinema verite and the more contemporary notions 

concerning reflexivity and constructedness. Filmmakers and theorists quickly 

debunked the dogged pursuit of authenticity on the part of verite and direct 

cinema, but the pursuit of the “reality effect” remained and became a powerful

" 8 Gary Groth, “The Terry Zwigoff Interview,” The Comics Journal, no. 179, August 1995, p. 88.
9 Peter Bates, “Truth Not Guaranteed: An Interview with Errol Morris,” Cineaste 14.1, (Spring 

1989), p. 17.
10 “Reality Invades the Cinema,” The Economist, 20 May 1995 p. 83.
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tool of authenticating representation. I am arguing that employing the codes of 

authenticity, using the “reality effect,” is a strategy of hegemonic control, for it 

actively denies an effective, self-reflexive glimpse into the text’s structure. The 

projection of a spontaneous, pure, and unadulterated reality, the “naturalistic 

illusion” 11 as Stuart Hall calls it, is so persuasive that it can consume the text’s 

reflexive gestures even when the text explicitly “bares the device,” i.e. when it 

freely exposes its constructed and subjective nature. In reality-based 

television, for example, reflexivity and potential social subversion are 

thoroughly squashed in the dogged pursuit of criminals and the illusion of 

authenticity. Some might view the naturalistic illusion of reality tv as just a well- 

packaged dose of entertainment, but it is, in fact, a powerful representation that 

helps maintain the “boundaries of normalcy” and, thus, the law-abiding world’s 

hegemony over the criminally “abnormal.”

Some might object to this line of thinking by citing the Rodney King 

videotape, an instance where the projection of a pure and unadulterated reality 

(the beating of King by four LAPD officers) effectively challenges rather than 

maintains the law-abiding world’s hegemony. It was, however, this very 

assumption that the tape was raw evidence, a record of reality that “spoke for 

itself,” that sabatoged the prosecution’s first case against the four officers and 

prevented any chance of real social change to come out of the case.

Spontaneity rips the historical moment out of historical context, and, even when 

moral outrage accompanies this spontaneity, the lack of context and the 

heightened emphasis on drama grounds the most subversive gestures. Bill 

Nichols asserts that a dependence on the melodramatic frame of the

11 Stuart Hall, “The rediscovery of ‘ideology’: return of the repressed in media studies,” 
Culture, Society and the Media Michael Gurevitch, Tony Bennett, James Curran and Janet 
Woollacott, eds., London, Routledge, 1982, p. 75.
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“naturalistic illusion" will always perpetuate a “dominant way of seeing” even if 

the intentions underneath the illusion are well-directed. He urges viewers to

break with the identificatory frame that binds us, as spectators, to a 
crime in terms of moral outrage rather than social change. Break 
with the narrative strategy of media reporting that develops 
suspense, anxiety, and catharsis rather than investigation, 
contextualization, and transformation. Break with the dramatic 
curve that constantly runs outrage to ground, short-circuiting efforts 
to move beyond the frame of immediacy to those structures and 
patterns responsible for the production of immediacy, sensation, 
and closure.12

A handful of film theorists, however, refuse to accept the notion that films 

that do not achieve liberating reflexivity use the “strategies of authentication” as 

a source of hegemonic power. Carl Plantinga feels that this idea is just Post- 

Structuralist hogwash, claiming that these strategies are “nothing more than 

implications and assertions about reality, coupled with attempts to persuade the 

spectator of their truth.” 13 This statement is certainly true, but it does not take 

into consideration that many types of representations, including reality-based 

television, disguise the fact that they are only making assertions and 

implications about reality. In these instances, the “strategies of authentication” 

function to persuade the viewer that the representations they are a part of are, in 

fact, reality. Representations that can effectively dismantle reflexivity have a 

disturbing amount of power over the viewer.

The Thin Blue Line, Roger and Me, Brother's Keeper, and Crumb all 

exhibit contradictory impulses towards reflexivity and authenticity, and this is the 

first level of dialectical struggle in these films. Despite the acknowledgement of

12 Nichols, Blurred Boundaries, p. 39.
13 Carl Plantinga, “Moving Pictures and the Rhetoric of Nonfiction: Two Approaches," in 

Post-Theory: reconstructing film studies, David Bordwell and Noel Carroll, eds., Madision, 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1996, p. 312.



constructedness, there are moments of overpowering spontaneity in these films 

that tempt the viewer to imagine the profilmic events as instances of 

uncontrolled reality and unmediated truth. These films may be formally distinct 

from classic verite texts, but the legitimizing and authenticating power of verite 

still lingers on: “It is doubly ironic, then, that the strategies found in these 

fashionable, mainstream postmodern documentaries remain wedded to the 

same principles of authenticity, if not the same rhetorical codings, as earlier 

styles.” 14 In The Thin Blue Line, the “reality effect” is subtle and difficult to 

discern among the flood of reflexivity but is evident in the film’s interview 

technique. Although the interview atmosphere is extremely structured in the 

technical sense (well-lit, stationary camera, etc.), it is completely different from a 

standard television journalist’s interview. Morris’ presence is not acknowledged 

until the final moments of the film (and then only his voice is heard), and his 

subjects appear to address the viewer rather than the filmmaker. Bill Nichols 

calls this technique the “pseudomonologue,” a strategy that shuts down 

reflexivity by “erasing the very mediations of filmmaker /subject/ viewer.” 15 The 

intimacy established between viewer and subject helps to authenticate the 

interview experience. 16 The sense is that the subject has broken out of the 

structured interview space of the conventional journalistic interview and out of 

the constructed identity that these formal spaces require. Morris coaxes his 

subjects into feeling comfortable enough to speak freely and naturally about 

events. Intead of cross-examining his subjects, Morris chooses to act more like 

a psychotherapist who will patiently sit and listen “until the truth naturally sorts

14 Paul Arthur, “Jargons of Authenticity (Three American Moments),” in Theorizing 
Documetary, Michael Renov, ed., New York and London, Routledge, 1993, p. 133.

15 Nichols, Representing Reality, p. 54.
10 Morris has recently developed a new type of camera, the “interrotron,” in which the subject 

appears to be speaking directly into the lens of the camera when he is actually in coversation with 
the slightly off-camera filmmaker.
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itself out."17 Subjects, like the three “witnesses" in The Thin Blue Line, are 

allowed and encouraged to think aloud and to casually float into asides about 

their personal lives. Morris feels that the truth in an interview session does not 

materialize in the heated pursuit of a good answer but in the seeming 

inconsequentiality of his subjects’ rambling; he states, “I like the irrelevant, the 

tangential, the sidebar excursion to nowhere that suddenly becomes 

revelatory” 18 Morris may foreground his text with reflexive posturing, but the 

interviews, which in many ways are the most crucial scenes in the film, rely on 

the “naturalistic illusion” for their power. He may claim that he has left the verite 

tradition behind, but the fact is that Morris and other practitioners of the new 

documentary still depend on the authenticating power of spontaneity.

Crumb and Brother’s Keeper also use the pseudomonologue technique 

to create the “naturalistic illusion” but incorporate some explicit direct cinema 

techniques as well. Joe Berlinger and Bruce Sinofsky, the filmmakers 

on Brother’s Keeper, work for Maysles film, a documentary company launched 

by Albert and David Maysles, two pioneers of the direct cinema movement in 

the United States. Unlike Morris, Berlinger and Sinofsky admit that they are 

“obviously influenced” 19 by direct cinema. This influence is particularly evident 

in the scenes inside the Ward brothers’ home. The camera movement is often 

shaky and the sound quality imperfect, and other than the occasional 

uninspired, overly general question, the filmmakers attempt to maintain a 

detached stance of invisibility and unobtrusiveness while in the Wards’ home. 

The scenes in the Wards’ home are not used ironically or as part of a greater 

“mosaic" structure of meaning as in Frederick Wiseman’s films but are included

17 Mark Singer, “Profiles: Predilections,” The New Yorker, 6 February 1989, p. 39.
"■Ibid., p. 39.
19 Ann Hornaday, “Shadows of a Doubt in a Tale of Death on the Farm,” The New York Times, 6 

September 1992, p. 16.
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for purely mimetic purposes. In Crumb, the direct cinema aesthetics are 

employed in almost all the scenes involving the artist-when Crumb and his wife 

take a walk outside their house, when he mingles at his art exhibit, when he 

visits his two brothers, when he wanders the streets of San Francisco-while all 

of the other characters and source material is shot in ways that are not meant to 

produce the “reality effect.” This is a clever strategy that helps bring the main 

subject of the film “to life.”

Michael Moore explicitly uses the cinema verite approach in Roger and 

Me; he uses an unstructured, hyper-obstrusive methodology in the hopes that it 

can bring “hidden truth to the surface.” In the scenes where Moore attempts to 

meet with GM chairman Roger Smith at GM Headquarters and at the Detroit 

Athletic Club, a slew of security guards, managers, and public relations men 

scramble and sweat as the camera records their every move. Their reactions 

have the same effect as a “no comment” or a hand that hides a face from the 

camera--it sets up these subjects as guilty conspirators, or at least as 

henchmen, who are protecting their beloved chairman from infiltration. What is 

easily forgotten is that this spontaneity is carefully controlled and manipulated. 

Moore is an “experienced journalist who knows perfectly well that getting in to 

see the chairman of anything without an appointment is virtually impossible” 20 

and that a cold and even antagonistic response is the most likely reaction to 

what he is attempting. And yet, Moore pretends to be wholly unaware that these 

types of obstacles might exist and reacts in apparent shock when these 

obstacles actually present themselves. His “Aw shucks” routine helps blur the 

fact that he has planned the entire event. Matthew Bernstein claims that “the 

spontaneity of his encounters...is undercut by our recognition that Moore has

20 Richard Schickel, “Imposing on Reality,” Time, 8 January 1990, p. 77.
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orchestrated all but the fine details of the profilmic event,” 21 but I would argue 

that most viewers do not recognize this undercutting. Instead, the spontaneous 

moment appears to most as painfully real and totally unorchestrated.

What makes Roger and Me and the other three films fascinating, then, is 

this complex inner struggle between the manipulative power of the “naturalistic 

illusion” and the liberating effect of reflexivity. Of course, it would be naive to 

suggest that reflexivity is always liberating, that it is the absolute solution to 

documentary’s problems. In the ever accelerating construction and 

deconstruction of cinematic conventions, reflexivity has frequently become just 

another convention. Like the “reality effect,” reflexive gestures are often used as 

mere “strategies of authentication”; where the “reality effect” creates the 

impression of reality, the “reflexive effect” creates the impression of textual 

liberation. The “reflexive effect” undoubtedly exists, but a smug cynicism can 

reduce all of reflexivity to the “reflexive effect." There are two forms of reflexivity- 

-Bill Nichols describes it as a “bipolarity of reflexive strategies” 22 - a  purely 

formal one which uses reflexivity as a convention, making the text “a loop which 

effaces social analysis,” 23 and a primarily political one, which attempts to call 

attention “to the other side of ideology where we can locate a utopian 

dimension of alternative modes of material practice, consciousness, and 

action.”24 Non-political reflexivity reminds the viewer in clever ways that the text 

is a just text, but political reflexivity attempts to take the viewer beyond this 

ironic realization and to bring him into engagement with the world the text 

represents. The four documentaries under examination incorporate both forms

21 Matthew Bernstein, “Roger and Me: Documentaphobia and Mixed Modes,” Journal of Film 
and VideoA6A (Spring 1994), p. 11.

22 Nichols, Representing Reality, p. 65.
23 Ibid., p. 66.
24 Ibid., p. 65.
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of reflexive strategies, and this constitutes an additional and more complex level 

of dialectical stuggle. They use reflexivity as a convention but also as a way to 

break convention. They yearn for the “reflexive effect” and for a truly reflexive 

effect, “an interrogation of the reality of representation.” 25

25 Ibid., p. 63.



CHAPTER TWO 

INDICATE PRECISELY WHAT YOU MEAN TO SAY

Several critics attacked Moore’s film because they felt that it was actually 

too constructed; they felt that Roger and Me was deceptive in its presentation of 

the facts. Harlan Jacobson initiated these charges in his interview with Michael 

Moore in the November 1989 issue of Film Comment Jacobson charged 

Moore with an number of inaccuracies in his film, the main one being that the 

film purports that the events represented occurred in a chronlogical fashion from 

1986 to 1988. Moore’s “starting point” is the massive wave of GM layoffs that 

devastated the town of Flint in 1986, but Jacobson pointed out that all of the 

public figures that seemingly came to Flint to inspire hope in the town after the 

1986 layoffs, including televangelist Robert Schuller and President Ronald 

Reagan, actually visited the city in the early eighties. In addition, the three 

commercial development projects purported to be reactions to the 1986 crisis 

all had opened and, except one, had also closed before 1986. After assaulting 

Moore with these facts, Jacobson stated that “we [the documentary audience] 

expect that what we are seeing there happened, in the way in which it 

happened, in the way in which we are told it happened” 1 and went on to 

compare Moore’s lies with the lies that the American public had been told 

concerning the Gulf of Tonkin incident. Moore responded to Jacobson’s 

“insulting” remarks by stating that he was not trying to be deceptive about the

1 Harlan Jacobson, “Michael & Me,” Film Comment25 (Nov.-Dee. 1989), p. 22.

25
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chronology but was attempting to present the viewer with a general sense of 

how GM wrecked the town of Flint during the decade of the eighties. When 

Jacobson later proclaimed that sequence is the “core credibility of the 

documentary,” Moore retorted, “All art, listen, every piece of journalism 

manipulates sequence and things...” 2 In a letter to Premiere magazine the 

following year, Moore addressed the chronology issue again:

And where are the chronology stories from all the chronology nuts 
about this year’s Academy Award-winning documentary feature, 
Common Threads: Stories from the Aids Quilf? Did the people 
with AIDS in the movie die in the order in which they appear? Of 
course they didn’t. But that discussion won’t take place in 
Premiere of the/Vew Yorker because it would be obscene. The 
point is, those people died and AIDS is a serious issue neglected 
by Washington. 3

There is no doubt that Roger and Me deliberately gives the impression 

that the events occurred in a “one-to-one causal fashion.” 4 Moore makes it 

seem as if he is rushing from one event and locale to another in a fluid march of 

time. But, this constant movement and zealous commitment to a linear temporal 

framework is often parodic, and critics may have missed Moore’s use of parody 

in this matter. When Moore wanders around the Grosse Pointe Yacht Club, the 

voice-over states that he has to “hurry back” to the Flint for the county fair, and 

later he tells the viewer that he has to “head back” to GM headquarters to try 

and meet with Roger Smith again. Nebulous phrases like “hurry back” and 

“head back” help paste together Moore’s sequencing, but critics like Jacobson 

did not recognize that the patchwork sequencing is self-consciously and 

purposefuily phony. Moore explained to Jacobson that his goal was “to tell a

2 Ibid., p. 23.
3 Michael Moore, “Who Framed Roger and Me?" Premiere, July 1990, p. 12.
4 Jacobson, “Michael & Me,” p. 16.
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documentary in a way they don’t usually get told,” i.e. in an explicitly creative 

and subjective manner that was not a slave to facts and a strict chronology.

Although Jacobson claims otherwise, the major problem he has with 

Roger and Me is its blatant disregard of, if not attack on, traditional forms of 

objective discourse. When Jacobson tells Moore that he holds him to 

“documentary film standards,” 5 he is implicitly referring to the standards of 

objectivity that have developed in journalism. The attack on the film’s 

sequencing reveals the crucial difference between objective, journalistic 

standards and non-objective approaches to reality. Jacobson and other 

supporters of the standards of journalistic objectivity equate truth with fact, but 

Moore’s film strives for an intangible, essentially “unprovable” type of truth, a 

truth, in the words of Errol Morris, that “isn’t guaranteed by anything.”6 Moore 

openly admits that he does not follow the conventions for building and 

supporting an argument as one would in an “article” or “college essay” but 

stresses that his film is nonetheless truthful because it shows "essentially what 

happened to this town [Flint, Michigan] during the 1980’s.” 7

Objective journalism relies on a mediating authority that is credible and 

professional, but Moore refuses to play that role: When asked for credentials 

upon his first attempt to meet with Roger Smith at the GM building in Detroit, 

Moore proudly announces in the voice-over that he cannot give the public 

relations official a business card because he does not have a business card.

The jeans and “I’m out for trout” baseball cap that he wears give him an 

“Everyman quality” 8 that sets him apart from the suit-wearing, professional 

appearance of network news anchors. In interviews after the film’s release,

5 Ibid., p. 23. “
6 Bates, “Truth Not Guaranteed,” p. 17.
7 Jacobson, “Michael & Me,” p. 22, italics mine.
8 Arthur, “Jargons of Authenticity,” p. 128.
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Moore often remarked on his technical ineptitude during the shoot, constantly 

playing his bumbling, ineffectual amateurishness off against the the polished 

and precise image of most news crews. When Moore and his crew infiltrate a 

GM plant on the day of its closing, they actually masquerade as a news crew 

from Toledo, but Moore claims that he “wasn’t sure what a news crew from 

Toldeo looked like.” Even while playing the part of the professional journalist, 

Moore still tries to distance himself from the image.

The mediator in objective journalistic discourse is usually expected to 

appear emotionally removed from the news, but Roger and Me subverts the 

role of the neutral, uninvolved transmitter of information by positioning Moore as 

the protagonist and (anti-)hero of the quest narrative. This technique disturbed 

several critics who claimed that the film should have “focused a little more on 

‘Roger’ and somewhat less on ‘Me’;” 9 These objections are founded on the 

“old journalism” assumption that the information transmitter should be 

committed to detachment, but Moore is a disciple of new journalism where 

subjectivity often permeates representation and the line between entertainment 

and news is blurred. Moore does not use the old journalism ploy of 

masquerading as new journalism by “subjectivizing” the project with 

humanizing elements, a strategy often found on local and national news 

broadcasts. Roger and Me is truly a subjective creation; every frame is driven 

by Moore’s well-defined political point of view He explicitly mocks some 

characters and sympathizes with others, and the distinct boundaries between 

these two sets of characters and the obvious fact that Moore identifies with one 

of the “sides,” is an approach rarely if ever seen in objective “discourses of 

sobriety.” 10

9 Gary Crowdus, “ Roger and Me" Cineaste, 17.4 (1990), p. 30.
10 Nichols, Representing Reality, p. 3.
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Moore’s uses a subjective approach not to completely debunk objective 

approaches but to demonstrate that there are multiple paths a filmmaker can 

follow in the pursuit of reality. In other words, he demonstrates that objectivity 

can be an effective and valuable approach for documentary filmmakers but 

should not be viewed as the defining feature of documentaries. Carl Plantinga 

explains that objectivity has no “necessary connection to the documentary film,” 

that

the field of documentary...is too diverse to admit the application of 
these standards [the standards of objective journalism] of research 
and evidence gathering to all documentary films. Why, for 
instance, assume that all documentaries present evidence in 
making an argument? Might not some documentaries have other 
functions? 11

Moore did not, however, simply incorporate an alternative method of 

representation (subjectivity). He went beyond this by also attacking the 

prevailing method (objectivity). His attack exposes that objectivity and 

subjectivity are competing modes of representation and that objectivity is the 

dominant mode . Objectivity is the dominant mode because it can successfully 

hide, like the codes of authentication of direct cinema and cinema verite, its very 

power and constructed nature. Objective documentaries give the impression 

that the image offered up is a glimpse of the world, and that the representation, 

although it has been physically constructed, has not been ideologically 

constructed. In the same way that direct cinema and cinema verite used 

spontaneity to rope off a domain of truth, the unquestionable nature of facts and 

the lack of an explicit point of view makes the objective journalistic 

representation appear to be a manifestation of unchallengeable truth.

11 Plantinga, “The Mirror Framed,” p. 43.
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The backlash in the sixties and seventies against observational cinema 

that was described earlier was not only a reaction to the false claims of 

objectivity in direct cinema and cinema verite but also a reaction to the 

unquestioned authority of journalism to represent the world. Those driving this 

backlash attempted to expose the fact that both “spontaneous” documentaries 

and television news “bore highly charged emotional statements beneath their 

posture of objectivity.” 12 The “new documentary,” which emerged in the 

seventies with the work of Emile de Antonio, helped establish that documentary 

representation cannot capturefhe world but onlya world. De Antonio’s work 

helped show that non-fiction films that contain nothing but facts and posit no 

explicit social theory do not make “assertions and implications” through their 

content but through, as Hayden White calls it, the “content of the[ir] form.” Bill 

Nichols asserts that

...objectivity is itself a perspective. Nonjudgmental, impartial, 
disinterested, and factually correct, objectivity nonetheless offers 
an argument about the world; its strategy of apparent self- 
effacement testifies to the significance of the world and the solemn 
responsibility of those who report on it to do so impartially and 
accurately...13 ?

The objective documentary attempts to hide the fact that it is formed 

ideologically and that it is playing a part in the “actual construction of social 

reality.” 14

The objective approach to reality can in itself be seen as a 

metanarrative, one of the many grand, legitimizing narratives that help

12 Thomas Waugh, “Beyond Verite: Emile de Antonio and the New Documentary of the 
Seventies,” in Movies and Methods.Volume 2, Bill Nichols ed., Berkely, Los Angeles, and 
London, University of California Press, 1985, p. 253.

13 Nichols, Representing Reality, p. 127.
"Ibid., p. 10.
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compartmentalize the past, present, and future. These grand narratives do not 

reveai the truth about events as much as the ideologies and strategies beneath 

them. The fiims examined in this paper attempt to reveai the postmodern idea 

that cuiturai space is a zone of contestation where metanarratives can be 

exposed and cnaiienged. These fiims do not retreat into subjective 

compiacency but work to deveiop the “remarkable awareness of the conditions 

under which it is possible to intervene in the political and cuiturai construction of 

truths, [truths which,] w'niie not guaranteed, nevertheless matter as the 

narratives by which we live." i5 Documentaries like Roger and Me and fiction 

fiims iike JFK  reveai that objectivity is a “nonjudgmentai, impartial, 

disinterested, and factuaiiy correcf narrative but one that it difficult to challenge 

because it is remarkably capable at hiding its power. Geraia Early describes 

the goai of postmodernism, one that can be applied to these recent mainstream 

documentaries:

what postmodernism...wishes to accomplish is undermining 
bourgeois inteiiectuaiisnrfs assumption about a search for 
universal truth and the iaeai of objectivity by arguing that 
bourgeois inteiiectuaiisrrrs fetisniz;ation of objectivity and universal 
truth were illusions to mask its own quest for power by hiding the 
epistemological roots of its own politicization. i6

Of course, a number of film theorists deny that objectivity is a poiiticaiiy 

motivated methodology. Noei Carroii examines a public television program 

entitled City of Corai, a documentary that adheres to the fact-based, 

disinterested discourse of objectivity, and declares that he cannot find any

15 Williams, “Mirrors Without Memories,” p. 14.
,£ Gerald Eariy, American Education and the Postmodernist impulse,  ̂American Quarterly 

45.2 (June 1S93), p. 223.



32

“garden-variety political assumptions” 17 embedded in it. He then slams 

postmodernists and poststructuralists who might find these assumptions 

embedded within the program, stating that this type of approach to non-fiction 

film is a “methodological paranoia...a strategy adopted by humanities 

departments to legitimatize themselves.” 18 What Carroll does not recognize is 

that the political power of City of Coral is not in its content but in its perpetuation 

of the legitimizing power of objectivity. Carroll cannot accept that even the most 

seemingly “benign” representation “relates to or is ideology,” 19 that the 

depiction of “reality” is always politically charged.

There are two scenes in the films I am analyzing that are worth 

mentioning for the clever ways they demonstrate the clash between objective, 

sober representation and subjective, “personalized” representation. In a short 

scene in Crumb that was probably meant as a comment on Robert Crumb’s 

relationship to his son rather than as an exploration into the contested nature of 

representation, Robert and his son Jesse are filmed as they both sketch from 

nineteenth-century photographs of female insane asylum inmates. The 

difference between their sketches is essentially the difference between 

objective and subjective representation. Jesse’s sketch is faithful to the original 

and extremely detailed, i.e., purely realistic, but Robert’s sketch is less detailed 

and more stylistically expressive. Robert’s chief concern is not to be faithful to 

the original but to take one aspect of the photograph, the most important aspect, 

and exaggerate it. The recognition and representation of the most important 

feature of this photograph, the sneer on the woman’s face, involves astute

17 Noel Carroll, “Nonfiction Film and Postmodernist Skepticism,” in Post-Theory: 
reconstructing film studies, David Bordwell and Noel Carroll, eds., Madison, University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1996, p. 294.

1B Ibid., p." 2997“
1sTrinhT. Minh-ha, “Documentary Is/Not a Name,” October52 (Spring 1990), p. 85.
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perception, conjecture, and imagination. Robert believes that there is a slight 

trace of indignation in the woman’s smile and attributes this feeling to the fact 

that she probably had to sit for the photograph for an extended period of time. 

The sneer is given an imagined context and is then exaggerated. The film 

does not, however, imply that the two sketches are equally valid depictions of 

the photograph’s reality. The elder Crumb’s sketch is assumed to be “better”; 

he is teaching his son how to break away from the desire for perfect mimesis. 

This “desire for a mimetic relation with nature” 20 is the primary component of 

bourgeois art, and the elder Crumb is attempting to steer his son away from the 

confining grip of bourgeois ideology.

In Brother's Keeper, the media’s objective portrayal of the Ward brothers 

is constantly juxtaposed against the filmmaker’s more intimate and “subjective” 

depiction of them. The best example of this juxtaposition is the scene of the 

benefit that the town of Munnsville hosts in support of Delbert Ward. The 

filmmakers’ “approach” mingles with the media’ approach at the benefit, but the 

two approaches significantly differ in their representation of the event. 

Throughouttfoger and Me and in the beginning of Brother's Keeper, news 

broadcast footage is used to to help build the argument and maintain a steady 

narrative flow, but, in this scene, the media image is contextualized and 

deconstructed, both literally and figuratively. By setting up their camera behind 

the news crew’s camera and filming the crew as they amass footage for the 

evening’s broadcast, Berlinger and Sinofsky collapse the authority and 

seeming omniscience of the video broadcast. We watch as the reporter repeats 

her introduction to the segment so that she has a polished and precise lead-in 

to her interview with Delbert. This physical unmasking of objective journalism,

20 Jurgen Habermas, Legitimation Crisis, trans. Thomas McCarthy, Boston, Beacon Press,
1975, p. 78.
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this construction, of a "meta-media” moment, has become a major feature of 

recent mainstream documentaries, and it is an extremely effective strategy 

against the tyranny of the media image.21

Berlinger and Sinofsky attempt to undermine the journalistic objective 

approach by juxtaposing it against their own “footage." During one of the news 

crew’s interviews with Delbert, the filmmakers zoom in on Delbert, and he 

appears uncomfortable in the conversation with the reporter. The close-up and 

the reporter’s formal interrogation technique create the sense that the news 

crew is not interested in Delbert and that all they want is a single, effective point 

for that evening’s broadcast (the “point" that eventually emerges in the 

broadcasts is how the town of Munnsville is rallying behind “one of their own,” 

one who is not clearly innocent). In contrast, many of the filmmakers’ shots are 

wobbly and not well framed (strategies of aesthetic distancing and 

authentication), and several short scenes involve casual interaction between 

the filmmakers and the townspeople, interaction that would not be considered 

newsworthy enough for a news broadcast. In an interview with one of Delbert’s 

supporters, the filmmakers even attempt to deflate the news crews’ point about 

how the town is rallying behind “one of their own.” After calling Delbert a “fine- 

talking individual” and proclaiming his innocence, this interviewee is forced to 

admit that he does not even know Delbert. Berlinger and Sinofsky subtly 

demonstrate throughout the film that several Munnsville residents only 

pretended to be supporters of Delbert because of the extraordinary media

21 The 1993 documentary film Feed consisted entirely of “off-air" moments of the presidential 
candidates from the 1992 campaign. The film was less an attack on the image making process of 
politicians than it was an attack on the media for supressing these alternative glimpses of the 
candidates. Emile de Antonio recognized the hegemonic power of television journalsim to take 
the “content” out of documentary but knew that using the television out-take was an excellent 
way of bringing context and “content” back to the image: “The audiovisual history of our time is 
the television out-take. Each hour, cameras, as impersonal as astronauts, grind away film and tape 
which the content-free networks will never transmit....” (Waugh 253).
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attention, and this is an issue that they know would never be explored by the 

media.

The filmmakers make a shrewd comment about the effect of the media on 

the Wards and the town of Munnsville in filming Delbert’s dance with a young 

woman. After moving about trying to film the couple dancing; the filmmakers’ 

camera slightly shifts its frame to include the other cameramen filming the 

dance. This demonstrates that the cameramen are also a part of the dance, the 

dance being an elaborately staged “photo opportunity” for the viewers at home. 

This scene becomes a powerful “meta-media” moment and a comment on the 

part of the filmmakers that they are not in the business of staging easily 

digestible, “content-free” moments. And yet, despite the “meta-media” aspect 

of this scene, the truth is that the filmmakers are also one of the camera crews 

dancing around the couple. Despite their assertion of methodological distance, 

the filmmakers are a part of the classic journalistic tradition and employ the very 

same strategies of objectivity as their news crew “rivals.”

This tension between subjectivity and objectivity, involvement and 

detachment, and art and argument is the second level of dialectical struggle in 

these four films. Among the four films, Roger and Me is the best example of this 

dialectical tension. Matthew Bernstein declares that one of the most interesting 

features of Moore’s film is the “juxtaposition of conventions of expository and 

interactive documentaries.” 22 Although there are exceptions to the rule, the 

interactive documentary is an explicitly subjective construction because it 

fosters “a sense of partialness, of situated presence and local knowledge that 

derives from the actual encounter of filmmaker and other.”23 Moore is certainly 

striving for the “reality effect” in his film, but the interactivity can easily slide into

'  22 Bernstein, “Roger and Me: Documentaphobia and Mixed Modes,” p. 3.
23 Nichols, Representing Reality, p. 44.
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reflexivity by the heightened awareness of the “shaping force of the 

representational project itself, and the modification of action and behavior that it 

can produce.” 24 Nevertheless, for all the effort Moore puts forth to “tell a 

documentary in a way they don’t usually get told,” i.e. subjectively and 

reflexively, his film is extremely dependent on the conventions of the expository 

documentary. The expository documentary is marked by its fact-driven and 

classically objective stance and by the relentless accumulation of evidence, 

both visual and aural, in support of a thesis or argument. Roger and Me and 

the other three films under examination employ many of the strategies of the 

expository documentary in their use of “rhetorical continuity” and their desire for 

an “economy of analysis,” 25 meaning that the scene structure and tempo of 

these films are at the mercy of the overall argument.

Despite their artistic nature, a major goals of each of these films is to 

provide “new” information about the subject: “what each text contributes to the 

stockpile of knowledge is new content.” 28 There is one scene early in Roger 

and Me that actually operates as “an unintentional homage” 27 to the 

straightforward, barrage-of-facts style of the expository documentary. When 

Moore explains the GM strategy of closing American plants, opening new plants 

in Mexico, and using the savings to fund corporate takeovers, the viewer is 

presented with a rapid montage of images supported by a succession of facts in 

the voice-over. Moore obviously rushes through the twenty-eight second 

barrage of facts, but his presentation is not a parody of fact-driven, montage- 

style journalism. Instead, Moore is trying to get the crucial information about GM 

out of the way, and the best way to do this is a quick plunge into a purely

24 Ibid., p. 73. : “  “
25 Ibid., p. 35.
26 Ibid., p. 35.
27 Bernstein, “Roger and Me: Documentaphobia and Mixed Modes,” p. 12.
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objective, expository style. He may not want his film to be an “illustrated lecture” 

but the ethos of the fact-driven, “illustrated lecture” undergirds his project.

The expository documentary has a linear flow of cause and effect even if 

the material is not presented in a strictly chronological fashion. Each of the four 

films “take shape around the solution to a problem or puzzle” 28: the problem 

facing Flint’s disenfranchised, the mystery surrounding the deaths of Officer 

Wood and William Ward, and the “puzzle” that is Robert Crumb. These films 

have a strong linear and narrative force because they are able to build a “sense 

of dramatic involvement around the need for a solution” 29 to these problems 

and puzzles. Although the eventual “solutions” in these films do not satisfy the 

viewer as in classic expository documentaries, the use of a narrative structure in 

these films is a powerful and ultimately hegemonic strategy There is no 

inherent narrative flow in the actual events portrayed by these films, and the 

imposition of a tight “story-line” structure to them is a way of controlling the 

events and, ultimately, the viewer.

28 Nichols, Representing Reality, p. 38.
29 Ibid., p. 38.



CHAPTER THREE 

GIVE ME YOUR ANSWER, FILL IN A FORM

I have tried to establish how these four films are zones of contestation in 

terms of their representational approaches, but what must now be determined is 

whether or not the content of these representations is in itself a zone of 

contestation. Michael Renov asserts that “every documentary issues a ‘truth 

claim’ of a sort,” 1 but a more accurate assertion is that every documentary has, 

to use Bill Nichols’ phrase, a “voice." According to Nichols, the voice of the 

documentary

conveys to us a sense of a text’s social point of view, of how it is 
speaking to us and how it is organizing the materials it is 
presenting to us. In this sense, voice is not restricted to any one 
code or feature, such as dialogue or spoken commentary. Voice is 
perhaps akin to that intangible, moirelike pattern formed by the 
unique interaction of all the film’s codes....We may think we hear 
history or reality speaking to us through a film, but what we actually 
hear is the voice of the text, even when that voice tries to efface 
itself.2

Nichols does admit, though, that a film can lose its voice when it chooses to 

substitute it with the actual voices of the filmic subjects. His contention is that 

this happens in straightforward expository documentaries that are committed to

1 Michael Renov, “Rethinking Documentary: Toward a Taxonomy of Meditation,” Wide Angle 
18.3-4 (1986), p. 71.

2 Bill Nichols, “The Voice of the Documentary,” in New Challenges for the Documentary, Alan 
Rosenthal, ed., Berkely, Los Angeles, and London, University of California Press, 1988, p. 50 
and. 52.
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objectivity and non-reflexivity because the subjects’ voices in these texts always 

appear to “speak the truth” directly to the viewer. (Recent examples of this would 

be Ken Burns’C/V// War and Baseball series or the “Biography” program on the 

Arts and Entertainment television network.) The sense these films establish is 

that the statements of interviewees should not and even cannot be challenged.

I would argue, in contrast to Nichols, that expository documentaries that take 

this approach do not lose their voice to the subjects but that the subjects, in fact, 

lose their voice to the argument of the film. Subjects overwhelm the voice of 

the text when they are actually allowed a perspective on events (as supposed 

to being pawns of the film’s argument) and when the subjects’ different 

perspectives begin to collide with and contradict each other. In these 

instances, the voice collapses into polyphony, “a plurality of voices that do not 

fuse into a single consciousness but exist on different registers.” 3 The 

documentary in this case becomes a Rashomon, a text devoid of a fixed truth or 

a dominant voice. Ruled by subjectivity, the Rashomon text asserts that truth is 

relative to each individual’s literal and figurative position. These four films 

traverse the fine line between issuing a coherent “voice” and giving in to the 

multiple subject voices; these films shuttle back and forth between being 

single-voiced, “closed system” texts and being polyphonic, “open system” texts.

This mobility is the third level of dialectical struggle, for the viewer is 

placed in a passive, and, in effect, subordinated position by having to accept the 

fixed voice of the filmmaker and in an active, empowering position by being 

allowed to be the producer of meaning and the organizer of voices. The 

“closed” didactic documentary is “predigested...[because] whatever work needs 

to be done has already been done beforehand”; “the spectator’s reactions are

3 Robert Stam, Subversive Pleasures: Bakhtin, Cultural Criticism, and Film, Baltimore and 
London, The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989, p. 229.
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included in what is presented to him.” 4 Where the “closed” documentary only 

allows the viewer to recognize the voice of the text, the “open” documentary 

grants the viewer agency by encouraging aesthetic perception and critical 

interpretation. Interviews with Emile de Antonio, developer of the “new 

documentary" style in the late sixties and early seventies, reveal this tension 

between the opening up and closing down of meaning and viewer involvement. 

In one interview, de Antonio stated: “I’ve always thought that it’s wrong to 

explain things to audiences. The material is there, and interpretations can be 

made...I think it is a mistake to show everything...this is what is wrong with most 

so-called didactic films.” 5 But, in a later interview, the filmmaker reformulated 

his philosophy:

My work is didactic...I only want to think that this film on Vietnam is 
more complicated, has more levels of meaning than there are in a 
slogan or in a purely didactic message...! like to describe my own 
feelings as democratic with a small d, which means if you don’t 
want to teach things to people but to reveal things to them, you will 
permit them then to arrive at the same conclusion as yourself.
That’s a democratic didacticism...6

This tug-of-war battle between viewer agency and viewer passivity and 

between fixed truth and multiple truths (or even no truth) can claim no victor in 

these films, nor is it resolved by using an easy, synthetic phrase like “democratic 

didacticism.”

The Thin Blue Line is the best example of this type of dialectical struggle. 

The film attempts to determine what really happened to Officer Robert Wood on 

a November evening in Dallas in 1976. But, what “detective/filmmaker” Morris

4 Abraham Kaplan, “The Aesthetics of the Popular Arts,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism, 24, 1966, p. 355 and 356.

5 Waugh, “Beyond Verite,” p. 244.
8 Ibid., 244.
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discovers in his investigation of Wood’s murder is that there are as many 

versions of the incident as there are interviewees. Where reality-based 

television programs use reenactments to simulate what “really happened,” 

Morris continually returns to the same moment and place, the murder of Officer 

Wood on the side of a Texas state highway, and creates different reenactments 

according to the different versions of the story that the subjects tell. The 

contradictory perspectives of Randall Adams, David Harris, the attorneys, the 

police, and the purported witnesses are all visually represented in highly 

stylized variations. In this manner, Morris “may be inviting us to draw our own 

conclusions on the basis of facts and stories that do not readily admit of 

unequivocable resolution into a single truth.” 6 Morris’ film, then, appears at first 

to be a Rashomon- type text that liberates the viewer in its allowance of 

absolute interpretative space through the “deliberate promotion of 

ambivalence,” 7 but it soon becomes evident that Morris has a perspective on 

the crime, one that asserts itself not as one of the many perspectives on the 

crime but as the overarching textual voice that is organizing all the disparate 

voices together into one “approximation to truth.” 8

The voice of The Thin Blue Line argues that Randall Adams was wrongly 

accused and that David Harris was solely responsible for the murder of Officer 

Wood. Morris establishes this voice by subtly undercutting some of the 

interviewees. The three "witnesses” for the prosecution are discredited and are 

portrayed as opportunistic and even clown-like. When Emily Miller, a witness 

whose credibility was questioned during the trial, describes her childhood 

fascination with detectives and particularly the fictional character Boston

6 Nichols, Representing Reality, p. 101.
7 Ibid., p. 101. ______
8 Kristin Thompson and David Bordwell, Film History: An Introduction, McGraw-Hill, 1994, p. 

675.
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Blackie, Morris inserts a clip from a Boston Blackie film. This clip is not meant to 

evoke the past as much as it suggests “the cliched, black-and-white nature of 

her view of the crime.”9 The Dallas police are also discredited, more by their 

excessive rambling than by clever editing (one officer recalls the interrogation of 

David Harris and says, “We didn’t want him to tell us what he thought. We 

wanted him to tell us what we knew”). The undercutting of certain subjects 

creates a “hierarchy of voices,” in which the viewer is persuaded to believe 

some people and some statements more than others. Without exception, the 

material in Morris’ “this-you-should-not-believe” pile always supports Randall 

Adams’ guilt, and the material in Morris’ “this-you-should-believe" pile always 

supports Randall Adams’ innocence.

Morris’ hypothesis is seemingly “proven” in the final scene of The Thin 

Blue Line, in which David Harris gives what appears to be a confession of the 

crime for which Randall Adams had been convicted. Morris does not, however, 

abandon reflexivity during this penultimate “moment of truth.” In fact, this final 

scene is perhaps the most reflexive of the entire film. The viewer is not allowed 

a visual image of Harris making the confession. Instead, only close-ups of a 

tape-recorder playing the conversation between Morris and Harris are used.

The unwinding of the tape in the machine, the introduction of the filmmaker’s 

voice for the first time in the film, and the subtitles used for Harris’ voice all 

operate as reflexive reminders that the film is a physically constructed text and 

that the truth itself is a “careful construction, an intervention in the politics and 

the semiotics of representation.” 10 This reflexivity does not reduce Morris’ film 

to a Rashomon “all is relative” text and Morris’ truth to a mere subjective

9 Bill Nichols, “ ‘Getting to Know You...’: Knowledge, Power, and the Body,” in Theorizing 
Documentary, Michael Renov, ed., New York and London, Routledge, 1993, p. 179.

10 Williams, “Mirrors without Memories,” p. 20.



interpretation. The reflexive gestures actually allow the truth to defy its 

subjective confinement. It is the reflexive acknowledgement that documentaries 

“can and should use all the strategies of fictional construction to get at truths” 

coupled with the belief that there still “can be historical depth to the notion of 

truth--not the depth of unearthing a coherent and unitary past, but the depth of 

the past’s reverberations with the present” 11 that make the final truth so 

“truthful.” Morris’ film ends triumphantly because it demonstrates that 

subjectivity can be overcome, that there can be the discovery and “appreciation 

of previously unknown truth.” 12 It proves Morris’ claim that truth “is difficult but 

not impossible.” 13

A closer examination of the final confession suggests, however, that this 

“moment of truth” may not be so triumphant. Like the psychologist’s diagnosis 

at the end of Hitchcock’s Psycho, the confession appears to be the solution that 

helps explain the mystery of the preceding events, but The Thin Blue Line, like 

Psycho, has a strange aura of incompleteness hovering over its ending. The 

solution is not totally satisfying. Morris brings the viewer right to the brink of a 

full-fledged confession, but Harris does not explicitly admit that he committed 

the crime. Harris tells Morris that he’s “sure” Adams is innocent because he 

(Harris) is “the one that knows.” This ending asserts the obvious fact that there 

is a final truth about the murder, that there is a single trutfrabout the murder of 

Officer Wood that is not open for interpretation. But, in denying the viewer the 

details of the crime, this final scene goes beyond a simple acknowledgement of 

truth’s constructed and fragmentary nature. This incompleteness points the 

viewer to all the elements of the film that the solution cannot account for.

11 Ibid., 20.
12/P/d., 10.
13 Bates, “Truth Not Guaranteed,” p. 17.



44

There is a perplexing set of comments in Harris’ “final interview”:

Errol Morris: Is he [Randall Adams] innocent?
David Harris: Did you ask him?
Errol Morris: Well, he’s always said he’s been innocent.
David Harris: There you go. Didn’t believe him, huh? Criminals 
always lie...

The phrase “criminals always lie” does not reflect Harris’ opinion about 

criminals but the opinion of non-criminals about criminals. Harris’ implies that 

this opinion is not accurate-criminals may lie sometimes but they do not 

always lie. This also implies that non-criminals can lie just as much criminals 

and that one of the greatest “lies” non-criminals tell is their assertion about the 

innate mendacity of criminals. If we return to the Adams case, this phrase 

complicates matters by opening up a series of questions: (1) is Adams a 

criminal? (2) is Adams lying? (3) is Harris lying? (4) are the non-criminals in the 

film lying? (5) is the viewer guilty of the “criminals always lie” assertion?

Instead of providing the viewer with answers or at feast shoving the viewer in 

the direction of an answer, this “moment of truth” generates questions upon 

questions. The confusion that Harris’ statements create demonstrates how the 

film’s voice manages to “undercut itself reflexively even as it clinches the case 

for Adam’s innocence.” 14 Therefore, for all the power of the film’s single voice, 

there is a “repressed voice, one that qualifies the truth claims of the dominant 

discourse...and speaks to ‘our need to believe what we want to believe.’ “ 15

Lloyd Michaels suggests that the dominant voice is challenged primarily 

through the representation of Randall Adams. Although the film is committed to 

proving Adam’s innocence, Adams himself remains a mystery. There are many

14 Nichols, Representing Reality, p. 100.
15 Michaels, “ The Thin Blue Line and the Limits of Documentary,” p. 44.



questions about Adams that remain unresolved, particularly why he was 

spending time with a sixteen year old stranger who was toting an arsenal of 

weapons in his trunk. Although the police are often discredited in the film, their 

comments concerning Adam’s character are also too powerfully charged to 

completely ignore. One of the original police interrogators commented that 

Adams “didn’t have much of a conscience", and the psychologist who testified at 

Adam’s trial compared the accused to Hitler and Charles Mansdn, someone 

who could “work all day and creep all night.” The Randall Adams that speaks in 

the film appears to bear no relation to these descriptions. He is clean-cut and 

intelligent, and the interviews with him give the impression that he is apparently 

quite sane and normal. And yet, there is the sense that Adams is constructing 

his screen persona every bit as much as Morris is constructing the case for his 

innocence. It is clear that “his speech patterns [are] rehearsed and his words 

carefully chosen,” 16 but it is not the well-polished and potentially constructed 

Adams that haunts the viewer. It is the mugshot of a bushy-haired and wide- 

eyed Adams that haunts the viewer and challenges the voice of the film, for, 

regardless of his apparent innocence, that image of Adams “must stay 

ungraspable to the last.” 17

Zwigoff’s portrayal of Crumb is equally ambiguous! Terrence Rafferty 

states that the final scene in Crumb in which the artist and his family are packing 

up their belongings for their move to France leaves the viewer “with a mystery, a 

question that begins to vibrate in the mind as we watch the [moving] van pull 

out....How far away does an artist go before he can see the world clearly, and is 

there anyone else out there?” 18 This query is a fair assessment of the ending,

16 Ibid., p. 48.
17 Ibid. p. 47.
18 Rafferty, “The Current Cinema,” p. 93.
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but Rafferty answers his own question throughout his article in his description of 

the artist as a detached, “bemused alien” who possesses the gift and curse of 

an “outsider’s personality.” In an interview after the film’s release, Zwigoff also 

tried to play up the film as an search into the “mysteries of art”: “...in 

psychoanalyzing it, it seems like what I was really after was an investigation into 

the mysteries of art: Where does this talent come from? Why does there seem 

to be this risk that goes with this?” 19 Zwigoff, like Rafferty, answers his own 

question. Both make the supposed mysteries of art not at all mysterious.

Crumb is also guilty of this paradox. It presents Robert Crumb as an enigma 

but also reduces him to the level of a stock character, the suffering and 

alienated artist. The viewer is not allowed any other vehicle into Crumb other 

than this rather conventional construction. The only agency the viewer has is in 

determining whether or not he approves of it.

Zwigoff also pretends to create a forum on the politically charged issues 

in Crumb’s work, particularly his portrayal of women and his use of race. The 

comments by art critic Robert Hughes and fellow cartoonists Deirdre English, 

Trina Robbins, and Bill Griffith make the film seem like a polyphonous space in 

which the viewer is encouraged to formulate his own opinion on the issues. In 

fact, the “talking heads’* comments only constitute “pseudopolyphonic” 

discourse, to use Robert Stam’s term. The debate over race and gender in 

Crumb’s work is “deceptively orchestrated” 20 because it appears to be open for 

interpretation, but the fact is that the film not only has a strong perspective on 

the debate but also manages to subtly sabotage opposing perspectives (and 

even, to some degree, those who agree with the film’s perspective). Zwigoff 

claimed that he “didn’t want to give the impression that the charges [of racism

19Groth, “The Terry Zwigoff Interview," p. 88.
20 Ken Johnson, “Cahiers d’Art: Crumb," Art in America 83.10 (October 1995), p. 55.
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and misogyny] couldn’t be discussed” 21 but the film never gets around to a true 

discussion-it can only “give the impression” of a discussion. The textual voice 

of Crumb asserts that the artwork of Robert Crumb is neither racist or 

misogynistic because the cartoonist is either (1) simply playing with the knee- 

jerk reactions of liberal-minded folk or (2) presenting thoughts and feelings that, 

according to Hughes, “actually dwell with homo sapiens .” In trying so hard to 

paint the cartoonist as devilishly clever and remarkably courageous, Zwigoff 

shuts down the possibility that there might actually be something highly 

problematic in Crumb’s artwork.

Where The Thin Blue Line and Crumb clearly exhibit a complex 

dialectical struggle between privileging the voice of the text and privileging the 

voices of subjects and between granting power to the filmmaker and granting 

power to the viewer, Roger and Me an6 Brother’s Keeper seemingly do not. 

Many critics slammed Roger and Me because they felt it “abandons the 

commitment to multiple contingent truths in favor of a unitary, paranoid view of 

history.”22 Moore has been negatively compared to Oliver Stone, and this 

comparison does not stem from political gripes on the part of these critics 

(ironically, many of the two filmmakers’ harshest critics actually support in large 

part the politics of the two filmmakers) but from a dissatisfaction that these 

filmmakers can only operate under a simplistic, one-dimensional conception of 

historical truth. Roger and Me is seen by many as an unfortunate example of 

how the voice of a cleverly organized documentary can completely overwhelm 

the complexity of historical reality. These critics feel that because “there is no 

possibility of contradicting his [Moore’s] position or creating nuances around it,”

21 Michael Sragow, “The Man Behind the Man in Crumb," The New York Times, 23 April 1995, 
20 (L).

22 Williams, “Mirrors Without Memories,” p. 16.
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23 the subversive nature of Moore’s film is subverted. The film becomes a 

prisoner to the “tyranny of meaning.” 24 According to documentarian Trinh Minh- 

ha, meaning can “be political only when it does not let itself be easily 

stabilized.” 25 In her opinion, “despite their explicit sociopolitical commitment,” 

recent popular political documentaries like Roger and Me , “remain 

unthreatening, that is, ‘framed’, and thus neither social or political enough” 26 

because of their commmittment to fixed and totalizing meanings.

But what is the “unitary, paranoid view of history,” the single voice and 

truth that Roger and Me presents to viewers? That GM wrecked Flint, that 

corporations hide their greed and their marginalizing power over workers and 

communities, that they mask real problems by offering up Christmas messages 

and celebrity concerts? To some degree, exposing this truth is the point of the 

film. Miles Orvell states that the goal of Roger and Me was to make this 

“devastating point about democracy and industrial policy: the powerful do not 

have to speak to ‘us’...the awful silence of the powerful...that silence, absurd in 

its pomposity, infuriating in its Kafkaesque reticence, is exactly what Moore 

shows us.”27 Orvell does not realize that there is one figure from the powerful 

camp who eventually does break the silence, GM lobbyist Tom Kay. The five 

interview segments with Kay are fascinating because they reveal a dialectical 

struggle in themselves, for Kay appears to vacillate between spewing 

propaganda and explaining the truth about corporations. In the first few 

interviews, Kay describes Roger Smith as a “very warm man” and describes 

how the manufacturing of lint-rollers in Flint is a sign of an economic rebound

23 Bernstein, “Roger and Me\ Documentaphobia and Mixed Modes,” p. 11.
24 Minh-ha, “Documentary Is/Not a Name,” p. 96.
25 Ibid., p. 89.
26 Ibid., 90.
27 Miles Orvell, “Documentary Film and the Power of Interrogation,” Film Quarterly4& (Winter 

94-95), p. 17-8.
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but, eventually, Moore is able to break his “silence.” Kay finally proclaims:

I don’t understand, though, your connection that by saying that 
because General Motors was born here, it owes more to this 
community. I don’t agree with that. I believe it’s a corporation in 
business to make a profit, it does what it has to do to make a profit. 
That’s the nature of corporations or companies, it’s why people 
take their own money and invest it in a business, so that they can 
make money. It isn’t to honor their hometown.

The interviews with Tom Kay reveal that Roger and Me is as much about 

colliding perspectives as it is about a single truth. That GM wrecked Flint and 

that corporations disguise their power are painfully obvious “truths.” The film is, 

in many ways, maddeningly polyphonic and that is probably why it caused so 

much controversy in the media. It exposes one of the most significant battles of 

perspective in America history- the battle between the perspective of 

corporations who feel they owe “nothing” to their workers and communities and 

the perspective of the workers and communities who believe that they deserve 

a great deal.

Trinh Minh-ha explains her theory of meaning and closure:

Although every film is in itself a form of ordering and closing, each 
closure can defy its own closure, opening onto other closures, 
thereby...creating a space in which meaning remains fascinated by 
what escapes and exceeds it .28

Berlinger and Sinofsky created just such a space in Brother’s Keeper. Although 

Delbert is found not guilty, the film does not appear to establish a case for him 

either way. Joe Berlinger explained this strategy after the film was released:

28 Minh-ha, “Documentary Is/Not a Name," p. 96.
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We wanted to lull the audience into thinking one thing and to burst 
the balloon. As the film unfolds, you see that it is plausible that 
Delbert might have done it, that the cops aren’t so bad, that some 
of the townspeople were in it for legitimate reasons, but that some 
were in it because there was media there.29

The film has no overarching voice on what really happened to William Ward. 

One of the promotional posters for Brother’s Keeper featured a picture of 

Delbert leaning over a fence with the following words written on the fence: “Did 

Delbert Ward Love His Brother to Death...You be the Judge.” Where Errol 

Morris touted himself as the first filmmaker to solve a murder, Berlinger and 

Sinofsky leave all the detective work up to the viewer. It is a murder mystery 

without a solution built in. In this sense, Brother’s Keeper is the ultimate “open” 

text because it grants the viewer total agency in fixing the truth. Bill Nichols 

describes this as

less a process of “fleshing out” on the part of the text than “filling 
in” on the part of the viewer. The sense of partial knowledge and 
suspended closure, the sense of incompleteness and the need for 
retrospection, makes of the text what we must make of history: the 
site of an active, continuous struggle within representation to bring 
into being those radical and utopian transformations that exceed 
any text.30

But, I ike The Thin Blue Line, this allowance is tempered by the recognition that 

there can be only one explanation of the incident. William Ward died in one 

specific manner, and the filmmakers realize the obvious fact that all 

interpretations of his death are not valid. There is only one interpretation that 

correctly explains the death of William Ward, and Brother’s Keeper does not

29 Hornaday, “Shadows of Doubt in a Tale of Death on the Farm,” p. 16.
30 Nichols, Blurred Boundaries, p. 147.
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wallow in undecidabilities or claim that the truth is impossible to locate. The 

difference between The Thin Blue Line and Brother’s Keeper is that Morris 

offers the viewer an interpretation (however incomplete) on the events but 

Berlinger and Sinofsky do not. Brother’s Keepers fusion of a lack of 

interpretation with a faith in the possibility of discerning the truth makes the text 

much less “open” than the viewer might think. The voice of the text is not an 

argument about the mystery but is the mystery itself. This voice of mystery and 

the meticulous construction of dramatic tension to support this voice cannot be 

challenged or undermined within the context of the film. In a review of Berlinger 

and Sinofsky’s most recent film, Lost Paradise: The Child Murders at Robin 

Hood Hills, Amy Taubin criticized the two filmmakers for not revealing their 

interpretation of the events. She claimed that the viewer needs an interpretation 

in order “to come to any conclusion about what went on...or even to come to 

the conclusion that there is no way of determining absolutely who is guilty and 

who is innocent; and of what” 31 In their films, Berlinger and Sinofsky refuse to 

suggest what happened and/or to suggest that what happened can never be 

discovered. Instead of being liberating, this makes their films ultimately 

confining texts, for the viewer is at the mercy of two filmmakers who cultivate 

mystery not for the sake of historical complexity or to make philosophical 

statement but for pure cinematic effect.

31 Amy Taubin, “New Directors/New Films,” TheVillage Voice, 26 March 1996, p. 71. Thanks 
to Arthur Knight for providing the author with this article.



CHAPTER FOUR 

YOURS SINCERELY, WASTING AWAY...MINE FOR EVERMORE

A large portion of these four films’ success can be attributed to the fact 

that they offer viewers the opportunity of social voyeurism. Of course, this does 

not imply that rural dwellers did not see Brother’s Keeper, that members of the 

working class did not see Roger and Me, that mentally ill persons and artists 

did not see Crumb, or that convicts did not see The Thin Blue Line.

Nevertheless, it is fair to say that, for the vast majority of viewers, the experience 

of the Ward brothers, members of Flint’s working class, the Crumb brothers, 

Randall Adams, and David Harris was not their experience-these subjects are 

all social others in relation to the targeted viewer of these films. The filmmakers’ 

negotiation with these subordinated others is extremely complex, for it involves 

both the strengthening and collapsing of this boundary between “other” and 

self. The boundary line appears at times to be fixed and clearly defined, but at 

other times, a mobility of social positions prevails and denies fixed positions for 

subjects, filmmaker, and viewers. These four films are extremely sympathetic to 

their subordinated subjects, and it is this sympathy that creates the complex 

tension between viewers identifying with these subjects and viewers continuing 

the process of “othering” them. This is the fourth level of dialectical struggle in 

these films.

Brother’s Keeper adheres to the classic power structure the 

documentary uses in representing the “other.” Miles Orvell explains this pattern:

52
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for a hundred years, creators of documentary (in various media) 
have made the powerless their subject. Arriving on the scene with 
still camera, movie camera/or tape recorder (that is, armed with 
the accouterments of technologically advanced civilization), the 
documentarian has essentially not allowed his subject to choose 
whether or not to comply with his efforts. Often the efforts are 
presumed by the creator to be for the benefit of the 
subject...exposing the subject’s “plight," the creator of the 
documentary feels virtuous and we, the viewer likewise feel the 
glow of virtue, even if we do nothing...1

Early in Brother’s Keeper, the filmmakers feebly justify their project and attempt 

to assuage the viewer’s troubled conscience. They ask Delbert, “Do you mind 

that we’re making a film about you?” and Delbert responds, “Don’t bother me 

none.” This exchange seemingly settles the question of compliance and allows 

the glow of virtue to chart its course.

The filmmakers also try to convince the viewer that they are resisting the 

evils of exploitation in handling their powerless subjects. In a disturbing scene 

about halfway through the film, the three Ward brothers are filmed as they watch 

a segment from a national news broadcast, a segment that features them. 

Connie Chung prefaces the segment by telling viewers that the Ward brothers 

are “people you just don’t see on television, almost from a different era, sort of 

unbelievable” and then tells viewers, “You just have to see it.” The segment 

unfolds in standard news magazine fashion by providing just enough 

background data (the upcoming trial that Delbert is facing on the charge of 

killing William is briefly discussed), plenty of shock material (the squalor and 

backwardness of the Ward’s home and lifestyle are highlighted), and the 

inevitable sprinkle of sentimentality (Connie Chung asks hopefully, “Are you 

crying Delbert?”). The scene is uncomfortable because the viewer is forced to

1 Orvell, “Documentary Film and the Power of Interrogation,” p. 17.
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watch the Wards as they are portrayed as backward, child-like, and even 

retarded before millions of American viewers.

This uncomfortable feeling is a subtle yet effective strategy of affirmation. 

The “meta-media” effect of this moment helps legitimize the presence of the 

filmmakers and the purpose of the film itself. The viewer is, more likely than 

not, left saying to himself: “This film is certainly not sensationalizing or 

exploiting its subjects like Connie Chung is. This film is fair and thorough, and, 

rather than make Delbert and his brothers appear as ignorant victims or exotic 

freaks, the filmmakers are approaching their subjects with sympathy and 

complexity in mind. The film does not look for easy emotional ‘cheap shots' and 

effectively establishes a strong foundational context around the brothers and 

their circumstances.” And yet, despite all these favorable elements, it is quite 

clear that the film depends primarily on the “otherness” of the Ward brothers to 

sustain it. It is not the mystery surrounding the murder or the area’s reaction to it 

that made Brother’s Keeper so popular with viewers, for perplexing homicides 

and city/country tensions are old hat in fiction film and even non-fiction film. 

Brother’s Keeper is intriguing because it offers a brief glimpse into a world that 

is surprisingly close in proximity to the viewer yet one he normally never sees. 

For some reason, a documentary that reveals the “other” in the viewer’s 

backyard is more exciting (and will sell more tickets) than a documentary that 

discovers the “other” half a world away. Although the filmmakers deny that they 

were cashing in on it, it was precisely the quasi-anthropological discovery of the 

“other” within the audience’s own social context (and the subsequent 

“sensitive” treatment of that other) that made the public flock to the art house 

cinema, tune in to PBS, and go to the local video store to see Brother’s Keeper.

The lines of demarcation between subject/Other and filmmaker/audience
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are drawn from the very beginning of the film. The first sequence of shots 

quickly establishes that the viewer is in a foreign space. The camera creates 

the sensation that we the viewers are walking into this disheveled house for the 

first time, and the soundtrack’s eerie music and the indifferent, frozen 

expressions on the faces of the seated individuals create the impression that we 

are “not at home.” A series of close-ups follows our entrance and cements the 

feeling that we are in the realm of the “other.” A shot of a dusty clock on the wall 

that appears to have stopped long ago suggests that time itself has stopped 

here, that we are witnessing people who are, as Connie Chung proclaims, “from 

a different era.” A dirty hand with long fingernails appears frozen and lifeless 

but suddenly moves. The “other” has awakened for viewing pleasure.

The filmmakers labor throughout the film to keep the boundary between 

themselves and the Ward brothers extremely distinct, with the filmmakers and 

audience situated as “us,” those “in here,” and the Wards situated as “other," 

signifying “them,” those “out there.” This does not imply that the filmmakers 

maintain a stance of invisibility, omniscience, and detachment as in standard 

anthropological documentaries. The filmmakers interact with the Wards to 

obtain most of their footage of them and never employ an authorial voice-over. 

And yet, even though the filmmakers avoid a dominating presence of authority 

and frequently demonstrate that their film is a subjective construction of reality 

rather than a direct record of reality, Brother’s Keeper does not truly function 

self-reflexively, i.e. it does not explore its own representational structure. The 

filmmakers never turn their camera on themselves because that would disrupt 

the boundary which is, in many senses, the foundation of their film. The only 

scene in the film in which the filmmakers appear reveals their desire to shun 

reflexive techniques. Roscoe Ward cajoles the soundman into the frame for a



56

brief instant, but after a chuckle, the camera wobbles and then the film cuts to a 

shot of Roscoe standing alone. During this incident, the soundman can be 

heard saying, “No, I don’t want to be in the movie. You stand here, and I stand 

here.” The film draws its power from the clear lines the filmmakers draw from 

the outset. Despite their desire to distance themselves from the exploitative 

tendencies of television journalists like Chung, the filmmakers only engage in a 

more subtle form of exploitation. This form is, in many ways, more insidious 

than the “Chung form” because, it, like General Motors, attempts to disguise the 

power it has. Trinh Minh-ha explains the trap that non-reflexive representations 

fall into in documenting the subordinated “other”:

it suffices to point the camera at them, to show their (industrialized) 
poverty, or to contextualize and package their unfamiliar lifestyles 
for the ever-buying and donating audience “back here,” in order to 
enter the sanctified realm of the morally right...how these people 
(Awe) come to visibility in the media, how meaning is given to their 
(/our) lives, how their (/our) truth is constructed or how truth is laid 
down for them (/us) and despite them (/us), how representation 
relates to or is ideology, how media hegemony continues its 
relentless course is simply not an issue.2

What differentiates Connie Chung’s segment from Brother’s Keeper is 

not, then, the clear line drawn between subject and self but how that process of 

“othering” is played out. In the Chung piece, Delbert is portrayed as the victim, 

either because he has been wrongly accused or because his traditional 

attitudes towards life and death, attitudes that include the mercy killing of 

suffering creatures, do not fit in with the modern world’s attitudes. The 

transformation of subjects into victims is television journalism’s subtle method of 

perpetuating subordination: “Victim stories might be seen to function in this

2 Minh-ha, “Documentary Is/Not a Name,” pp. 84-5.
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way: they give back and endorse the lived experience of subordination, but do 

so, not in terms which locate such experience in specific social, economic, or 

historical conditions, but in relation to the drama and folklore of fatalism.” 3 The 

filmmakers of Brother’s Keeper do not reduce Delbert to the role of the victim; 

they attempt to cultivate a complex and even ambivalent depiction of the Wards 

throughout the film. This depiction still places the brothers within the confines of 

the filmmaker/audience’s constructions of them but at least it is a more complex 

and somewhat more compassionate confine than the classic victim model.

The film constantly shifts between two conventional constructions of 

country life in its representation of the brothers, never fully settling into either 

one of them. On his first visit to the Ward’s home, filmmaker Joe Berlinger 

remembered asking himself, “Is this going to be Deliverance II?', but, after a 

couple weeks, claimed that he began to find “the human beings beneath the 

squalor and stench.” 4 He may have found human beings, but the film does not 

represent human beings. Instead, it offers up the Deliverance vision along with 

its reverse and complementary image, the pastoral paradise lost. Joe 

Berlinger’s real discovery was not that there was life underneath the Ward’s 

frightening surface but that he could fuse images of romanticism and repulsion 

into a single film. The viewer can wallow in the film’s vision of an idyllic, 

preindustrial existence that represents the self-sufficiency and simplicity the 

modern world has lost and also in the film’s nightmare vision of a primordial, 

uncivilized world that both frightens and intrigues the viewer because of its 

hideous and “unnatural” qualities. In discussing the early period of commercial 

hillbilly recordings, Archie Green explains that the duality of the country image

3 John Langer, “Truly Awful News on Television,” in Journalism and Popular Culture, Peter 
Dahlgren and Colin Sparks, eds., London, Sage Publications, 1992, p. 125.

4 Karen S. Schneider and Bryan Alexander, “Blood Secrets,” People, 2 November 1992, p. 
174.
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is indicative of America’s “joint pattern of rejection as well as sentimentalization 

of rural mores.” He suggests that the country is constructed so one can 

simultaneously long for the idyllic past and position oneself as superior to 

country folk through ridicule: “We flee the eroded land with its rotting cabin; at 

the same time we cover it in rose vines of memory.”5 Green fails to recognize 

two things: (1) the public’s desire to peer into the rotting cabin and (2) that 

sentimentalization subordinates country folk just as much as outright rejection 

does. The Wards represent both the fantasies about an ideal folk world and 

also the fears of (and fantasies about?) a degraded “other.” All of this 

fantasizing and fearing of the Wards does not collapse the boundary between 

the filmmaker/audience and the Wards but actually strengthens it. The viewer 

can indulge in the exotic, frightening, and even admirable aspects of the Ward’s 

experience, but, by relegating these degrading and admirable aspects to the 

Ward’s experience, the film only cements the filmmakers/viewers’ distance from 

and hegemony over the Ward “boys.”

The rigid boundary that the filmmakers consciously and unconsciously 

construct eventually collapses, and this is partly due to the filmmakers 

themselves. As a result of the tremendous media attention and all the support 

of the people of Munnsville, Delbert Ward moves along the continuum from one 

of “them” into one of “us.” Delbert’s lawyer knows that all the attention has 

made his client “somewhat schooled in the ways of the world,” and this is 

evident in Delbert’s increasing aptitude in interacting with the townspeople as 

the film progresses. The deterioration of Delbert’s “other” status bothers 

Delbert’s lawyer because the foundation of his client’s case is the projection of 

him as the “socially deprived” other. Delbert’s lawyer flippantly remarks that he

5 Archie Green, “Hillbilly Music: Source and Symbol,” Journal of American Folklore, 78.309 
(July-Sept. 1965), pp. 204-228.
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is worried that, after all the media attention, it is possible that Delbert might enter 

the courtroom “dressed in a shark-skin suit with his hair slicked, back.” Although 

he knows that this is not likely, he readily admits that his strategy is to present 

Delbert to the jury “the way he was.” During the trial, Delbert is unshaven and 

often appears dumbfounded during the proceedings. In the performance space 

of the courtroom, Delbert’s lawyer meticulously constructs the “other.” He tells 

the jury that his client is emotionally and mentally child-like and that he could no 

sooner kill a mouse much less his own brother. The strategy is successful, for 

Delbert is found not guilty.

What is important about the courtroom scenes is that they reveal that the 

“other” the film depends so heavily upon is not a natural identity but a 

construction of the observer’s imagination. The boundary set up by the 

filmmakers is mimicked by Delbert and his lawyer during the trial, thus deflating 

the validity of the film’s ownxonstructions and demonstrating that the “other” is 

constructed, at least in part, for the benefit of those who construct it. 

Paradoxically, the active shunning of reflexive techniques and the overt 

attempts to maintain the boundary of social positions ultimately functions in a 

reflexive manner in the film, revealing the unnatural nature of the power 

structure it seeks to establish, thereby challenging and partially collapsing it. By 

trying so hard to fix the line between the Wards and themselves, the filmmakers 

reveal that this line is not “natural” and even that clear lines of social position do 

not and cannot exist. The film demonstrates in the end that social positions can 

and do shift and that their “field of representation” is also a slippery zone in 

which the positions of subjects and viewers remain bracketed, ever moving and 

mutable.

In the final scene of the film, the Ward brothers are leaning against their
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tractor next to a busy town road, waving at the townspeople who pass by and 

honk at them. The three brothers finally get on their tractor and begin riding 

down the busy road, waving at the filmmakers until the cut to the closing credits. 

This is a fitting conclusion to the film, for it shows how the brothers have shifted 

along the continuum from the outsider extreme to the insider extreme, moving a 

great distance from the “them” side to the “us” side. The brothers are no longer 

the romantic agrarians of the fields or the frightening bumpkins of the “rotting 

cabin.” They are on the main road, virtual celebrities in the town that had 

previously ignored and rejected them. This does not mean that the Wards are 

aligned with the filmmakers/viewers’ perspective or even with the 

townspeople’s perspective by the end of the film: the process of “othering” can 

never be completely undone. Robert Stam states that the dialogical encounter 

of the “other” and self “is never a complete merging”: “one cannot become the 

other, but one can meet the other part way.”6 The opposite is also true: the 

other cannot become the self, but the the other can meet the self half way. 

Brother’s Keeper suggests that social positions should be seen as moving 

points in a zone, but the implication of the film is that certain points can only 

move so far and will never be able to escape an isolated section of the zone.

The Ward’s tractor might be on the “main road" but the Ward’s tractor cannot 

break out of its isolated section and plow into “our” perspective. The “other” and 

the self can only meet each other part way.

Michael Moore enacts the opposite scenario in Roger and Me. Moore 

positions himself as subordinated and powerless, but, by the end of the film, it is 

clear that he is indeed extremely powerful, albeit not aligned with those he 

represents as the “powerful.” Outside of the dialectical struggle he sets up,

6 Stam, Subversive Pleasures, p. 218.
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Moore subordinates both the powerful and the powerless, therefore pitting his 

own liberal sensibility against itself. In effect, Moore reverses Orvell’s model of 

the conventional power structure of documentary. Instead of playing the role of 

the powerful filmmaker entering the realm of the powerless subject reluctant to 

reflect on the authority inherent in the process of representation, Moore 

operates self-reflexively by making himself the protagonist of his own film and 

by issuing the voice of the film from the subordinated, powerless vantage point.

Moore immediately situates himself on the subordinated side of the fence 

by explaining in the first sequence the long standing connection between 

General Motors and his family. As previously mentioned, this personalized 

introduction is a vehicle that Moore uses to establish that his film will be a 

“subjective” representation and to show where his subjectivity lies (in both 

senses of the word). But, this introduction also reveals the ambivalence Moore 

feels towards his hometown, an ambivalence that will permeate the rest of the 

film. Moore admits in his introduction that he admired his family’s connection to 

GM but that he never considered the assembly line as a path for his own life.

His childhood heroes were “the people who made it out of Flint.” Moore 

describes how he eventually made it out of Flint, landing a job with Mother 

Jones magazine in San Francisco, but, finally realizing the importance of his 

little patch of land, Moore makes a “glorious” return to Flint as a prodigal son 

who has realized his true mission. And yet, despite the supposed reconciliation 

of this humorous yet real account of local boy come home, the ambivalence 

Moore felt growing up still lingers on after he as returned.

Moore identifies and sympathizes with the powerless workers of General 

Motors but is not a subordinated victim of Flint’s working class. This places 

Moore in a dilemma because he wants avoid the trap of conventional



62

documentaries in which the filmmaker arrives from the outside world as a savior 

figure for the silent common people, “those who ‘have never expressed 

themselves’ unless they are given the opportunity to voice their thoughts by the 

one who comes to redeem them.”7 His solution to this dilemma is to put on the 

mask of the powerless so that he can maintain a “subordinated authority” for his 

film. It is extremely difficult to determine the fine line between Michael Moore 

the actor and Michael Moore the person in Roger and Me, but there are a 

number of instances where we can clearly see the conscious construction of an 

awkward, “Everyman”-type character. This construction is designed to be an 

attack on the polished and professional veneer of television journalists and 

other "discourses of sobriety,” but Moore’s construction often crosses the line 

from a concerned Everyman into a parody of a concerned Everyman. The 

toothpick and “I’m out for trout” baseball hat tread thefine line between being 

signifiers of subordination and instruments of further subordination. Moore 

enjoys the role he plays to such a degree that he seems to forget at certain 

points the reason why he is playing the role in the first place.

A number of critics have commented on how Moore’s constructed 

persona problematizes his project. The reason more critics have not explored 

this issue might be attributed to the ability of the “reality effect” to deflect the fact 

that Moore is acting, that he is, in fact, a professional journalist fully aware of 

what he is doing. Richard Schickel, film critic for Time magazine, was one of 

the first to point out this obvious yet problematic aspect of the film: “...it may be 

that Moore’s largest untruth involves his own screen persona. He would have 

us see him as a sort of Rust Belt Garrison Keillor, innocent but natively 

shrewd...But wait a minute! Far from being a hick, Moore is an experienced

7 Minh-ha, “Documentary Is/Not a Name," p. 84.
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professional journalist who knows perfectly well that getting in to see the 

chairman of anything without an appointment is virtually impossible.” 8 Although 

Schickel makes the faulty assumption that a “hick” cannot be a professional 

journalist, he is correct in asserting that Moore’s exaggerated act frequency 

becomes more an insult to subordinated workers and non-subordinated 

viewers than an effective political strategy. Bill Nichols claims that the more the 

documentary filmmaker becomes the “hero or protagonist of the drama--its 

center and propelling force--the greater the risk becomes.” 9 Moore’s risk often 

fails in the film not because he chooses to develop a screen persona and 

allows it to dominate the entire project but because this persona is occasionally 

used in a derisive manner against those it is meant to represent.

It was not just Moore’s problematic persona that troubled critics. Some 

felt that his ridicule stretched beyond the condescension of the “hick” image and 

into condescension directed at subjects within the film. There is no doubt that 

the bulk of Moore’s satire is directed at GM, Roger Smith, and the chairman’s 

contingent of henchmen and that most of the subordinated members of Flint’s 

working class are treated with respect and sympathy. Like Berlinger and 

Sinofsky, Moore is careful to avoid constructing his powerless subjects as 

pathetic, sentimentalized victims. The film does not substitute “empathy for 

analysis” 10 as in conventional television journalism but does not imply that 

there should be no empathy for these subjects: “Moore is essentially not 

interested in how the worker ‘feels,’ or how ‘hard’ it is to undergo this process; 

when he shows us ‘victimized’ workers, he is not working to solicit our empathy;

8 Schickel, “Imposing on Reality,” p. 77.
9 Nichols, Representing Reality, p. 71.
10 Brian Winston, “The Tradition of the Victim in Griersonian Documentary,” in New 

Challenges for Documentary, Alan Rosenthal, ed., Berkely, Los Angeles, and London, University 
of California Press, 1988, p. 274.
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it is assumed.” 11

The problem with Moore’s satire is that it risks being directed at those 

whom the film is meant to support. Pauline Kael, a film critic for The New 

Yorker, was highly critical of Roger and Me in her review, particularly of the way 

the film depicted the victimized workers of Flint. While other critics were hailing 

Moore as the Sinclair Lewis or H.L Mencken of the eighties, Kael felt that 

Roger and Me was “shallow and facetious, a piece of gonzo demagoguery that 

made [her] feel cheap for laughing.” 12 She and a handful of other critics singled 

out three scenes in particular in which Moore appears to be taking cheap shots 

at the working class from a superior, condescending position: the story of a 

feminist turned Amway “color consultant,” a visit to a welfare-supported widow 

of a GM auto worker who sells rabbits for “pets or meat” to supplement her 

government checks, and a brief interview with two young men who support 

themselves by selling their blood to the blood bank a couple times a week. 

Moore undoubtedly included these scenes in his film in order to show how 

thoroughly GM devastated Flint, reducing many of the residents to a pathetic 

and degraded state, but there is, in the words of Kael, "something distasteful” 13 

hovering over these scenes. The viewer is not positioned to laugh with these 

pathetic victims but at them. It is “humor at the expense of the marginalized,” 14 

not at the expense of marginalization. Instead of forcing the viewer to identify 

with the powerless subjects (and thereby encourage a mobility of social 

position), this approach actually widens the gap between “other" and self.

Where Brother’s Keeper collapses the line between self and “other” by

11 Orvell, “Documentary Film and the Power of Interrogation,” p. 17.
12 Pauline Kael, “The Current Cinema: Melodrama/Cartoon/Mess,” The New Yorker, 8 January 

1990, p. 91.
13 Ibid., p. 91.
14 Bernstein, “Roger and Me: Documentaphobia and Mixed Modes,” p. 13.
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attempting to maintain it, Roger and Me maintains the line by attempting to 

collapse it.

Moore is the only figure with whom the targeted viewer is intended to 

identify with. Despite his obvious commitment to Flint and its dispossessed 

citizenry the three problematic scenes reveal that the film’s voice is not being 

articulated from a subordinated position but from a detached position that 

ridicules not only the corporate evil-doers who wrecked the town but also those 

who have been wrecked. In a recent message on the electronic discussion 

group H-Film, Moore blasted those who have claimed that his film ridicules 

Flint’s dispossessed because he asserts that he is “one of those people.”

Moore does not deny the attacks but claims that they are a form of self-mockery 

and that “maybe you have to be from the working class to understand this form 

of ‘humor.’” 15 Moore implies that his attacks on Flint’s dispossessed were 

attempts at establishing solidarity among the group through laughter; the self- 

loathing functions as an affirmation and unifying force for Flint’s working class. 

Moore would probably tell Pauline Kael that she felt cheap for laughing 

precisely because she is not “one of those people” and that, if she was, she 

would not feel cheap for laughing anymore. The paradox Moore presents is 

that his film is primarily targeted at those who are not “one of those people” but 

insists that it is not about those who are not “one of those people.”

It is silly and somewhat irrelevant to try to prove how “working class” 

Moore is or is not from the facts of his life because the concern is whether or not 

he is “one of those people” in the context of his film. I maintain that he is not and 

not just because there are cracks in his persona and in his solidarity with Flint’s

15 Michael Moore, “Michael Moore Responds to ‘Roger and Me’ discussion on H-Film,” E-Mail 
message on H-Film discussion group, 1 April 1996. Again, thanks to Arthur Knight for bringing 
this to the author’s attention.
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dispossessed. Moore's own drive for persuasion and authentication succeeds 

at distancing the filmmaker from his subjects and at allowing for hegemony to 

continue “its relentless course.” Roger and Me's reversal of the classic power 

structure of the documentary does not decentralize authority and empower the 

subordinated; the film actually maintains hegemony through its own fixation on 

power. The shifting of the power paradigm does not result in a change in 

power but is, in fact, testament to how crafty the powerful can be in disguising 

their power.

Documentary audiences have grown weary of the omniscient narrator 

who directly mediates events for the viewer because they feel subordinated by 

the detached, god-like voice bearing down on them. A number of filmmakers in 

the “new documentary” era have abandoned the voice-of-God narration and its 

connotations but have, in addition, carefully constructed an “aesthetics of 

failure” to diffuse anything else that might connotate power. These new 

filmmakers have become experts at constructing images of bumbling 

ineffectuality. These strategies are employed in part to demonstrate that 

“authority is a set of complex structures bigger than any single film,” 16 but, often 

times these strategies are simply used to make authority less obvious and, as a 

result, more effective. Many of these new documentaries are shrewdly based 

on this system of “negative mastery,” in which “failure to adequately 

represent...functions as an inverted guarantee of authenticity.” 17 In these 

instances, the mask of powerlessness and failure merely “replaces one source 

of authority with another [but does not] challenge the very constitution of

16 A comment by Arthur Knight (Professor of American Studies at The College of William and 
Mary) provided to the author during the revision of this paper. The author is extremely grateful to 
Professor Knight for this comment and many other comments during the conception and 
eventual writing of this paper.

17 Arthur, “Jargons of Authenticity,” p. 127.
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authority.” 18

Roger and Me is not as concerned with Flint’s working-class as it is in 

convincing the targeted viewer of Moore’s attitude about the working-class. It is 

even fair to say that the film is documentary about the targeted viewer, in that it 

is a representation of the liberal sensibility with which the targeted viewer 

approaches the film. This sensibility has an inner dialectical struggle raging 

within it, for it is designed to appease two contradictory needs: it allows the 

viewer to distance himself from the working-class but still maintain a politically- 

correct position about them .19 Viewers can maintain a superior position over 

mindless power-mongers and working-class victims and still bask in the glow of 

virtue.

The debate over Roger and Me still rages on in film circles. As 

previously mentioned, the irony of this debate is that some the film’s harshest 

critics are those who fully support Moore’s political message. This debate is 

significant because it disproves the old adage that “good documentaries are 

those whose subject matter is ‘correct’ and whose point of view the viewer 

agrees with.” 20 This debate may be the first step In demonstrating to the public 

that the approach and interpretative stance of a film can be just as important as 

the “message” or voice the film presents.

The Thin Blue Line and Crumb also engage in this dialectical struggle 

between encouraging identification with and continuing the “othering” process 

of subordinated subjects. Morris essentially adheres to Orvell’s classic structure 

of documentary power in that he plays the role of the powerful filmmaker, 

arriving on the scene to give a voice to the victimized and previously voiceless

18 Minh-ha, “Documentary Is/Not a Name,” p. 89.
19 Kael, “The Current Cinema,” p. 92.
20 Minh-ha, “Documentary Is/Not a Name,” p. 84.
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Morris effectively paints the police and the courts as power-hungry institutions 

indifferent to the plight of an innocent individual. Morris asserts that a 

prosecutor and a police force who needed a conviction even at the expense of 

an innocent man successfully railroaded Adams. Morris knows, however, that 

the state was not the sole victimizer, and he recognizes that it was David Harris 

who was primarily responsible for the conviction of Randall Adams. But, Morris’ 

portrayal of Harris alters the pattern of the conventional pattern in which the 

victimizers are demonized and the victimized are glorified. Morris does not 

demonize Harris (nor does he glorify him) but seeks to understand him. After 

recounting Harris’ many crimes and his eventual murder conviction (not of 

Officer Wood, but of an elderly woman), Morris tries to pinpoint what might have 

driven David Harris to a life of crime. The filmmaker uncovers what might have 

triggered Harris’ life of crime: the drowning of his twin brother when he was four 

years old, the guilt and anger his father directed at him as a result, and his 

subsuquent rebellion against his father. Lloyd Michaels suggests that this story 

functions in the same way that the revelation of “Rosebud” does at the end of 

Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane:: it presents “a missing piece of the puzzle and not 

its solution.” 21 Although the “getting back at the father” motif is not solution to 

the mystery of David Harris, Morris’ humanization of Harris and 

“dehumanization” of Adams is a subtle subversion of the documentary’s 

conventional method of situating the positions of the victimized and the 

victimizers.

Gary Dauphin wrote in The Village Voice that Crumb “makes good use 

of its access to people with psychological problems” and urged the reader to “try

21 Michaels, “ The Thin Blue Line and the Limits of Documentary," p. 49.



and imagine Terry Zwigoff’s film without R. Crumb’s thoroughly loony brothers.”22 

Dauphin and a number of the other critics who reviewed Crumb felt that the film 

did two things: (1) it presented Charles and Max Crumb as "loony others” and 

(2) it “cashed in” on the exotic “other” status of the Crumb brothers. There is no 

doubt that the Crumb brothers are integral to the film, and it is even plausible to 

say that they “make” the film. But, there was considerable divergence on the 

part of critics in their assessment of how and why the brothers are presented. It 

is futile to attempt to ascertain which reading is “correct” because this is a matter 

in which the text is open for interpretation, whether Zwigoff likes it or not. The 

readings of the text in this matter reveal an ideological zone of contestation, in 

which some, like Dauphin, believe that Zwigoff “others” and exploits the Crumb 

brothers, some feel that Zwigoff heaps the brothers in ambivalence, provoking 

sympathy, fascination, and envy simultaneously in the viewer, and some feel 

that the film positions the viewer to identify with the brothers. The first group of 

critics can be divided into two camps: those who perceive the Crumb family as 

fully dysfunctional and wallow in this dysfunctionality without guilt and those like 

Dauphin who perceive the family as fully dysfunctional and attack Zwigoff for 

using this to his advantage. The second group of critics approach the Crumb 

brothers much like Morris approaches David Harris--they attempt to understand 

what drove the brothers into the abyss of mental illness. These critics often 

shower Max and Charles with praise and refer to them as geniuses, but, 

ironically, this praise actually subordinates the brothers, placing them into the 

status of the “admirable other” in its construction of them as lonely, self­

destructive artists. As I mentioned in reference to the Ward brothers, 

sentimentalization and glorification can also function as vehicles of

22 Gary Dauphin, “Burden of Dreams: Negotiating the Modern Portrait Doc,” The Village 
Voice, 23 May 1995, p. 14.
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subordination. 23 The third group of critics suggest that, in daring the viewer to 

“identify fully with [the] battery-acid misanthropy” 24 of Robert Crumb, the film 

also dares the viewer to identify with two of the major forces that shaped that 

misanthropic vision, Charles and Max Crumb. In establishing an intimacy with 

the brothers and in portraying them as “intelligent, introspective subjects...[the 

film] invites collusion with Charles or Maxon’s perspective."25 Verlyn 

Klinkenborg even suggested that the brothers’ perspectives do not just intersect 

with the viewer’s perspective but that the brothers’ perspectives are the viewer’s 

perspective. In her opinion, the film is primarily an attack on conservative 

constructions of the family, which range from television’s image of the nuclear 

family in the 1950’s to the “family values" rants of recent politicians.

Klinkenborg’s implication is that dysfunctionality is not deviant but actually the 

reality of the American family poking out from underneath the sugar-coated 

imagery that the media presents. She suggests that films like Crumb and 

Hoop Dreams “remind the viewer that a family is a shifting chorus of tensions 

and harmonics.” 26 Max.Charles, and the rest of the Crumb family are not 

positioned, in her opinion, as “others” but are meant to be indicative of the 

struggles that every viewer’s family endures.

The relation between of the Crumb brothers and the viewer is a 

dialectical struggle because all of the elements critics picked up on are evident 

in the film to some degree. The film neither settles into a clear depiction of the 

Crumb brothers nor does it adequately enunciate the motivation for using them.

231 wonder how these critics would react if they knew that Max Crumb is now a quasi­
established artist in San Francisco as a result of the film. He is saner and more financially secure, 
so does this make him less interesting?

24 Felicia Feaster, “Crumb,” Film Quarterly49.2 (Winter 95-96), p. 47.
25 Ibid., p. 47.
26 Verlyn Klinkenborg, “The Ideal Family Vanishes on Film,” The New York Times, 29 January 

1995, 21 (L).
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The tension between the contradictory impulses of exploitation and 

identification, the dialectical struggle between maintaining the boundary 

between “other” and self and collapsing this boundary, is never resolved within 

the film, and it is precisely this lack of resolution that makes Crumb and the 

other three films examined such important texts.



CHAPTER FIVE

WILL YOU STILL NEED ME, WILL YOU STILL FEED ME
WHEN I’M SIXTY-FOUR

Robert Toplin notes: “Historians have devoted considerable time to 

viewing film as a symbol that reflects the conscious and subconscious thoughts 

of people in earlier ages, but they have given suprisingly little attention to its 

promise and shortcomings in re-creating the past.” 1 The reason for this 

inattention is that most historians feel that history cannot be adequately 

explored in a visual medium because it does not “carry a critical apparatus.” 2 In 

the opinion of these scholars, film is inherently incapable of developing a tight 

and well-supported argument, of bestowing depth and complexity to the past, 

and of appropriately citing source material. In constrast, a number of other 

scholars embrace our shift from a primarily written culture to a primarily visual 

culture and assert that film is now the best medium historians can use to explore 

and re-present the past. Regardless of whether or not scholars will ever 

embrace film as a “medium for diachronic social analysis with its own validity 

and authority,” 3 the important issue for this study is that the new documentary 

(and possibly fiction and experimental film as well) has adopted much of 

history’s methodology. The clearest example of this adoption is that the new 

documentary is, like most traditional history texts, a hybrid creation, a text

1 Robert Brent Toplin, “The Filmmaker as Historian,” American Historical Review93.5 (1988), 
p, 1227.

2 David Herlihy, “Am I a Camera?: Other Reflections on Films and History,” American Historical 
Review93.5 (1988), p. 1192.

3 Waugh, “Beyond Verite,” p. 243.
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comprised of many texts.4 it is fair to say that documentary filmmakers now rely 

“on visual documents in the same way that the traditional writing of history relied 

on written documents.” 5 Hayden White sugggests that the rejection of film as 

medium of historical analysis stems from a refusal to see film and video texts as 

autonomous historical documents:

We are inclined to treat the imagistic evidence as if it were at best 
a complement of verbal evidence, rather than as a supplement, 
which is to say, a discourse in its own right and one capable of 
telling us things about its referents that are both different from what 
can be told in verbal discourse and also of a kind that can only be 
told by means of visual images.6

Visual images can be seen, then, as legitimate historical documents, but, as in a 

history text, the use and attitude towards the “borrowed” documents makes all 

the difference. In other words, the “same organizational pattern of disparate 

sources and strange juxtapositions...[can be used towards] different ends.” 7 

Hetereogeneity of source material can be used towards a hegemonic end 

and/or towards a subversive end. Of course, these four films’ use of source 

material is both hegemonic and subversive.

The archival footage these films use, which includes television news 

broadcasts, television news outtakes, home movies, photographs, written 

documents, television entertainment programs, corporate and government

4 Of course, the use of a wide array of source material operates reflexively in that it exposes 
the constructed nature of the text but also because it exposes the intertextualnature of the text. 
The implications of this intertextuality--that “complete originality...is neither possible nor desirable”
(Stam, Subversive Pleasures, p. 199) and that imitation is therefore a necessary condition of 
creation in the postmodern world-challenge the conception (and depiction) of a single, original 
reality “and, by extension, the idea of the truly autonomous (and socially fixed) self1 (Stam, 218).

6 Waugh, “Beyond Verite,” p, 243.
6 Hayden White, “Historiography and Historiophoty," American Historical Review93.5 (1988), 

p. 1193.
7 Nichols, Blurred Boundaries, p. 143.



74

propaganda films, and fiction films, are often utilized as support or background 

material. For example, Brother’s Keeper and Roger and Me use news 

broadcasts to help tell “the facts of the case,” i.e. to relay information that is 

crucial for the film’s context. This type of borrowing does not have the reflexive, 

“meta-media” feel that was described earlier in reference to Brother’s Keeper. 

The filmmakers want to avoid the authorial connotations of the expository mode, 

and so they let the news broadcasts provide the facts for them. The filmmakers 

want to distance themselves from the expository mode, but the necessity of this 

expository footage ultimately demonstrates their dependence upon it.

This use of archival footage as evidence and support is, however, less 

relevant to this study than the connection of source material to the past.

Frederic Jameson separates the borrowing of the past’s styles into two 

categories: pastiche and parody. Pastiche is “an affect-less borrowing, a 

nostalgia that neither reveres nor loathes that which it retrieves.” 8 It “neither 

reveres nor loathes” because it presents styles from the past (or styles that have 

come to be associated with the past) as the past itself; pastiche only allows the 

individual “to seek the past through our own pop images and stereotypes about 

the past."9 The viewer can be amused by the codes of the past and exhibit an 

ironic detachment towards them, but this “elitist nostalgia” is only a “kind of 

blank irony” 10 that does not threaten the images’ mimetic power. Rick Prelinger, 

the largest collector of so-called “ephemeral” films in the United States 

describes the problem of pastiche: “The problem is, when you look at Are You 

Popular? and everybody goes ‘Yuck, yuck, yuck, isn’t that funny and weird?’ 

you’re playing into the hands of the nostalgia merchants. They aren’t interested

8 Nichols, Representing Reality, p. 75.
9 Frederic Jameson, “Postmodernism and Consumer Society," in The Anti-Aesthetic:

Essays on Postmodern Culture, Hal Foster, ed., Seattle, Bay Press, 1983, p. 118.
10 Ibid., p. 114.
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in people understanding history in order to understand their present day 

existence; they’re only interested in appealing to some false consensus history 

that never really existed. You need a context.” 11

A good example of pastiche in these four films is the scene in TheThin 

Blue Line when the trial judge explains how his father was on hand the night 

John Dillinger was shot. As the judge recounts his father’s story, Morris inserts 

a clip from a B-gangster movie from the Dillinger era. The clip functions, then, 

as a re-enactment of Dillinger’s murder, but, where the re-enactments of Officer 

Wood’s murder are comments on the multiplicity of perspective and on the 

problems of reconstructing and representing the past, the fictional clip is only an 

evocation of the past through a cultural trademark of the past, the B-gangster 

movie.12

Parody and pastiche both imitate and re-appropriate old styles, but 

parody actively mocks and subverts the original in its imitation. Parody often 

imitates a dominant, hegemonic discourse and is subversive in the way it 

deploys the dominant discourse against itself. Homi Bhaba’s description of the 

strategy of minority discourse can be applied to the “strategy” of parody: “The 

minority discourse does not confront the pedagogical or powerful master- 

discourse with a contradictory or negating referent...[but insinuates] itself into 

the terms of the dominant discourse...the power of the supplementarity is not the 

negation of preconstituted social contradictions of the past or present...[but] the

11 Richard Gehr, “Unspooling History: Rick Prelinger Shares the Secrets of Ephemeral Films,” 
The Village Voice, 23 May 1995, p. 18.

12 Another use of a fiction film clip should be mentioned if only for its potentially witty 
implications: during the reenactment of Randall Adams and David Harris’ visit to the drive-in movie 
theatre, Morris uses clips from the double-feature they viewed. In the clip from Student Body, a 
student stands in front of her classmates and tells them, “I’m trying to speak for you! I’m trying to 
speak for all of you!” Her voice might be intepreted as the film’s voice speaking “down” from the 
screen to the subjects of the film and even to the viewer, asserting that the filmmaker and the film 
are “speaking for them. ”
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renegotiation of those times, terms, and traditions..."13 The phenomenon of 

recontextualizing media imagery in the documentary form began with Emile de 

Antonio in the late sixties and is extremely popular among young 

documentarians today. A number of recent films like Craig Baldwin’s Sonic 

Outlaws consist entirely of found footage and are self-conscious attempts at 

pop culture subversion. Baldwin claims that he specializes in “capturing the 

corporate-controlled subjects of the one-way media barrage, reorganizing them 

to be a comment upon themselves and spitting them back into the barrage for 

cultural consideration.” 14 This process of recontextualization of media imagery 

is a form of what Hal Foster calls a resistant postmodernism: “In opposition (but 

not only in opposition), a resistant postmodernism is concerned with a critical 

deconstruction of tradition, not an instrumental pastiche of pop- or pseudo- 

historical forms, with a critique of origins, not a return to them. In short, it seeks 

to question rather than exploit cultural codes, to explore rather than conceal 

social and political affiliations.” 15

There are several instances of parodic recontextualization in these four 

films, but Crumb provides the best examples of it. In many ways, the 

foundation of all R. Crumb’s artwork is subversive recontextualization. One of 

the major inspirations for Charles and Robert’s early comic book art was the 

original film adaptation of Treasure Island, but Robert explains that the brothers 

“took the story way beyond the original intention of the film.” In the hands of the 

Crumb brothers, the classic adventure story of Long John Silver and young Jim 

Hawkins was transformed into a philosophical exploration that probed the dark

13 Homi Bhaba, “DissemiNation: time, narrative, and the margins of the modern nation,” in 
Nation and Narration, Homi Bhaba, ed., London and New York, Routledge, 1990, p. 306.

14 Janet Maslin, “The Free-for-AII World Of Apppropriation Art,” The New York Times, 14 
February 1996, 18 (C).

15 Hal Foster, “Postmodernism: A Preface," in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern 
Culture, Hal Foster, ed., Seattle, Bay Press, 1983, p. xii.
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and repressed side of the human psyche. The cheery comic book exterior was 

still in place, but the introduction of disturbing elements into the story shattered 

the innocent fantasy of the original tale and revealed how adventure stories and 

children’s literature can supress certain elements of reality with the gloss of 

fantasy. R. Crumb subverted the innocent fantasy shell of classic comic book 

and animated characters in his later work. Lovable Disney characters enter the 

psychedelic realm of Crumb’s comics and become a “comment upon 

themselves.” In Crumb’s work, Mickey Mouse’s exaggerated smile ceases to 

be silly and begins to appear sinister, a symbol of the hegemonic power of 

bourgeois, mass-marketed images of cartoon bliss.

Crumb the film also engages in recontextualization in its exploration of 

the dynamics of the Crumb family during the 1950’s. While examining the 

problems of the family during this period, Zwigoff includes a clip from a fifties 

ephemeral film about the importance of mastication. This clip does not operate 

in the spirit of pastiche, for the history of a real family is juxtaposed against the 

cultural image. The ephemeral film clip does not function as a substitute for 

history. The film does not, however, set up a dichotomy between the cultural 

image of the fifties’ family and the reality of the fifties’ family. Zwigoff’s film is 

clever because he examines the complex intersection of the cultural image and 

reality. Robert admits that his family developed within the “Ozzie and Harriet 

shell,” “the advertisement for itself that the culture was presenting on the TV 

screen.” The cultural image had, therefore, tremendous power in shaping 

families into its mold, but the inability of the Crumb family to conform to the 

image shows that images can never completely usurp reality. In fact, the more 

Charles Crumb Sr. tried to bind the family to a conventional family image, the 

more the family departed from this image. (Images are tyrannical, but the
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tyranny always manages to incite rebellion.) In any case, Zwigoff’s examination 

of the relationship between cultural images and reality is an effective use of 

parody because it is “parody with a purpose” in that it seeks to deconstruct and 

understand cultural codes rather than exploit them.

Nietzsche once asked, “Who among you can laugh and be elevated at 

the same time?” 16 The problem with parody is that laughter can prevent the 

elevation of subversion. In a sense, then, it might be said that parody walks the 

fine line between hegemony and resistance. Even “parody with a purpose” can 

be consumed by laughter-”the ability of the radical subculture to laugh at the 

enemy [can function as] merely the reverse side of that enemy’s power to 

absorb its dissent with just as much glee.” 17 This was a charge that was issued 

against The Atomic Cafe, the film that Michael Moore listed as the primary 

inspiration and influence for Roger and Me. The Atomic Cafe consists entirely 

of found footage, the vast majority of which is taken from 1940’s and 1950’s 

American propaganda films dealing with nuclear war. Critic Fred Glass praised 

the filmmakers for their skillful, even poetic arrangement of the source material 

but felt that the film’s parody is ultimately not effective:

There is something a bit too smug in the relentless indictment of 
the Cold War world-view and its typical imagery. Especially since 
the indicting remains finally a prisoner of the images: although the 
film manages to bash cracks all along the faultlines of this strange 
ideology, it never breaks through to something else. We are left 
with the puncturing of the internal contradictions of this barrage of 
propaganda and its images. The nightmare remains, relieved by 
only an ironic self-consciousness that we children, born and 
raised beneath its shadows, know better than our gullible mothers 
and fathers. And this is not enough.18

16 Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, New York, Penguin, 1988, p. 148.
17 Waugh, “Beyond Verite," p. 253.
18 Fred Glass, “Reviews: The Atomic Cafe,” Film Quarterly36.3 (Spring 1983), p. 54.
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This criticism can be extended to Roger and Me. In the film’s brief 

“introduction,” Moore provides a bit of history about General Motors, often using 

clips from old GM “propaganda” films along with his voice-over. At one point, 

Moore’s voice-over reacts to the old films by saying, “This was Flint as I 

remembered it where everyday was a great day.” A voice-over from one of the 

old clips then “answers" Moore’s voice-over with the comment, “Oh, it’s a great 

day all right” and then begins to narrate in “illustrated lecture” style the events of 

a parade the citizens of Flint staged in appreciation of General Motors. The first 

float in the parade is described as a “salute to Mr. and Mrs. America” and 

features a protypical “Ozzie and Harriet”-type family waving to the crowd. As in 

Zwigoff’s ephemeral film clip, a satirical impulse hovers over this clip of the 

nuclear family image (and over the rest of the GM film footage as w ell). But, 

where Zwigoff “achieves” parody by juxtaposing this image against something 

outside of it, Moore’s parody is flat because he can only laugh at the “salute to 

Mr. and Mrs. America” because of its mimetic imperfection. Moore’s ironic 

voice-over implies that the GM films do not represent Flint as he remembered it, 

but, because the viewer is not provided with what Moore does remember or 

how the cultural images related to Moore’s own family, the parody is not 

effective. Going for the laugh without a proper historical or personal context 

makes Moore and the viewer prisoners of the image, “relieved...by an ironic 

self-consciousness” but ultimately trapped. Moore’s hip irony is “not enough.” 

Roger and Me shows how parody can actually affirm hegemony, but The 

Thin Blue Line reveals that a self-reflexive pastiche can be a powerful tool of 

resistance. Like Crumb, the  Thin Blue Line demonstrates how images and 

cultural codes can dominate reality, but, where Zwigoff ultimately finds a gap
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between the image and reality, Morris discovers that images and cultural codes 

can, in fact, become our reality. Many of Morris’ reenactments, particularly the 

ones that recreate the interrogation of Randall Adams, are loaded with visual 

cliches, but the repetition of the highly stylized shots of smoking cigarettes and 

frantically pacing feet functions self-reflexively, exposing that these images are 

indeed cliches. Morris does not use these cliches because they “work” but uses 

them to show how they work:

Instead of “actual” proof~”real” images of the murder weapon or 
the crime itself, for example-Morris resorts to typical or 
stereotypical images of a crime and its prosecution. “Murder 
weapon,” “police interrogation,” “signed confession,”...stock 
images...or illustrations of the kind found in dictionaries...these 
iconic representations... [and] generalized images remind us of the 
degree to which our perception of the real is constructed for us by 
codes and conventions. 19

Roger and Me is confined by the images it attempts to break out of, but The 

Thin Blue Line is able to at least partially escape its images because it 

recognizes its own confinement within them. Moore’s film is, in this sense, a 

work of fantasy, but The Thin Blue Line 'is, despite its fanciful facade, a work of 

pure “realism”! Fredric Jameson describes this postmodern “realism”:

Cultural production has been driven back inside the mind, within 
the monadic subject: it can no longer look directly out of its eyes at 
the real world for the referent but must, as in Plato’s cave, trace its 
mental images of the world on its confining walls. If there is any 
realism left here, it is a ‘realism’ which springs from the shock of 
grasping that confinement...” 20

But, do all the viewers of The Thin Blue Line grasp that confinement? Is it

19 Nichols, “ ‘Getting to Know You...’ ” p. 179.
20 Jameson, “Postmodernism and Consumer Society,” p. 118.
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obvious that the reenactments are self-concious cliches? After The Thin Blue 

Line was released, the tabloid televsion program The Reporters used some of 

Morris’ reenactments in a segment it aired on the Adams case. Did television 

viewers recognize the stereotypical nature of Morris’ images and realize that 

they were ultimately confined by these stereotypes? I would argue that the vast 

majority of viewers did not. The reenactments were probably viewed by most as 

clever recreations of the actual events rather than as a comment on the shaping 

force of stock images. Fredric Smoler feels that The Reporters' 

recontextualization of the Morris’ reenactments indicates that the film’s 

subversive undertones are too hidden to be effective. Because the distance 

between Morris’ self-conscious reenactments and other “sincere" reenactments 

is “too perilously close” 21 for most viewers to tell the difference, The Thin Blue 

Line “is too unstable a compound” to deconstruct the mass culture fragments it 

imitates.

And yet, the sheer fact that Smoler and a number of other critics have 

noticed and written about the subversive elements of the film demonstrates that 

the snake does not always swallow its own tail, to use Smoler’s metaphor. The 

subversive elements of the film do not fade simply because Morris chooses to 

walk the fine line between hegemony and resistance. I am not implying by this 

that the film is a subversive text diguised in the clothing of a hegemonic text, for 

this study has attempted to establish how all four of these documentaries are 

“unstable compounds” that exhibit contradictory impulses towards both 

hegemony and resistance. It is appropriate, then, that the readings of these 

texts have been equally “unstable compounds,” that there have been 

“hegemonic interpretations” and “subversive interpretations.” The dialectical

21 Fredric Paul Smoler, “Films: The Thin Blue Line," The Nation, 21 November 1988, p. 544.
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struggles in these films have sparked critical dialectical struggles about issues 

that fiction film and standard journalism have been unable or unwilling to bring 

up. It is not because of the subversive elements of these films that these forums 

have begun to open but because of the subversive elements’ fusion with and 

constant tension against the hegemonic elements. Partial adherence to the 

dominant discourse allows these films a foot in the mass culture door, and it is 

their inner dialectical back and forth between the patterns of hegemony and the 

patterns of subversion that make them so dangerous when they have crossed 

the threshold. Purely radical documentaries do not make their way into the 

cultural mainstream, and, even if they did, their impact would be less dramatic 

than these films because they lack these films’ inherent textual “instability.” 

Radical documentaries are "stable” in the sense that they lack this textual 

instability, and, because of this, radical documentarians unwittingly and 

unfortunately maintain the “dominant way of seeing.” Without the inner struggle, 

no substantial outer struggle can be established, and, without this outer 

struggle, no real social change can occur.

Change? These four documentaries and other recent fiction films like 

JFK have managed to open up debates on important issues dealing with 

representation, but do these debates really lead to any discernible social 

change? There is some hoopla surrounding the Academy Awards’ nominations 

for Best Feature Documentary every year that generates minor debates about 

the conception of documentary film and some critical debates that erupt over 

certain films, like the Harlan Jacobson/Michael Moore objectivity debate or the 

minor debate about the depiction of the Crumb brothers, but do social problems 

get addressed as a result of these disturbances? Frederick Wiseman, arguably 

the most well-respected documentarian alive, says no. When his films began to
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reach larger and larger audiences in the eighties, Wiseman still maintained that 

“there is no evidence that documentaries affect social change.” 22

It may be that this emphasis on “evidence” in measuring social change 

has distorted our coneption of social change and actually prevented real 

change from occuring. One of the major selling points for the tabloid television 

program America’s Most Wanted is the fact that the program has been able to 

apprehend over three hundred criminals through the aid of viewers’ telephone 

calls. This type of fixation on concrete “social change" undoubtedly cheapens 

the meaning of social change because it is looks for the “quick fix" rather than 

for the underlying reasons and potential solutions for violent crime in America. 

The program does not challenge hegemony but allows for it to continue “its 

relentless course.”

On the other hand, maybe this focus on tangible repercussions in the real 

world is a good thing. Requiring a documentarian to cause at least a small 

discernible crack in the hegemonic discourse could be an excellent strategy of 

resistance. Errol Morris was proud of his film’s subversive elements but was 

more proud of the fact that his film ultimately helped free Randall Adams from 

prison. The film caused a measurable amount of social change not in support 

of the dominant discourse like th eAmerica’s Most Wanted program but in 

marked opposition to this discourse. At this point, programs like America’s 

Most Wanted may have a sizable “lead" over the new documentary, but The 

Thin Blue Line shows that there is still hope for effective political resistance in 

America and proves that mainstream cultural expressions can affect positive

22 Grant, Voyages of Discovery, p. 29.
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social change.23

In the waning years of the twentieth century, the government, the church, 

the university, and local communities have been unable to solve our greatest 

social problems, particularly the increase in racial and class division in this 

country. Maybe the next century will see mainstream cultural expressions like 

the feature documentary step in where other attempts at change have failed. 

When Randall Adams was in prison, a fellow inmante asked him, “How come 

your case is being argued in the entertainment section of the newspaper?” He 

responded, “I’ll argue my case anywhere I can, any way I can.” 24 Social 

problems in America must be more effectively addressed in the next century, 

and maybe the entertainment section is just the place to address them.

23 It would be a mistake, though, to see concrete evidence like Adam’s relase as the end of the 
dialectical struggle, the triumph of political resistance. In the spirit of the back and forth between 
hegemony and reistance in these four films, Randall Adams sued Errol Morris for a portion of the 
film’s profits immediately after his release from prison.

24 Singer, “Profiles: Predilections,” p. 70.
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