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Skill #5 Criticizing Non Fiction (Films)
In the recent past, documentaries have gained a larger share of public attention and acclaim. Many attempt to expose “the truth“, yet not all arrive at an accurate portrait of events, people, organizations or issues. Steps are needed to criticize these films. 


1. (Strategy A - uninformed)


Has the director/film left out important that could alter the argument/message?
For example, the film “Why We Fight“ examines aspects of the military-industrial complex in the United States and its role in shaping foreign policy. It failed to include a discussion/mention of other factors that shape foreign policy. The director left out important information that would have altered his argument on the roots of warfare.   

Your critique lists information that is left out. List info which is missing as a whole or select the individual scenes and list info which is missing.  You argue that the film/director is uninformed.

2. (Strategy B - misinformed)

Is the director/film wrong when compared to additional information?
For example, the film “Voices of Iraq“ is based on the distribution of 150 video cameras in Iraq from 2003-2005, for the purpose of capturing opinions of Iraqis in the wake of the U.S. led invasion/occupation. It leaves the impression that Iraqis welcomed the U.S. presence, even during the battle of Fallujah (April 2003) and the Abu Ghraib prison scandal (2003). However, perspectives of women, and victims of U.S. aggression are rarely or never captured. The author is misinformed, because the latter` perspectives refute the impression of the film.

You critique mentions contradictory information that doubts or dismisses the depiction of events. This would require research or your own knowledge. You argue that the film/director is misinformed, meaning that the film has made false claims. 

3. (Strategy C - limited or insignificant sampling of spokespersons)

Are the interviewed people in a role of authority or proximity to the topic of the film?

For example, a film discusses the decision to drop the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. Interviews with supporters of the decision are credible leaders and politicians, while interviews with opponents come from the White House custodial staff.

You examine those who are speaking directly (are interviewed or quoted) in the film asking: 

i) Are the people quoted primary or secondary participants (affected by issue or distant observer ) in the events?

ii) Are the people quoted an authority by virtue of occupation, nationality, religion, linguistic ability, geography, or involvement on the events? Are they perhaps ignorant? 

iii) Are there people who are affected by the events, but are not quoted directly? Who might these be and what might be their opinion(s)?

You argue that the director has used spokespersons without authority or a limited selection of spokes persons.

4. (Strategy D - incomplete/limiting source)

Is the film a complete source about the topic or are others required?

For example, the film “The Thin Red Line“  provides a depiction of war in the Pacific through the eyes of the infantry fighting at Guadacanal. The film has its limitations as a depiction of this part of the war because it is based on the perspectives of one soldier and his book. This method has limited the film’s effort to depict the Pacific war.

Your critique mentions or contemplates others sources or perspectives on the topic, thereby showing the limitations of the film. You argue that the film is incomplete because it does not exhaust  available sources.
5. (Strategy E - biased support or direction for the film)

Do funding sources & the director have biased ideas about the topic or people in the film ?

For  example, a director could sympathize with the plight of a group of people by virtue of his/her own experiences or affinity group. Examining the end credits is like intellectual striptease/pornography as it reveals funding sources or supporters of the film. Some research on the director could reveal past projects or affiliations which can point towards a biased perspective.  

Examine the end credits and research the background of the director(s)

-this includes the director(s) (nationality, ethnic origin, race, etc.)

-this includes sources of funding for the film and the potential agenda that these might have

-this includes studios and organizations that assisted in the film making

-this includes sources of information such as libraries, archives etc. which provided materials 

-this includes the location of the film and the year of completion

You argue that the film is unable to escape the preconceived ideas of the director of supporters 

6. (Strategy F - manipulative editing or effective editing)

Does the director manipulate through editing scenes?

For example, a director edits scenes to the point of creating sympathy or preference of one person/group over another.

select two or three scenes, and focus on i) the juxtapositioning of frames or scenes (why does one follow the other?),  ii) on the voice overs or the silence which accompany the frames (why is silence or the speaker featured and how is this effective in conveying a message?), iii) or on the music which accompanies scenes (does the music create a mood or does it create a bias towards circumstances or persons?)

You argue that the director manipulates the audience with the editing or effectively edits to create a message


Test each strategy separately, using your movie notes. Write down questions, contemplated missing information, etc. as per each strategy.

Select your best criticisms. from your criticism pages (Step#2). For a two-prong thesis, you will select two; for a three-prong thesis you will select three. For a one billion prong thesis, you will select...The criticisms will be part of the thesis statement.

Step # 1: Ask 6 questions about the Documentary Films


	








Step #2 Testing the Approaches on Your Article





Step #3 Deciding on the Criticisms











