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In Screen Media Arts: An Introduction to Concepts and Practices (Cohen, 
Salazar, and Barkat, 2008) participatory video is defined broadly as “a 
tool for individual, group and community development” and as “an iter-
ative process, whereby community members use video to document in-
novations and ideas, or to focus on issues that affect their environment” 
(pp. 348–349). Most accounts of the origins of participatory video refer 
to the Fogo Process or the Fogo Method as the original inspiration for 
these techniques. The Fogo Method originated in the Fogo Island Com-
munication Experiment, one of the initial projects under the umbrella of 
the experimental program in ethical documentary at the National Film 
Board of Canada, the Challenge for Change/Société Nouvelle program 
(CFC/SN). 

CFC/SN ran from 1967 to 1980, producing more than 200 films and 
videos, and, since 2000, has inspired renewed interest in academic re-
search circles and among media practitioners after more than 30 years of 
considerable neglect in the archive. It was thought for many years that 
the films produced under the banner of CFC/SN were too local and too 
aesthetically uninteresting to merit attention. Only recently have some 
of these films been recuperated for documentary history; they have been 
shown to represent revolutionary thinking about documentary politics, 
ethics, and aesthetics (Waugh, Baker, and Winton, 2010). CFC/SN was 
one of a number of programs inspired by the civil rights movements of 
the 1960s with a mission to tackle the sources of poverty and exclusion; to 
“give voice” to marginalized segments of society; to facilitate communi-
cation; and to keep minorities from becoming the victims and stereotypes 
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of media and government. Some filmmakers at the Film Board were 
frustrated with the ineffectiveness of the social documentary and the 
problems inherent in what can be called the ethical dilemma of repre-
sentation (Corneil, 2010). A fundamental ethical difficulty that documen-
tary filmmakers face when they set out to represent reality arises from 
the relationship that they establish with participants as subjects and, in 
particular, the potentially damaging effects of public exposure. As film 
theorist Bill Nichols writes: 

When both filmmaker and social actor coexist within the historical 
world but only one has the authority to represent it, the other, who 
serves as subject of the film, experiences a displacement. Though bodily 
and ethically absent, the filmmaker retains the controlling voice, and the 
subject of the film becomes displaced into a mythic realm of reductive, 
essentialized stereotype, most commonly romantic hero or powerless 
victim. (Nichols, 1991, p. 91)

The social actor here becomes the victim of a representational and insti-
tutional discourse in which he or she is robbed of voice or agency within 
the film.

The ethical dilemma of representation is a problem for visual anthro-
pology and documentary studies, but it is also, by extension, a problem 
for the media and for democracy more broadly. How can the media 
adequately represent individuals and groups in society? How can the 
representations in the media give adequate information about society 
in order to allow for rational decision making that would accommodate 
the complex workings of modern democracies and contemporary sys-
tems of power? For the filmmakers, social workers, and bureaucratic 
renegades involved in the project, as for documentary film theorists in 
the mid-1990s, the notion of an ethics of access came as a specific answer 
to the ethical dilemma of documentary representation (Winston, 1995). 
The ethics of access can be understood as an approach to documentary 
that aspires toward greater access for audiences and social actors to the 
means of reproduction, whether by increased reflexivity on the part of 
filmmakers, or by increased access to technology and control over repre-
sentation by subjects and communities themselves. 

The anthology Challenge for Change: Activist Documentary at the Na-
tional Film Board of Canada (Waugh, Baker, and Winton, 2010) represents 
an ambitious attempt to collect research on the program over the four 
decades since its inception. This anthology appeared at the end of a 
decade that saw an increase in the interest in activist documentary more 
generally, during a time of increasing conglomeration and globalization 
of the news media. Public interest in the genre more broadly was also 
steadily growing, not only through the popularization of reality TV, but 
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also, surprisingly, by the appearance and popular success of the theatri-
cal documentary itself. While this popularity came simultaneously with 
increased skepticism toward the image in the digital age, this does not 
diminish the fact that there has been genuine interest among practitioners 
and academics alike in exploring the problems and possibilities that 
documentary as a mode of political action in the world presents. The 
National Film Board (NFB), at the forefront of this interest, has attempted 
to revive the CFC/SN mandate through a new generation of participa-
tory projects that make use of a variety of digital media formats, such as 
the production projects Homeless Nation, Blog on Burgundy, Filmmaker-in-
Residence, CITIZENShift, and the NFB interactive projects GDP, Highrise/
One Millionth Tower, and Waterlife, to name a few (see nfb.ca).

These projects began after a new strategic plan was implemented 
for 2001–2006 in which CFC/SN figured prominently. But the revival 
has not been limited to the NFB, and many filmmakers and activists are 
attempting to implement similar strategies at both local and global (or 
glocal) levels, combining the techniques and tools of the Fogo Method 
with new forms of digital production and distribution, especially new, 
strategic combinations of internet use with more traditional methods of 
grassroots organizing and theatrical documentary. In light of this return, 
it is appropriate to re-examine the history and reassess CFC/SN and the 
Fogo Method. 

Origins: Challenge for Change/Société Nouvelle

The documentary was first given a name and theorized by John Grierson, 
the father of the British Documentary Film Movement, during the 1930s. 
In 1939, Grierson took his documentary movement with him to Canada 
after being asked by the government to set up the National Film Board 
of Canada. Grierson saw the documentary as the ideal tool to educate 
the people and promote citizenship in the geographically challenged 
Canada, and to promote Canadian culture and identity in the face of 
increasing commercialization and dominance of entertainment in the 
American media. The NFB was to be a government agency that would 
remain at arm’s length from the bureaucrats, allowing creative talent 
to blossom, but always with a sense of duty to its employer. It was this 
unique combination of civil service and artistic freedom that placed film-
makers at the Board in what Grierson called a privileged position. Dur-
ing the late 1950s and first part of the 1960s, filmmaking at the Board had 
moved progressively away from its civil service agenda, having adopted 
a talent pool system. Developments in lightweight synchronous film 
equipment were allowing for more discreet methods of filming and more 
intimate representations of the social world. The observational style of 
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the Cinema Direct and Candid Eye movements had popularized the 
documentary form and produced a magnificent body of work, garnering 
world acclaim for the NFB, but in the latter stages of this development, 
it was becoming increasingly obvious that the new techniques had also 
opened an ethical can of worms, so to speak. 

In 1966, executive producer John Kemeny picked up on NFB mem-
ber Gordon Robertson’s initiative to make a series on the plight of self-
perpetuating poverty. Kemeny chose Tanya Ballantyne Tree to make the 
first film about the Bailey family, who were paid $500 to be the subject of 
a one-hour documentary, The Things I Cannot Change (Ballantyne, 1969). 
Using an ethnographic approach with a shooting ratio of 20 to 1, she re-
corded the daily life of a family living in precarious poverty, with insuffi-
cient food and facing the arrival of the tenth child, the father unemployed 
and in trouble with the police. The film was telecast on the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) on May 3, 1967, and the estimated au-
dience was the largest to date for any single NFB production. After the 
film was shown, the family was subjected to ridicule by its neighbors and 
eventually forced to leave the neighborhood (Kurchak, 1977, p. 121). In 
most historical accounts, the debate that arose after the screening of The 
Things I Cannot Change became the seedbed for some ideas regarding a 
more ethical use of documentary. The most pressing issue was the rela-
tionship of the filmmaker to his or her subject, the participant. 

The Things I Cannot Change has come to stand as the primary text-
book example of the ways in which filmmakers can exploit their subject 
in a documentary, with a specific critique directed toward observational 
methods. In retrospect, the film has undergone a scrutiny that most other 
observational projects of the time did not. Much has been made of the film-
maker’s treatment of the Bailey family, primarily of the way in which Mr. 
Bailey was portrayed in the film, and how he became a social stereotype in 
discourses even outside film studies, notably in anthropology and sociol-
ogy. In many ways, he has been framed as the typical victim of the social 
documentary. On closer examination, one finds that the film is not entirely 
observationalist in its approach. There is a strong participatory element as 
the voice of the filmmaker is heard throughout the film, as is the voice-off 
of Mr. Bailey, functioning acousmatically as a competing subjectivity. In 
addition, the presence of the filmmakers, with the intervention of the film-
making process into the lives of the family during an admittedly climactic 
moment in their personal drama, points toward an undeniable performa-
tive element. So while most accounts of the origins of CFC/SN’s The Things 
I Cannot Change see it as a catalyst, it is very likely that the idea for a more 
ethical use of film in the context of community originated elsewhere. On 
the French side, filmmakers had experienced a similar reaction to the col-
laborative film À St-Henri le cinq septembre (Aquin, 1962) when subjects of 
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the film reacted violently to the way in which they were shown on screen 
(Dansereau, 1977). Colin Low points out that the Fogo Method had already 
been practiced by Raymond Garceau in New Brunswick and Gaspésie in 
1965, inspiring the Groupes de Recherches Sociales, which later became Société 
Nouvelle (Low, interview with author, March 8, 2010). Indeed, the idea of 
the subject feedback loop, which was one of the tenets of the ethnographic 
approach of the French filmmaker Jean Rouch, could be said to date back 
as far as Robert Flaherty’s (1922) Nanook of the North and the British docu-
mentary Housing Problems (Elton and Anstey, 1935). 

Early in 1967, Norbert Préfontaine, assistant secretary to the Cabinet 
in social policy in the Special Planning Secretariat, was asked to take 
over responsibility for the work on poverty. He invited representatives 
from 15 federal departments to attend a forum held every two months in 
the East Block of Parliament in an effort to create an interdepartmental 
committee that would consult with the NFB and come up with ideas for 
projects on subjects such as “Indians,” poverty, and regional disparities. 
In the end, eight departments and agencies offered to match the NFB 
funding for the projects. The interdepartmental committee decided to 
call this experiment Challenge for Change/Société Nouvelle. The hope 
was that after the initial cooperation between and among the NFB, uni-
versity extension services, and local citizens’ committees, the NFB would 
be able to leave behind a body of experience and a team of people to con-
tinue working in local advocacy on a variety of social issues (Evans, 1991, 
p. 160). Préfontaine laid down the two most important principles of the 
program—the projects had to be of interest to all the ministries involved, 
and those ministries could have no influence over the content or process 
of the projects: these were not to be sponsored films.

Within the parameters of such a unique government initiative, CFC/
SN made expertise, cameras, and training available to community groups 
in different parts of the country. The aim of the program was to facilitate 
communication and open up a media dialogue between minority groups 
and their government, with the aim of improving representation and 
encouraging greater citizen participation in the political and social ques-
tions of the day. As Zoë Druick (2010) has pointed out, the aims and 
intentions of government representatives probably did not correspond 
with those of local citizens’ groups. Even though “social change” was the 
buzzword, the authorities had quite different understandings of what 
this meant from the activists who were implementing the program at 
the grassroots level. While the government aimed to bring marginalized 
groups to visibility in the media landscape and to initiate local problem 
solving, the social activists and media producers seemed “more intent 
upon bringing about a radically democratic public sphere and using me-
dia to provoke social change” (Druick, 2010, p. 352). 
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The slogans that were used to rally support for community experi-
ments were, variously, “voice to the voiceless,” “mirror machine,” “me-
dia for the people,” “media mediator,” “media demystification,” and 
“media mirror” (Marchessault, 1995). Topics that were eventually cov-
ered by the NFB’s Challenge for Change program include the following: 
unemployment, poverty, culture and heritage (under threat), Indian land 
claims, gender and racial discrimination, regional areas, public housing, 
city planning, health care, and fundamental problems with the welfare 
system (Waugh, Baker, and Winton, 2010). The primary goals of Chal-
lenge for Change were to train community action workers in the use of 
film and video; to reach out to the community and bring it together in 
order to empower citizens; to improve communications among citizens 
and with government; and to effect social change.

Ultimately, the outcome of the program showed, on the one 
hand, the almost explosive potential of the camera in the hands of the 
people—the camera as a weapon to expose injustice and human rights 
violations—and, on the other, the increasing institutionalization of 
public communication in the form of community television on cable; 
the dispersion of social activism into the production of government 
service information; the petrifaction of community identity and agency 
under the burden of minority difference; and, at the extreme end, self-
surveillance by some of the communities involved in the Quebec crisis 
(Corneil, 2003; Marchessault, 1995). The most prominent project in the 
program, however, and the one that came to be known throughout the 
world as synonymous with Challenge for Change was the Fogo Island 
Communication Experiment. Initiated by NFB producer John Kemeny 
together with veteran film director Colin Low upon the invitation of the 
director of Memorial University’s Extension Service, Don Snowden, the 
Fogo Island Communication Experiment was one of the first experiments 
in using film to promote social justice and change and would become the 
flagship project of the CFC/SN program. 

The Fogo Island Communication Experiment

In May of 1967 John Kemeny asked Colin Low if he would go to a rocky 
island off the coast of Newfoundland to find out whether it would be a 
suitable community for the CFC/SN program. They picked Fogo Island 
because it was a small community that was in danger of disappearing, 
threatened by the government’s relocation plans. There were approxi-
mately 5,000 people living on the 300-year-old settlement, in 10 outport 
communities including Joe Batt’s Arm, Seldom-Come-By, Tilting, and 
Fogo. Sixty percent of the people were on welfare and there was no high 
school. Fishing methods were out of date, the merchants had control of 
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the marketing, and there was limited communication among the many 
isolated communities. The provincial government was considering relo-
cating the communities to more accessible areas on the mainland. Me-
morial University had been working to organize the islanders and had 
already formed a citizens’ development committee. Fred Earle, a local, 
was the university extension development officer working on the island, 
and the Memorial Extension Service had some familiarity with commu-
nity television, having produced Decks Awash (1962–1975), a program 
that covered local affairs. Hence, Fogo was considered to be the ideal 
case for the NFB, under the mandate of CFC/SN (Low, interview with 
author, March 8, 2010). 

The Fogo Island Communication Experiment was a series of 26 short 
films made from 1967 to 1968. Low called the project a communication 
loop, in which film and videotape would help communication between 
and among the various (cultural and religious) factions and facilitate 
cooperation to organize and effect change at a local level. The films were 
meant to show that it was in the provincial government’s interest to help 
them solve the economic problems at a local level, rather than dissolv-
ing the community through relocation. According to Dorothy Henault, 
Don Snowden wanted to turn the government relocation plans on their 
head and, in asking for the NFB’s expertise, infused the project with the 
principles of community development, which meant “the people have a 
say” (Henault, interview with author, July 8, 2011).

Instead of relying on editing to create a linear narrative—so-called 
horizontal films—the short films were to remain largely unedited and 
unmediated, shown to local groups, with the evolving discussions incor-
porated into the screenings. The films were meant to suggest the solu-
tions best suited to the islanders themselves, in contrast to the traditional 
methods used by government to address issues such as poverty, social 
planning by so-called experts, and use of the welfare system as the opera-
tional institution. Druick (2010) points out that the filmmakers struggled 
with how to broach the topic of welfare and, in the end, exercised edito-
rial control over the views on the welfare system that ended up appear-
ing in the films; but the Fogo Method, as it came to be known, began 
as an experiment in ethical documentary, and many of the principles 
developed within this early experimental stage remain core principles in 
methodologies of participatory video as it is still practiced today.

Swedish film scholar Carl Henrik Svenstedt describes the initia-
tion of the process based on interviews he made with the filmmakers 
in 1969–1970 (Svenstedt, 1970). According to him, Low was initially 
not very inspired by the films. The first two films were straightforward 
documentaries about work and the environment. It was Fred Earle, the 
organizational advisor from Memorial University, who was responsible 
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for the structure of the shooting process. There were three main lines of 
thought that were clear when the filmmakers went to stay on the island 
for the five weeks of shooting: interviews would be more focused on 
people than on issues; candid camera techniques were forbidden, since 
obtaining the islanders’ full confidence was prerequisite to getting a 
good result; and finally, filming, editing, and screening would happen 
in open format, with maximum influence from the islanders as to their 
form (Svenstedt, 1970, p. 81). Most filmmakers would have wanted more 
control, and the first films indicate that Low was tempted to exercise 
such control in the beginning.

Low shot 20 hours of footage around several personalities and 
events. He screened the film to members of the community and gave 
them the option of cutting out footage they weren’t pleased with. He 
then made a series of short films, each about a single person or event. The 
films—Jim Decker Builds a Longliner (Low, 1967a), The Songs of Chris Cobb 
(Low, 1967b), Fishermen’s Meeting (Low, 1967c), The Children of Fogo (Low, 
1967d), and Billy Crane Moves Away (Low, 1967e)—were then screened 
for groups all over the island. Low showed the films as a cycle, opting for 
a vertical model of presentation. One of the film team remarked that “in 
a ‘horizontal’ documentary intercutting of opinions immediately creates 
a right/wrong hierarchy which tends to put down some members of the 
community. The goal of trying to get people to talk to each other is then 
impeded” (cited in Kurchak, 1977, p. 123). By maintaining the films in 
two-track form, with the capacity for an open-ended and ongoing trans-
formation according to each specific screening situation, the decision 
would have great significance for film ethics. 

The films revealed that the islanders were frustrated with the welfare 
system, that it was in fact holding them back and that their biggest wish 
was to have a chance to build a more autonomous industry of their own 
based on the skills in fishing and boat building they had honed for gen-
erations. Low’s method successfully reached the ears of the government, 
for it showed in a gentle way that it was in everybody’s interest to listen 
to what the people had to say about the issues. In this way the experi-
ment gave voice to the voiceless, without causing trouble for them. In a 
sense, it allowed the government “experts” a chance to better know the 
people they were making decisions about, and what their needs were. 
The films were not all about issues such as welfare, unemployment, 
lack of political representation. The 20 hours of footage were edited to 6 
on various theses, subjects, or personalities. Usually, a film about some 
island tradition or cultural event was shown before and after the issue 
films, to cool tensions that might arise between neighbors or between the 
people and government.
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 What was new in Low’s method was the degree of subject participa-
tion in the filmmaking process. The camera was used to get people to relax, 
to open up and talk, first gaining access to a family, for example, by way of 
the children (their “tilts” and “stilts”) or after sharing a drink with the men. 
Allowing the people to express themselves on camera, he noticed how ar-
ticulate they were. When pressed by John Grierson, at a lecture at McGill 
University, on why he did not bring his expertise and worldly wisdom to 
the search for solutions, Low insisted these people knew more than he did 
(Low, interview with author, March 7, 2010). Low describes how expert 
boatmen like islander William Wells were able to navigate out to the Funk 
Islands by “dead reckoning . . . aim yourself . . . watch the sky . . . and 
with no radio on the boat” (Low, interview with author, March 7, 2010). 

After being screened in the community and edited according to the 
participants’ wishes, the films were screened to academics at Memorial 
University. These sessions were in turn filmed and then edited into the 
films and screened back in the community. The film that was made at the 
Ministry of Fisheries was screened on Fogo, creating a communication 
feedback loop between the locals and government. Low was insistent 
that there should be a long-term commitment to the project, and this 
is why he involved Memorial University of Newfoundland in a joint 
venture. The idea was to use film in a process, at a local level, to create 
a forum to represent to each other and to the bureaucrats/decision mak-
ers stuck in the bureaucratic halls the dignity and wisdom of these folks 
and, most importantly, to give the islanders a sense of community. In the 
end, the people organized a fishing co-op. Unemployment fell, the price 
of fish rose, and the fishermen began to earn, and above all, there came 
a sense of self-confidence in the ability of the community to organize. 
Low continues to defend the method, stating that in a community the 
best story is the peaceful and collaborative solution of problems: “The 
best community development is evolutionary, not revolutionary” (Low, 
interview with author, March 7, 2010). 

Assessments

By the spring of 1970, two and a half years after the shooting of the films, 
conditions on Fogo had changed for the better. There was now a strong 
and competitive cooperative, United Maritime Fisheries, which had been 
formed with support from a considerably more positive Ministry of Fish-
eries. The fishermen had built more longliners and there were plans for a 
cannery. People were no longer leaving the communities and a modern 
motel was stimulating tourism. While the depletion and eventual ban 
on cod fishing was to have a negative impact on the communities in the 
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decades that followed, the infrastructure was left in place, allowing the 
settlement to survive on the island. 

However, the films’ overall role in this process remained difficult to 
assess. Scott MacKenzie, in studying the Société Nouvelle, points out that 
while there were signs of emergent alternative public spheres in Quebec 
as a result of the democratization of media, the typical pattern was that 
once the media expertise was withdrawn, these public spheres were soon 
dispersed. This was because they were formed around the media and 
not around the issues or interests of the particular groups (MacKenzie, 
2010). George Stoney comments that the technological determinist dis-
course implemented by community groups to acquire funds often led to 
the suspension of funding for many media access programs in the 1990s 
and 2000s. Many community groups saw their funding dry up after they 
promised too much of the video equipment and couldn’t deliver (Mero-
glu, Porter, and Baker, 2006). Dorothy Henault spoke of the community 
groups that failed: “the focus became too much on the filmmaking; they 
forgot to organize” (Henault, interview with author, July 8, 2011). So the 
question that needs to be asked is whether or not the communities would 
have been better off without the media. Indeed, as Ron Burnett has 
pointed out, the assumption that a community is in need of a voice rests 
on the presumption that it is without a voice or that only the media can 
give it a voice, which becomes absurd in, for example, communities with 
long oral traditions (Burnett, 1996). In addition, with respect to social ac-
tors who might be immersed in particularly volatile circumstances (like 
Mr. Bailey), it is not clear that all subjects or communities are capable of 
representing themselves under such circumstances, or that they should 
try to do so.

In any case, the Fogo Method became the model for most Challenge 
for Change projects. In Memo from Fogo (1972a), Colin Low assesses 
the impact of the films, claiming that, subsequently, a large number of 
projects, some as far away as Tanzania and Alaska, borrowed some of 
the methods of the Fogo Island project. Low concluded that “the simple 
principles of Fogo had extensive implications for ethical use of the visual 
media in general” (Evans, 1991, p. 165). Low, not interested in the work 
of administering Challenge for Change, soon moved on to other things, 
such as the development of 3-D for Imax. But his work with Challenge 
for Change was a precursor of the later development of the Regional 
Programme for the Film Board (Gittings, 2002, p. 90).

In the end, it is possible to conclude that the main benefits of CFC/
SN and the new citizen access to media production seem to be that it 
gave groups of people around the country a forum in which to communi-
cate with each other, to organize themselves politically, and, on occasion, 
to have their grievances aired to the ministers in charge of their welfare. 
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With respect to the NFB, the two areas in which Challenge for Change 
seem to have had a concrete impact were the following: the legitimating 
of the ongoing federal support for the program itself; and the establish-
ment of separate film units (for aboriginal peoples and for women, for 
example). Regionalization of the production program in the early 1970s 
led to the creation of five regional studios that were quite successful in 
producing and distributing high-quality films and videos (Low, 1972b).

On closer examination, it is also possible to see that, at the same 
time that minorities were given a chance to “come to voice,” their “dif-
ference” as minorities was also delimited by the same establishment that 
enabled them, and this difference then became a kind of “burden” of 
identity—the French, the Poor, Females, Indians, and so on—where that 
same voice was, to some extent, simultaneously defined, channeled, and 
contained. This is especially visible where this “voice” hardens into an 
effect, a statement, or a product of ordered discourse (Foucault, 1971). 
As Janine Marchessault puts it, “The institutionalization of cultural dif-
ference defines the project of multiculturalism not only to manage and 
integrate difference, but to make it at once separate and identical. This 
construction creates a common otherness, the ‘people,’ whose solidarity 
is made impossible under the burden of difference” (1995, p. 142). While 
the regionalization of the NFB provided facilities and training for those 
who wanted to use media in the context of social development, to tackle 
issues of social justice, or for developing artistic and cultural expression, 
it also involved the gradual dismantling of the production studios and 
distribution centers (Low, 2003).

It is important to consider, too, the films produced as texts in and 
of themselves. The films produced in the Fogo cycle are remarkable not 
only for the process in which they were conceived and how they were 
utilized, but also for their aesthetic and affective power (something that 
has largely gone unappreciated), and the way in which they success-
fully combined process with product (White, 2006). More importantly, 
the films illustrate the different ways in which documentary films may 
communicate knowledge. In one of the films, The Specialists at Memorial 
Discuss the Fogo Films (Stoney, 1969), experts from the government and 
Memorial University comment on the Fogo films. The minister of social 
development questions the subtle influence of the filmmakers on con-
tent when he asks whether the subjects were giving answers that they 
thought the interviewer wanted to hear. The geographer marvels at the 
sense of environment that the films offer. The sociologist asks if there 
couldn’t be more socially stratified interviewing and questions the ab-
sence of the clergy. The economist questions the usefulness of the films at 
the level of content. But it must be remembered that to be representative 
is in itself necessarily ambiguous: the film cannot give a macro view, but 
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it can give a feeling of participation and may be used together with other 
kinds of material. These questions in the end contribute, at an aesthetic 
level, a dimension of reflexivity to the project. The film cycle allowed for 
different kinds of communication to run in tandem. 

This work represents a remarkable leap forward in the thinking 
about documentary ethics. By including the feedback loop filming the re-
actions of various audiences, the project incorporated the ethical space of 
audience reception, an important space in which meaning is ultimately 
generated, into the ethical space constructed between filmmakers, sub-
jects, the community, and the authorities. Taking into consideration the 
cycle of films and the process, the Fogo Method represents an approach 
to documentary that embraces a multiplicity of practices: narrative, cin-
ema direct, performance, and participatory and reflexive modes as well 
as interview and testimony. The ambitious experiment in documentary 
ethics strove to tackle the problems facing the social documentary and 
the ethical dilemma of representation head-on, and it is clear that the 
project matched, possibly exceeded, the scale and scope of the IMAX 
prototype Labyrinth project of Expo 67 (Low, 2003).

Probably the most widespread criticism that has come in the decades 
after CFC/SN was the fact that terms such as “social change” and “com-
munity” were never properly defined, and probably had very different 
meanings for the different parties involved in the program (Burnett, 
1996; Druick, 2010; Kurchak, 1997). More generally, there have actually 
been very few assessments of the impact of documentary films per se, in 
spite of the largely activist program of many documentary makers. The 
documentary genre is often defined (echoing Grierson) by its capacity to 
inspire action, so it is surprising that there hasn’t been greater attention 
paid to exactly if, or how, films and videos are actually used by audi-
ences; some recent exceptions are the work of David Whiteman (2002) 
and Annette Hill (2007; 2008).

Conclusion

One of the criticisms of the image ethics discourse as it has been dis-
cussed in documentary studies and visual anthropology is the way in 
which the filmmaker-victim paradigm reiterates the dualism that it sets 
out to redress. Film theorist Brian Winston maintains that the primary 
concern in image ethics is the responsibility of filmmakers toward their 
subjects, echoing the insistence of the CFC/SN program director and 
father of the American access movement, George Stoney (2001), that 
“always, the person who is making the film is the person in front of my 
camera, in front of our cameras, and we are only recording what they 
have done” (Corneil, 2008). While the focus of image ethics has been 
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on the relationship of filmmakers to their subject (the duty of care) and 
filmmakers to their audience (a right to know), some theorists have 
pointed out the existence of other ethical responsibilities (or account-
abilities), such as responsibility toward the self and toward the con-
stituency (or community) (Waugh, 1988; Waldman and Walker, 1999). 
These would seem increasingly important given the autobiographical 
and collective modes of documentary that appeared in the decades that 
followed CFC/SN and especially since the advent of digital video shar-
ing on the internet. 

Practitioners of CFC/SN would necessarily have had to take these 
other responsibilities into account, given that the program was aimed at 
giving voice to, and bringing minorities into, visibility in the media land-
scape that had previously ignored them. Similarly, the ethical responsibil-
ity of the audience seems to take precedence over all others in the context 
of the Fogo Experiment, and this is what makes it, and participatory video 
more broadly, such an innovative approach to documentary. Sam Gregory 
and Patricia Zimmermann have suggested that what we need now is a 
network ethics in this age of YouTube, on which human rights videos are 
constantly being remixed and repurposed. Questions of re-witnessing and 
of re-victimization impel a new way of thinking about the ways in which 
documentary material may be used, and necessitate a renewed conception 
of image ethics (Gregory and Zimmerman, 2010). However, it has more 
or less been proven impossible to reach a consensus on what a normative 
code of ethics for documentary would look like, much less how it could be 
implemented without hampering freedom of speech (Aufderheide, Jaszi, 
and Chandra, 2009; Corneil, 2008; Winston, 2000). 

Finally, we can ask whether the ethics of access does offer a solution 
to the ethical dilemma of representation. If we understand the ethics of 
access solely as the practice of giving over the means of reproduction and 
the control over representation to subjects, then the answer is probably 
that it does not. If, however, we have a more expanded notion of image 
ethics—an ethics (a network ethics, for example) that incorporates the 
audience and, in so doing, implicates the audience—then perhaps we 
might overcome some of the problems inherent in representation. But 
perhaps the question of ethics itself has become obsolete in the age of 
digital networks. This is a possible area of future research, especially in 
relation to the exciting and progressive web documentaries and interac-
tive iterations of the Fogo Method that have appeared within the NFB’s 
Filmmaker-in-Residence program (see http://filmmakerinresidence.nfb.
ca/), or in the participatory video projects discussed in this book.

Any new iteration of Fogo would undoubtedly have to ask some 
difficult questions, taking into consideration the assessments that have 
been made here of the Fogo Experiment. How can the project continue 
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after the equipment and expertise of the filmmaker is withdrawn? What 
kind of effect and what kind of change does the community expect from 
the project, and is this going to be a good long-term thing for the com-
munity? Which different groups (or interests) make up the community, 
and who is excluded by this particular formation (and formulation) of 
community? What forms of knowledge and which epistemologies are 
communicated within the project? Which approaches to documentary 
are chosen? What kind of, and how much, reflexivity is included in the 
representations that are made? What kind of ethical responsibilities exist 
among the participants and what is the best practice for protecting them 
from harm, from re-victimization and/or from becoming stereotyped? 
How does one measure and evaluate the impact of the project and the 
media intervention on the community? How much actual control over 
the process do the community and individual interests within it have? 
Finally, would the community be better off without the intervention? 

Note

Research for this chapter was made possible in part by grants from the Re-
search Council of Norway and the Faculty of Arts at NTNU–Trondheim.
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