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Truth In Nonfiction: Examining the Impact of 5 Famous Political Docs

I believe we are at the beginning of a new golden era for documentary filmmaking. On the whole, documentaries do so much more than just tell entertaining stories. They’ve become a vital form of communication, and catalysts for a necessary social dialogue. The tools of the trade have become readily available, and many alternate paths to distribution have opened up beyond traditional avenues. It’s a form of filmmaking that has become highly democratized—a victory for film, free speech, social awareness and (hopefully) positive social change.

But making a documentary is not without its challenges. Docs are strange beasts and documentarians are a breed unto their own, crafting stories that straddle the line between entertainment and journalism. Where that line is drawn can be complicated and brings into question whether viewers are being informed or manipulated.
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As we watch the maelstrom that is this year’s Presidential election, we face an endless barrage of information, ideology and propaganda from across the political spectrum, all of which seeks to inform and persuade people on what think and how to vote. So I think this is the perfect time to talk about “Political Documentaries.”

What is a political documentary? I’m so glad you asked. I think this is a pretty fair definition for our needs: nonfiction films that attempt to explore, investigate and/or strive to make sense the actions of people or events which have lasting effects on the masses and are connected to political power structures.

Below are five political documentaries that I love. I took a quick look at each to see what makes them so great, and if they deliver the goods. Do they entertain? Do they help us see a more complete picture of our world? Have they made any impact? Let’s find out:
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Fahrenheit 911 (2004, dir. Michael Moore)

Analysis: Definitely leans more towards the “entertainment” end of the spectrum (Moore’s preferred style of filmmaking), which is not to say that Moore doesn’t raise interesting questions as he examines the somewhat shocking facts around the connections and possible causes of the attacks on 9/11. Moore also calls into question the abilities and propriety of the Bush administration to manage during an unprecedented period in American history. Impact? At the time, a critical and financial hit. But if part of the film’s goal was to make George W. a one-term president, it did not achieve total success. Side note: I invite you to watch this film now with the benefit of hindsight and with the (slight) possibility of a Donald Trump administration on the horizon.
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Fog of War: Eleven Lessons from the Life of Robert S. McNamara (2003, dir. Errol Morris)

Analysis: Built around interview footage of former Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, director Morris takes a closer look at the politics of war. One difficulty of the film is that it’s from a single source/perspective, albeit a particularly qualified one. On the other hand, McNamara is an extraordinary (if controversial) American, and Morris captures him well in an intimate, open and honest interview. Impact? The film was a critical success, including winning an Academy Award and Film Independent Spirit Award for best documentary feature. Presumably, the worldwide attention the film gained through its awards run greatly expanded people’s awareness and understanding of the Vietnam War, as well as the Defense Department in general.
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Inside Job (2011, dir. Charles Ferguson)

Analysis: Like me, I’m sure many of you watched the movie The Big Short. And like me, I’m guessing that many of you thought/hoped that the film would explain just what the hell caused the great economic meltdown of 2008. Short was a good film (the acting was some of the best work I’ve seen from Steve Carell and Christian Bale, just to name a few). That said I did not walk out of the film with a much greater understanding of the who, what and why of the disaster. Inside Job, on the other hand, not only walked me through what led to the crash, but also effectively introduced me to the people who saw it coming and/or enabled the perilous path followed by the banks and Wall Street with no regard for the price that would ultimately be paid by the American people (and, in fact, individuals and governments worldwide). Impact: If the aim of the filmmakers was to inform people of what happened and how little has changed since— Success! If the hope was to initiate public discussion, to cause political pressures and thus changes in government regulation and oversight… well, maybe next time.
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The Internet’s Own Boy: The Story of Aaron Swartz (2014, dir. Brian Knappenberger)

Analysis: Here, the family of Aaron Swartz and Knappenberger invite us into the life of the computer programming prodigy and social justice activist, detailing his fight for the freedom of public information. What unfolds in this film is a David-and-Goliath story that raises important questions about the data, technology, knowledge and whether our laws and our government’s enforcement of these laws is just and proportional. Knappenberger spends a good portion of the movie letting us get to know Aaron, which later helps viewers to step into the young man’s shoes and maybe ask themselves just how far they would go to fight for justice, questioning whether unjust laws are to be obeyed (while attempting to amend them legally) or transgressed upon. Impact: TK.
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Citizenfour (2014, dir. Laura Poitras)

[bookmark: _GoBack]Analysis: Before June 5, 2013 the name Edward Snowden would have meant nothing to almost everyone. However, after The Guardian published the first of a series of articles by Glenn Greenwald about the unimaginable scale of domestic surveillance operating under the Obama administration, Snowden would become the most famous (or infamous) whistleblower in modern history. With the release of Citizenfour, the carefully curated and controlled story about Snowden that was fed to the country by the media was completely shattered. For me, the most exciting thing about this film is the first time you see and hear Edward speak to Poitras and Greenwald. Within minutes you understand why he acted as he did, and all preconceived notions about the man—which were largely constructed by the media—become completely discredited. Analysis: This is one of my best examples of why I love and value documentaries so much. Films such as this one are vital to creating a clear and well-rounded perspective, which allow us to seek both truth and a better understanding of the world around us. (More specific to Edwards Snowden? Where is he now?)


These are just a handful of important political documentaries, which can serve as excellent tools for education as well as promoting a continuing a dialogue. And that’s the key thing—a continuing dialogue. Our country was in part founded on the ideals of public debate. I hope that at the core of who we are as a nation lays a commitment to truth, and a willingness to resolve disagreements through empathy and compromise.


Learn how to become a Member of Film Independent by visiting our website, and click here to subscribe to our YouTube channel.
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