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Literature Review: Global Media and Documentary Rhetorics
Though they come from distinct analytical perspectives, each of the readings on this week’s topic tackles the questions of media as it intersects with “the Real” and with “reality”. According to Jacques Lacan, “the Real” consists of that part of the outside world that resists description and compartmentalization through language. The documentary engages with the complications between the Real and reality as its makers and subjects struggle to intersect the written, the scripted and the filmed. Peter Steven’s The No-Nonsense Guide to Global Media tackles these issues by defining in straightforward terms the power and effects of today’s globalized media. He highlights the political intersections of readership, ownership and manufacturing of knowledge through an explanation of conglomerates and summarized theories. Liz Stubbs’ Documentary Filmmakers Speak tackles several of Steven’s points more literally in a collection of interviews with contemporary documentary makers and their various techniques for handling objectivity, style, representation and the business of surviving on nonfiction film. Lastly, John Johnston’s collection of Friedrich A. Kittler’s essays in Literature, Media, Information Systems contextualizes Stubbs’ and Steven’s more economic and technical points in order to build a broader theory of screening, authorship and presentation in a mechanized age. I will proceed to summarize and analyze these texts further through the three central themes that I see running throughout; first, issues of objectivity, secondly, manners of authorship, and lastly, technology and its effect on representation. 
Kittler uses the term Aufschreibesystem (translated as discourse network) to explain inscription by and on culture. This concept ties together some more diverse opinions on the handling of objectivity in media production. In the introduction to Literature, Media, Information Systems, John Johnston summarizes Kittler, saying,

“the notion of the discourse network points to the fact that at any given cross-sectional moment in the life of a culture, only certain data (and no other) are selected, stored, processed, transmitted or calculated, all else being ‘noise’…” (Johnston 9)

Johnston explains also that “in information theory ‘noise’ is precisely what disrupts a communication channel” (Johnston 9-10). In Kittler’s view we must then contextualize a documentary maker, who sees him or herself as a communication channel for a particular subject, as a filter for data within the discourse network, rather than a clear lens. 
Stubbs’ interviews seem to fall relatively in line with this understanding. Albert Mayles highlights, “the problem we have in documentary in that it’s very difficult to film anything but what’s contemporary” (Stubbs 14). Mayles, like several of the other documentary makers in the book, does not downplay his personal role in filmmaking, but rather highlights the importance of empathy in gaining access to a story. He says, “There’s subjectivity and objectivity, and for me the thing that makes both possible is the affection, the empathy that you put into it” (Stubbs 6). This statement concurs with Kittler in some sense, by recognizing the fact that a story is brought out by an individual’s connection with it. 

While there may be many levels of data, the documentary makers of Stubbs’ book admit that they can only represent one section of one moment if they hope to present a narrative. However, Kittler defines the role of film slightly differently than narrative, saying, “To presentify rather than narrate, simulate rather than verify –these are the maxims” (Johnston 98). The role of the filmmakers then, as defined by Kittler, would be to bring to light a particular moment’s presentness, rather than to narrate its existence. In turning a lens on one subject or element, film brings to light the responsibility of this element for allowing another object to present itself. Kittler, however, focuses on a general readership and general production rather than examining the intentions that come into play when individual creates a film. While they each express their goals differently, none of the interviewees in Stubbs’ book claim full objectivity. Bruce Sinofsky refuses to call his work “definitive truth,” saying, 

I’m not one of those believers that you can ever have the definitive truth on film, because as soon as you edit one frame, what your cinematographer chooses to shoot…[has] an effect on the reality’s perception. I believe that it’s an impression, never the defined truth” (Stubbs 165). 

The individual voices of interviews like this one may be more difficult to condense into a theory, but they certainly present the individual aspect that Kittler neglects. D.A Pennebaker comments, “reality can mean so much to so many different people that I hesitate to even call our films reality films” (Stubbs 54). This comment also brings in the issue of multiplicity in filmic and genre interpretation, a theme, that is touched upon throughout several of the interviews.
The variation of answers in Stubbs’ book to the objectivity question indicates that different goals of media-makers can create different relationships with their subjects and societal contexts. In Global Media Steven explores this concept when he outlines three relationships of media and society; that in which media influence media, in which media reflect society, and in which media affect society (Steven 108). By engaging with these different categories, Steven is able to point at the subjectivity not only of the media itself, but of the audience, depending on what it hopes to receive from the media. For example, he discusses the pressure of business interests on journalists as media reflecting society and emphasized racial, ethnic and gender stereotyping as media affecting society. Steven’s outlook bears perhaps too heavily on the image of media as social control, but it does allow us to understand from a different perspective what documentary makers face in dealing in Kittler’s “discourse network.”
Stubbs’ focus on each documentary maker’s cutting and editing process forces her reader to look closely at the role of editing and self-editing in authorship. Though not all the interviewees agree with his statement, Joe Berlinger says, “The editing process, to me, is everything. That’s the equivalent of the script process, where you discover things you may not have noticed before…As a human being you can’t help but have some preconceived idea, but you have to be open to changing those ideas” (Stubbs 153). Ross McElwee also explains that he finds the structure of his film in the editing room that he many not have been completely aware of while shooting the footage (Stubbs 101). The documentary makers are aware of their own role in creating story. Some even speak of the pain of realizing that a scene has nothing to communicate. Many of the documentary makers in Stubbs’ book, however, seem to have escaped the larger ideological power conglomerations that Steven continually highlights, perhaps simply because of the marginal financial and power status that each one mentions in their interview. 
In his reflections on editing, Steven emphasizes the fact that media communicates and emphasizes the legitimacy of those in power. However, when it comes to viewership he does admit that “not all texts are perfectly shaped vehicles for delivery of the dominant world view,” (Steven 100) and asks the reader about our own role in authorship by receiving media, particularly through the media of audience studies and broadcast rates (Steven 105). He differentiates between dominant, residual and emergent media, (Steven 93) each of which the reader understands and accepts at different levels. 
Kittler, however, is much more unflinching in his approach to the godliness of the media creator, and cites the Bible and Koran as original texts of the storage of creation in writing. “…Writing stores only the fact of its authorization,” he writes, saying, “It celebrates the storing monopoly of the god who has invented it” (Johnston 37) and going on to detail the homogenization of the writing ability by state apparatuses. Kittler’s theory on inscription becomes even more relevant if we think of it in terms of a documentary maker like Ken Burns, who spends much of his films citing historical images and sources. Kittler declaims upon the “suspicion that all power comes from archives to which it returns,” (Johnston 35) pointing directly at the role of archival footage in films.  Burns describes his work in the editing room as one with “all essentially detached static, moribund images. And we’re trying to tell a story. We’re trying to make the past come alive…into a moment where history is not was, but is, as William Faulkner says” (Stubbs 81). The story-making, then, comes about in the technology that allows for the cutting and re-forming of these images. 
According to Kittler, the editing process and technology of film mimics human processes of perception. He writes, 

Whereas the traditional arts treat orders of the symbolic or orders of things, film emits to its viewers their own process of perception—and this with a precision available only to experiment, which is to say, that it cannot be accessed either by consciousness or language. (Johnston 100)
Kittler is particularly fascinated by the contemporary shrinking difference between media through digitalization for the purpose of the viewer. He writes, “Sound and image, voice and text have become mere effects on the surface, or, to put it better, the interface for the consumer” (Johnston 32). It is the process of readership then, that today’s technology serves. Even when there are incompatibilities between connected media, which he admits, Kittler says that it is the reader’s sense perception that “computes data” (Johnston 33).  

Kittler meets Steven again here in the idea that though media’s forms converge in the personal computer, all this technology serves not only writerly, but readerly needs. Steven breaks these needs down into solutions to problems; as needs for realism, for spectacle, for privacy, for crowds, for consumption, for surveillance, for war, for globalization, and for democracy (Steven 69). Steven follows his familiar pattern in breaking down technology into the many different industrial forces that view for power on the viewer, but reminds us that, “to see technology as all-powerful…leads us into the conceptual trap known as technological determinism” (Steven 64). This is the point at which he differs from Kittler, who holds;
Film is total power…Mechanical media and strategies of shock…are triumphant precisely because of their self-exhibition. That is to say, how could a simulacrum of the central nervous system—and that, after all, was at one time phrased ‘of the Spirit’—be subject to further analysis? (Johnston 98) 
To Kittler, it is the fact that we can see conceptualize a film is made that most tempts us to believe in its ability to capture reality, or even the Real that cannot be captured by other more language-based forms of media. 

We can see in Stubbs’ interviews that the more her subjects are able to utilize technology, the more they feel able to program, or create, a film that closely aligns itself with their reality. Many address the beauties of a small camera that is less obtrusive during conversation or verite shooting, or the ease with which digital footage can be edited. In his introduction to Kittler’s essays Johnston summarizes that behind all of Kittler’s ideas “lies the recurrent specter of a totally programmable world” (Johnston 25). As a critical reader, one has to question the innate dangers of programming if film’s “presentifying” programming allows for the communication of unfamiliar or innovative stories, as in the cases of the documentary makers in Stubbs’ book. 
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