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Introduction

T his report provides an overview of U.S." social docu-
mentary production and use. Social documentaries often
openly address power relations in society, with the goal of
making citizens and activists aware and motivated to act
for social justice, equality and democracy. Documentaries
expressly designed to play this role are the subject of this
report. They are live links in the communications networks
that create new possibilities for democracy. Social docu-
mentary production and use are described in four, sometimes
overlapping areas: professional independent production
aimed at television; alternative production; community
media; and nonprofit production.

Camcorders, VCRs, DVDs have vastly increased the
opportunity to make and see social documentaries, and the
Internet and World Wide Web have only speeded the
process.

! This report is largely limited to U.S. production, in order to ground it
in specific contexts. The U.S. environment is highly distinctive, in
several ways. The U.S. population is highly literate and many indi-
viduals and institutions are technologically enabled. U.S. public TV,
crucial to social documentary, has a unique decentralized and private
structure, unlike most other nationalized public service TV systems.
U.S. society has an unparalleled number and range of nonprofit
organizations, which also fuel documentary. Commercial media culture
colors expectations for all work, including noncommercial work. While
some social documentary work from abroad works well within the U.S.
— for instance the Scenarios model (see p. 60) — other highly
successful creative social documentary approaches used in developing
countries are less applicable.
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So it has never been easier or cheaper to make a social
documentary than today. Many a film professional will
grumble, though, that it’s still pretty hard to make a watchable
one. No matter how cheap it gets to capture images and edit
them on your own computer, a social documentary is an
artform, and it requires the powerful storytelling skills that are
at the base of that artform (Bernard, 2003). It also requires the
expert skills of craftspeople ranging from camera to lighting to
digital effects to editing. Their jobs may be facilitated by
technology, but the technology can’t teach them their craft.

It is also hard to match viewers with the documentary, and so
far new technologies have not solved that problem either. (You
can easily load a film onto an Internet site; the wit comes in
figuring out how to make people want to download it.) When
you see a documentary that addresses power relations, you are
usually looking at work that has passed over big hurdles. It has
not only won resources to make a well-crafted work. It has also
benefited from a successful marketing and promotion strategy,
and distributors or programmers have usually greenlighted it to
the screen you watch it on. The work you see was probably
enabled, directly or indirectly, by government policies, whether
those that established public TV or arts and humanities
agencies or the Internet itself. Finally, you are looking at work
usually fuelled by the belief that participatory democracy needs
diverse expression.

Background

Today’s documentary practices emerge both from
technological developments and from powerful social trends.

The civil rights movements, starting with the battle for
civil rights for African-Americans and growing with
feminist, ethnic rights and gender rights movements,
spurred many people to express their views, to create new
institutions, and to seek out support for expanded notions
of citizenship and rights. The expansion of nonprofit
organizations, including those that represent rights
movements, created institutional vehicles to channel that
energy. Public and foundation investment in culture and
in mass media created new resources for aspiring makers
and institutions that supported them.
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In the 1960s, dissident filmmakers working in the social
documentary tradition began using film and video to challenge
authorities ranging from the U.S. Pentagon (as the collectively
made, anti-Vietnam War film Winter Soldier did) to union-
busting corporations (as Barbara Kopple did with Harlan
County, USA). Filmmakers formed groups to create works by
and with citizens and community members. Kartemquin Films,
which went on to make such major theatrical releases as Hoop
Dreams and Stevie, worked during the later ‘60s and ‘70s as a
collective that documented and worked with working people.
Kartemquin’s earliest work featured anti-war students,
members of the Chicago youth activist group Rising Up Angry,
and others.

These filmmakers established the image of the independent
filmmaker as society’s conscience, perhaps unconsciously
echoing the English documentary producer John Grierson’s
goal of creating a “documentary conscience.” They founded
organizations such as Association for Independent Video and
Filmmakers and the National Alliance for Media Arts and
Culture to defend their interests, and they formed distributors
such as the cooperative New Day Films. They organized for
and won greater access to public television, and created, in
tandem with civil rights organizations, groups defending
interests of minority filmmakers. Closely related to this
aggressively independent filmmaking stance was that of the
entrepreneurial investigative journalist, whose work would
emerge on public affairs programs on television; Jon Alpert,
Bill Moyers, and Peter Davis were among those who became
independent broadcast journalistic voices (Barnouw, 1993).
Major private funders supported this work over time. For
instance, the Ford Foundation’s early backing for public
TV also nurtured social documentarians; the Rockefeller
Foundation Media Arts Fellowships, which began in 1988,




encouraged many socially-engaged filmmakers striving for
artistic innovation (Rockefeller, 2002; Zimmermann, 2000;
Zimmermann & Bradley, 1998).

Some makers saw themselves liberated from a professional
tradition, and used media as part of an oppositional or
alternative cultural stance in an aggressively commercial
culture. Political newsreels such as those produced by
Newsreel, “guerrilla” video, pirate radio, TV programming
initiatives such as Paper Tiger and Deep Dish, and some young
people’s media all participated in this “alternative” or “radical”
media phenomenon, which created vehicles and venues outside
commercial media (Kester, 1998; Halleck, 2002; Boyle, 1997).

Others began making and using video as part of strategic
campaigns, making media part of their toolkits. Environmental
organizations such as Greenpeace and Earth First documented
their own actions both to give to mainstream media for
coverage, and to use in organizing and recruiting (Harding,
2001; Hirsch, 2000).

In the late “60s and early “70s, social activists began to see
media as enabling and enabled by community development.
Media arts centers, some sponsored by Great Society-initiative
funds, offered new voices the chance to express themselves,
and to explain their cultures to others. The now-widespread
phenomenon of cable access channels — cable TV channels
dedicated to governmental, educational and public
programming — resulted from grassroots community organ-
izing to demand such channels in the franchise negotiating
process. Cable access activists commonly saw themselves
creating not more TV programming but new resources for
community self-knowledge and growth. As computing became
accessible to consumers in the 1980s, the same logic drove
activists to form community technology centers related to
social service agencies, nonprofit organizations and as stand-
alone projects. There, people could learn computing skills,

Professionals understand media
as the lifeblood of an information
society; activists see media as a
voice of a movement; community
media staffers see mediamaking
as skills-building and economic

development.



connect to the Internet, and, increasingly, compose media.
Foundation support for community media — notably, from the
1980s to the early 21% century at the John D. and Catherine T.
MacArthur Foundation — helped to sustain the work. So did
public resources, such as cable franchise fees given under
municipal contracts and state and federal economic
development funds. (Sullivan, 2003)

Professionals often understand media as the lifeblood of an
information society; activists see media as a voice of a
movement or action; institutional organizers often see the
mediamaking process as a means to individual and community
development. These expectations can overlap, of course. Indie
filmmakers want their films to reach out from broadcast to
community activists, while nonprofits hope to get a TV
window for their issue.

Success in the Public Sphere

We know very little about the success of such efforts, and
estimates of long-term impact are speculative. Especially since
social documentaries often depend on funding outside the usual
profit streams, many funders are frustrated by the problems of
measurement. Media expressions are, by their nature, a puzzle
to evaluate for their consequences, much less any effectiveness
at achieving an intended result. In commercial television,
measures such as ratings and webhits ask a simple question:
did this work reach viewers we consider valuable? Just finding
them is enough for advertisers, who are convinced through
experience that exposure leads for enough of them to action.
Expensive and unreliable, these measures nonetheless are the
shared data for one of the most important business sectors in
the U.S.

Going beyond exposure, you confront the fact that our media
habits are threads in our cultural tapestries, not stand-alone
features; their impact on our beliefs and actions are sometimes
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impossible to separate from other parts of our experience. The
social science pursuit of media social effects is hobbled by this
reality. Laboratory conditions do not bear much similarity to
peoples’ lived experience with media. Social scientists in this
as in other arenas of social science depend on a combination of
qualitative and quantitative approaches, to provide a range of
techniques to address the same problem in the hopes that the
limitations of each can be supplemented by others (Jensen
2002, Jensen 2002a).

Grounded, empirical studies of the creation and circulation of
media are few, and they have typically not been executed on
one-time events and certainly not on documentaries (Schrader,
2002, 108). Textual analysis (a favorite of the literarily
inclined), reception analysis (an approach congenial to the
more sociologically inclined), and political economic analysis
(political scientists and economists have been drawn to this
approach) have all been employed to establish some basic
generalizations about media social effects (Murdock, 2002).
Even the 30-year, Congressionally-funded studies investigating
relationships between violent television programming and
children’s violent behavior resulted in only broad generaliza-
tions (Liebert & Sprafkin, 1988).

Cultural studies theorists, and some political economy analysts,
have focused directly on the issue that makes many funders
deeply uncomfortable: the relationship between media and
power. Stuart Hall and other cultural studies theorists argue
that media both are created in a world of meaning and also
constitute that world of meaning (Hartley, 2002). Thus, they
have conceived the challenge of understanding the role of
media as that of communicating power — at the most basic and
crucial level, the power to establish the nature of reality.
Intervening in the media flow is always a way of disrupting the
status quo. So if, as scholar James Carey (1989) has put it,
“reality is a scarce resource,” every TV program and every
DVD is part of the contest over it.
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Philosophers have also engaged the question of media as a
force in public, democratic culture. The very notion of the
public has long kept scholars and politicians in contentious
discussion. It is a highly elastic concept, and one more often
invoked than defined, but it is worth looking at closely, when
we think about media. What American philosopher John
Dewey thought of when he thought of the public is helpful in
seeing the link between media and democracy. Dewey
described a public that creates itself — that comes into being as
it acts as an independent social force (Dewey, 1927). It takes
action on issues that affect everyone in the public, civic side of
their lives. You know a public is real when people in a
community are able to know about and act on problems created
by some members of that community — be it a criminal, a
polluting corporation, or an unresponsive government — that
affect everyone in it.

This public is distinct from government, which can be a force
acting against the public; or individuals, who can only act as
individuals; or the mass of consumers that make up audiences
or markets. The public is a concept, not an institution or a
thing. A person in a democratic society is a member of a public
as well as having other identities, but that person isn’t forced to
segregate his or her concerns. One of the important nurturing
institutions for the public is the non-governmental, voluntary
association, whether a church or a human rights group or a
civic association or a parents’ group.

This sense of the public resonates well with the notion of the
public that the German philosopher Jirgen Habermas conveyed
in his helpful phrase “the public sphere” (Habermas, 1989).
Habermas noted the imperfect, unrepresentative but still vital
role played by members of 18" century French salons in
shaping a public that demanded universal human rights, and he
went on to investigate the nature of deliberative discourse. A
public that can communicate with itself, gathering informally
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beyond the professionalized sphere of party politics is what
political philosophers imagine informing “strong democracy”
(Barber, 1984).

This kind of a public is created by communication in public
life. Dewey and Habermas, among others, built their arguments
about public life on an insight alive in a long philosophical
tradition: communication creates community (Depew, 2001).
People construct relationships through communication, and the
nature of the communication shapes their relationships. A
democratic public needs individual access to knowledge — it
needs to be an “informed citizenry.” But that is not enough. A
democratic public needs places both physical and virtual to go,
information habits in common and common understandings.

Our mass media, designed as a one-to-many distribution
system, act as a “pseudo public sphere” (Chanan, 2000), where
public discussion may be mimicked or modeled, but most
viewers cannot usually join in. Social documentaries engage
this pseudo public sphere on its own terms, and also attempt to
reach through, around and beyond it, to participate in and
encourage a true public sphere. As a form featuring both story
and conversation in service of public knowledge and action
(Nichols, 2001), they both challenge the reality status quo and
address themselves to publics.

Moreover, they cumulatively act, with other public media
expressions, to create new cultural expectations. Media that are
now accepted and routine — NPR-style and Lehrer NewsHour-
style news, investigative television programs, quality children’s
programs — have built both audiences and cultural practices
from zero within the last two generations. Social documentary
practices add up to more than the sum of their parts.
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Squeezing Through the Gates:

Professional Production for Television

Stanley Nelson’s 2003 The Murder of Emmett Till was carried nationally on public TV via the popular strand
American Experience. After its airing, 10,000 postcards and letters to Mississippi Attorney General have
added to the campaign to reopen the case. Judith Helfand and Dan Gold’s 2002“toxic comedy” Blue Vinyl,
which has shown repeatedly on HBO, explores the deadly pollution created by polyvinyl chloride. As a
result of an audience campaign at its debut at the Sundance Film Festival, the bath supplies company Bath
and Bodyworks has agreed to stop packaging its mail order goods in vinyl. Jonathan Stack and Liz Garbus’
1998 The Farm, about life prisoners in a Louisiana prison, was shown on A&E and shown to prisoners’
families and in prisons throughout Louisiana, engaging viewers in discussion of the death penalty and

sentencing practices.2

Some social documentarians, recognizing the enormous reach
and impact of mass media, create work destined for television
and theaters. They see themselves as intervening in the daily
media diet of Americans, and offering both more information
and another way to see the universe of possibilities. They
might hope to have viewers change habits or opinions, share
information, discuss a problem, or learn more about an issue.

To do so, they must negotiate with the gatekeepers with the
tallest and best guarded gates in a highly competitive media
environment, largely dedicated to entertaining viewers. The
space inside is valuable because it is an arbiter of shared TV gatekeepers are arbiters of
reality. Social documentaries hold a prestigious place on that
landscape, although they are not usually the high-rated

programs. Peabody, Sundance and Academy Awards for our shared reallty.

2 These and other examples below are drawn from my curating experi-
ence at the Council on Foundations Film and Video Festival, which
maintains a website and database of the films at fundfilms.org.
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documentaries regularly favor social documentaries over other,
more commercial documentary formats such as nature and
docu-soaps, and they favor the voice of independent creators
over works that fit into highly formatted cable genres. Still,
work shown on the prime screens — theatrical screens and
national broadcast and cablecast TV — is powerful storytelling,
made with a keen awareness of the conventions of the genres,
and with respect for craft. Viewers watching these prime
screens expect sophisticated craft and art, and gatekeepers
select for it.

Business environment

Gatekeepers’ decisions are inevitably driven by profit-and-loss
realities of the entertainment industry, which are rarely
favorable for social documentaries. Theatrical release is
extremely rare; even niche-market chains such as Landmark
select for shows that young professional and middle-aged
couples are likely to find amusing. Michael Moore’s spectacular
success (Roger and Me; Bowling for Columbine) has long been
the exception that proves the rule. His successes may create
new opportunities for others, as it seems to have for Spellbound
and Capturing the Friedmans, two 2003 documentaries that
won theatrical showings.

There are other exceptions as well. Kartemquin Films’ Hoop
Dreams, a sobering film about the American dream that follows
two young African-American boys through their struggle to
become basketball stars — was widely shown in theaters, after
Gene Siskel and Roger Ebert — Chicago critics eager to
discover a new film and trump their coastal competitors —
celebrated it before it even debuted. But many social
documentaries have a short theatrical run qualifying them for
Academy Award consideration, and either break even or lose
money. For instance, Long Night’s Journey into Day, a much-
lauded and moving documentary by Deborah Hoffman and
Frances Reid about the Peace and Reconciliation commission
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process in South Africa, played theatrically with success and
rave reviews in several countries without making money on the
theatrical runs.

Festivals provide cachet and visibility, leading to promotional
opportunities. There are hundreds of them, and it is easy to get
accepted to many, especially those that do not function as
markets (Coe, 2002). They do not pay, however, and most do
not provide serious market opportunities. The Sundance film
festival remains the touchstone event for social documentaries
aimed at theatrical and TV; competition is brutal. Some 1,300
documentaries competed for 18 competition slots at Sundance
in 2002.

International markets, some theatrical but mostly broadcasters
in Europe and Japan, typically shy away from U.S. social
topics. When they buy, they usually pay low prices that reflect
the size of their broadcast audiences (Rofekamp, 2002).

Documentary programming has grown dramatically with the
rise of cable networks (see Figure 3). Worldwide revenues for
documentary production in 1984 totalled about $30 million; in
2002 they were nearly $4 billion, and the sector had been
renamed “factual-programs,” to encompass reality TV and
docu-soaps (Hamilton, 2002). Documentaries that feed this
business are usually highly formatted and branded, though.
Networks have tight budget formulas and final cut. Subject
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matter — health, crime, sex — is typically stripped of a social
action agenda. Court TV, TRIO, MTV, Lifetime and Discovery
Times all offer small windows of opportunity for social issues.
Investigative network programs such as Dateline and the
venerable 60 Minutes all feature social issues, but usually
within a rigid, detective-style format that resolves upon finding
the bad guy. Nightline has, exceptionally on public TV, used
segments from independent filmmakers within its issue-
discussion format. An occasional program on social issues
appears on the A&E cable channel (for instance, Jonathan
Stack and Liz Garbus’ The Farm). HBO, whose subscription
business model permits it investment in challenging topics, has
aired social documentaries as part of its quest for awards:
Calling the Ghosts, a film that became part of Amnesty
International’s campaign to recognize rape as a war crime,
Long Night’s Journey into Day, which showcased the South
African truth and reconciliation commissions; and Blue Vinyl
(see sidebar). But in 2002, according to Nielsen, there was not
a single social documentary in the top-rated 20 cable
documentary programs.

The most important location for social action programming is
public TV, far friendlier to social-issue and underrepresented-
voice productions than commercial television. On public
television, a few public affairs filmmakers with impressive
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Blue Vinyl (2001)

myhouseisyourhouse.org

Blue Vinyl, which its creators describe as
a “toxic comedy,” is a good example of a
social documentary designed with strategic
goals, which won commercial cablecast, and
also reached activists in face-to-face
sessions.

Judith Helfand in Blue Vinyl heads off on
a quest to discover the implications of her
family’s choice to put vinyl siding on their
home. She and co-director Dan Gold discover
that the ubiquitous plastic polyvinyl chloride,
or PVC, pollutes and poisons at both the
beginning and the end of the production
process. Her parents, initially resistant,
gradually become convinced and join her
struggle to find an alternative cover for their
suburban rambler home.

Blue Vinyl was cablecast on HBO, with
a contract to run it over a four year period; its
debut screening won 7 million viewers. The
“comedy” part of this “toxic comedy” was key
to the commercial access. But HBO also
agreed to direct viewers to a website, where
among other things, they can request the
EPA to release a 20-years-in-the-making
study on dioxin.

The film's beyond-cablecast life started
at the beginning of the project. Helfand and
Gold worked with anti-toxics and
environmental organizations from the start,
including the organization Coming Clean and
the Mossville community near Lake Charles,
where residents live next to the polluting PVC
factory. One of the first production funders
was the Ford Foundation, which was also
funding Coming Clean. =



reputations, including Bill Moyers and Roger Weisberg, have
produced provocative, controversial work that both informs
citizens and provokes action. Some social documentaries are
stand-alone specials, such as Moyers’ controversial and
powerful Trade Secrets, an indictment of the chemical industry
both for toxic pollution and for covering up its role in creating
it; and the two-hour People like Us (see p. 21), which boldly
showcases the role of class in American culture. Some fit into
series. Public TV’s series for independent producers,
Independent Lens and P.O.V., both regularly feature social
action documentaries. Social documentaries also appear on
other series such as Frontline and Nova, and international
series Wide Angle often features international documentaries.
Each of these program strands has websites that link
knowledge and action.

Even public TV has trouble making much room for social
documentaries, mostly because of its peculiar structure. Public
TV’s main funders are taxpayers, represented by legislators;
members; and corporations. Controversy can make legislators
hold hearings, members cancel their membership, and
corporations reluctant to underwrite. Moreover, public TV is
sprawling and centerless. Its hundreds of stations all control
their own program schedules, although only a few have money
to produce. The Corporation for Public Broadcasting channels
the federal funds that make up about 12-15 percent of public
TV’s budget, mostly giving it directly to stations. It gives also
money annually to five programming organizations
representing federally-sanctioned ethnic minorities (these are
the “minority consortia” [Okada, 2003])3 and to the
Independent TV Service. Minority producers have charged that
CPB’s funding policies marginalize minority issues, faces and

% The consortia are Native American Public telecommunications
(nativetelecom.org), National Asian American Telecommunications
Association (naatanet.org), National Black Programming Consortium
(nbpc.tv), Latino Public Broadcasting (Ipbp.org), and Pacific Islanders in
Communications (piccom.org).
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When the film debuted at the single most
important festival for documentaries in the
U.S., the Sundance Film Festival, audience
members received postcards requesting the
parent company of Victoria's Secret and Bath
and Body Works to eliminate PVC from
packaging, and 1,500 mailed them; the
company finally agreed to switch to a safer
alternative. At the same timie, Helfand and
Gold took the film to suburban Salt Lake City,
where neighbors were organizing against an
incinerator site. Environmental organizers
showed them how Lake Charles residents had
used “Bucket Brigades” — collecting air
samples — to convince the Environmental
Protection Agency to challenge the factory’s
claims of safety. Anti-dioxin organizers used
other festival screenings and cablecasts of
Blue Vinyl to organize for the congressional
hearings on dioxin. PVC-free sewers in Duluth,
MN, a shut-down incinerator in North Carolina,
and “green” public buildings in Seattle were
some examples raised in the events.

The campaign to make the PVC industry
less toxic goes on. The My House Is Your
House campaign is coordinated by Working
Films, an outreach strategy organization
founded by Helfand and Robert West. Working
Films’ strategy is to build outreach into every
aspect of production, turning a film or TV
program into a flexible activists’ tool. Working
Films collaborates with leading environmental
health activists — the Coming Clean
collaboration and its PVC/Dioxin Workgroup,
Healthcare Without Harm, and the Healthy
Building Network — and faith-based
organizations to support grassroots efforts to
reform the industry. &



The history of African-
American newspapers
was also a story of
civil rights in Soldiers
without Swords.

cultures (Haddock, 1998), zoning them into “themed” funding
and programming areas. ITVS, created via independent
producer pressure to serve underserved audiences with
innovative programming, commissions many social documen-
taries, but must persuade stations or the Public Broadcasting
Service (PBS) to air them. PBS is a membership organization,
whose members are stations; its job is to package programs for
them. Stations only agree to show two hours a night at the
same time, limiting national promotion.

The arcane structure means that there are many people and
reasons to say no to programs that might ruffle anyone’s
feathers. Public TV is not required by law, after all, to provide
challenging material to citizens; stations are only required not
to air commercials (and even then, underwriting credits can
come very close to advertising). It is a credit to the ingenuity
and commitment of some public TV staffers that so much
has been accomplished within a structure so hobbled from
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The Black Press: Soldiers
without Swords (1998)

pbs.org/blackpress
newsreel.org/films/blackpre

This pathbreaking historical documentary,
which launched on broadcast, now has
deep roots in the educational community.

Stanley Nelson, who worked for two
decades in commercial and noncommercial
television and independent production
before making this film in 1999, told a long-
hidden story, which changes how the history
of the U.S. press is told. Nelson describes
newspaper editors playing a leading role in
the African-American community, at the
cutting edge of social change. For instance,
newspaper editors who, during World War Il
called for the “double V" — victory overseas
and victory over segregation at home laid
the groundwork for the civil rights
movement. Along with crusading, the black
press also served as the social center of
segregated communities, reporting on
weddings, funerals, births and parties.

The Black Press took seven years to
fund, as Nelson pieced together foundation
funding, public television and individuals.
The program first aired on public television
nationwide in February 1999, during Black
History Month. A PBS website linked
viewers to educational material. Since then,
the film has been a steady seller at
California Newreel. It has become a staple
of higher education journalism classes. ¢



In People Like Us,
Tammy Crabtree and
her son Bo at their home
In Pike County, Ohio. E

its origins.

Filmmaker Jeff Spitz, creator of The Return of Navajo Boy, a
film about radiation exposure of Navajos in mines on their
reservation (navajoboy.com), recalled his struggles. When the
film was shown in Washington, D.C., and later on PBS’s
Independent Lens series, it helped win support for the
Radiation Exposure Compensation Act (RECA) legislation, he
said, and it triggered a federal investigation into uranium stored
on the Navajo Nation. It also moved the U.S. Department of
Justice to pay out a $100,000 RECA claim to a former uranium
miner whose case was features in the film. But initially, when
he took it to the public TV station KEET in Arizona — the
locality most centrally affected — the programmer had refused
to carry the program, saying: “Cracking good story for a half
hour, but please remember, in our market uranium is not
pledgeable.” (After the film premiered at Sundance and the
Associated Press reported extensively on the film’s subject
matter, KAET-TV did in fact air the documentary in prime
time.)

Other public windows are far more marginal than public TV,
for professionals looking to reach broad mass audiences. Link
TV (linktv.org) and Free Speech TV (freespeech.org) operate
on satellite TV channels open to the public by law. Link TV

20

People like Us: Social Class in
America (2001)

pbs.org/peoplelikeus

The two-hour documentary People like Us,
made by two veteran filmmakers whose work
has been sustained by longterm sales in the
educational market, demonstrates how a
social documentary can challenge
conventional wisdom, approach a difficult
topic, and still get a national airing.

Social and economic status — class —
in the U.S. is almost a taboo subject.
Fundamental to social organization, it's also
regularly denied in daily life. So Louis
Alvarez and Andrew Kolker didn’t even try to
take the subject head on. Class, said
Alvarez, is “is the 800-pound gorilla in
American life.”

Instead, class is shown from a cultural
perspective — how our choices about
clothes, interior decoration, wording, and
food reveal our class status. What does it
mean to buy balsamic vinegar, to have a
garden gnome in your front yard, to put
threadbare Persian rugs in your living room?
They take us to an upper-class party on
Long Island, to working class bars in
Baltimore, and to a trailer in southern Ohio.
By the end, the filmmakers show that class
status is key to one’s prospects in life.

Alvarez and Kolker have won many
awards, including Peabodys, DuPont-
Columbia Journalism Awards, and Emmy
awards. The film's production was launched
with substantial funding from the John D.
and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. The
producers partnered with public TV~ —me



provides a mix of upscale art films, selected ITVS programs,
international news, and socially-engaged programming. Free
Speech TV, a left-leaning, low-budget, grassroots strand of
programming that mixes original and acquired work, and also
shows it on cable and the Internet (see p. 34). Both make token
payments. Cable access channels carry locally-produced
programs or or programs made elsewhere and locally-
sponsored, for free. Viewers without