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Documentary filmmaking/video making is approaching 
a crossroads; we are on the cusp of a radical shift in 

form and practice. Not only are technologies and 
art forms converging but the advent of new web-

based mobile platforms with multi-layered interactive 
approaches, including augmented reality, allow for 

more flexible and intuitive delivery of content. This will 
have a huge impact on how Indigenous peoples are 

represented in media and how Indigenous media artists 
represent our cultures to the world.
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Stephen Foster is a video and electronic media artist of mixed Haida and 
European background. His work deals with issues of Indigenous representa-
tion in popular culture through personal narrative and documentary. Foster 
works mainly with video and photo installation using interactive technologies. 
He has exhibited both internationally and nationally and has lectured pub-
licly on interactive documentary, community-based research, and Canadian 
contemporary Indigenous art. Stephen is currently an associate professor 
in the Creative Studies Department at the University of British Columbia, 
Okanagan Campus, where he instructs courses dedicated to video produc-
tion, digital media, and visual theory.



Multipanel sequence from Island Cache interview. PGME Documentary Project 2010.



(left) The Ballad of Crowfoot ©1968 National Film Board of Canada. All rights reserved; (right) Kanehsatake ©1973 National Film Board of 
Canada. All rights reserved.



(above) Onscreen menu 
imbedded in subtitle tracks. 
PGME Documentary Project 
2010; (right) Schematic of 
DVD interactive design. PGME 
Documentary Project 2010.



Index map from interactive DVD. PGME Documentary Project 2010.



God’s Lake Narrows ©1968 National Film Board of Canada. All rights reserved. Photo credit: Scott Benesiinaabandan.





Multi-screen Installation view of PGME Documentary Project 2010. Yukon Arts Centre, Old Fire Hall Gallery, Whitehorse.





A few years ago, I presented an interactive documentary project 
before an international conference on documentary. There were 
documentary video- and filmmakers, as well as academics from 
around the world, all focused on issues concerning the making 
and study of documentary from a disciplinary perspective. I pre-
sented a project: a fragmented and non-linear interactive narrative 
revolving around a group of Métis elders living in Prince George, 
British Columbia. My project was designed using dvd interactive 
technology and is presented as a multichannel video installation. 
After I presented my work, one of the more established documen-
tary makers in the audience made a rather bold observation that 
ignited considerable debate. She stated, quite categorically, “Your 
project, while documentative, is not documentary.” Before I could 
even start to formulate a response, the floor erupted into open 
debate on the nature and defining principles that constitute docu-
mentary as an art form.

At the heart of her comment is the notion that narrative is a de-
fining element in the construction of a documentary. At the time, 
this caught me somewhat off-guard as I was coming to documen-
tary as process rather than from a position of artistic discipline. My 

4
Documentative: Inclusivity and the 
Ethics of Interactive Documentary in an 
Indigenous and Participatory Context
Stephen Foster



89

D
ocum

entative | Stephen Foster
interests in documentary follow a path outlined by community par-
ticipatory processes. However, her statement clearly privileges the 
notion of individualized authorship and the deliberate structuring 
of documentary along conventional notions of linear narrative. For 
her it is the artful telling of stories as part of a non-fiction tradition 
of cinema. The fact that it is a linear and fixed narrative structure is 
the very essence of the documentary.

Over the last few years, interactive documentary has gained 
considerable traction and separated itself into a sub-genre of 
documentary itself. Not surprisingly, a leader in this area has been 
the National Film Board of Canada (nfb). Several projects are 
presented on the National Film Board website and are of varying 
degrees of interactive sophistication. The nfb itself has begun to 
heavily promote its web documentaries and committed consider-
able resources to develop the genre. Notable works include Ter-
ritories by Tristan Fortin Le Breton, God’s Lake Narrows by Kevin 
Lee Burton and Alicia Smith, and Out My Window and Highrise by 
Katerina Cizek, as well as This Land by Dianne Whelan and Jeremy 
Mendes. For the most part, these interactive web documentaries 
sit outside what normally would be called activist or participatory 
documentary. However, their interactive structures lend them-
selves to community-based participatory process and multi-vocal 
perspectives.

Representing Community

Documentary filmmaking/video making is in the process of trans-
formation; we are experiencing a radical shift in form and practice. 
Not only are technologies and art forms converging but the advent 
of new web-based mobile platforms with multilayered interactive 
approaches, including augmented reality, allow for more flexible 
and intuitive delivery of content. Video content has been adapted 
for blogs, directed to wireless mobile devices, and embedded with 
interactive content, transforming the traditional modes of delivery 
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for documentary. As Evans and Foster note in an essay on the Prince 
George Project, “Innovations in aesthetic form and broadcast cap-
acity allow documentary to reach new audiences in new ways, 
diversifying the level of audience engagement and participation, 
blurring lines (Atanarajuat1) between subjectivity, authorship and 
audience, and potentiating the development of participatory and 
community-based documentary methodologies.”2 The capabilities 
of new technologies to create opportunities for documentary as an 
art form to re-evaluate its aesthetic conventions and utilize more 
experimental approaches to narrative opens the door to other cul-
tural approaches to narrative structures and inclusivity.

Ethnographic film and video, like ethnography itself, has come 
under critical scrutiny for its assumption of authority. Working 
in an interdisciplinary and participatory frame, in which no one 
agenda has priority over another, necessarily means that research 
objectives and artistic goals are multiple. This is not problematic 
as long as the various goals do not conflict. In practice, this means 
that there are ongoing processes of negotiation about what and 
how research gets done, and what sorts of research products result. 
It is important to note that such negotiations are specific to the 
actors involved, and that the development of respectful relation-
ships requires reciprocity — an appreciation of the mutual benefits 
possible. In the Prince George Métis Elders Documentary Project, 
the elders acknowledged the needs of the academic researchers to 
produce academic products (like this paper), the academics rec-
ognized and acted on the directions of the elders about what sorts 
of activities would be the focuses of videotaping, and both elders 
and academics agreed on the need to provide the space for many 
voices in the material presented to a public audience.

Evans and Foster write, “Participatory research (e.g., Freire 19703; 
Fals-Borda 19874; Hall 1984, 19895) requires that researchers must 
be willing to share control, authorship and power. However, a suc-
cessful participatory relationship must consider that community 
and researcher interests may at times diverge without conflicting. 



91

D
ocum

entative | Stephen Foster
Key here is the understanding that in a participatory relationship 
neither the researchers nor their interests disappear as distinct en-
tities; researchers do not simply enact the collective desires of the 
communities in which they work, but rather negotiate and accom-
modate a number of concurrent interests both within the commun-
ity and between the community and the researchers involved.”6

Prince George Métis Elders Documentary Project

In the case of the Prince George Métis Elders Documentary Project, 
the Prince George Métis Elders Society directly sought to create a 
video to document the lives and knowledge of Elders in the Métis 
community in Prince George, bc. The project was a creative en-
deavour based on collaboration between artist (Foster), social sci-
entist (Evans), and the elders with the goal of creating a new form 
of interactive documentary that could build community through 
the process of documenting Métis culture. We undertook exten-
sive collaborative work with the elders and developed interactive 
technologies (interactive dvd) that would be useful to community 
but also represent the community to others through a multichan-
nel video gallery installation.

Outlining the methodology, Evans and Foster write, “From the 
onset of the project we set out to use a modified Participatory 
Action Research (par) model that blended notions of social sci-
ence methodology with artistic and aesthetic concerns. The goal 
was a hybrid form of community-based research that respected 
not only content but also form and presentation. The video was 
shot and edited by an artist professional (myself), but the com-
munity provided direction on what should be recorded and when. 
The resulting interactive dvd expanded the notion of documentary 
filmmaking in both process and form.”7

The form of an interactive multichannel video art installation fur-
ther extends the multivocal aesthetics of the process and creates 
unique synergies through the simultaneous presentation of image 
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and interviews. As active participants, viewers can shape content 
and construct individualized narratives extending the traditional 
notion of par to include the end-user (audience) in the formation 
and contextualization of content. Using a multilayered, non-linear 
narrative approach provides opportunity to explore divergent nar-
rative content while also including a wider range of interviews. 
This strategy is also important for the community as it creates the 
capacity for all individuals to participate more fully in the project.

Aesthetic considerations were also important to the project. 
The video editing and shooting styles have more in common with 
experimental filmmaking than mainstream documentary produc-
tion. Works such as Trinh T. Minh-ha’s Naked Spaces8 influenced 
a deliberate approach that balances art and the useful documen-
tation of the Prince George Métis community. In the film Naked 
Spaces, Minh-ha utilizes formal camera techniques reminiscent 
of early cinéma-vérité techniques that evoke a sense of rawness 
and direct relationship with the subject matter. Her techniques 
disrupt the viewer’s engagement with the film but also provide 
a more complex and responsive representation of the commun-
ity she is documenting. This is in opposition to more traditional 
camera techniques in documentary that emphasize a transparent 
approach to the medium. Prioritizing aesthetic expression over the 
communication of content can be alienating to the community in 
a participatory project. The community needed to be comfortable 
with the manner in which they were being represented.

Since completing the project, we have presented it in a variety 
of contexts, including individual screenings and theatre-style 
screenings, but we have also exhibited the project in art galleries as 
a multimonitor video installation. While the project can be played 
on an individual player and controlled by a single individual, it has 
far greater impact when presented as a multimonitor video installa-
tion with multiple audience members controlling differing screens. 
The simultaneity of different screens playing different elements 
creates unique and intriguing juxtapositions and vignettes of con-
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tent and image. This fragmentation in concert with the non-linear 
narrative structure reflects the complexity of the contemporary 
Métis diaspora while creating a deeper and more intuitive under-
standing of the local community, its history, and dynamics. The 
multiple screens extend the metaphor created by the interactivity 
and increase the level of complexity. The interactivity embedded in 
the video elements engages the viewer/audience in a dialogue with 
the video imagery and content that is beyond passive reaction. As 
the viewer/audience navigates through material, via mouse on 
screen or remote control, they build their own connections and 
construct their own narratives. Interviews can play off and inform 
one another as they combine with imagery of surrounding loca-
tions and historical information, giving a broader context to the 
representation of individuals and community.

Cinéma-Vérité, Challenge for Change, and  
the Indian Film Crew

During the mid-twentieth century, documentary practice shifted 
in part due to simultaneous shifts in ethnographic research. The 
Challenge for Change (cfc) program was a National Film Board 
(nfb) of Canada initiative that ran from 1967 to 1980. The first 
documentary to embody what would become a new approach to 
activist documentary was the film The Things I Cannot Change 
(Tanya Ballantyne, 1967). Although not strictly part of the program, 
it is often cited “as a key component of the program’s legacy[;] the 
film was completed as a pilot project and broadcast on cbc prior to 
the formal launch of cfc.”9

In general, the project was focussed on empowering commun-
ities by providing training and facilitation for film and then later 
video production. While it was originally not concerned with pro-
duction training, later efforts addressed the issues of democratiz-
ing access to media representation and media production. What 
came to be known as the Fogo Process was overtly committed to 
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community participation in the filmmaking process but did not 
enlist the participants in the production process itself. Although it 
promoted decisively activist outcomes, the goals of the Challenge 
for Change program had much in common with those of participa-
tory action research. As a result, the cfc had a tremendous impact 
on this methodological approach to documentary. The Fogo Pro-
cess has obtained almost mythical stature as a leading influence 
on participatory documentary.10

In the early days of the National Film Board’s Challenge for 
Change project, cinematographers were working with a then rela-
tively new aesthetic approach to film known as Direct Cinema. 
This stylistic approach would later be exported to France and then 
imported to the United States, where it would become known as 
cinéma-vérité. The Challenge for Change project and the work of 
early Direct Cinema enthusiasts had a profound effect on the ear-
ly work of renowned French filmmaker Jean Roché, who adopted 
the direct camera techniques and community participatory-based 
processes for his groundbreaking work with African communities.

Colin Low’s Fogo Island Project, with its twenty-eight short films, 
used what he called vertical documentaries. Low’s vertical docu-
mentaries function as stand-alone films and are not dependent 
on each other but connected by subject matter and the objective 
of the overall project. The narrative structure of each film is often 
truncated or fragmented, allowing for a more open-ended struc-
ture. The overall effect of the entire project is a non-linear narrative 
structure that disrupts conventional documentary narrative arcs. 
The films are often constructed using few edits or even single takes. 
The use of Direct Cinema camera techniques positioned the cam-
era and the filmmaker in the film and made the audience aware of 
the filming process and the act of documenting. The techniques 
have a cumulative effect that engages the viewer very directly 
with the subject matter and disrupts conventional passive film or 
documentary viewing. The project utilized a process that was spe-
cifically designed to provoke social change by facilitating dialogue 
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between the Fogo Islanders and decision makers in Ottawa. The 
Fogo Islanders are interviewed individually and in groups regard-
ing social and economic issues facing the community. In addition, 
community and cultural events are documented and there is a 
general sense of responsiveness and sensitivity on the part of the 
filmmakers. The films were then shown to individuals in Ottawa 
making key decisions regarding the relocation of the commun-
ity, who in turn were documented responding to what they saw. In 
this way, the films became a conduit for communication between 
the community and government, forming a metanarrative struc-
ture. The intertextual links made between documentaries reveals 
a complex multilayered portrait of the community and, through 
the filmmaking process, solutions to the issues facing the island 
community are developed. This is the important legacy of the Fogo 
Process. The use of documentary filmmaking as a way to focus and 
facilitate discussion to directly engage complex social, political, 
and economic issues facing communities was the foundation for 
the Challenge for Change project. The Fogo Process is a foundation 
for Participatory Action Research, and its process would be repro-
duced and exported around the world, becoming a major influence 
on social science methodology.

In 1968, the nfb, as part of the Challenge for Change project, es-
tablished the Indian Film Crew. Its first production, These Are My 
People11 (1969), by Roy Daniels, Willie Dunn, Michael Mitchell, and 
Barbara Wilson, with Noel StarBlanket as editor, was a short docu-
mentary on the culture and religion of the longhouse. The film uses 
many of the techniques of Direct Cinema, including hand-held 
camera, group and individual interviews, and no use of archival 
images or voice-over. While not following the exact process de-
veloped for the Fogo project, this project is unique, as it does follow 
the general principles of Participatory Action Research in that the 
main premise for the nfb in creating the Indian Film Crew was to 
have “Indians” make film about “Indianness.” “There was a strong 
feeling among the filmmakers at the nfb that the Board had been 
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making too many films ‘about’ the ‘Indian,’ all from the white man’s 
viewpoint. What would be the difference if Indians started making 
films themselves?”12

The Ballad of Crowfoot13 is another important early work by the 
Indian Film Crew, which is based on the song by William Dunn 
(Micmac) and uses archival and contemporary media clippings 
as sources. The documentary has more in common with music 
videos than with traditional nfb-style documentary but retains a 
strong political edge and generates a somewhat radical message 
by revealing the continuity in the political struggle of Aborigin-
al peoples through the film. This work is a musical tribute to the 
famous chief but identifies key political and military conflicts that 
impact contemporary late 1960s politics and underlie the social 
issues facing Aboriginal peoples even today.

At the beginning of the 1990s, there was resurgence in cinéma-
vérité stylistic approaches to documentary as well as the notion 
of the filmmaker as an active agent in the documentary process. 
Alanis Obomsawin, in her documentary Kanehsatake: 270 Years 
of Resistance,14 uses many of these same techniques and includes 
the filmmaker as indirect subject matter in documentary. She 
deliberately draws attention to the presence of the camera with 
hand-held shots and the use of grittier, low-quality video footage. 
Her approach is more journalistic, in the sense that she is seek-
ing to document an event, but the viewer is always aware of the 
filmmaker’s presence. She positions herself within the subject of 
the documentary and in relationship to the issues as they unfold 
in the documentary. The cinéma-vérité techniques also contribute 
to a quality of directness and intimacy that could only be achieved 
by her close engagement with the individuals involved. The docu-
mentary was controversial at the time and provoked criticism for 
a perceived lack of objectivity. Her stylistic approach contradicted 
convention, not only in relationship to form but also in relation-
ship to subject matter. Obomsawin’s well-developed documentary 
aesthetic reveals the contradictions inherent in the traditions of 
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objectivity and detachment and presents us with some interesting 
ethical issues.

Obomsawin, in her documentary work surrounding the Oka 
crisis, anticipates the notion of “embedded” filmmaker, creating 
an opportunity for a unique personalized perspective that can 
give insights into complicated events. This concept would later be 
superficially appropriated by the U.S. military and distorted as a 
means to control information while providing what would appear 
to be a direct interpretation of events. Gil Cardinal writes that the 
Oka Crisis of 1990 played a role in the establishment of Studio One: 
“The events which shook Canada through the summer of 1990 
highlight the need for better communication between the non- 
aboriginal and aboriginal communities of this country, and among 
the First Nations themselves.”15 In 1996, the nfb launched the 
Aboriginal Filmmaking Program at Studio One in Edmonton with 
the idea of training Aboriginal filmmakers in order to better engage 
the Aboriginal community in creating and controlling their own 
representation. Graydon McCrea, executive producer of the nfb’s 
North West Centre at the time, states, “Non-Native people have 
documented what they perceived to be the mystery and romance 
of North America’s Indian, Inuit and Métis people since the earliest 
days of filmmaking . . . it is no longer acceptable for Native people 
to be portrayed as only others see them — they must be portrayed 
as they see themselves.”16

While cfc had demonstrable short-term successes, the sustain-
ability of these outcomes for the long term is open to question. As 
the program developed, it sought to extricate the artist/director 
from the process and position them in a coordinator/facilitator role. 
Inevitably, this made the project useful only to those involved in 
the project and undermined its ability to engage outside audiences 
with the issues of marginalized communities. Technical expertise 
was disseminated through the projects of the program, especially 
in projects like vtr St-Jacques17 and vtr Rosedale,18 which did lead 
to some capacity-building within communities. Lack of access to a 
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wider audience became a crucial issue, as avenues for mainstream 
broadcast distribution for the project productions never fully 
materialized. These later works and assumptions about democra-
tization of the medium became central goals of cfc and resulted 
in idealizing the process for its own sake. This is also true in Par-
ticipatory Action Research, as it would develop into an academic 
research methodology. More recently, these assumptions have re-
emerged with similar new media initiatives. The democratization 
of media access through the Internet raises hopes of creating a 
level playing field for marginalized communities and independent 
artists. There is an underlying utopian idealism present in both par 
and cfc projects that is an easy target for criticism. As Byron and 
Gagliardi write, “The ‘digital divide’ is as much about human capital 
and experience as it is access to equipment.”19

The opportunities for marginalized people to speak to others (let 
alone themselves) through video have been extremely limited. As 
David MacDougall notes, “From the point of view of minority com-
munities, television, videos, and films are seen as ‘theirs’/non-local 
rather than ‘ours’/local.”20 The development of Indigenous media is 
an important turn in recent years, including the Aboriginal Peoples’ 
Television Network, which is part of what Faye Ginsberg refers to 
as “a welcome proliferation of organizations, networks, and indi-
viduals working to make minority voices and the voices of their 
communities heard.”21

In the film project Navajo Film Themselves,22 Navajo partici-
pants chose who and what would be filmed. Sol Worth and John 
Adair write in their seminal text about the project, “This represented 
ethnographic film’s earliest steps in the direction of research that 
respected the ‘native’ as expert. Individual members of a Navajo 
community were instructed in the use of portable film equip-
ment and then given the opportunity to make films pursuing their 
own interests and inclinations.”23 The Navajo film project evoked 
many of the same principles found in the cfc projects. However, 
Worth and Adair note that “as an early example of indigenous self- 
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representation through film, it had uneven results especially in 
terms of product, and the bedrock assumptions of the researchers 
were those of objectivist ethnographic thinking.”24 From a contem-
porary perspective, the cfc project failed to consider other, more 
complicated social and economic factors influencing outcomes. 
In relationship to Indigenous communities and issues, there was a 
failure to consider the larger impacts of a systemic colonial history, 
as well as any lasting relevance to the community. Nonetheless, 
the projects did recognize that representation was culturally 
specific. Although there was little overt reflexivity regarding their 
process and the formal evaluation of outcomes, there was in some 
instances real social change. In the case of Fogo Island, the com-
munity was not moved and subsequent economic development 
projects did meet with some success, contributing to the establish-
ment of cfc’s legacy.

Ethics and Interactivity

In the Prince George Métis Elders Documentary Project, we util-
ized stylistic conventions consistent with cinéma-vérité, as well as 
interdisciplinary and hybrid participatory processes, working be-
tween margins of community, social science, and art. We used an 
aesthetic of simultaneity with multiple perspectives and stylistic 
juxtapositions. The use of fragmented narrative structures similar 
to the Fogo films of Colin Low allowed us to develop an interactive 
structure composed of a series of short documentaries arranged in 
streams. These streams were then interlinked with shared scenes, 
which created an opportunity for user interaction. As we (Evans 
and Foster) wrote in an essay about the project, “The conventional 
figure for structuring interactivity is that of a visual ‘tree’; options 
or choices are provided to the user/viewer to follow narrative 
paths that diverge from the initial starting point, for example, as 
in ‘choose your own story’ style games. Instead of this, we took a 
more open approach by anchoring elements or issues facing the 
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community in thematic linear narratives that could then be woven 
together.”25

The navigation interface is designed to be intuitive and trans-
parent, allowing a viewer with limited technical experience to 
navigate easily or choose not to engage in the interactive elements 
at all. The overall structure creates a series of interrelated mod-
ular documentaries that inform one another in subtle ways: “This 
fragmented approach not only offers some interesting aesthetic 
opportunities, but it is also practical; it allows for greater inclusiv-
ity and functions metaphorically echoing the Métis community’s 
dispersed but still cohesive nature.”26 In this sense, the embedded 
interactivity reflects Indigenous community values and incorpor-
ates notions of inclusivity that can be seen as being influenced by 
Indigenous protocols.

The linear narrative format of conventional documentary, even 
in more experimental forms, forces the exclusion of voices through 
constraints imposed by commercial dissemination formats. This 
interactive structure allows for the inclusion of content from a 
variety of perspectives, which may even be contradictory to one 
another.27 Traditional documentary structures constantly strug-
gle with interview content, often cutting valuable and insightful 
interviews. Our process allowed for the inclusion of material in al-
ternative non-linear threads that were free to stray from main nar-
rative elements. Although this approach may have caused some 
fragmentation and disrupted narrative cohesion, it provided keen 
insights into the nature of the community and the issues facing it.28

This improved capacity for inclusiveness can be an important 
ethical consideration when working with Indigenous commun-
ities. While working on participatory projects, it is important to 
honour the personal input of all individuals that volunteer and act-
ively participate in the project. “Without the interactive structure 
and the capacity to include alternate streams these individuals 
and their valuable input might not find expression in a documen-
tary project”29 Including interactivity as a strategy for inclusivity 
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in community-based participatory projects coincides with com-
munity values and makes it much easier to negotiate the often 
complex terrain of inter-community politics. In addition, the use 
of metanarrative processes also allows the individuals involved in 
documentary projects to comment on past interviews, providing 
further context and in that sense taking control over their own rep-
resentation. In addition, it can also provide opportunity to include 
new information inspired by comments of other individuals. Re-
cording responses to current material while already in production 
engenders an atmosphere of collaboration, transparency, and trust 
mirrored in traditional Indigenous cultural protocols that provide 
opportunity for extended dialogue and broader community partici-
pation. This process could easily be extended in web-based projects, 
where one could incorporate the ability for individual comment. 
With new web 2.0 capabilities, one could construct a cultural docu-
mentary database whereby the project participants continue to 
comment, update, and upload material. While this may be technic-
ally challenging for some, it could extend the participatory nature 
and continue to be openly inclusive. Material generated from this 
kind of input extends the participatory process to audience, which 
could be the community or individuals outside the community. 
This creates interesting ethical issues around cultural material and 
necessitates a participatory process for making decisions about 
content creation in relation to a documentary project. An inter-
active structure also allows the audience to make ongoing choices, 
shaping the viewing experience. Interactivity actively engages 
the viewer/audience in a dialogue with the content, demanding 
more than passive viewing. As the viewer/audience navigates 
through material, they build their own connections and construct 
their own narratives, creating a unique documentary experience.

God’s Lake Narrows30 by Kevin Lee Burton and Alicia Smith util-
izes unique programming to obtain information about the viewer’s 
location to situate the viewer in relationship to his/her own com-
munity and other Indigenous communities nearby to the viewer. 
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This is a novel approach that includes the viewer/audience direct-
ly in his/her documentary. While the project incorporates a more 
linear approach to its interactivity, it does engender an intimate 
quality through the use of voice-over and personal connection to 
the subject matter. Burton is embedded in the community, not 
unlike Obomsawin, and this gives him access and the trust of his 
subjects in what is essentially a community-based project. Be-
cause of his long-standing relationship with the community, he 
has access to intimate spaces and individuals that would not like-
ly be possible with a community outsider. This relationship allows 
him to create an intimate and more fully rounded portrait of the 
community from an insider’s perspective. It also allows for greater 
inclusivity, even though the narration essentially is a first-person 
pov of the community. Burton and Smith generate an interface that 
allows the viewer multiple paths to view the material, although the 
viewer is initiated to the project through what appears to be a slide-
show with stills and a combination of audio and text that create a 
dialogue between viewer and the author, as well as the community. 
The inclusion of the viewer directly in the project is immediately 
gripping and encourages the exploration of the site and a desire for 
more interactivity. This project is relatively short and confined to 
a structure that is more direct and intuitive in nature. However, it 
is a compelling use of interactive documentary in relationship to a 
community-based project. Further, the strategic use of interactiv-
ity symbolically reflects the multifaceted nature of the community, 
making a responsive documentary that is cognizant of its rep-
resentation. The work embraces traditional documentary video 
strategies such as voice-over, text, and stills, yet at the same time 
disrupts that tradition by complicating the documentary through 
the use of interactive techniques.

Simultaneity is another strength of an interactive approach to 
documentary. The use of conflicting or parallel images, interviews, 
and text can provide opportunities to expand narrative and cre-
ate a multivocal representation when working with communities. 
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It is a technique that can embrace contradiction without dimin-
ishing an overall argument or position. It also provides a viewer/
user an opportunity to combine different elements in unique ways, 
reinforcing content through the juxtaposition of differing materi-
als. Sharing power and authorship in relationship to participants 
and incorporating the end user/audience with the interactivity can 
enhance the community-responsive elements of a given project. 
The sensitivity to place and person are important elements as they 
shape the final product, providing an ethical approach as well as an 
aesthetic approach to interactivity. In many traditional Indigenous 
narrative structures, there is a notion of simultaneity reflected in 
the description of characters and beings. Characters are fluid and 
capable of transforming, but they are also capable of occupying 
multiple states at once. The story itself can shift based on context 
and the intention of the narrator with the purpose of emphasizing 
certain meaning or interpretations. In this sense, interactive tech-
nologies with potential for simultaneous and multiple variations 
can take advantage of non-Western narrative forms and incorpor-
ate their strategies into their structure, strengthening a documen-
tary approach.

While the original critique was an honest response from someone  
heavily invested in a long tradition of conventional narrative docu-
mentary, it was also indicative of a perspective positioned within an 
established documentary discourse. It is a perspective that is also 
invested in marginalizing participatory and activist documentary 
practice and discourse. These discourses challenge preconcep-
tions of authorship and privilege collaboration at the community 
level. They threaten the industry-supported and industry-accepted 
documentary form while also confronting the expectations of sub-
ject matter. The adoption of Indigenous ethics and protocols into 
activist and participatory documentary practice, although not new, 
threatens the dominant discourse and questions the foundation of 
documentary form. Aboriginal ethics and protocols have a place 
in modern documentary and interactive media, especially when 
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concerned with issues of inclusivity and representation. While 
interactive documentaries can exhibit a fragmented structure that 
lacks cohesion, the interactive structure does allow for narrative 
threads through short vignettes and intertextual links. This is pref-
erable to a linear authoritative narrative based on exclusion, which 
does not respect and honour the contributions of its participants. 
The use of new media technologies opens up the narrative con-
struction of documentary to the possibility of ongoing community 
participation via a hyperlinked database of audio, visual, and textual 
materials through which people may extend the narrative, making 
new stories. Simultaneity also provides a means to complicate a 
story and provide an opportunity for multivocal representation. In 
this sense, we can modify the forms of documentary to be more 
inclusive, embedding Indigenous aesthetics and protocols into 
its structure. The objective is to find a way to represent Indigen-
ous community with tools that are consistent with an Indigenous 
perspective and in sync with the ethics and objectives of the com-
munity, while extending those values to the audience.
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