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(When this paper was presented at the 2001 ASIANetwork
conference, clips from three documentaries were shown in
order to illustrate some of the points. This paper describes
what was seen and heard, but obviously much of the impact
will be missing. Please see the bibliography at the end for
more information about each film.)

Following s a list of titles of documentary films and
CD-ROMs about various parts of Asia:

The Dragon Lord s Guide to Nara, Japan
Mini-dragons Series

Mini-dragons 1l series

Heart of the Dragon Series

Rise of the Dragon

Will the Dragon Rise Again?

The World of the Dragon

Imprisoned Dragon: The Last Chinese Emperor
Bhutan: Land of the Thunder Dragon

The Dragon Wore Tennis Shoes

Slaying the Dragon

Vietnam: Land of the Ascending Dragon
Dragons of the Orient

Dragon's Tongue: Communicating in Chinese
China: Unleashing the Dragon

Beyond the Nine Dragons: Discovering the Exotic Cultures
of the Mekong Delta

None of these documentaries are actually about
dragons. The dragon is a convenient shorthand for the ex-
otic Orient that can be used to market almost any place in
Asia, from Japan to Bhutan and beyond. Film makers and
distributors work in a very competitive market and, not sur-
prisingly, resort to catchy titles whenever possible. I do not
mean to disparage the content of these particular documen-
taries—I think that some of themare very good. What I want
to do is point out how these titles color the films themselves.
Before we have actually seen the documentaries, the percep-
tion of these far-away places as exotic, romantic, and above
all, different, has been created or reinforced.

Viewing a documentary film critically is no less im-
portant than reading a text critically. Because Asia is so dis-
tant, geographically, culturally and linguistically, from what
most American students are familiar with, documentaries can
be extremely useful in providing a visual context for what
students are studying. But even well-made and well-inten-
tioned documentaries can reinforce stereotypes, oversimplify
complicated situations, and essentialize other cultures.

Especially when viewing a documentary about a
subject we are unfamiliar with, it is easy to simply accept
everything as “Truth.” “Documentary” is understood to be
the opposite of “fictional.” Often, an authoritative voice tells
us what happened and whether it was bad or good; often we
are confronted with a series of “experts” with impressive
credentials who tell us what to believe; and of course, there
are these visual images, the pictures that are worth thou-
sands of words. The camera never lies, right?

In fact, the camera itself rarely does lie, at least di-
rectly. Althoughitis technically possible to manipulate video
images in all kinds of ways, most documentary filmmakers
don’t have the time or money to do so, nor is it necessary.
The narrative is expressed directly, through voice-over nar-
ration or expert opinion, or indirectly, through editing, cam-
era angle, and composition. Getting your students to under-
stand the ways in which their thoughts are molded and their
feelings manipulated by these techniques is the first step in
building critical awareness.

The use of narration in documentaries is problem-
atic. On the one hand, viewers usually need an explanation of
some kind in order to understand what they are watching.
On the other hand, documentaries are rarely more than an
hour or two long and background information is almost al-
ways simplified. The narrator usually speaks with so much
authority that it is easy to be lulled into taking what he or she
says at face value. Even if the information in the documen-
tary is accurate (and you should never assume that it is!), it
will almost certainly be part of a larger, more complicated
picture.

Editing is a subtler means of telling a story. A story
about editing, familiar to film students everywhere, goes back
to the early parts of this century when Russian filmmaker
Sergei Eisenstein spliced a shot a man’s face to a shot of a
plate of food. When he showed this clip to people they were
moved by the actor’s portrayal of hunger. Eisenstein then
spliced the same shot of the man to a shot of a child’s coffin.
This time, his audience was deeply moved by the actor’s
expression of grief. Audiences have become more sophisti-
cated since then but so has the art of editing. Just like the
feature filmmaker, the documentary filmmaker makes judge-
ments about what to show, what not to show, and how to put
his or her images together for comprehension, for efficiency,
and for emotional impact. This isn’t necessarily “good” or
“bad"—it’s just how you make movies—but it is something
that documentary viewers should be aware of.

Batitle for Vietnam clip, 1997

Narration: “Vietnam was a country divided in two
by war. North Vietnam was Communist, their Viet Cong
army was supported by Russia and China. The South was
democratic and backed by the United States. When the Com-
munist Viet Cong successfully infiltrated South Vietnam, the
U.S. forces stepped in.”

Visual: Walter Cronkite talks about the war. Cut to
a map of Vietnam. First North, then South Vietnam are high-
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