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Course Details

Credit Points 6 

Summary of the Course

Do documentaries tell the truth? Can we rely on them as sources of history? In this course you will
watch, analyse and debate how documentary films have both represented and revised the past. From
the earliest radical Bolshevik pioneers to the home movies of the forties, to the current use of the phone
camera to record emergency and war, and even to the wildlife documentary, this course explores how
documentary films interpret history, make history and in some cases, have even changed history. This
course is structured around a love of documentary and each week we examine a different theme related
to the history documentary, and its development as a form of historical interrogation over the past
century.   

Course Learning Outcomes

1. Analyse important turning points, idea and developments in the history of documentary film
2. Analyse how key documentary films have represented, interpreted and made history
3. Evaluate and engage with scholarly arguments
4. Communicate ideas and engage in discussions

Teaching Strategies 

In my own work I am interested in the possibilities of the non-print form for historical research and am
particularly fascinated by the audiovisual archives and the documentary film format. This course is
structured around a love of documentary and each week we examine a different theme related to the
history documentary, and its development as a form of public history over the past century. We view
many different documentary films from around the globe, and learn to think about their historical contexts
in time and place, their argument and reach. I see this course as a way of engaging you in discussion,
debate and argument about the extraordinarily rich field of documentary film and its relationship to
history.
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Assessment

Assessment Tasks 

Assessment task Weight Due Date Student Learning
Outcomes Assessed

Major Essay 50% 23/11/2020 05:00 PM 1,2,3

Tutorial responses 25% 02/10/2020 05:00 PM 1,2,3

Test 25% Not Applicable 1,2,3

Assessment Details

Assessment 1: Major Essay

Start date: Not Applicable

Length: 2000 words

Details:

Research essay. 2000 words. Answering a set question source and analyse one or more documentary
films and historical sources to make an informed argument.

The feedback is in the form of a written response on moodle, analysing argument and analysis, effective
location and use of relevant sources, effective use of documentary case studies, referencing and
presentation and written style.

Additional details:

Essay questions

1. Choose one documentary film that addresses an historical event, and discuss how it represents
history. Consider the context in which it was made and how the film compares to scholarly
analyses of the same event. You may wish to compare two films made at different times since
the event itself, and whether interpretations may have changed.

2. 'Documentary claims to address the historical [the real] world and to possess the capacity to
intervene by shaping how we regard it.' [Bill Nichols]. Discuss, using examples that do or do not
conform to this analysis.

3. How do propaganda films aid historical understanding? Are there ethical and moral dilemmas
historians face in using these archival films for historical investigation? What are they?

4. Rather than undercut European myths about race, ethnographic films have tended to reinforce
such assumptions. Discuss, using at least two examples. 

5. “In myth-making about Australian Aborigines there has been a consistent paradigm of opposing
poles-noble and savage, good blacks and bad blacks, primitive and civilised, real and
unreal.” (Frances Peters-Little, 2002). Discuss.

6. How can archival film materials such as home movies or amateur footage be used as evidence in
historical analysis? In your discussion, you may wish to refer to one or more films where
filmmakers have re-purposed original/found footage to make new historical meanings.
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7. How have documentaries about warfare navigated or treated the complexities of history, memory
and national identity?

8. Are "natural history" or nature documentaries, natural or historical? Why or why not?

Turnitin setting: This assignment is submitted through Turnitin and students can see Turnitin similarity
reports.

Assessment 2: Tutorial responses

Start date: Not Applicable

Length: 200 words each

Details:



Students will access the test at 10am, and submit at midday. 

Turnitin setting: This assignment is submitted through Turnitin and students can see Turnitin similarity
reports.
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Attendance Requirements

Students are strongly encouraged to attend all classes and review lecture recordings.

Course Schedule
View class timetable

Timetable 

Date Type Content
Week 1: 14 September -
18 September

Lecture Defining the Field: Documentary Film as
History?

Tutorial Documentary as History
Homework Errol Morris and Thin Blue Line

Week 2: 21 September -
25 September

Lecture The Soviets and the Brits. Propaganda or
Education?

Tutorial Putting the Nation on Film 
Homework The Eternal Jew and 



Resources

Prescribed Resources 

Weekly readings will be available via the Moodle site for this course. 

Please note that we will be using Blackboard Ultra for our lectures, as this course is to run online. I
expect you to attend lectures, which will usually run for around 2 hours. The third hour was used for film
viewing in face to face lectures. As screening hour-long films online in the lecture time-slot is not a viable



Press, Manchester and New York, 2005.



Submission of Assessment Tasks

Turnitin Submission

If you encounter a problem when attempting to submit your assignment through Turnitin, please
telephone External Support on 9385 3331 or email them on externalteltsupport@unsw.edu.au . Support
hours are 8:00am – 10:00pm on weekdays and 9:00am – 5:00pm on weekends (365 days a year). If you
are unable to submit your assignment due to a fault with Turnitin you may apply for an extension, but you
must retain your ticket number from External Support (along with any other relevant documents) to
include as evidence to support your extension application. If you email External Support you will
automatically receive a ticket number, but if you telephone you will need to specifically ask for one.
Turnitin also provides updates on their system status on Twitter.

Generally, assessment tasks must be submitted electronically via either Turnitin or a Moodle
assignment. In instances where this is not possible, it will be stated on your course’s Moodle site with
alternative submission details.

For information on how to submit assignments online via Moodle: https://student.unsw.edu.au/how-
submit-assignment-moodle
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Academic Honesty and Plagiarism

Plagiarism is using the words or ideas of others and presenting them as your own. It can take many
forms, from deliberate cheating to accidentally copying from a source without acknowledgement.

UNSW groups plagiarism into the following categories:



understand your rights and responsibilities as a student at UNSW
be aware of plagiarism, copyright, UNSW Student Code of Conduct and Acceptable Use of
UNSW ICT Resources Policy
be aware of the standards of behaviour expected of everyone in the UNSW community
locate services and information about UNSW and UNSW Library

Some of these areas will be familiar to you, others will be new. Gaining a solid understanding of all the
related aspects of ELISE will help you make the most of your studies at UNSW. 
http://subjectguides.library.unsw.edu.au/elise/aboutelise
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Academic Information

For essential student information relating to:

requests for extension;
late submissions guidelines;
review of marks;
UNSW Health and Safety policies;
examination procedures;
special consideration in the event of illness or misadventure;
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