Abstract

This article argues that we ought to reject Gregory Currie’s “Trace Account” of documentary film. According to the Trace Account, a film is a documentary so long the majority of its constitutive images are traces of the film’s subject matter. The argument proceeds by considering how proponents of the Trace Account could respond to Noel Carroll’s charge that their analysis is radically revisionary. I argue that the only responses available are either implausible or show that a fully worked out version of the Trace Account collapses into Carroll’s own, rival definition of documentary. I then consider how advocates of the Trace Account might attempt to rescue the theory by reframing it as an account of a genre or as a theory of evaluation and argue that neither attempt would succeed. Given this, we ought to embrace Carroll’s own account of documentary, according to which a film is documentary if and only if it is a film of presumptive assertion. 

Identifying Documentary; Against the Trace Account
Is there a distinct category of film called “documentary”? Ordinary language suggests that there is. Amongst philosophers and film theorists, however, positive accounts of what makes any film a documentary are divided.  As Noël Carroll notes, the word’s etymology is of little help here.
 First coined by John Grierson to describe his own work, “documentary” initially referred to “the creative treatment of actuality” in film.  Yet, today we call many films “documentary” that don’t obviously fit Grierson’s definition. Consider, for example, Lumière’s Actualités and news-reel footage; neither are obviously ‘creative treatments of actuality’ but both are routinely considered documentary. This obscurity invites the question: what reasons, if any, animate our categorizing some films and not others as documentaries? Moreover, do these reasons track a coherent, well-defined category of film? Gregory Currie maintains that our categorizing practices do track such a category. He claims to articulate the reasons that animate this practice and so deliver the standards that any film must meet in order to qualify for that label. According to Currie, we expect most of the images in a documentary to be “traces” of the film’s subject matter.
 If a film satisfies this expectation, it is documentary. 

Currie’s account (henceforth the Trace Account) has been criticized for getting our intuitions wrong. According to Carroll, the Trace Account does not render our current practice intelligible but is, instead, a radically revisionary definition.
 If this is criticism is fair, then the burden is on Currie to show that his is an explanatorily powerful account of documentary film. In this paper, I consider how an advocate of the Trace Account could respond to Carrol’s objection and argue that the only responses available are either implausible or show that the position ultimately collapses into Carroll’s own, rival definition of documentary. 
The structure of the paper is as follows. In §1 I sketch the details of the Trace Account. In §2 I show how it marks the boundaries of the “documentary” category in an unacceptable way. By considering the responses available to an advocate of the Trace Account, I show that their position is either untenable or collapses into Carroll’s definition of documentary in terms of presumptive assertion. In §3 I explain why the Trace Account cannot be rescued by considering “documentary” to name a film genre, where genre is a kind of category not susceptible to essential definition. I also show why it cannot be successfully reframed as a normative theory. The idea that will emerge and which I will defend is that, beyond the fact that all documentaries function as assertions, the “documentary” category is far more internally diverse than accounts like Currie’s allow.
1. The Trace Account
According to the Trace Account, a film will count as a documentary when the preponderance of its constitutive images are “traces” of subject matter of the film’s narrative.
 The notion of a trace is a technical term for a very large category of artefacts all of which have a unique epistemic value. Photographs, footprints and death masks are all traces, insofar as they are all visible impressions of objects that are directly caused by those objects. As traces, they all bear information about some aspect/s of those objects. Importantly, however, although all photographs are traces, photographic images do not always function as traces. This is because photographic images are not always used to represent what they are traces of. For example, while the images of Humphrey Bogart in Casablanca are traces of Humphrey Bogart, they function in the film to represent the character Rick Blaine. In Casablanca, we can say, the images are not about what they are of.
 In film, then, a photograph’s narrative-content will not always be the same as its trace-content. According to Currie, the prevalence of such an identity is what’s distinct about documentary films; most of the images in documentary, he says, will function as traces – they will be about whatever it is that they are of such that their trace-content supports the film’s narrative-content.
 Thus we can say that, although in a certain sense all films do document, only some films – namely, those that are about what the majority of their component images document, or are traces of, – warrant being categorized as “documentaries.”
Before I discuss the problems with the Trace Account, it’s worth acknowledging what is laudable in it.  The notion of the photographic trace sheds light on why we often value photography (moving or still) the way we do. In virtue of the mechanical way they are produced, photographs have “a distinctive epistemic power” – a power that distinguishes them from other kinds of evidence, like verbal or written reports, and other modes of visual representation like painting and drawing.
 The information provided by these other kinds of evidence is mediated by what their producers believe. In contrast, the content of a photograph doesn’t depend on the photographer’s beliefs. Hence the similarity between photographs and footprints; the information provided by both is the result of a purely causal process with belief, intention and desire playing no role in their production. Of course, this doesn’t mean that photographs are always, or even usually, produced independently of human belief. Indeed, most of the time photographs only exist because some person believed a scene was worth photographing. However, the causal power of the photographer’s intentions can only extend so far – it cannot go beyond subject-selection, positioning, and lighting, for example. Once the shot is taken, then, the image will capture all and only what is before the camera. As Currie says, even if the photographer believes she is sharing the room with a pink elephant, if she isn’t really sharing the room with a pink elephant, her photograph won’t represent one.
 Had the same photographer decided to record the scene using paint, however, a pink elephant could well end up being represented in what she produces. The distinctive epistemic power of photography does not, therefore, consist merely in the fact that photographs of often informationally richer than paintings and written testimony; barring the use of special effects in the production or development of a photograph, we can be certain that what a photograph represents is, or was, really the case. 

Currie rightly acknowledges that it is not strictly true that photographs cannot deceive or mislead. For instance, I might carefully stage a scene of a crime, photograph it, and then use that photo to mislead you that a crime has occurred. Alternatively, I might be mistaken about what it is I have photographed. Thus, I might present you with a photo, saying that it is of a fruit vendor, when in fact the purported vendor is really a man waiting for the bus, who happens to be carrying lots of groceries. In both such cases, viewers will be led to adopt false beliefs about the trace-contents of the images. Nonetheless, in the first example, it is not false that the staged scene occurred and, in the second, the scene did, in reality, appear as it does in the photograph. That is, in neither example are we incapable of seeing the truth in the photograph – we are just led to believe something false by the mistaken or misleading assertions of another person. As Currie puts the point, a photograph is “not intrinsically misleading”
. The photo’s capacity to mislead or deceive depends on factors external to it, on the way it is entertained by viewers in light of such other factors like the use to which it is put, the context of its display and what other people tell us about it. A painting or written report, on the other hand, has a fictional competence that photographs lack – they are capable of representing things that have never even existed or occurred at all.   

Like death masks and foot-prints, then, photographs provide information about the world that is not subject to the same kind of interpretive difficulties as are written testimonies and drawings. They differ from death masks and footprints, however, in that they are generally capable of providing a greater amount of information. The photographic medium can, therefore, perform a particular epistemic function distinctly well; it can provide information that is both reliable and rich in quantity. It is this capacity that, I submit, motivates Currie’s privileging of the trace in his account of documentary. This claim, albeit speculative, is worth fleshing out. Documentary films purport to be sources of knowledge. As the foregoing discussion shows, when used in a particular way – that is, when deployed so as to provide viewers with traces – film is an exemplary source of knowledge. Moreover, many documentaries employ traces in their attempt to provide viewers with knowledge. Therefore (I suggest that Currie concludes), documentaries can be distinguished from other films insofar as documentaries, but not others, are largely constituted by traces. 
2. Problems For the Trace Account

Currie’s assertions to the contrary, the Trace Account is a revisionist conception of the documentary, in that embracing it would have consequences for the way we categorize films that are radically out of step with current practice. In this section, I argue for this by showing that the Trace Account articulates conditions that are neither necessary nor sufficient for documentary. By considering how an advocate of the account might respond to these claims, however, it becomes clear that an alternative, rival definition ought to be embraced instead – namely, Carroll’s definition in terms of presumptive assertion. This is because the only replies available to the advocate of the Trace Account are either independently implausible or show that their position, when its details are fully spelled-out, collapses into Carroll’s own account.

2.1 Visual Traces Are Insufficient

The Trace Account marks out an extension for “documentary” that is, in certain respects, unacceptably inclusive. In other words, it enables many non-fiction films that we don’t ordinarily consider documentaries to be drawn into that category. As Carroll has pointed out, many art-films, like Ferdinand Léger’s Ballet Mécanique, will be deemed documentary by the Trace Account, as would a wide variety of other non-fiction films that, like Mécanique, consist predominantly of shots that represent nothing other than what they are of, like gameshows, many music videos and televised sports games.
 If we are not willing to consider these documentaries, we should not accept the Trace Account.

In order to avoid this kind of over-inclusiveness, a defender of the Trace Account could argue that there is no narrative being supported by the trace images in Ballet Mécanique, the gameshow, music video or televised sports game. Since narrative is an essential part of the Trace Account, it won’t count these films as documentaries and so it does not, as is claimed, make the category too inclusive. However, it’s not clear that this line of defense can be consistently taken by a defender of the Trace Account, given what Currie says elsewhere about the relevant sense of narrative. In response to Carroll’s charge that narratives are not necessary components of documentaries, Currie gives a very thin explanation of “narrative” – one that makes it difficult to see how this condition could, in fact, exclude art-films, music videos, gameshows and sports coverage. According to Currie, it is sufficient for the presentation of narrative that the trace footage “bear the marks of authorial control”.
 Thus, he says, even Lumière’s Actualités present narratives. In order to further substantiate the notion of authorial control, he draws a contrast betweem Actualités and video-surveillance footage, saying that the former, but not the latter, bear its marks and that only it, therefore, is properly understood to present a narrative. 

I find the suggestion that by merely evidencing authorial control a film tells a story about its subject somewhat surprising. Currie’s distinction between surveillance footage and Actualités is also hard to make out. Perhaps the idea behind the distinction is that, where Actualités required the camera-person to focus intentionally on her subject (even if this just meant pointing the camera at an intersection), the surveillance footage did not. True as this may be, however, it is not a difference that is clearly evident to the naive viewer of either film. That is, the camera-person’s intentional act, in Actualités need not produce a mark of itself. Indeed, I suggest that it often does not. What’s more, this explanation of narrative will make it exceedingly difficult to exclude Ballet Mécanique from the documentary category. Insofar as a feature of our experience of art qua art is that some degree of authorial control or intentionality is evident, art films will clearly present narratives. And, on this same basis, game shows and music videos will present narratives too and so cannot obviously be denied the title of documentary.

Music videos, game shows and art films all point to the insufficiency of the conditions articulated by the Trace Account. Carroll’s hypothetical film, My Own Vietnam, is a similar kind of counter-example.
 While My Own Vietnam consists entirely of photographic footage of the Vietnam War, the soundtrack has a fictional Vietnam War veteran describing the events represented by the trace footage and recalling his reactions to those events. This is, then, a film that consists predominantly of images that function as traces – images that are being used to support a story about what those images are of. If Carroll is right that My Own Vietnam is not accurately called a documentary film, then the Trace Account does not articulate a sufficient condition of the documentary. 
Currie has a two-pronged response to My Own Vietnam. Unfortunately, both aspects of this response are under-articulated and fully specifying their details would require supplementing his definition in a way that would seriously undermine his argument. Firstly, Currie claims that My Own Vietnam wouldn’t necessarily be classed as a documentary by the Trace Account. In order to explain why this is, he introduces the new notion of “foregrounding”.
 Currie says that the film would only be a documentary if, looking at it as a whole, it is the trace-content and not the fictional-content that is foregrounded. Currie does not explain how foregrounding is established or detected, nor how it is supposed to do the work he needs it to – namely, of determining whether any one film is or is not a documentary. He likens a version of My Own Vietnam in which the trace-content is foregrounded, such that it would count as documentary by the lights of the Trace Account, to a hypothetical informational video about Disneyland, also constituted entirely of traces, and narrated by Mickey Mouse.
 Both films would be documentaries, he contends, although the presence of fictional elements in each would render them impure documentaries. For this analogy to work and so make Currie’s claim about My Own Vietnam persuasive, however, the foregrounding at work in it must somehow compensate for the clear dis-analogy between the fictional components of the two hypothetical films. In the Disneyland film as it is presented, Mickey is telling us facts about the real Disneyland, things that the film intends us to believe. Moreover, it is clear that we’re supposed to believe the things about Disneyland that Mickey tells us. 
In contrast, what the fictional veteran in My Own Vietnam tells us is not something the viewers are supposed to believe. He is a fictional character, telling us about his own, fictional reactions to the events and we are, as such, supposed to imagine these reactions. There is a clear difference, then, between the way the audience entertains what Mickey says and the way they entertain what the veteran says. For this difference to be irrelevant, as Currie is claiming, to the question of whether or not My Own Vietnam is a documentary, then the proposed foregrounding must cause the audience to interpret the veteran’s fictional story differently. That is, foregrounding must invite the audience to entertain the narrator as telling us something about the trace-content, something we are supposed to believe, rather than something about his own, fictional experience of the war. Perhaps, for instance, the audience is supposed to entertain the narrator’s words as a poetic comment on the events of the war and as thus akin to an emotional ballad that might be part of the film’s soundtrack. While this could be a reasonable interpretation of what foregrounding involves, it is not, unfortunately, one that Currie has given himself. More importantly, however, Currie says nothing about how it actually occurs – what it is about a film such that the audience interprets its fictional elements as being a vehicle for asserting something we are supposed to believe, rather than imagine, about its trace-content. 
I submit that if the concept of foregrounding were fully specified, the Trace Account would concede significant ground to a rival definition of documentary. I have explained that, if the fictional elements of the film are foregrounded in a film, then the correspondence between trace- and narrative-content disappears such that the film’s images no longer function as traces. When this happens, the narrative shifts from being about the trace-content, to being a “narrative about events-responded-to-by-the-narrator” – that is, a fictional narrative, one we are supposed to imagine rather than believe.
 If, however, the trace-content is foregrounded, the narrative is no longer fictional. This suggests that “foregrounding” determines the attitude with which viewers are supposed to entertain the film’s narrative. More specifically, foregrounding is responsible for whether or not, to borrow a term Currie uses in his original articulation of the Trace Account, the film’s story is an “asserted narrative.”
 Only if the narrative is asserted is the film a documentary. What does it mean to say that a narrative is asserted? It cannot be a matter of whether or not a represented narrator asserts the narrative, because this would fail to rule out the case of the fictional veteran. Moreover, it won’t do to rule out the case of the veteran by saying that the narrator must not be fictional, as this would prevent the Trace Account from accommodating Disneyland film which, ex hypothesis, is documentary. What, then, determines whether or not the narrative is asserted? Currie provides no answer here. Yet, I submit, if Currie gave more details as regards the notions of foregrounding and asserted narrative, he would bring the Trace Account very close to a rival account of documentary film – namely, Noel Carroll’s definition of documentaries as “films of presumptive assertion”.
 
According to Carroll, what distinguishes fictional film from films of presumptive assertion is not any feature that is necessarily manifest in the film itself. Rather, what is relevant is the film-maker’s assertoric intention, our recognition of that intention, and our consequently adopting an assertoric stance towards the film’s content on the basis of this recognition.
 When we watch a documentary, Carrol says, we don’t entertain its propositional content in imagination – that is, as something the film-maker has imagined and is mandating that we imagine along with her. Rather, we entertain it as asserted because we recognize that the film-maker intends us to believe that that content is true, and that she believes it herself. According to Carroll, then, it is the film-maker who does the requisite asserting in a documentary and it is the audience’s recognition of this fact that makes it the case that the film’s content – whether it be a narrative, an argument or even just a set of facts – is entertained by the audience as asserted. As Carroll notes, we virtually never go to see a film without knowing whether or not it is being asserted or not, because the way the film is indexed in advertising materials, by distributers and by the film-makers themselves communicates to the audience the film-maker’s intention.
If Currie offered a full explanation of what, exactly, foregrounding and asserted narrative are supposed to amount to, he’d find himself forced to redraw his account so as to admit Carroll’s claim that successful communication of assertoric intent is necessary for documentary. Indeed, something like Carroll’s account is implicitly presupposed if we are to make sense of the motivation behind Currie’s advancing the Trace Account, about which I speculated in the first section. It is only in virtue of the nature of documentaries as films of presumptive assertion that it can make sense to champion, as central to documentary, the distinct epistemic power of the photographic medium. That is, it can only make sense to privilege the photographic trace in the way Currie does insofar as documentaries are the kinds of film that seek to communicate knowledge by making assertions, and intending their audiences to recognize this intention. Of course, Currie refuses to accept that it is sufficient for a film to successfully communicate an assertoric intention for it to count as a documentary. This is because, for Currie, a documentary must mostly consist of traces. In the next sub-section, I will show why this is false and that, as such, traces are neither sufficient nor necessary for a film to be appropriately called a documentary. 
2.2 Visual Traces Are Unnecessary 

Being predominantly constituted by traces is not sufficient for a film to count as a documentary. Maybe, however, it remains necessary. Maybe, that is, a film counts as documentary if and only if it is a film of presumptive assertion and it is predominantly made of traces. In this section, I show that being predominantly made of traces is not, in fact, a necessary condition of documentary film. This contention would require excluding from the documentary category too many films we routinely, and without controversy, consider to be “documentaries”. 

As Carroll notes, many films that we routinely call “documentary” make frequent use of stock footage.  Imagine that a film of presumptive assertion used archival footage of Hitler giving a speech in 1935 in Munich in order to represent Hitler speaking at some event in 1934 in Berlin. If this discrepancy between the image’s trace-content and its narrative-content became evident to the viewer, I suggest, it would not prevent their calling the film a documentary. This is because we don’t expect correspondence between trace- and narrative-content unless such a correspondence is asserted by the film. That is, we would only feel deceived or otherwise frustrated if the film had asserted, of the image from 1935, that it depicted Hitler in 1934. Absent such an assertion, we simply don’t expect that shots function as traces of the events that caused them. Even if I am wrong about this, however, it does not affect my main point, which is that even if deception occurs and is exposed, the normal response of the audience is not to deny that the film is a documentary but, rather, to evaluate it more poorly because of that. In short, being deceptive is a bad-making feature of documentary, but it does not cause us to withhold the “documentary” label.
Currie denies that the use of stock footage represents a counterexample to the Trace Account. He claims that stock-footage does not, in fact, introduce a discrepancy between trace- and narrative-content. This is because, he says, “a given trace content can correspond to the narrative at one level of description and not at another.”
 In the Hitler example, then, there is correspondence between trace- and narrative-content at the course-grained level of the former. Thus, if stock-footage has the trace-content, “Hitler giving a speech,” and the narrative-content is “Hitler giving a speech in Berlin in 1934,” there is still correspondence, albeit correspondence that is “less than ideal”.
 Currie claims that we accept this less than ideal correspondence when nothing much in terms of the narrative hangs on the details of the event being represented by the trace image.  

There are two aspects to my response to this. First, it is not true that a less than ideal correspondence is only accepted when nothing much hangs on the details of the narrative content. If the details of the particular speech Hitler gave in Berlin in 1934 are essential to the narrative – if, say, the asserted narrative is homing in on this speech as historically significant precisely because of where and when it was given – but no trace footage of the actual speech exists, then footage taken from 1935 would be acceptable. Again, only if the film asserts that the trace content of a particular image does correspond to the events of the asserted narrative will our expectations be frustrated by any evidence of discrepancy. And, again, even if our expectations are frustrated in this way, the discrepancy is only relevant to our evaluation the film qua documentary, not to whether or not we categorize it as a “documentary.” Moreover, by introducing a new distinction between levels of correspondence, Currie complicates his account unnecessarily. This is the second aspect of my response here. 
It is open to Currie to simply point out that the trace account only demands correspondence – that is, ‘ideal correspondence’ – of the preponderance of images. Thus, so long as a film is not entirely stock footage, its status as documentary will not be threatened. However, there are good reasons to think that the proportion of trace images in any individual film is irrelevant to the question of which category it rightly falls into. As Jinhee Choi has noted, reducing the issue to a quantitative matter in this way invites one to ask; how much of a film must consist in photographic traces for it to count as a documentary?
 Is “preponderance”: to be measured in terms of screen time, or with reference to the total number of shots in a film? Any answer to these questions is liable to seem too arbitrary; it is hard to be convinced that an ontological distinction is really being got at when we note that a film’s shots are, say, 51% visual traces of its subject matter, as opposed to 50%. Of course, one might be willing to accept that (however unsatisfying it is to decide the matter in this way) the distinction between documentary and non-documentary, though important, just isn’t a sharp one. And if this is true, then the conceptual boundary might best be settled by convention, where this needn’t require relinquishing the idea that there is still something different about documentary and non-documentary film. 
I accept that in circumstances of conceptual vagueness and when a better account is lacking, it can be reasonable to stipulate a quantitative measure to distinguish between two concepts and just accept that a degree of arbitrariness is involved. However, we are not in this circumstance with respect to the concept “documentary”. With respect to that concept, there is a more adequate alternative in the offing – namely, Carroll’s account in terms of films of presumptive assertion.  

Many films of presumptive assertion are not predominantly made of traces and yet are routinely labelled documentaries, where their being so-labelled does not stir up controversy. Consider The Thin Blue Line. The film is about the killing of Robert Wood and subsequent sentencing of Randall Adams for his murder. Lacking any photographic images of Wood’s murder and its immediate aftermath, the film relies heavily on dramatic re-enactment. The film asserts that Randall Adams was, at least potentially, wrongly convicted. The 2016 documentary Tower is a similar but even more interesting example. The film tells the story of the 1966 sniper attacks at The University of Texas in Austin. Archival footage of the event is minimal, and the majority of the film consists of rotoscopic animation of dramatic re-enactments of the tragedy, from the perspective of various witnesses. Witness testimony is spoken by actors, and forms the animation’s soundtrack. Like The Thin Blue Line, Tower would not count as a documentary on the Trace Account. It is, however, a film of presumptive assertion; it tells us what happened to those involved in the tragedy, how it affected their lives and how they came to make sense of the event afterwards. It was also nominated for several “best documentary” awards. 

It's worth pausing here to discuss Tower in a little more detail. The film’s use of animation doesn’t undermine the status, as asserted, of the film’s propositional content. The animation merely serves as a vehicle for that content, one intended to make it aesthetically compelling. While the various stages of Tower’s production mean that there is a wide margin for error and a possibility of intentional misinterpretation, this doesn’t threaten the documentary status of the film. Indeed, this potential for error and deception is, I submit, a fact that holds of all the films we call documentary, even those that are constituted predominantly of traces. It is this margin for error and deception that makes it appropriate for us to bring a critical attitude to bear on such films, asking after whether or not they have given us sufficient reason to believe their claims. If, upon critical reflection, reasonable viewers find that Tower has given them insufficient reason to believe what it asserts about the shooting in Austin, then Tower would be a much less good documentary. Again, however, it would not cause us to deprive it of the “documentary” label.

Here, one might object that if Tower is going to count as documentary because it uses fictional elements to make assertions, then the distinction between fiction and documentary risks being undermined. We often talk about fictional films, especially morally didactive ones, as “having a message” and to the extent that this is true, one might think, then fictional films also make assertions. And, if this is the case, on what basis can we say that, for instance, Wall-E or Twelve Years a Slave – films that people are likely to describe as having a message –  are not documentaries too? Thus, goes the objection, if we think that an adequate account of documentary must preserve the distinction between films like Wall-E and Jiro Dreams of Sushi, then we have reason to reject Carroll’s account.

However, the distinction between fiction and documentary need not be lost if we think of documentaries as films of presumptive assertion. Certainly, films like WALL-E and 12 Years a Slave can be very valuable epistemic resources. And, moreover, they certainly should not be categorized as documentaries. However, Carroll’s account can explain why this is: the content of films like WALL-E is not asserted, but something that audiences are mandated to imagine. If it is true fictional films can be used to transmit propositional content, it is because audiences recognize they are supposed to draw certain inferences from the film’s fictional content, which they are to entertain in imagination, to propositional content that is to be believed. As such, although both kinds of film can teach us things, it remains the case that the way they do this is importantly different. Indeed, this is why, with respect to what they are capable of teaching their audiences, fictional films like WALL-E and documentaries are different. Fictional films, when they do imply propositions that are to be believed, are parasitic on an audience’s extant empirical beliefs in a way that documentaries need not be. When we watch movies like Wall-E or 12 Years a Slave, we imagine the story it tells us and, given what we already know about human consumption habits and slavery, our extant normative beliefs are enriched, clarified or strengthened. Fictional films cannot, however, transmit new empirical knowledge – they cannot, for example, convince us that aliens exist or that Neil Armstrong’s moon-landing was staged. The transmission of this kind of knowledge requires the kind of testimony that only films of presumptive assertion – that is, films that we routinely and non-controversially refer to as “documentary” – provide.

For those that remain unconvinced by my defense of Carroll’s account of documentary in terms of films of presumptive assertion, it is instructive to consider the way the Trace Account renders documentaries on certain subjects wholly impossible. For instance, documentaries about any event that preceded photography and any phenomenon that is so dispersed in time and space, like Global Warming, that photographic traces of them are either unavailable or impossible, would be impossible. Moreover, abstract ideas like quantum mechanics, as well as any kind of political, ethical or economic argument would not be able to form the subject matter of a documentary if we adopt the Trace Account. For example, Freakonomics would not count as documentary, because economics is not something that can be photographed or filmed. Insofar as we think documentaries on such subjects are both possible and do actually already exist, we should reject the Trace Account – it is simply not true that photographic traces are necessary for documentary.

It is helpful to consider how an advocate of the theory would categorize films like Tower and Freakonomics. If these films are not deemed documentaries by the Trace Account, what are they? Presumably, they are “non-fiction” films, and so fall in the same category as music videos, game-shows and art films. However, films like Tower and Freakonomics are also importantly different from music videos and game-shows, and this difference seems like one we should want to account for. If this is right, then the articulation of a new sub-category within the much broader category of “non-fiction film” would seem to be called for. One plausible alternative for this new sub-category would be something like the “non-documentary documentary” or, as Currie himself suggests, an “impure documentary”.
 Yet, if this is right, it seems like the initial question, “what is a documentary?” has not been answered so much relocated. The new version of that initial question is: “What is it that accounts for the ‘documentary’ element of the ‘non-documentary documentary’”? The original, working distinction which demanded clarification has simply returned and, as such, the point of departing from it so radically to begin with appears to be lost. Moreover, the answer to this new version of the question comes in the form of Carroll’s own, rival definition. 
Although Currie doesn’t believe he is offering revisionary account, by introducing the notion of an “impure documentary” he concedes that his definition doesn’t accord with the way we currently use the term. This new category, however, is not one we have reason to accept. While Currie speaks of impure documentaries as those that mix fictional elements with traces (as occurs, for example, in the film narrated by Mickey Mouse), he calls the film that is wholly lacking in traces of its subject matter, where that subject matter is B, a “B-related documentary.” I see no reason for re-dividing this already new category with respect to the degree to which traces are constitutive of the film. B-related documentaries are surely just very impure ones on Currie’s account. However, Currie actually says of the B-related documentary that although we might “casually label” it a “documentary about B”, is not technically this at all.
 A film we might casually refer to as a documentary about Napoleon, he says, will really be a documentary about Napoleon-experts, models of battlefields, drawings and re-enactors – that is, things related to Napoleon. Thus, according to Currie, the films Tower and Freakonomics would not be films about the 1966 shooting at Austin or economics, but things related to the 1966 shooting and economics. 
However, the idea of the B-related documentary is not just theoretically over-complicated, it is also in tension with the way filmic meaning is determined tout court.
 To see why this is, first observe that in any film, the representational content of its individual images will partly depend on the film as a whole. Secondly, note that even when an image is used as a trace, the trace content underdetermines the narrative content. (This is why, on Currie’s account, trace-content is said to merely support the narrative.) Given this, Currie’s suggestion that the mere absence of images that function as traces undermines the potential of a film’s images to represent anything other than what they are traces of, demands explanation. That is, according to Currie an absence of traces of Napolean shifts the meaning of all the other images in the film, such that the filmed interview with a history expert is no longer about Napolean, but about a history buff. But why should this shift occur? Why should the sheer absence of photographic images of Napoleon make it the case that a film which purports to teach us about Napoleon is, in fact, a film about actors playing Napoleon, historians and drawings of Napoleon? Why can these images no longer represent anything other than what they are literally of? Currie provides no good response to these questions.
Carroll’s account yields category judgements that accord with our pre-reflective practice and, I hope to have shown, actually helps to explain that practice. We call a film a documentary and thus bring to it the set of critical attitudes and questions that we do because we recognize that the film-maker is making an assertion. This is worth emphasizing. When someone makes an assertion, we take it that they want us to believe what they are saying, that they believe it too, and that they expect their belief to act as a kind of reason, alongside the evidence they present for the claim, for us to believe the assertion as well. We also recognize, of course, that they might be wrong in their belief or deceiving us. This is why the critical attitudes we take towards documentaries are appropriate. When a stranger tells me that a person has been wrongly convicted, I reflect critically on the reasons she gives me.  In comparison to Carroll’s, the explanatory power of the Trace Account is weak – indeed, it does not explain current categorization practices but asks that we change them. In the next section, I’ll argue that there would be no obvious benefited to making such a change.
3. Reframing the Trace Account
I have argued that there is a category of film called documentary and that it is susceptible to the essential definition that Carroll articulates, but not the one that Currie advances. I have not said whether “documentary” names a genre, because my argument thus far hasn’t required me to do so. However, it is open to an advocate of the Trace Account to argue that, given an appropriate background account of genre, the Trace Account is plausible as an account of documentary qua genre.
 In this final section, I’ll explain why this strategy is unlikely to be successful. I’ll also explain why the Trace Account cannot be reframed as a normative theory.
As the previous section shows, the Trace Account provides an inadequate definition of “documentary” in that, with respect to current practices of categorizing films, being constituted primarily of traces is neither necessary nor sufficient for a film to warrant the “documentary” label. However, if “documentary” names a genre, then perhaps it is misguided to think that an adequate theory of it ought to take the form of necessary and sufficient conditions. “Horror”, for instance, names a genre, but it seems mistaken to think that it is susceptible to an essential definition, as it is unlikely that there are necessary and sufficient conditions for any film’s counting as a horror. The horror genre, like the other familiar film genres, is more plausibly understood in terms of a cluster of conventions, none of which is strictly necessary nor sufficient for membership in the genre. For example, very many horror films feature terrifying monsters and super-natural elements, but the fact that a particular film does not include either of these things is insufficient to show that it’s not a horror. Genre membership, then, may require conforming to a sufficient number of conventions. If this is right, then “horror,” “sci-fi” and “comedy” would be cluster concepts. Maybe, then, “documentary” is a cluster concept like this. If it is, we would be able to say that “being constituted primarily of traces” is a convention of documentary, although a particular film will not necessarily fail to be a documentary if it doesn’t follow this convention. And, just as a film may include monsters without being a horror film, a film may include traces without necessarily being a documentary.
However, this reframing of the Trace Account is inadequate. Insofar as the Trace Account identifies only one convention, it’s hard to avoid the conclusion that this convention is intended, by Currie, to constitute a necessary and sufficient condition – if it were just one of several conventions constitutive of the documentary-cluster, what are the others, and why is this one convention accorded so much importance by the theory? In other words, it’s not at all clear that the Trace Account is intended in the way just described. Nevertheless, an advocate of the account might well suggest that it could, in principle, be reframed in this way, and that all we’d need to do for this is specify the other conventions. However, such a project cannot succeed. As I established in the last section, there is one feature that all films must share in order to count as documentary – they must be films of presumptive assertion. As such, even if Currie was forthcoming with respect to what other conventions account for the family resemblance of those films we currently call “documentaries”, no combination of the cluster will render a film worthy of that label unless the content of the film was being asserted and intended, by the film’s creator(s), to be recognized as asserted. A film may follow all the conventions constitutive of documentary, but if it is not intended by the film creator to be recognized as asserted – if, for instance, the film maker intends her audience to recognize it as intended to be imagined – then it will not count as documentary (hence the label, for just such a case, of “mockumentary”). In sum, being intended to be recognized as asserted is a feature that a film, if it is to count as a documentary, cannot flout. Moreover, even if the inclusion of traces is a convention of films in the documentary genre, this is a convention that exemplary documentaries can and often do flout.  For this same reason, the Trace Account cannot be rescued by reframing it as a normative theory – a claim to which I now turn.
The Trace Account cannot be reframed as a theory that tells us what makes a good documentary. Firstly, traces are not always epistemically valuable. A photo taken from far away or in the midst of thick fog, or that has been damaged, is unlikely to be a reliable or rich source of information. Indeed, compared to such images, the testimony of multiple witnesses might well provide a more informative and reliable account. Secondly, it is not always appropriate or necessary to demand traces of a documentary. If the film’s subject is an event that occurred before the existence of photography or simply was not be captured on film – indeed, if it is something that just cannot be captured on film – then it would be misplaced to demand that, if the film is to be a good documentary, it must include traces. On the other hand, if the subject is so well documented that traces cannot give us any new information about it, their inclusion in the film may add nothing positive to our evaluation. 
Usually, the most enlightening documentaries provide a combination of different kinds of evidence and reasoning about that evidence. However, exactly which kinds of evidence and what standards of reasoning can be reasonably demanded of the film must ultimately depend on the subject-matter of the film in question. Consider, again, The Thin Blue Line. The absence of traces of Wood’s murder didn’t prevent the documentary from helping to overturn Adam’s conviction – the film was still found to be epistemically valuable. In short, different kinds of evidence, as well as different means of presenting and reasoning about it, are available to the documentarian. Again, whether or not any documentary is epistemically valuable must be measured with reference to the standards of reasoning and evidence set by the subject matter of the film – it cannot be read directly off the quantity of trace images. 
      Conclusion

I have argued that while the Trace Account of the documentary explains why we often value photographic images as epistemic sources, it is wrong to identify the “documentary” with the photographic trace. The Trace Account yields an extension for “documentary” very different from the one we currently embrace. Unless supplemented by reference to the film-maker’s assertoric intention, the Trace Account is overly inclusive and so implausible. When supplemented in this way, however, it is too restrictive and so equally implausible. Relinquishing the claim that traces are necessary, however, would cause the Trace Account to collapse into a rival account of documentary, the one given by Carroll in terms of presumptive assertion. I finished by showing that the Trace Account cannot be successfully defended by deploying the idea that “documentary” names a genre that is metaphysically akin to other film genres, like horror and sci-fi. It Nor can it be reframed as a normative theory. We should therefore reject the Trace Account and instead think of documentaries as films of presumptive assertion, recognizing happily the internal variety of that category. 
     Shannon Brick
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