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Research Article

The Contemporary Documentary Politics of
Mainland China and Taiwan:
Based on Grierson’s ‘“Mirror/Hammer” Theory

Da WANG

Abstract

Since John Grierson proposed that documentary film is a “creative
treatment of actuality,” discussions on the function of documentary films have
often been based on the “Hammer and the Mirror” theory. However, there is a
gap between this theory and contemporary development. This study adopted a
symptomatic reading approach to conducting a “second reading” of recent
literature on the politics of documentary films published on both sides of the
Taiwan Strait. The findings showed that the “populism” component of
Grierson’s documentary theory has become more pronounced as technology
advances. Not only has documentary film enabled an increase in public
empowerment, thereby promoting democratic expression, but it has also
reconstructed the “elite/populist” dichotomy and realized the “mutual
empowerment” of multiple subjects. Moreover, the political potential of
technology has encountered a new round of restructuring, incorporating, and
domesticating political and economic power. As a result, the “techno-populism”
of documentary films has faced a crisis of “power pauperism.” To address the
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complex practice of documentary filmmaking, this study proposed a multi-
subject analytical framework based on diachrony, synchronicity, and the
contemporary “Hammer Theory” to update the knowledge and understanding
of the politics of contemporary documentary films. This analytical framework
departs from the traditional “functionalist” view of a single subject and reveals
a dynamic mechanism of documentary politics from the perspective of cultural
politics and the political economy of communication.
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