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An Emerging Rhetoric for Critical Reflexivity in 
Co-Creative Documentary VR

Aggie Ebrahimi Bazaz & Liz Miller 

We share here some of our ever-evolving ideas, 
connecting wherever possible to the work of 
our colleagues from whom we draw much 
inspiration, Mandy Rose and Katherin Machalek. 

Introductions

We will be pulling here from two projects: 
  

How to Tell a True Immigrant Story (Dir. Aggie 
Ebrahimi Bazaz, 2019). Taking its truth-bending 
direction from Tim O’Brien’s creative nonfiction 
essay, “How to Tell a True War Story,” this poetic, 
participatory, and reflexive metanarrative weaves 
together community voices in an effort to illuminate 
existing discursive frameworks pertaining to people 
and experiences categorized as “immigrant.” 1 Who 
and which power structures are served by that term 
and how, the film wonders? What is documentary’s 
potential for exposing these ideologies and 
offering new frameworks, specifically via 360 VR? 

The film was produced in collaboration with 
a community of artists, organizers, and poets who 
live in Saratoga Springs, NY and are identified as 
“immigrant.” Saratoga Springs is a predominantly 
white and affluent town of 28,000 whose tourist and 
agricultural economies are maintained by the labor of 
people who migrate annually to the US from Mexico 
and Central America. In the months and years after 
the 2016 election, Saratoga Springs saw marked 
increase in immigration enforcement activities, 

Background

In the spring of 2019, Mandy Rose (director of the 
Digital Cultures Research Centre and Professor 
at UWE Bristol’s School of Film and Journalism) 
Katherin Machalek (Creative Director at New 
Media Advocacy Project) and the two of us, Liz 
Miller and Aggie Ebrahimi Bazaz, initiated a 
conversation en route to Visible Evidence XXVI 
about emergent critical and ethical practices 
in Virtual Reality (VR). Given the speed and 
decisiveness with which VR has come to dominate 
nonfiction storytelling, we felt the moment 
called for—and continues to invite—a thorough 
investigation into the potential, limitations, and 
reconfigurations of this expression of documentary. 

We convened as four international feminist 
practitioner-researchers whose work spans 
three continents and who work in VR to re-
frame its technocratic logics, leveraging instead 
the spherical space of VR as a site for fostering 
socially meaningful dialogue and collaboration. 

Throughout our conversations, we consistently 
returned to a set of questions organized around 
pertinent themes that surface in our VR 
practices. Just as questions of ethics in traditional 
documentary expand and evolve with practice, 
so too are our questions in documentary VR 
pursued and complicated in the process of making. 
The two of us, Liz and Aggie, have continued to 
probe these questions in a series of conversations. 

Abstract
In this conversational essay, we (Aggie Ebrahimi Bazaz & Liz Miller), describe the processes be-
hind our documentary VR projects, How to Tell a True Immigrant Story and SwampScapes re-
spectively. As documentary practitioners and researchers, we explain how frameworks of criti-
cal reflexivity informed our ethical, aesthetic and production concerns, and our intentions to use 
critical reflexivity to move towards de-centering dominant worldviews and re-centering ways 
of relating and looking that interrogate power and its machinations. We probe technical terms 
in VR production such as stitching and spy mode to unpack their sociopolitical significance.
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racial profiling, and xenophobia. The film uses 
experimental, aesthetic approaches to try and invoke 
self-reflective practices in members of dominant 
culture with respect to racialized power relations. 

In SwampScapes (2018), Liz and her 
collaborators explore seven diverse landscapes 
through the use of “guides” who all have unique 
relationships to Florida’s iconic swamp, The 
Everglades. The role of the guide is to welcome and 
situate the user in a respectful way and to engage 
with their immediate environment, illuminating the 
relations among humans and non-humans such as 
alligators, hawks, algae and fauna. The guides also 
invite a connection between viewers and this distant 
location. Their presence serves as a medium and as 
a model for a particular way of relating to a distant 
and yet urgent reality. Wetlands and swamps around 
the world have been sacrificed to pave the way for 
housing, agriculture and industry without much 
regard for what is lost. One of the biggest threats 
to wetlands is a lack of understanding of the role 
they play in buffering us from uncertain futures.

Project Backrgounds

Aggie: I began conceptualizing the film in the 
fall of 2017, when a group of collaborators and I 
were invited to participate in the Public VR Lab’s 
first-ever national cohort dedicated to using VR 
technologies to “gather and curate immigration/
migration stories of Americans from pre-1620 
through 2018,” with plans to incorporate those 
stories “into a visual XR timeline.” As an immigrant 
myself, I’m personally invested in expanding 
public notions of citizenship and belonging. 

I was drawn to the Public VR Lab project 
because since 2016, I’d been in fruitful creative 
collaboration with a group of artists and organizers 
in Saratoga Springs,  New York  for whom the 
label of “immigrant” and its concomitant tensions 
of visibility were central to their lived experience. 
Our team was building on pedagogical models 
developed in the Estamos Aquí documentary 
photography workshop. Founded in 2007 by one of 
our collaborators, Krystle Nowhitney Hernandez, 
the workshop aimed to “claim representational 
autonomy” in response to “stereotyped imagery of 
immigrants that [...] pervaded the attitudes and 
perceptions held within the local community” of 
Saratoga Springs.2

Liz: SwampScapes was produced in collaboration 
with students at The University of Miami, Scientists 
and Advocates in the Everglades area and with co-
directors, Kim Grinfeder and Juan Carlos Zaldivar.

I initiated the project as a visiting Knight Chair 
through the University of Miami. The mandate 
was to work with a community partner and engage 
students in a meaningful interactive documentary 
project. I had spent the previous three years working 
on an interactive documentary, The Shore Line 
about rising waters and community resilience and 
had discovered the value of swamps. I was eager to 
immerse myself in the Everglades, an iconic North 
American swamp and the site of a multibillion-
dollar restoration project. Before arriving in Miami, I 
had not anticipated that SwampScapes would involve 
spherical storytelling. My limited knowledge about 
360 VR was that it was a powerful medium for place-
based storytelling but largely out of reach for both 
independent producers as well as most audiences. 

In collaboration with co-directors Kim 
Grinfeder and Juan Carlos Zaldivar, who had 
experience with VR documentary, we took on 
the challenge to integrate an environmental 
justice perspective into a non-fiction 360 VR 
as a pedagogical experience with our students 
and community partners. We wanted to know 
how we might connect place-based storytelling 
to a critical approach to 360 VR and in doing so, 
cultivate connection to a place that is inaccessible 
to many but critical to all of us. What kind of 
insights, complexities, new ethical considerations 
might emerge by trying it out for ourselves?

Making As Theorizing (Praxis)

“For me praxis is largely about taking creative risks, 
engaging in critical reflection and believing that this 
process can give rise to new forms of knowledge and 

understanding.” (Liz) 

As practice-based researchers, much of our 
work begins within a framework of critical 
reflexivity: a methodology for investigating 
the relationship between documentary media 
and normalized power relations and realizing 
this thinking work in our production processes 
(which include co-creation) and products.

We hope in our work to illustrate that critically 
informed, relational praxis can create pathways for de-
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centering dominant (and domineering) worldviews 
(settler, white middle-class, Western, capitalist, 
human) and re-centering ways of relating and 
looking that interrogate power and its machinations. 
In narrative forms, this might mean resisting the 
tropes of character identification, immersion, and/or 
empathy in favor of experimental forms that can hold 
multiple perspectives, illuminate complexities, and 
implicate or invite the user to engage in critical ways.

Care 

Empathy and compassion are at the heart of what 
Jill Godmilow (1999) calls the liberal documentary, 
a documentary tradition in which viewer and 
viewed are linked by nothing other than “feelings 
like caring, concern, sometimes outrage.” And 
while these feelings might foster a “desire—for a 
better, fairer world,” such documentary does not 
draw us toward the needed “self-knowledge to 
begin to change anything” nor toward a “structural 
analysis of the problems described.”3 An empathy 
documentary, with its focus on feelings rather than 
structures and systems, implies that solutions to 
social problems are resolved individually. Within 
a consumer capitalist framework, scholar Lisa 
Nakamura suggests, empathy can be deployed 
to replace a negotiation of rights or resources. 4

Liz: What potential is there in VR to cultivate care 
for a place that is at risk but far away, unfamiliar and 
out of reach to many? How might this immersive 
technology be used to foster a form of critical 
care? In SwampScapes, we wanted the project to 
be accessible to young people and so we aimed 
for a pedagogical tone. We wanted to cultivate 
responsibility and care by introducing viewers to 
individuals who had longstanding relationships 
to the place. We hoped that by integrating the 
perspectives of multiple guides in relation to these 
landscapes that we might invite and implicate 
each viewer as a witness to a place in time, a web 
of relations, and shared responsibility towards an 
ecosystem. We also know that a viewing experience 
on its own, however immersive or engaging, is just 
a first step towards reflexivity or action. And that 
much of the critical work happens before or after 
a viewing experience and in tandem with other 
activities or actions. At the same time we were 
developing the film we wrote up a pedagogical 

guide and began imagining the kinds of audiences 
we wanted to reach and how viewers might respond.

 
Aggie: Care can be slippery when working with 
vulnerable or under-represented communities. 
Care with regard to landscapes can be a vital 
form of stewardship. But care, in relation to 
people can reinforce a humanitarian, charity 
model which does not redistribute power but 
often reinscribes it. But I think we are united in 
asking: what types of care do we wish to foster? 
Not necessarily more care, but effective care. 
Potent care. Care toward a “structural analysis.”5 

Knowing

“In our being, ontologically, we become who we are in 
part through what we know and what we are made (or 

made able) to forget” 6 - Alexis Shotwell.

If part of the truth claim of the documentary 
image, its “basis for belief,” is its indexicality—
if “we see what was there before the camera; 
it must be true”7—what might we be led to 
believe within VR’s hyper-indexicality wherein 
as Mandy Rose suggests, we are “plunged” 
into a high-definition media world and “fully 
surrounded by it”?8 Regarding his 360-degree 
VR film, Clouds Over Sidra, Chris Milk suggests 
that “when you’re sitting there in [Sidra’s] room, 
watching her, you’re not watching it through a 
television screen, you’re not watching it through 
a window, you’re sitting there with her.”9 You are 
not only brought closer, he argues; you are there, 
looking through your eyes rather than through 
what has been constructed for your viewing.
Mandy Rose calls this VR’s “faux proximity” which,

“elides the actual distance between 
audience and subject, suppresses the critical 
response required to properly recognize 
the situation of the documentary subject, 
and discourages a reflective position that 
might arise in the audience through an 
appreciation of their own remoteness 
from the experience portrayed.”10

 
That is: we might be more prone in a VR experience, 
with “critical faculties suppressed,” to naively 
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and their questions themselves as sites for the 
practice and replication of power. We aimed for 
ambiguity about the nature of the interrogation—
it could be either a customs interview or a 
documentary interview to draw parallels 
between these two practices of “incorporation.”13 

Surveillance and Spy Mode

Spy
Agency 
Surveillance
Presence 
Panopticon 
Totalizing 
Creepy 
Targeting
Panorama
Fly-by
Fly-on-the-wall

In a 360-degree frame there is no “behind” 
the camera. Some directors stitch out the 
director in post-production, others move into 
hiding, or “spy mode” to escape the panoramic 
gaze of the frame. In consumer 360-degree 
cameras, the camera is operated by a cell 
phone and the “director” moves out of sight.

“Spy mode” as a term is a useful reminder 
that this camera, and any camera, can be 
weaponized. A spy is not welcomed, not invited, 
not transparent. With its panopticon eye, 360 
video can resemble surveillance technologies 
and invoke the power dynamics inherent to 
those technologies: surveillance as apparatus 
of the state, seeking criminality and control. 

Spy mode can also generate openings. 
Katherin Machalek, of New Media Advocacy 
Project, works with local grassroots organizations 
in Guinea to combat mining abuse. Whereas 
in some contexts, a director’s absence might 
create anxiety for those in front of the camera, 
Katherin found that spy mode created a new 
opportunity for improvisation by the (social) 
actors, as well as a sense of their own power. In 
the absence of the director, she says, there is “an 
unexpected moment of agency” wherein “the 
participant can own the space of speaking.” 14 

submit to the truth claim of a documentary image, 
to believe that when we are “watching” Sidra, 
we are with Sidra, forgetting perhaps that the 
truth claim is always only a claim, a “search for 
objectivity waylaid by a stubborn subjectivity”.11

Proximity?

Celebrated in VR is the idea that VR technology 
promises to bring viewers closer to a person, 
place, or an issue in unprecedented ways, 
and by nature of that proximity, foster new 
and newly profound knowing and empathy. 

Liz: If this medium could construct a sense of 
proximity, how might we as critical producers 
negotiate distances and account for the structural 
inequities in play around this immersive 
technology? In Kate Nash’s (2018) discussion 
about the potential to use VR for “immersive 
witnessing” she articulates the need to produce 
both presence and distance, and the challenge 
to engage both empathy and analysis. Too 
much distance, she argues can reinforce “the 
spectacular” but facile claims of proximity can 
lead to an “improper distance” emphasizing the 
viewers’ emotions over the subject’s reality. 12

Aggie: So our aim in True Immigrant Story 
became less about drawing viewers closer 
to the people featured; in fact, we rejected 
proximity in almost all ways. Questions are 
left unanswered. Individual protagonists are 
eschewed in favor of collective experience and 
structural analyses of labor and power. And rather 
than celebrate the spherical frame’s promise of 
more to see, we disrupt acts of seeing entirely. 

But one element of proximity that would 
prove meaningful to our dialogue with social 
dynamics in Saratoga Springs, was to draw 
viewers (especially those from dominant culture) 
closer to themselves and to the ways their own 
desires and orientations toward those labeled 
as “immigrant” might enact power. We directed 
this tactic of implicating the viewer both to the 
well-meaning person within dominant culture 
as well as to the well-meaning documentarian. 

One structuring device for our film became 
an interrogation room in which the focus is not 
only about interview content, but about interviews 
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Aggie: In Saratoga Springs, the virulent anti-
immigrant sentiment that began fomenting with 
the 2017 inauguration was by the summer of 2018 
institutionalized and had visible ramifications 
in an increase of ICE activity. Our collaborators 
were hearing stories every day of devastating 
arrests and deportation orders. In such a political 
climate, standard interview questions such as 
where are you from, how long have you been here, 
and what brought you here, exposed themselves 
as beyond expository but ideological, a procedure 
to “produce and represent social relations.”16 

In the scripted interview in the space of 
the film’s interrogation room, Ana Cruz, a non-
actor, community organizer, photographer and 
teacher in the Estamos Aquí workshop, performs 
the role of interviewee. She is met with scripted 
questions delivered by Matt Bagley who plays 
a well-meaning (white male) interrogator. Our 
mise-en-scène included the recording technologies 
to highlight the space’s constructedness. 

In the spherical space of 360 VR, the 
viewer can experience these two subjectivities 
and positions of power  that not only represent 
aspects of social relations in documentary 
and in Saratoga Springs, but also invoke the 
viewer’s own presence in this space: The viewer 
as (inter)viewer. The viewer as (inter)viewed. 

Listening

Liz: There’s the interview and then there’s the 
radical act of deep listening to another person. 
This is perhaps why co-creation is such a powerful 
device because it isn’t constructed in this same 
logic as a formal interview. At its best, it’s a process 
where a group of people are all engaged in a form 
of shared discovery where questions come up, 
reflections are discussed, and this process can shift 
the shape and the form of a project.  Ideally the 
form reflects the values that shape the production 
and these are in alignment. And,  I  think  what 
is interesting is that we are always at the risk of 
reinforcing old paradigms and we need to practice 
a heightened state of awareness and responsiveness 
at each stage of a project. 

Aggie: Someone asked me at a recent talk to talk 
about the use of poetry. Poetry was one way I listened. 
Many of the lines in the narration interweave poetry 

Worlds/Space  

Water, heat, fire, and ICE.

“Landscapes may “mean” different things to various 
individuals and communities and may be practiced in 
various ways. But what of the curious and unexpected 
connections that link and transform geography, people, 

animals, plants and inorganic matters” 15 
- Laura Ogden 

Liz: For me a big challenge in defining the 
aesthetics of the film was the choreography of 
space. How do you communicate a place that is so 
alive? And also how do you direct attention when 
attention can be everywhere? Sometimes that 
meant letting the user listen and be in the place 
without anything else happening. Other times 
it meant thinking about the positionality of the 
viewer. How might we trigger the viewer to think 
critically about their place in this environment 
based on what’s happening around them? 

We staged scenes where the camera is set 
between an alligator and a guide to invite the 
viewer to inhabit the space between these two 
positionalities. In one scene the viewer is in between 
an alligator and Larry, a fisherman. As Larry casts 
his line the viewer might direct their gaze to where 
the line falls, right by an alligator. Choreography 
can be used to direct attention but also to trigger 
a set of reflexive questions such as “What is this 
man’s relationship to the alligator? Is he in danger? 
What does it mean to share a habitat respectfully?” 

In another example we went out with Betty 
Osceola who leads airboat tours. At one point she 
mimics the sound of a baby alligator in distress to 
solicit the attention of the mother alligator. The 
alligator then begins to move towards the boat and 
the user is positioned in between Betty and the 
alligator. I came to think of the 360 choreography as a 
method of inviting viewers to discover connections 
between two individuals or elements in the frame. 

We also experimented with different 
viewpoints. For example we positioned the camera 
underwater to invite users to think like water or 
high up in a tree to experience a place from a tree 
or a bird’s point of view. The ongoing challenge was 
how to position the camera in order to implicate 
a viewer and to awaken the art of observation.
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medium to call forth other forms of listening? 
Self-knowledge? Sensory knowledge? Emotional 
knowledge? Associative or ancestral knowledge? 
And in so doing, how might our understandings of 
issues, people, and ourselves and our responsibilities 
change? How might we, at the least, be asked to 
think anew about our acts of looking and listening?  

 In SwampScapes, Betty on her boat aboard the 
shimmering waters of the Everglades, knows how to 
beckon the alligator. She sits quietly, teaches us how 
to listen to the language of the swamp. To observe, 
in the water’s flows and obstructions, the impacts of 
deregulation, the influx of chemicals, the disturbances 
due to extractive knowing. She guides us toward 
being present with the waters and in remembering, 
honoring, what had been present here before. She 
offers to the viewer / participant, a new form of 
knowing, one founded in relationship, in exchange.

After watching How to Tell a True 
Immigrant Story in a screening in Saratoga 
Springs, an audience member from dominant 
culture, the community hailed by the film, 
admitted: “I was an immigrant to that story.” 

Stitching

“What we gain is a glimpse into an Everglades where 
the human, the alligator, and mangrove worlds are 
hopelessly entangled and blurred, a landscape of local 
mythologies, economic struggles and asymmetrical 

relations.” 20 - Laura Ogden
 

Virtual Reality stitching combines footage 
from multiple cameras to create a 360-degree 
panorama. It can be a timely and costly process.

What  does it mean to stitch, to mend, to re-
adhere pieces together? Is it a back-together? A 
temporary     together? An encounter? A confrontation? 
Why draw attention to an unsettling seam?  

Throughout How to Tell a True Immigrant 
Story, stitching appears as a gap, a rip, a visual 
marker of the dissonance between communities 
that live in proximity but are disconnected.

 The  site  is the  Saratoga  Race Course and the piece 
stitches together two very different fabrics, one that 
twirls in red-and-white gingham, and another more 
labyrinthine, a series of walls obscuring safe passage.

 For SwampScapes the stitching is intentionally 
more seamless, however there are also gaps and 
breaks in the stitching process. For example, when 

written and shared by my friend and collaborator 
in the community, Roga ‘74. And everyone who 
lent their ideas and experiences to the film did so 
through an impassioned delivery rich in metaphor, 
desire, and emotion. This is, after all, the language of 
dreams deferred (or in-becoming). And that’s why 
it was so easy to unite a chorus of different voices 
undergirded by two narrators whose voices are 
themselves a song: Enyer Gonzalez and Emily Rizzo. 

I myself also come from a long line of poets. 
National Geographic writer and friend, Marguerite 
del Giudice, once wrote that across the centuries 
in Persianate society, “when the latest invader 
attacked and the people couldn’t freely speak their 
minds, the poets did it for them.”17 In this light, 
poetry is a means for challenging and exposing 
power. It is a space for expression within conditions 
of vulnerability and colonization. It is at once a 
critical framework, an interrogation, a whisper, a 
shield, and an inroad to imagining new possibilities. 

Un-Knowing

“Charles B. Vignoles, an Irish-born civil engineer 
appears to have been, in 1823 the first to refer to the 
swamps of Southern Florida as “Ever-glades” reflecting 

the landscapes vastness.” 
 

“The Seminoles referred to the Everglades as Pa hay 
okee, which translates to “grassy water.”” 18

 
---

 
Within the knowledge adventures, the ships 
sailing toward the islands, the jars and journals 
for collecting, are the voices and whispers of those 
who have resisted. Acts of knowing (research) 
are sites of struggle, says Linda Tuhiwai Smith. 

“Pursuit of knowledge,” Smith writes, 
“is deeply embedded in multiple layers of 
imperial and colonial practices. A centralizing 
authority imagining, describing, teaching, 
explaining, settling, and ruling over the Other.” 19

 But what if we can leverage these technologies, 
even with all their capitalist, technocratic fetishistic 
baggage, toward new knowing? Toward un-
knowing even? Can we continue to develop models 
and practices that use VR to foster dialogue where 
it is not happening or shift behaviors and attitudes 
around places we may never visit? Can we use this 
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Reverend Houston R. Cypress, a Miccosukee artist 
performs a ceremony to honor the four directions, 
as he circles around the camera, he crosses the 
“seam” and disappears for a fraction of a second. 
The effect is eerie and raises questions about the 
inherent slippages within documentary practice.

& Polyphony

In SwampScapes the intention was to bring 
together seven guides to emphasize diverse means 
of knowing and the diverse landscapes of the 
region including urban swamps, tree islands, older 
mangrove forests and more. By moving away 
from a single swamp depiction or a solo guide, we 
prioritized a polyphonic approach, emphasizing 
multiple sites, perspectives, voices, sounds and non-
human elements of the place.21 Patty Zimmerman 
suggests an advantage to a polyphonic documentary 
is the opportunity to gain new insights by what is 
side by side, juxtaposed, layered, or in relation.22

 We knew that we could not tell a polyvocal 
story of the Everglades without incorporating 
the perspectives of individuals like Betty, a water 
activist and member of the Miccosukee tribe who 
runs her own airboat business. She plays a crucial 
role in both interpreting and protecting the area, 
and in framing the history of the Everglades. So the 
ethical question became: how can we work together 
to ensure we are representing Betty’s concerns 
and her knowledge accurately? This feeds into 
discussions about narrative sovereignty.  Indigenous 
screen creators in Canada define narrative 
sovereignty as a process of cultural expression 
and revitalization and a means of contesting years 
of cultural repression, cultural appropriation, and 
misrepresentation. Jesse Wente describes a key 
element in narrative sovereignty as the “ability of 
nations to have some measure of control over the 
stories that are told about themselves.”23 To honor 
the move towards narrative sovereignty, it was 
important to collaborate on the script together.

One of the sensations I experienced in early VR 
projects was of arriving somewhere without having 
been invited. It felt like an uneasy return to an 
ethnographic gaze of the past. Rather than reinforce 
that experience, we hoped that by co-creating scripts 
with our guides, we might ensure that we were not 
only representing our collaborators as they wished 
but also providing a welcome to the virtual visitor. 

Questions around narrative sovereignty are 
what led me to my next VR initiative, this time 
in Montreal with the non-profit Wapikoni, that 
offers media training for remote Indigenous 
communities. Together with two students we led a 
VR workshop for indigenous filmmakers where we 
could share what we had learned from SwampScapes.

Artist and scholar Courteney Morin points 
out the power of facilitating VR workshops 
for self-determined representation, suggesting 
that screen sovereignty is achieved when 
Indigenous people are representing their own 
stories and cultures and in doing so changing 
the potential and the trajectory of the medium.24 

Audiences and Exhibitions 

Go to where the public is.

Liz: We are presently thinking about how to 
meaningfully share our projects with audiences 
based on the principles that guided the piece. One 
of the things that has remained important to me 
throughout this process is not simply to make VR 
but to share the work across multiple platforms: 
to have a companion website and a photo exhibit 
so that all the material we create can be accessible 
in forms that our collaborators would use. 

My co-director Kim Grinfeder has shared 
SwampScapes with an eighth grade science with 
eighty  students and he took it down to the 
Smithsonian Museum in Washington DC as a 
part of a research event and shared the work with 
hundreds of people. And my other co-director 
Juan Carlos Zaldivar facilitated our participation 
in the Climate Story Lab in New York where 
we were one of twelve media projects who had 
the opportunity to meet with climate activists 
and advocates in an effort to rethink climate 
communications in this very critical moment. 
We left wanting to further explore the potential 
for VR advocacy in addressing the climate crisis.

We are thinking about VR advocacy in two 
primary ways. One is sharing the work through 
the method of narrow-casting, headset by headset 
with decision-makers, educators and advocates. 
The other way is to work with teachers and 
classrooms so that we can understand the potential 
of this work in stimulating questions, curiosity and 
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knowledge about a place they might not otherwise 
come to know. 

Cultivating audiences has obvious roadblocks 
as well as new opportunities. On the one hand, 
there is ongoing frustration with the bulkiness 
of the VR headsets and the lack of a collective 
experience. At the same time, the technology is 
mobile so one can easily take the work to a pre-
existing public. For example the Festival de 
Nouveau Cinema in Montreal sets up a free VR 
exhibit at a public mall each year and so all kinds 
of people have the opportunity to see the work.

We recently organized a pop-up VR event at 
a student run cafe called The Hive, that runs a free 
vegan lunch service feeding 350 students each day 
at Concordia University in Montreal. We chose to 
do this during First Voices Week, a series events 
that’s run by indigenous organizations on campus. 
The idea was to combine an indigenous meal with 
a “VR garden” featuring content from the VR 
workshops we have been running with Wapikoni. 
We invited an indigenous chef to cook for the day 
with indigenous student volunteers. The kitchen 
became an inner circle of support, exchange and 
solidarity. And then the regulars, the 350  lunch 
visitors, got to experience a delicious encounter 
with Indigenous culture. We set up tables with the 
VR headsets and showed work including, Three 
Sisters Garden, a film about a small garden that 
is part of the First Nation Garden in Montreal’s 
botanical garden. So in the VR headset viewers visit 
the garden, learn about the Three Sisters Legend 
and then eat a dish with “three sisters” -corn, beans 
and squash. The idea was to make connections 
from garden to table but also between the sensory 
experience of eating a meal and watching a VR.

How do sensory experiences open people up 
to knowledge? How can we activate the potential 
of VR in combination with other forms of sensory, 
educational and activist engagement? That is to say, 
in this type of approach, the engagement is not about 
the VR, but about something else, something more 
about us, and the VR is one tool for achieving that.  

Aggie: This film is an expression of process more 
than it is a product. We laid the foundation 
for the film over three years of careful, creative 
collaborations in which we examined every choice 
in terms of the power dynamics it contained and 
those we wished to advance. And those three years 

themselves built upon ten years of the Estamos 
Aquí photography workshop began by Krystle 
Nowhitney Hernandez, through which almost 
all collaborators in the film were connected. 
So, there’s a sort of dissonance between the 
intentional, intrinsic values of our processes, and 
the more instrumental mandates of the film market. 

Nonetheless, the film should be an instrument. As 
a work of praxis and as a collage of lyrical meditations 
and narrative refusals, the film functions most 
powerfully when presented within a contextualizing 
dialogue. The film’s collaborators and I have shared 
the film at conferences, in community screenings, 
in classrooms, and I see that writing about the film, 
especially in such generative, reciprocal conversation 
with someone like Liz, extends the work of the film.  

Closing Circle
 
Like its rectangular sibling, non-fiction Virtual 
Reality is vulnerable to the ethnographic gaze, 
cultural colonization, and replicating systems of 
entrenched power. In fact, by nature of its unique 
affordances, and precisely because VR technology 
is increasingly circulating within powerful 
international bodies like the United Nations, 
virtual reality is even more vulnerable to such 
pitfalls and thus calls urgently for robust critical 
dialogue to guide non-fiction VR practices.

As critical producers, praxis is our means 
for navigating these potential pitfalls and 
vulnerabilities we encounter as we work 
to leverage these tools to redress power. 

Praxis doesn’t assume that we know how 
to proceed ethically from the beginning. It 
starts with a prompt. It values relationships. It 
engages in reflection that we’re permitted to 
reroute if anybody in the process feels like we’re 
going down an alley--or a river or a pathway--
that doesn’t feel right. Praxis establishes the 
shared values of the space and of the project and 
of the people who come together to advance 
not just the media project, but the larger 
project, the larger sociopolitical or sociocultural 
project that the media is functionary to.

In our experience, praxis prioritizes those 
forms, relational processes, choreographies 
and geometries which reflect and actualize 
the liberatory, justice-advancing values 
that the media text itself seeks to tender. 
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BAZAZ & MILLER
Elizabeth (Liz) Miller is a documentary maker and professor who uses collaboration and interactivity as a 
way to connect personal stories to larger social concerns.  Her films and interactive multi-platform projects 
on timely issues such as water privatization, refugee rights, gender issues and environmental justice have won 
awards and influenced decision makers.  Her work has been broadcast on international television, streamed 
on Netflix and featured in galleries, climate conferences and at festivals including Hot Docs and SXSX.edu. 
Liz is a Full Professor in Communications Studies at Concordia University in Montreal and her book “Going 
Public: The Art of Participatory Practice (2017) and articles such as “Choreographies of Collaboration: 
Social Engagement in Interactive Documentaries” (2016) have been integrated into educational curricula. 
She has partnered with organizations including UNESCO, International Association with Women 
and Radio and Television, Witness and Wapikoni on human rights, new media and advocacy training. 

Aggie Ebrahimi Bazaz is an award-winning, Iranian-American documentary artist, writer, and educator. 
Her works explore diasporic identities, belonging, Freirean praxis, and what Ford Foundation program 
officer Chi-hui Yang calls “documentary power.” As a community-engaged practitioner, she shapes 
projects according to whatever form is called for by community needs, contexts, and desired outcomes. 
Her body of work thus includes documentary video, VR/360° documentary experiences, live participatory 
performances, installations, and multi-platform collaborations. Bazaz’s films have been shown nationally 
and internationally at film festivals, including Locarno, Slamdance, Encounters, CAAMFest, and Indie 
Grits Film Festival. Among other honors, she has received support from the Wexner Center, MDOCS 
Summer Storytellers’ Institute, Indie Grits Film Festival, Cal Humanities, the Center for Asian American 
Media, and the Bay Area Video Coalition. She earned her M.A. in multicultural literature from the 
University of Georgia and her M.F.A. in filmmaking as a University Fellow at Temple University. 
Aggie is Assistant Professor of filmmaking at Georgia State University and continues work on a long-
term project with a community of migratory families who live and work in California’s Central Valley. 
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