       The ethics of bearing witness: Subject empowerment versus true crime intrigue in Kim Longinotto’s Shooting the mafia (2019)
The ethics of bearing witness to testimony on true crime events is affected by the way a documentary chooses to frame it and the way it is contextualised within the larger narrative of events. To create empathy films must detail the danger and horrors witnessed, but this risks framing testimony within victimhood. Topics of violent crime, especially on the scale of the Sicilian mafia, encourage audience expectations of sensation and intrigue. These expectations are influenced by the conventions and popularity of the true crime genre which threaten to drown out individual testimony and reduce films to intriguing exposé of mafia secrets. This paper explores Kim Longinotto’s Shooting the mafia (2019) as an ethical practice that avoids such pitfalls and thus empowers its subject to challenge true crime conventions.
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In previously published work I have discussed the ways Kim Longinotto’s documentary filmmaking style ‘displays her passionate involvement while simultaneously downplaying her presence’ (2019: 148) and encourages audiences to bear witness to the testimony of her subjects. Longinotto’s recent documentary Shooting the mafia (2019) continues this tradition through interviews with the Sicilian photojournalist Letizia Battalgia (1935-2022) discussing her work documenting the mafia wars in Palermo during the 1970s and 1980s. Strong female subjects are prevalent in Longinotto’s films and while many of her topics include crime, they have tended to focus mainly on issues that affect female safety and empowerment such as domestic and/or sexual abuse. 
Large-scale mafia violence is arguably a more challenging arena in which to create a portrait of female empowerment. First, in order to create empathy for Battalgia’s experiences the film must detail the danger and horrors witnessed. This approach risks framing her testimony within notions of victimhood rather than activism. Second, topics of violent crime, especially on the scale of the Sicilian mafia, encourage audience expectations of sensation and intrigue. These expectations are influenced by the conventions and popularity of the true crime genre which threaten to drown out Battalgia’s testimony and turn the film into yet another intriguing exposé of mafia secrets. This paper examines the ethics of subject testimony in Shooting the mafia and how its specific style and focus on women’s voices offer a challenge to the conventions and entertaining intrigue associated with true crime but cannot truly undermine it. 
Ethics and documentary styles

Bill Nichols (2016: 151) reminds us that unlike journalism, sociology, anthropology and other disciplines, there is ‘no code of conduct, no set of ethical standards that governs all documentary filmmaking’. Similarly, Brian Winston (2005: 181) makes it clear that ethical conduct is a significant topic of debate for documentary: although its claim on ‘actuality’ requires that it behave ethically, its ‘unjournalistic parallel desire to be allowed to be creative’ permits a measure of ‘artistic amorality’. Indeed, documentary has long relied on a generally accepted ’tacit agreement’ between filmmaker and audience that what is shown is factual, or as Louise Spence and Vinicius Navarro (2011: 24) put it: ‘Documentarians are expected to earn the trust of the audience by offering truthful information about their subjects.’ Over the years, certain documentary styles have been credited as more ethical than others. 
Since its emergence in the late 1950s, cinéma verité has been applauded as one of the hallowed ethical filmmaking techniques (Williams 2016) due to its seeming desire to avoid the mediatisation of events

. Verité conventions mirror the spontaneity of home videos, recording events and interviews in a casually intimate manner that foregrounds notions of authenticity and objectivity. It is often applied interchangeably with another objective style of the time, direct cinema, but it is important to note that while direct cinema values non-interventionist observation, verité draws attention to the camera as conduit for testimony, or confession. Hence, in verité, audiences are aware of an interviewer, even if they are not present on screen. Therefore, the style prioritises interviews, but it avoids the formality of talking heads, and it also avoids montage or voice-over – all of the styles that may suggest forced characterisation of subjects or events. Longinotto’s consistent use of verité filmmaking techniques in her work benefits from the historical trust associated with it. Her films allow her subjects the freedom to reveal themselves in their own way in as unmediated a fashion as possible. 
Mediation is not completely absent in cinéma verité. It is evident that all films are edited to some degree, but this does not necessarily undermine ethics. As Pratap Rughani (2013: 107) notes: ‘Audiences expect filmmakers to engage honestly with their subjects and to distil what they find.’ This distillation involves choices, and audience trust is nurtured through the ‘transparency that filmmakers show’ (ibid). In essence, Rughani argues that trust is gained less from any rhetoric of neutrality – which can so often be a mirage – but by structural transparencies such as straight forward editing and an absence of the misleading distractions so often displayed in more structured realities. Longinotto’s films certainly include such transparencies of form through techniques such as hand-held filming and framing, the prioritisation of subjects’ voices and the absence of any overt narrativisation techniques. While Longinotto does not physically appear in her own films, her presence is evidenced in editing choices that leave in moments of shaky focus, or snatches of informal conversations between herself and her subjects. The resulting style is one that prioritises an engagement between audiences and subjects rather than an authorial voice and, therefore, suggests itself as a perfect arena to bear witness to testimonies of experience and beliefs. 
True crime in the ‘post-truth’ digital age
Conventions of the true crime documentary genre are not generally associated with any ‘hallowed’ filmmaking techniques. True crime is very often accused of sensationalism, over-dramatisation, misleading characterisation and the manipulation of emotional engagement through heavily narrativized content. In fact, Tanya Horeck argues: ‘Many contemporary true crime texts are exercises in media manipulation’ (2019: 10). She explains how the ‘post-truth’ digital age of Google searches and social media has allowed true crime to be packaged as ‘entertainment products’ (ibid: 11). The key term here is ‘entertainment’, a label that immediately disturbs notions of ethical responsibility and transparency in relation to the presentation of ‘factual’ information. While Horeck focuses on ‘many’ not ‘all’, it does reflect a general disdain towards the genre echoed in many academic studies. While I would argue the genre is more diverse and serious than these accusations suggest, I do agree that the label ‘true crime’ is often associated with entertainment and that this labelling is likely to influence audience expectations and engagement. This is especially true when we account for the multiple competing narratives about true crime events that are easily found in a variety of media forms. For instance, the mafia wars in Sicily have generated countless narratives in books, films, television and countless online websites, communities and platforms. Any serious documentary that engages with topics of true crime competes with a variety of alternative formats that may well influence audiences’ reactions to, or beliefs in the testimonies, or images presented. 
The mafia wars

The history of the mafia in Sicily is complex, and much of its activity and character remains hidden or shrouded in myth.  However, the period between the late 1970s and early 1990s unveiled more concrete information about mafia structures, motivations and actions than ever before. It has been labelled ‘the second’ or ‘the great’ mafia war. A period of wide-ranging mafia violence in and around Palermo that resulted in high profile trials, the assassination of top Italian justices, including Giovanni Falcone and Paulo Borsellino, and unveiled evidence of state complicity in criminal activity. These events changed many people’s perceptions of the mafia. For some, specifically those living in its shadow, it encouraged outrage and an organised and consistent resistance to its power. For others, especially those that consumed stories and images of the events from afar, it became a legendary period of mafia activity – frightening, yet fascinating in its levels of brutality and reach. Letizia Battalgia and her partner Franco Zecchin worked as photojournalists during this period and documented many of the key moments of violence. Battalgia’s work has been internationally recognised for its focus on victims’ female relatives, or other onlookers, especially children. However, her initial motivation for such a focus was aimed primarily at a local audience, to encourage resistance to mafia activity. Alongside Zecchin, she organised spontaneous exhibitions of her photographs on the streets of Corleone, Sicily, in an attempt to break the tradition of silence that had long allowed mafia activity to continue unchallenged.    
Paula Salvio (2017: 100) believes Battalgia’s work is a testimony to anti-crime activism. She notes how Battalgia’s self-described ‘unintended archive’ of mafia murders ‘breaks silences and complicities with state and mafia corruption through storytelling and story-taking practices that operate apart from state control’. Her images counteract the state’s narrative that suggested mafia violence as confined only to its immediate members by publicising the realities of widespread murder and intimidation. Since digitisation, Salvio argues, the archive continues to ‘expand the arc of remembering’ (ibid: 114), by giving the work a global reach. Battalgia passed away in 2022 just three years after Longinotto’s documentary was released. Therefore, the film stands as Battalgia’s final testimony about her memories of her working life and the lasting legacy of her experiences witnessing and documenting mafia violence. 
Testimony and victimhood

The title of Longinotto’s film instantly suggests it as a true crime documentary. However, audiences that are more aware of her body of work may assume it to be an intimate character study, for that is her consistent filmic approach. Therefore, in order to examine the ethics of bearing witness I focus on two things: the evidence of true crime, such as archive footage and the focus on witnesses and victims rather than law enforcement; and the use of verité interview styles and how such informality affects subject testimony. I examine how the true crime topic interacts or infects the ways audiences are encouraged to engage with the central documentary subject and whether the verité style still empowers the voice in this context. Longinotto’s style encourages her subjects to tell their stories in their own way, with minimal interference from the crew. In an interview about her earlier film Rough aunties (2008), Longinotto explains how she always has her camera ready but waits for her subjects to indicate they wish her to film (Thynne and Ali-Ali 2011). This contrasts with most techniques used in mainstream true crime for they tend to rely on more formal ‘talking head’ interviews and stylised re-enactments. Longinotto’s focus on informal subject-led interviews emphasises the subject’s autonomy at the point of filming. It also encourages a tone of intimate confession, or testimony, for the subject is allowed to speak in the manner and on topics they find most appropriate.  
To explain the contrast between verité and more formal interview styles, I wish to draw attention to a BBC series, Murder in the Badlands (Birney and Byrne 2022), that also centres on the testimony of victims’ families rather than on law enforcement, or the possible perpetrators of the crime. Focused on unsolved murders, the series gives most of the screentime to interviews with family members who describe their loved one, the events and the aftermath in intimate detail. This helps to keep the focus on the effects of crime more than the grisly details, forensic investigation or legal procedures. Allowing family members to speak at length in some ways helps to give a voice and can be labelled as bearing witness to the life and character of the victim. At first glance it appears much more open and respectful of the personal tragedy that is often obscured in the usual media rush to explore the crime. However, in contrast to verité styles, the interviews in Murder in the Badlands are formal talking heads and the tone of the series, which features a poem read over the titles about women’s fear of male violence, is one of sombre dread. The female victims are consistently suggested as ‘at the mercy’ of male predators, or – as the series focuses on the era of conflict in Northern Ireland – of political violence. The environments, titled ‘Badlands’ are conveyed as dangerous territory for women to live in or enter alone. In consequence, the subjects are empowered to talk about their experiences, but their testimony is framed within a general tone of victimhood and suffering. In short, the restrictions of television formatting that favours tones of intrigue and audience engagement dominates the style.
Longinotto’s verité style avoids the above framing devices and allows the voice of her subject to dominate the narrative. In that sense, her film avoids the trappings of a true crime entertainment structure. However, her film does use a great deal of archive including still images of Battalgia’s photographs, clips from fiction films, archive news footage of the mafia wars and subsequent trials. While the archive is necessary to provide historical context and evidence of her work, these inserts threaten the autonomy of the testimony the most. Embedding history within the testimony of witnesses, according to Martin Lucas (2017: 100), is a typical approach to significant historical events because ‘there is a great deal of value placed on the authority imbued by the accretion of individual experience in the form of “history from below”’. 
However, because this tends to employ a compassionate approach to testimony and uses archive material merely to buttress rather than challenge it, Lucas argues such a subject is presented as a victim rather than an active witness. In other words, it does not invite audiences to question events or the subject’s role within them. Plus, the focus on victimhood emphasises their otherness as it reduces them to the role of ‘sufferer’ rather than presenting them as a complex human being. Thus, the presence of archive in Longinotto’s film may overwhelm Battalgia’s spoken memories and reduce her testimony to simple victimhood. In essence, Lucas is arguing that too much guidance towards sympathy undermines the agency of the witness but, importantly, he does not view the subject’s emotions as the problem. Drawing from the work of anthropologist Joel Robbins (2013), Lucas argues it is the overly-sympathetic approach to victim testimony that undermines it and suggests, instead, that testimony of trauma should be left to speak for itself. He notes that empathising with a witness of trauma is a natural occurrence because ‘we as observers and witnesses are secure in our abilities to know it when we see it and to feel empathy with those who suffer it’ (ibid), while that empathy creates engagement through what Fassin and Rechtman (2009: 18), in their influential work on the shifts in attitudes towards survivors describe, as a ‘communion in trauma’. Hence, accepting trauma as universally recognised allows other aspects of testimony to come to the fore, such as healing or activism. In short, a witness is allowed to be more than just a victim.  
I agree that encouraging compassion does not restrict witness testimony to the role of victimhood. I have previously suggested that creating a sense of solidarity between the documentarian and subject, similar perhaps to a ‘communion in trauma’, can help to elevate the power of individual testimony, especially across cultures. I have argued that ‘the emotional qualities of Longinotto’s work should be recognized as a key strength in their presentation of feminist solidarity’ (op cit: 149). However, it is fair to ask if a focus on compassion works in all cases; is it part of the film-making practice or does it require specific combinations of testimony, evidence and editing for it to succeed? In other words, should we really be arguing about the merits of particular stylistic choices, or is that just a distraction from the reality that bearing witness to testimonies of trauma and memories of significant historical events is such an individualised experience that any testimony – and indeed any audience response to the topic – is going to be contradictory?
This paper cannot solve such debates: what I offer is an explanation for why true crime is virtually impossible to present in a consistent manner, especially in terms of emotion and this is, perhaps, why the genre is mistrusted. Furthermore, it can only ever be presented in historical terms, i.e. the events that cause it to be labelled as crime have passed and the media text is constructed from evidence of those affected. Hence, a focus on emotions that include victimhood and suffering is unavoidable and should be recognised as such rather than viewed as a hindrance, or a fault in the storytelling approach. Rather, it is important to focus on how emotion is conveyed through the combination of voices derived from testimony, archive and so on and whether those affected by crime are allowed the freedom to express their responses to events in a fully-rounded manner on screen. 
Shooting the mafia
Mafia documentaries are, by nature of the topic, about ‘organised crime’ and provide studies of environments and networks of events. To this end, Longinotto’s film can be argued to be as much about true crime as it is about Battalgia, as the surrounding criminal environment and events impact on every aspect of the narrative. In essence, the film is a character study of Letizia Battalgia providing information on her life, loves, career and activism. However, all of her life has been influenced by the presence of the mafia in her hometown of Palermo, Sicily. Extreme patriarchal attitudes and fear of crime kept her housebound from a young age; then her husband refused to allow her to have a life beyond bearing children. Her love affairs broke the marriage and led to her work on the local newspaper, L’Ora, her photojournalism, her political career and continued grassroots activism. Her entire life has been affected by the mafia and the consequences of this remain unresolved.
While the film appears to be constructed from two extensive informal interviews, it also includes a great deal of archive footage, some of which is intrinsic in adding visual evidence to her memories of events, but some is authorial adding emotional cues to characterisation. The film is only cinéma verité in terms of its interviews and a few sections of observational footage. Hence, the ethics of bearing witness lies not only in how those interviews are framed but how they are placed within the context of the surrounding archive. Within the interviews it is evident that Battalgia is responding to questions or prompts unheard in the film as she occasionally refers as if to a conversation: ‘Why are you making me think about this?’, or ‘I could talk about it, but I don’t want to.’ Another structuring device in the interviews involves Battalgia chatting to old friends, such as her ex-lovers Santi and Franco, as well as her personal assistant, Maria Chiara Di Trapani. These encounters still feel like testimony but are revealed through the informalities of conversation and shared memory. This style also emphasises the emotional aspects of her testimony and shared memories in that Battalgia often asks her friends how they feel, such as when she asks Franco why he finds revisiting Palermo so ‘heart breaking’. 
A final structural point to note is that formal interviews with people connected to Battalgia are interspersed throughout the film. These and other observational footage provide information on her continued reputation as an outspoken anti-mafia activist as well as opinions on her actions and personality. They are an important aspect to the consideration of ethics of testimony, for their inclusion provides an opportunity to hear competing opinions about her life and her work, thus creating a more rounded characterisation. 
For the first thirty minutes of the film the mafia remains in the shadows. Battalgia talks of her early life, her father’s over-protective behaviour and her first marriage. She describes how her life was blighted by ‘that awful man in the shadows’. By this she means the prevalence of machismo and poverty in Sicily that influenced so many of the aggressive behaviours blighting women’s lives. The film intercuts Battaglia’s interview with archive documentary footage describing widespread poverty and cultural attitudes, but also images from fiction film that suggest Italian femininity as sexually permissive. The song ‘Volare’ (Fly) accompanies images from Battalgia’s marriage and emphasises her explanation of why she had affairs. It is evident that by the time she began her career as a photojournalist, Battalgia had a reputation for wayward behaviour. The film constructs this almost as a romantic myth that glosses over the violence and trauma that must have occurred. It also avoids discussing her children, a topic about which Battalgia states: ‘I could talk a lot about, but I don’t want to.’ By the time we get to the ‘dark, painful time’ (namely the almost twenty years of ‘the great mafia war’), the film has built a portrait of Battalgia that echoes the culture surrounding her. In essence, Battalgia is suggested to be as brazen, courageous and damaged as Sicily itself.   

The construction of character helps to create a balance between Battalgia the activist and the mafia violence that dominates the rest of the film. While, this characterisation has been achieved through conscious editing and the manipulation of facts, it is evident this is the character she wishes to present to the world. Battalgia’s testimony suggests herself as a victim of the mafia when she says: ‘You can never be truly happy when you’ve lived through that horror.’ However, she is also angry, calling the mafia boss, Totò Riina who organised the assassination of Judge Giovanni Falcone, in May 1992, a ‘shabby moron’. Battalgia’s testimony is a complex mix of lamentation and defiance. She mourns for the victims and the violence she has witnessed, but she refuses to see any glamour in the ‘cruel power’ the mafia bosses have displayed over the years.
Allowing contradictions
In the early part of the film, Battalgia states her desire to burn the negatives of her most famous images. The reasons for this are implied in her words ‘I want to take away the beauty that others see in them. I want to destroy them’. However, later in the film she states: ‘The photos I never took hurt me the most. I never took them. I miss them.’ None of her interview statements are altered, examined or challenged by voice-over, or added imagery. Her thoughts are allowed to remain as they appear. They are ambiguous or contradictory not because of any intention to obscure the truth, but because her testimony, like all memories, is an ever-evolving process. When discussing Falcone’s death, she asks: ‘Why are you making me think about this? I don’t want to. I realise now, I’ve never been at peace. It’s always been like this. My life has always been a struggle.’ The process of remembering and explaining events is witnessed here as an emotional activity and we are guided to recognise Battalgia’s memories as complex and difficult to describe in simple or stable terms.  
Longinotto’s films have been described as ethnographic in nature because of her consistent focus on individuals who invite us to connect with their lives as lived. The global success of her films, no matter if her subjects are British, American, Iranian, Japanese or Indian lies in the fact that she acknowledges their cultural individualities while still managing to capture points of universal connection. To do this, her camera bears witness to their unique stories rather than imposing a pre-defined characterisation. Joel Robbins (2013: 455), writing for the Royal Anthropological Institute, suggests there is ‘a way of writing ethnography in which we do not primarily provide cultural context so as to offer lessons in how lives are lived differently elsewhere, but in which we offer accounts of trauma that make us and our readers feel in our bones the vulnerability we as human beings all share’. Longinotto practises informal visual ethnography, but the unique topic of Shooting the mafia challenges that because it demands more than the usual amount of archive footage to intrude upon Battalgia’s testimony. The images and news footage used operate as true crime elements whose universal voice threatens to overwhelm the uniqueness of her individual experience and infect it with the entertainment value of true crime intrigue. Battalgia also struggles to control the tone of the narrative because the topic remains unresolved in her mind. Her contradictory testimony that alternates between pain and defiance means audiences are inevitably drawn to empathise with the emotional impact these events have had on her life.  The over-arching tone is lamentation at the human cost of the mafia wars and the continued acquiescence of the Italian political system to the mafia’s influence. In her concluding remarks Battalgia states ‘I dream of seeing a Sicily free of the mafia’, thus acknowledging the fact that the battle continues. 

The focus on Battaglia’s defiant and individualised testimony to the events of the great mafia war does challenge conventions of true crime in Shooting the mafia, but it does not entirely erase their presence, nor their power to influence audience responses. It is understandable that Battalgia would want to destroy some of her photographs for the beauty people see in them, as their visual power in the film is such a loud challenge to the tone of the film. They are innately sensational. Similarly, Battalgia’s own testimony of the ‘cruel power’ she witnessed in mafia behaviour and her own suffering after so many deaths suggests her character as imbued with victimhood and suffering. We are also invited to empathise with the levels of trauma faced by women who lost husbands and sons as well as the national trauma of the violent deaths of judges Falcone and Borsellino. Longinotto cannot avoid sensationalising the topic when the sensational enormity of events speaks so loudly in all the archive and trauma that surrounds it. 
Conclusions
Battalgia’s contradictory testimony, that oscillates between despair and defiance and between the desire to show and the desire to forget, is a testament to Longinotto’s ethical filmmaking practices. She allows the contradictions to remain in the testimony and refuses to persuade audiences to feel a particular way. She does not add voice-over or sombre music, as used in regular true crime, to signal audience sympathies or exaggerate a sense of trauma. However, this does not mean she can avoid a focus on the suffering subject, because that suffering is evident in Battalgia’s own words. In bearing witness to her testimony, the film provides insight into the realities of life lived in a society blighted by mafia activity. The realities of who and what defines the mafia remain steadfastly unresolved as a battleground of competing voices. This is evidenced in the archival material of images of the dead, interviews with mafia bosses and victims of their violence, news footage and clips from fictional films. However, Longinotto’s choice to have Battalgia as the central subject prioritises her viewpoint. Furthermore, the intercutting of interview and archive suggests Battalgia as a personification of the broader societal experience which can be characterised as an oscillation between victimhood and defiance.
The influence of the ‘men in the shadows’ that Battalgia describes early in the film stays true to the end. Battalgia may call them buffoons or morons, but their status as the epitome of organised criminal power has a global reach. The ethics of ethnography (see Robbins 2013) suggests the listening to testimony needs to include a ‘motive for change’ in order to provide agency to the voice. Longinotto’s film certainly includes that in its focus on the street protests and social defiance against the police and politicians who are accused of doing nothing to protect anti-mafia judges. It allows Battaglia to be a fully-rounded, complex human being, rather than a symbol of victimhood, refusing to soften her image as committed to career and activism above family. Her chain-smoking, openly rebellious character refuses to offer anything but plain truths as she sees them, regardless of the innate contradictions that are included in such a subjective testimony.
Hence, I argue subject testimony can challenge the entertainment value of true crime if, instead of framing it as entirely victimhood, it accepts trauma as universally understood and thus allows other aspects – beyond suffering – to emerge. Longinotto’s verité style is an effective choice in this case in that its informal style undercuts the true crime conventions that tend to prioritise goal-oriented narratives and clearly defined emotional cues. This does not mean the film avoids sensationalizing mafia activity. The mystique of the mafia remains strong enough to withstand individual testimony and so the intrigue that surrounds the seemingly irresolvable nature of mafia activity is not fully undermined by this one documentary. However, Shooting the mafia effectively champions the activism of Battaglia, alongside judges, other journalists, victims and the general population of Sicily. This documentary is a valid attempt to undermine the glamorisation of the mafia that dominates most media and so often drowns out the voice of victims. It bears witness to the tireless work of many to unveil its cruelties and offer a loud challenge to its codes of silence. 
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�Reference to objective / objectivity raises questions about the nature of objectivity and truth. But I think the point you are making here is about ‘seeming to be objective. 


The following paragraph refers to mediatisation. Might it better to use the same term at this point? That would also sidestep any question about the elision of meaning between ‘objectivity ‘ and ‘meditisation’. 


�I completely agree.  However, I struggled to rephrase this sentence as I feel like I am still simplifying an enormous debate!  I kept in the 'authenticity and objectivity' in the next sentence as that included the phrase 'notions of' which hopefully offsets them.  Hopefully, this works.  Happy to rework as needed. 





