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“If you want things to stay the same, you have to change”
- Johan Norberg

(Frohnleiten, Samuel Gürtl, 2021)
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Preface
Our current lifestyle is not only taking a toll on our
personal well-being, but also on the planet, its
resources and biodiversity, on which we are highly
dependent. When the IPCC report came out on 9th
August 2021 mentioning the disastrous consequences
of climate change, I felt lost. Humans have been
looking for a better life for as long as we know it, we
might even say it is an inherent trait of humans to look
for a safer, richer environment to live in (after all, that is
how we ended up surviving as a species…).
But now that the consequences of climate change are
global, I feel unhinged. There is no escaping what is
about to come; no house, country or continent will be
spared. Nonetheless, I feel the need to find my place in
this world, to build a home where I feel safe. But how?
I am a student with a growing debt on my
bank-account as I struggle to pay my tuition and rent;
I work two jobs on the side to be able to eat vegan,
organic and plastic free; I travel by public transport
as much as possible and buy (almost) all my clothes,
books and furniture second-hand. Still, I know just as
well as those around me, that this is not enough to
save myself, let alone other people from what is about
to come.

(Vienna, Samuel Gürtl, 2021)
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Abstract
This research paper discusses the threatening effects
of climate change posed on my and younger
generations and focuses on two different types of
sustainable living that arose because of that namely:
going back to basics and eco-modernism.
The aim is to find out what aspects of both can be
implemented in the daily lives of ordinary people who
want to live more sustainably. It also stresses the
importance of sustainability on the one hand, and the
risk of using the word in the wrong context on the
other.

“If one wants to change attitudes, you have to reach
the heart. You can reach the heart by telling stories,
not by arguing with people’s intellects,”
- Jane Goodall

Last, this paper analyses four documentaries to obtain
more knowledge of storytelling through
documentary, making it a research tool in itself.

(Jane Goodall, Miss Goodall and the Wild
Chimpanzees, 1965)
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1. Introduction
“De jonge vegetariër” (The young vegetarian) was
the title of the interview-piece with me about sustainable living when I was nine years old. “We should
turn the lights off when we leave the room, take
short(er) showers and stop eating meat. It is important that we take care of the planet we live on and
are aware of the impact that even our smallest actions have”, I said. Back then, sustainability was not
the popular term it is nowadays, but even though we
hear the word everywhere, I still have not fully figured
out what it means.
This research paper is an attempt at finding out what
sustainable living means. Could sustainable practices be applied in inherently unsustainable contexts
(such as cities with an ever-growing population)?
“Achieving a truly regenerative system by design also
includes preventing preventable waste. -…- Purely focussing on waste streams without acknowledging a
needed change in consumption patterns could have
a reinforcing effect on exactly these unsustainable
consumption patterns.” (Gürtl, 2021)

Without ending up in eco-fascistic territory in which
the modern way of human life is depicted as the
cause of all wrong and considered to be the source
of all societal problems, we should ask ourselves what
a sustainable modern-day life could look like, in which
a connection to nature can be made without
dismissing modern solutions and innovative projects.
I think it is important to reset our way of living and
the connection to nature in the upcoming years, in
the first place, for our personal wellbeing: “Becoming
depressed or anxious is a process of becoming a
prisoner of your ego, where no air from the outside
can get in. But a range of scientists have shown that
a common reaction to being out in the natural world
is the precise opposite of this sensation - A feeling of
awe.” (Hari, 2019 p.158) In his book Lost connections
Hari describes his experience of living with depression
and the influence his surroundings have in this
process. He travelled to many countries and lived
with various communities in order to find the core of
his unhappiness. He concluded that even though he
had never enjoyed going out in nature, it did bring
out a primal connection within himself that later
helped him understand the core of his depression.
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Naturally, his depression did not just vanish into thin
air, but the fact that he took a significant step into
coming to terms with his unhappiness by going out
in nature more often is a relevant aspect that I take
with me in this research; I believe this example might
explain the growing need of people to reconnect
with nature and move onto a different lifestyle. I also
think I need to keep this connection in mind when
researching sustainable lifestyles that are focussed on
more urbanization and indoor agriculture (eco-modernism) as within those lifestyles it will probably be
harder to stay connected to nature.
In this research paper I will focus on two approaches to sustainable living. The first one is the “back to
basics’’ approach, for which I will follow people who
chose to live closer to nature and moved away from
the city to start farming for themselves in a way that
respects nature and its natural cycles (biodynamic
farming). The second one is the eco-modernist approach for which I will speak to scientists and read
relevant literature that has been written on the topic
over the past few years.

The second part of my research consists of artistic
research into documentary making and storytelling. I
will analyse four documentaries on different aspects
including story arc, structure, role of the narrator and
technicalities. I want to use storytelling through documentary making to find my sustainable place in the
world. My main goal is to understand this process
and my difficulty in finding this place; to research the
different aspects of sustainable living and see which
parts resonate with me as a person and are feasible
within my life and budget.
From this curiosity, confusion, hope and fears comes
my research question and the approach I take to
answer it.
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How can I use storytelling through
documentary-making to investigate possible ways of
sustainable living?
Sub-questions:
- Can we create a sustainable lifestyle in an inherently
unsustainable environment/system?
- How do people who went “back to basics” approach
sustainable living?
- How do eco-modernists approach sustainable living?
- How to translate eight months of research and
experiences into a comprehensible story, in such a
way that it is not only informative but also aesthetically
pleasing and entertaining?

(George Milton, 2021)
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2. Methodology
I start all my research processes by immersing myself
in theoretical content. When I create an artwork, I
want to be in a place where I can unconsciously act
upon my knowledge. But to do that, I must study it
in detail first. I cannot let go of it if I do not grasp its
meaning or essence. Let me use a metaphor to
understand what I mean by this. On top of a big hill
(research) there is a rope (knowledge). I am climbing
and climbing this hill (research process) because I am
eager to get to the rope. Once I reach it, I hold on
to it like my life depends on it, and start swinging on
the rope (creating artistic concepts) and I notice that
beneath me the hill has disappeared, and I am now
swinging on this rope above a pink cloud (artistic
freedom and creating art.) I want to let go and once I
do, I end up in an endless, free fall (improvisation.)
To be able to get into this free fall, I must grab the
rope first; If I had just kept my feet on the ground, I
would have never been able to dive into the endless
free fall. So that is how I use research (into topics and
tools/skills) to dive into something.

By climbing hills of research, I sensitize myself to a
topic or familiarize myself with a practice, so much so
that in the end I can let go.
For my graduation project this means reading and
analysing a significant number of research papers
and books (referred to in my bibliography) around
the topics: sustainability, climate change, big-city life,
eco-modernism and more general ones about the
history and development of human lifestyles.
Next to theoretical research, I’ve also conducted artistic research. For the Position Paper, besides desk
research, I watched four documentaries and analysed
them on four elements of storytelling to find out what
fits my artistic practice and why. I also lived with and
interviewed experience experts because I find it important to truly understand the story I am telling, not
only by reading about it, but by experiencing it and
hearing personal stories.
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I often create a list of questions that I definitely want
to ask, and the rest of the interview develops organically in the moment itself as I respond to what people
are telling me and delve into their personal stories.
The interviewing will then feel like a communication
tool to create deep, meaningful conversations (For
the interview questions, see Appendix). Later, I look at
all the stories I collected together and that often automatically creates a storyline.

Toutes choses sont dites déjà; mais comme personne
n’écoute, il faut toujours recommencer.
- André Gide

(Jóia interviewing in Portugal, Manda van Elzen, 2021)
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3. Research set-up

People
For my research, I receive writing guidance from Isabel Ferreira De Sousa, Romy Roelofsen and Bianca
For this Position Paper, I started with theoretical reBartels, artistic coaching from Quirine Racké and Helesearch into climate change and sustainability and
na Muskens and technical coaching for documentary
then analysed four documentaries. With this backmaking from Daniel van Houten (light and editing),
ground information, I contacted people who have
Juliette Dominicus (set-up and promotion) and my
experience with the topic, namely ordinary people
brother Joep Boode (music.) For my documentary,
and researchers whom I interview to gain deeper
I have interviewed and lived/worked together with
insight in what all the topics mean to me, to them
and in scientific context. From there on I started film- Manda den Elzen and Jasper Groenewegen on their
farm in Portugal, and I will interview experts such as
ing and creating work in which both my theoretical
and artistic research came together with the personal Leo Meyer, Arnold van der Valk and organisations
such as Teachers for Climate.
experiences of both my interviewees and me. In the
end, I will have a documentary that reflects both my
research and the personal stories of the participants.
Locations
For my documentary I include different locations –
Portugal and the Netherlands. From 25th October
until 1st November I filmed in Dominio Vale do Mondego in Portugal where I interviewed a couple from
the Hague that moved to this region to lead a more
sustainable life, close to nature. I visited their farm and
worked with them. I will also talk to people who try to
live a sustainable life in the Netherlands, and experts.
(Manda and Jasper, Jóia Boode, 2021)
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4. Climate change and the daunting
consequences

The world was going up in flames, and it was about
to get worse.  

When the IPCC report came out in August 2021, I
was overwhelmed by the dooming content of it. I
want to summarize the problems that were presented in the report to underline the need for solutions
like sustainable living, which is the main topic of this
paper.  

The IPCC report discusses not only fires, floods and
other natural disasters, but also the causes and the
consequences. Desertification and the droughts that
are occurring more often, lead not only to consequences (unusable land, less plants, less biodiversity,
more poverty) but also reinforce the very problem
that caused these lands to dry out in the first place;
a desert warms up more easily during the day and
cools down more easily during the night. These
extreme temperature differences create an unstable
environment and contribute to overall global
warming. Land that becomes unusable because of
global warming, then reinforces global warming
effects, which then makes other land unusable etc.
These (desertification and droughts) are problems
that are currently mainly happening in Afrika,
Australia, America and some parts of southern
Europe, but because they reinforce the very effect
of global warming everywhere, it will also cause
problems in places that currently do not deal with
droughts or desertification at all, such as the
Netherlands.

While I was reading the report this summer, raging wildfires were emerging all around the globe.
France, Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Canada, Mexico, USA,
Turkey, India, Australia, Israel and even Siberia were
dealing with gigantic fires. Countless animals died
and hundreds of thousands of acres of land were
destroyed (IFCR, 2021). The IPCC report stated:
“Many changes in the climate system become larger
in direct relation to increasing global warming. They
include increases in the frequency and intensity of
hot extremes, marine heatwaves, and heavy precipitation, agricultural and ecological droughts in some
regions, and proportion of intense tropical cyclones,
as well as reductions in Arctic Sea ice, snow cover
and permafrost.” (Section B2, Workgroup I, 2021.)
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At the same time as the fires and the release of the
IPCC report, I received messages from friends in
Limburg saying their houses had been flooded by
heavy rainfall. The medical building of Maastricht
University had flooded, and streets were either
under water or covered in debris, trash and trees that
had been dropped there by the water. Floods have
become more frequent and more severe in the past
decades, not only in the Netherlands, but all over the
world. There are multiple reasons for this, and they
are, once again, reinforced by each other. For one,
climate change, accelerated by rising greenhouse
gas emission by humans, has led the earth to heat up
and to continue to heat up. A warmer atmosphere
can hold more moisture, which leads to a higher
humidity, which in combination (high temperature
plus high humidity) can easily form big thunderstorms. The higher the humidity and the higher the
temperature, the heavier the storms will get (Fowler
et al., 2021). So, if global warming continues, we can
expect more storms, with more rainfall, in more
extreme conditions, leading to more and heavier
floods.  

The way we use our land right now also contributes
to our inability to deal with floods. When land is covered with different plants that are growing there, the
ground itself functions as a buffer by absorbing and
storing water (and other compounds like CO2), regulating changing temperatures and so being more
resistant to extreme weather conditions (Tickell, 2020,
00:20:03). Due to deforestation and rapidly growing
urbanization, the ground is not able to function as
a buffer anymore, and therefore complete cities are
flooded. A change in the way we are living and the
way we treat our planet is therefore very necessary,
and that is why I research different ways of sustainable living.

(Pixabay, 2021)
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What does modern sustainable life look like?
Sustainability is an umbrella term that we hear more
and more often, especially in the context of counter
To deal with the consequences of more extreme
weather conditions, we must consider our own role capitalistic, idealistic movements such as
eco-communities in which they strive towards
in fuelling these circumstances and find a way to
self-sustaining agriculture and net emissions of zero
move forward. There are multiple approaches for
(if not negative values.) Sustainability, however, has a
living more sustainably that are focussing on
different meaning in different contexts and is therepreventing more extreme weather from happening
fore at risk of becoming an empty term. In environas well as dealing with the consequences of it now
mental contexts “sustainability” is often defined as
and in the future. I will focus on two different approaches: Going back to basics and Eco-modernism. “avoidance of the depletion of natural resources in
order to maintain an ecological balance” (Oxford
While people defending the former argue we have
English Dictionary, 2013). Whereas in an economic
to stop rapid urbanization and go back to forms of
polycultural agriculture where the production of food context it is often defined as: “The ability to be maintained at a certain rate or level” (Oxford English Dicgoes hand in hand with restoring the land and pretionary, 2013). So, when someone calls their business
venting desertification, droughts, floods and other
“sustainable” that does not tell us much. Sustainability
consequences of global warming, supporters of the
is however a popular word because it has a positive
latter argue we should not go back to old ways of
connotation to it. I want to look for a sustainable
living and agriculture, but rather move forward by
lifestyle in which I define sustainable as: The ability to
making agriculture even more efficient and highly
technological, while accelerating urbanization. Before be maintained on a big scale with avoidance of the
depletion of natural resources in order to restore
I delve into these specific approaches, I want to
ecological balance.
elaborate on the term sustainability.

5. Sustainability
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Environmental awareness is growing while, at the
same time, deep-seated unsustainable patterns of
never-ending growth are still being deepened and
exploited by current politicians and other parties in
power such as big social media platforms and
other multinationals. Another group of people who
do not see de-growth as a solution for climate issues,
are eco-modernists. A group of scientists who believe
sustainable changes can only be made when the
economy keeps growing. I will go into depth of both
the eco-modernist approach as well as the de-growth
approach.

Even though my research question brushes past that
question, I am not under the naïve impression that
my conclusion to this is a general one, if I find a solution at all.
Because I will be looking for lifestyles that differ from
mine, I must understand my current lifestyle (and
the way society is organized) not only to be able to
counter it, but also to be aware of the internalized
values that I take with me to different contexts. I will
therefore continue to reflect upon my own position
throughout this entire paper to make sure I do not
overlook my prejudices and biases.

While looking for lifestyles in which de-growth is
applied, I should consider that small-scale de-growth
and/or small-scale circular system layout will not have
the desired effect as changes like this inherently
depend on big-scale application to be useful. Global
implications of certain measures are simply not yet
possible; not (just) by me, not by one action, not in
my graduation project and most of all, not if the
people in power do not feel the need to change
anything. It is therefore not my goal to find the
ultimate answer to “how should we all live?”
(Frohnleiten, Samuel Gürtl, 2021)
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5.1 Back to basics  
In 2015 more people from the Netherlands moved
towards the big cities from the countryside than the
other way around, however, during the three following years the opposite happened and the group of
people who leave the big cities to go towards rural
areas has since only grown (CBS, 2021). We cannot
ignore that an important incentive to make this move
is the increasing prices of real estate in cities, but there
is also something else happening. Accelerated by the
Covid-19 pandemic, when many people suddenly
had to stay at home and started thinking about their
living situation, an increasing number of people started leaving the big cities to live closer to nature. Most
of them still work in the big cities, but simply like to
enjoy more space and green views when they are at
home, but some take it to the extreme. Manda den
Elzen and Jasper Groenewegen are a Dutch couple
from the Hague. Both had their own successful companies when they decided to sell everything, buy a
farm in Guarda, Portugal, and sustain themselves by
biodynamic farming. They call their move an escape
from the system.

Going back to basics is a method embraced by a
group of extreme environmental activists, or at least a
group that calls themselves “against the current capitalist growth-based system”, who believe that the way
forward is to go back to basics. To learn where our
food comes from, step away from a consumerist lifestyle and live in harmony with nature, rain or shine.  
When I was at the farm of Manda and Jasper in Portugal, I interviewed them about their sustainable lifestyle. (For interview questions see Appendix). Their
approach on sustainability is the following: “Take
good care of yourself, the people, nature and animals
around you and when you do that, you will understand how much energy it takes to make plants, food,
and people grow. This awareness will then help you
treat everything and everyone with respect. And if
you do that, and sustain that deep care for all living
things, that is sustainable living.” They urged me to
add that by taking good care of your own needs,
they did not mean taking without thinking, they
meant spending a lot of time in nature and connecting with the life around you and your feelings. If you
are in contact with your own needs, they argued,
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you will not take more than you need, and thus not
human environment, to defuse the population
too much. You go back to your basic needs and leave explosion, and to supply the required momentum to
all the extras for what they are. You de-grow.  
development efforts. If such a global partnership is
not forged within the next decade, then I very much
In 1972, the first research
fear that the problems I have mentioned will have
report came out that claimed
reached such staggering proportions that they will be
that we, humans, had to take
beyond our capacity to control” (Thant, 1969).
a step back. It was called The
Limits to Growth and it was
Thant’s statement is quite similar to the concept of
the first scientific de-growth
tipping points that we see in the current environmenpromoting publication, writtal research. The idea that there are tipping points –
ten by MIT scientists. The redevelopments beyond which we cannot predict or
searchers focused on five com- control what will happen to the environment – was
ponents that define and can
firstly introduced in The Limits to Growth. Interesting
therefore limit growth: Popuis that even the same fears that my generation
(Universe Books, 1972)
lation, agricultural production, struggles with right now, caused by the powerlessnatural resources, industrial
ness opposed to climate change and the lack of
production and pollution. (The Limits to Growth,
action taken by governments and other people in
1972) Interesting is that the conclusions from this repower, already existed back then:
search were the same as those of the last IPCC report.
“I do not wish to seem overdramatic, but I can only
“Many people believe that the future course of
conclude from the information that is available to me
human society, perhaps even the survival of human
as Secretary- General, that the Members of the United
society, depends on the speed and effectiveness with
Nations have perhaps ten years left in which to suborwhich the world responds to these issues. And yet
dinate their ancient quarrels and launch a global
only a small fraction of the world’s population is
partnership to curb the arms race, to improve the
actively concerned with understanding these
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problems or seeking their solutions.” (Limits to
growth, 1972)

Although many people still question whether we
must adapt our ways of living to prevent severe
ecological disasters, a growing group of people is
This does make me wonder whether these tipping
willing to make changes in their personal lives to at
points are indeed as dangerous as presented or not. least try. Even politicians can now barely get away
Even I, someone who has researched climate change with not acting upon the IPCC report. At the climate
in depth, who is well-educated and has identified as
COP21 (Conference Of the Parties 2021) in Paris,
a climate activist for as long as I can remember, start
twenty-three countries, amongst which The
doubting whether taking steps back is going to be
Netherlands, (after some resistance) agreed to stop
the way forward. Humans have, since 1972 not
investing in the fossil fuel industry, a huge change
taken steps back, only forward. We are emitting more if you see how much money is invested on a yearly
toxic gasses than ever, consuming more than ever,
basis. However, some of the biggest polluters did not
living with more people than ever and spiked global sign that agreement, and some seem to think an
warming with our behaviour. Maybe humans are not agreement like that is not even needed.
capable of giving back what they once had. We can
adapt but are only voluntarily willing to do so if that
This leads me to a different group of people that do
adaptation is in our benefit, not if it is for the benefit of not deny climate change and the actions that lead
someone else, let alone future generations, let alone to it, but who disagree with the dooming tone of
animal- or plant species. And I can understand that
environmental activists, reports and daunting media
dooming consequences do not seem so dooming
presentations of possible consequences after the soanymore when they have been repeatedly presented called tipping points, and who want to implement
since 1972 without ever coming true…
other solutions for climate problems than those
presented by green movements and governments.
They call themselves eco-modernists.
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5.2 Eco-modernism
Eco-modernists are a group of environmental
innovators who do not believe in going back to
basics. Their approach goes, as claimed by them,
against the traditional green ways of solving climate
change. They do not deny the problems that are
caused by climate change, but have a rather technological, futuristic approach towards solving them.
“We believe that the leading green movement has
embraced outdated propositions and fosters a
romantic image of nature that is unreal and
unrealistic for the vast majority of people. In ecomodernism, we see alternative ideas that are more
realistic, desirable and ambitious – and greener, too.”
(Visscher, 2016)

nature to run wild” (Visscher et al., 2016). This statement highlights their non-romantic view of
nature and their underlying humanistic approach.
They see human progress as more important than
almost everything else; they say that progress and
growth is not only wanted, but even the only way
forward. Capitalism, as they claim, makes sure that we
keep improving ourselves, and that is what we need
if we want the world to become more sustainable.
Money and good careers are the biggest motivation
one can get to solve any issue, including environmental ones. “High-tech agriculture might not sound sustainable to the romantic, traditional greens, but
modern technology is crucial to make agriculture
more sustainable and to feed the world better.”
(Visscher et al., 2016)

Eco-modernists are big proponents of using artificially
produced products to make humans not dependent
on nature anymore, such as the use of fertilizer for the
land. “The replacement of natural manure by fertilizer
is exemplary for a core thought of eco-modernism:
We save nature by not needing her anymore. The
production of fertilizer barely costs any land, just a
factory. The space that is saved can be given back to

But technological agriculture does not come without
risks. The use of chemical compounds like glyphosate
to make efficient monoculture agriculture work, can
result in accumulated toxins that end up in our food.
Some research links excessive intakes of these toxins to cancer, but this is disputed by eco-modernists.
The inefficient usage of land, they claim, is killing way
more people (by taking too much space/time/effort,
19

which leads to less food production, which leads to
shortages and death by hunger) than the pesticides
or other chemical compounds used and or produced
with and during the process of efficient agriculture.
Eco-modernists use the same argument for nuclear
energy. They say that if a nuclear disaster happens,
many people will die and that is horrible, however,
more people have died from working in coal mines
and factories than have ever died from nuclear
disasters. They try to look at the bigger picture of
human progress and argue for the survival of the
species instead of the individual. Eco-modernists strive
not only for certain types of disputed technologies,
but also make a general statement of wanting to stay
within capitalist structures. In their view, poor
countries first need the chance to get rich by
following the same unsustainable structures we have
used in the west. They see this as a necessary phase
to go through when striving for sustainable,
long-term solutions for climate change. “The interest
in green and sustainable behaviour is only possible in
an environment of freedom and prosperity.” (Zeilmaker, 2016) Eco-modernists therefore criticise
environmental organisations that prefer to skip this
rich and polluting face in poor countries to

immediately start producing the energy that is
needed to flourish economically, from renewable
energy sources. “If it were up to Greenpeace, India
and Africa should only get ‘decentralized renewable
energy’ from windmills, solar panels and micro hydroelectric power plants: a development that is happily
described as an energy revolution.” (Zeilmaker, 2016)  
I agree with eco-modernists in that it is unfair to deny
poor countries the energy sources that bring us
economic prosperity and claim that they must invest
all their efforts into obtaining energy in sustainable
ways, especially since we in the West are not
producing our energy sustainably either. Some
European countries (like Portugal) do produce
sustainable energy from renewable sources, but
countries like the Netherlands and Germany are not
prioritizing this at all. We prioritize economic growth
and prosperity for all inhabitants, even if that comes at
the expense of other people and countries
(such as India and countries in Africa.)  
This is exactly where my critique of eco-modernism
comes in. Although I agree with some of the
discrepancies they point out between
environmental issues and the sustainable initiatives
that do not always take all points of view into
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account, I think it is problematic to glorify capitalist
structures and present them as the solution for
systematic injustice and climate change (that go hand
in hand). The intersectionality of these problems has
long been proven, and capitalism (in practice) has
existed since the 18th century. So, if that offers the
solution, why has it not happened yet?
Eco-modernists say we should simply be patient and
that the solution will present itself in time. This is
however not a very hopeful message for all the
people who read the IPCC-report(s) and media
messages that claim we do not have this time.

We need to make a change now, but even in the
ongoing Climate conference in Paris this winter, the
Netherlands was not signing the agreement to stop
investing in fossil fuels without the necessary resistance. That means we must either trust the ecomodernists that we have time and should not worry
too much, or comply with environmentalism and try
to do as much as we can as individuals to prevent the
consequences of climate change.
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(Laurie Noble, Vogelkinderen, 2017)

6. Why documentary?

found that adding a visual layer to my storytelling
gives it more depth, more emotional connection to
my audience and more personal satisfaction. I startMy interest in documentary started in high school,
ed to work more with film and after a few months
when I made short reportages of school events. I’d
I got hired to do and film interviews for an event in
like to make reference to an experience that I find
Maastricht (Gesloten Monumentendagen 2021). The
worth mentioning as it will impact my work in this
graduation year. In the winter of 2020/2021, I made people I filmed and interviewed felt seen and heard
my first documentary Contactloos Verhalen as part of in the short videos I made (I had about 40 minutes
a second-year project at iArts, in which I incorporated video material per interviewee and summarized it in
both interviewing as well as voice-overs based on re- 1–3-minute videos). This confirmed that I wanted to
search. I quickly realised that I like to interview people continue the path of documentary. Hearing personafter having conducted theoretical research, so that I al stories, and taking the role of director, interviewer
and editor, gives me much creative energy. On top of
can go into depth during the interviews. That is also
the approach I have chosen for my new documenta- that, the documentary genre also allows me to dive
ry. One difference is that this time, I not only interview deep into pressing issues, conduct theoretical rethe subjects of my film, but I also live with them for a search and take a stand, supported by personal notes.
It is the perfect medium for me to continue in.
week, follow their routines and lifestyle, experience
what it is like, and immediately transform my experiences into new output as well as more interview
questions, that will then lead to an even deeper understanding of the people I work with and their lifestyle.
My main medium for expression is writing,
however, while making Contactloos Verhalen I
(Jóia Boode, Contactloos Verhalen, 2021)
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7. Documentary analyses
Since I am constantly switching my own approach
towards climate change based on the information I
collect from different people and sources, I want to
research this confusion and document my journey
in the form of a documentary. I believe that there are
many other people who also feel confused about
how to tackle climate change. To find out how I can
best tell my story through documentary, I have analysed two documentaries, and two episodes of documentary series that although focus on different styles,
topics and approaches, all concentrate on human
lifestyles.
1. Kiss the ground directed and produced by
Ryland Engelhart
2. Breaking Boundaries, directed by Jonathan Clay
3. De Duurzamen, an episode of a by VPRO produced series called De Hokjesman.
4. Berlin, directed by Talya Tibbon, is an episode of a
series called Sex and love around the world.

The first three relate to the topic of sustainability, the
fourth one appealed to me due to its approach to
research, and artistic choices that inspired me, like
editing and light.

Kiss the Ground focuses on regenerative agriculture,
and how that could save the world from the daunting consequences of climate change. The documentary inspired me because it includes many experts and
dives deep into one type of solution. Breaking Boundaries was suggested to me by Netflix after watching
Seaspiracy and A life on our planet; both documentaries about climate change and what we can do to
stop it. A life on our planet, just like Breaking Boundaries, is narrated by David Attenborough, whom we
all know from nature documentaries throughout our
childhood. When David Attenborough is involved, I
am immediately intrigued. He has narrowly followed
the environmental and natural developments both
professionally and personally for fifty-two years, which
grants him not only credibility, but also great incentive
to keep creating documentaries that focus on saving
the very nature he has been showing and protecting
in his films all these years.
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De Hokjesman (the inside-the-box man.) It is a Dutch
documentary series in which tv-maker and presenter
Michael Schaap researches different groups of stereotypical people, aka “boxes” (referring to people who
fit inside a certain box.) In the episode called De
Duurzamen (The sustainable ones) Schaap
researches people who live a sustainable lifestyle or at
least claim to do so. He also interviews ecomodernists and scientists who share their perspective
on sustainability. Both the approach in research, the
topic, and the set-up of the documentary were very
relevant and interesting to me. Since this episode was
made in 2016, it was also interesting to see what has
changed in the sustainability debate since then.  
The Berlin episode from Sex and Love around the
world is completely off-topic, but nevertheless inspired
me a lot. For this analysis I focused on the artistic aspects. In the series, journalist Christiane Amanpour
researches love and sex and how culture and history
dictate different ideas and customs in this area. By
the questions she asks, you can see that she did a
lot of research beforehand, however she also stays
open to personal stories and unexpected facts. Her
focus on personal stories rather than experts affected
the feel of the documentary a lot. As a viewer, it was

easier than with the more scientific documentaries to
connect to it emotionally, which made it more entertaining to watch. Connecting was also made easier
because her goal was to play into the curiosity and
imagination of the viewer, not to draw a certain conclusion. Her own curiosity became the main thread in
the storyline.
I compare the different documentaries and episodes
on the following aspects: Story arc, structure, role of
the narrator and technicalities such as light and
editing to find out what I prefer to do for my own
documentary.

(Kiss the Ground, Netflix, 2021)
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7.1 Story arc
Kiss the Ground starts by introducing climate change

1.) In this way, the viewer is more led by expertise and
less by emotion than in Kiss the Ground. De Duurand current agricultural systems as a problem, imme- zamen, on the other hand, follows a completely
diately followed by why the documentary was made different approach to storytelling, more like the
and how it gives an answer to the pressing questions “Which way is up?” approach by Vonnegut (Popova,
that are posed in the introduction. In the first half, the 2021). It tries to show all the sides of the sustainability
debate without drawing a conclusion. This is somedocumentary focuses on defining the problem,
making sure that the viewer becomes aware of how thing I aspire to do in my documentary as well.  
big this problem is and that it must be solved. In the
Sex and love around the world’s storyline is one of
second half, the solution is presented and
supported by different experts. It has a very clear story curiosity, one that is hard to compare to a feature film
storyline plot. The story is told through imagery and
arc that basically follows the “Man in Hole” story arc
as described by Kurt Vonnegut around 1965 (Popo- personal experiences rather than by experts.
Although one can feel that research has been done
va, 2021). Vonnegut’s theory back then was based
beforehand (through good interview questions and
on feature films, but in this case, it could also be
by picking the right people to interview), the personal
applied to the documentary.  
experience of Christiane Amanpour is the red thread
of this documentary. Every topic she introduces,
Kiss the ground follows the first storyline plot (introbrings a little more depth into the content she started
duction, problem introduced, solution introduced.)
Breaking Boundaries follows quite a similar approach, with by adding new layers onto it. The documentary
ends with a personal conclusion of Christiane Amanhighlights/presents the solution on experts sharing
their stories, but also the problem. In the first half, the pour about her experiences, and not with an incenexperts explain the problem from their point of view/ tive for the viewer to get into action, rather to inform
and entertain.
expertise (say order expert 1, 2, 3, 4, 5) and then in
the second half those same experts share the solution
from their point of view in opposite order (5, 4, 3, 2,
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7.2 Structure
For my own documentary I will combine expertise
and research with personal stories, but my own
personal story will be the guideline for my story arc.
I want the viewers to connect to my curiosity and
struggles and back my story up with facts and information from researchers who have their say in the
matter. I will alternate between information from experts and personal stories and will not follow a strict
order like in Breaking Boundaries; just like in Sex and
love around the world my main goal is to inform and
entertain, and make people feel that their struggles
with sustainability are valid and shared by many.

Introduction
Breaking Boundaries starts with abstract imagery and
the low, dark voice of a man reciting poetic texts. The
voice talks about “driving without any headlights” and
the imagery switches to a small white dot moving
towards the viewer. The dot becomes bigger, and
when it feels super close, you see that it is a car and
that the text was a metaphor for science; driving without lights in a dark place, hoping you will find something, is what researchers do all the time. Researching
huge topics, hoping they will find the outcomes that
they want/are looking for. This introduction takes no
longer than one minute. Something all documentaries have in common is a short intro, in which it starts
with introducing imagery and then it switches to introducing the narrator and the topic properly, all in
the first minute, which works as exposition.
Main part
All four documentaries follow a multilinear structure
in which multiple perspectives build towards the
same conclusion. Experts are used for expounding
different perspectives. However, the number of experts varies. While Christiane Amanpour (narrator
of Sex and love around the world) only interviews

(Breaking Boundaries, IMDB, 2021)
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three experts about Berlin, Kiss the Ground takes in
the perspectives of twelve different experts. In Sex and
love around the world the focus is more on civilians
sharing their stories. Kiss the ground and Breaking
Boundaries focus more on experts but also include
personal stories to make it easier to connect to for the
audience. So even though the type of people/perspectives differs, they do all use the multilinear structure. In my documentary, I will also use this structure
and focus on showing different perspectives on how
to tackle climate change and experience two different
lifestyles that do that in their own way.

Ending
While Kiss the Ground, Breaking Boundaries and De
Duurzamen have a clear conclusion, Sex and Love
around the world does not aim to leave the viewer with one message or solution. I felt that these
first three documentaries pushed me to take action,
where with the last I felt entertained, informed and
left to make my own decisions. The latter is what I
also want my audience to experience – my aim is to
share my journey towards a sustainable life in the
hope my audience will be inspired to look for theirs,
in their own way and own time.

I want to actively participate in the lifestyles of the
people I interview, to really try and connect on multiple levels with my interviewees and my viewers. I also
want to include artistic, abstract shots like the start of
Breaking Boundaries, because I feel that it brings another layer to the storytelling aspect in the sense of
entertainment. All documentaries I analysed share a
short intro, I will also do that in mine. It works to shortly introduce the topic, so it is clear for the viewer what
they are about to watch and why.
(De Duurzamen, Hokjesman NPO 3, 2016)
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In De Duurzamen Michael Schaap is the narrator,
One of my biggest questions for my own documen- and the viewer follows him through different perspectives. He uses a first-person narrative, so that the
tary was whether I would want to be in it, or not.
viewer really connects to his personal journey. He
And if yes, how? My first example was Christiane
Amanpour in Sex and love around the world. She is a visits experts, communities and people that played an
third-person omniscient narrator as she tells the story important role for the green communities of the past.
from a third-person perspective, while also being the To take the historical aspect into account by personperson who constantly knows what is going on. I also ally visiting these people and talking to them about
really liked her active role as a researcher on screen in their lives then and now, the historical side becomes
not only informative but also personal, which is someher documentary. Sometimes she switches from the
third-person perspective to a first-person narrative, so thing I like. He engages the viewer by making his
own curiosity seen and leading throughout the epithe viewer follows her personal journey. This makes
sode.
the audience connect deeper to the topic emotionally. I think, however that it would have been even
stronger if she had actively participated in the lifestyles
and workshops that she interviewed people about. I
understand that with a topic of sex this might be uncomfortable as a presenter, but it does add an extra
layer of experience. I decided that for my documentary I want to be on screen, because I want the viewers
to connect to my journey, but I also want to actively
participate in the lifestyles I am interviewing people
about.  

7.3 Role of narrator

(Christianne Amanpour, Sex and Love Around the World, 2018)
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In both Kiss the ground, narrated by Woody Harrelson and Breaking Boundaries, narrated by David Attenborough, the narrator guides the viewer through
different perspectives rather than telling the story
from their own. They both use a third-person narrative and refrain from sharing their personal opinions
or emotions. In both documentaries mainly experts
are talking, and the role of the narrator is limited to
summarizing the experts’ conclusions and connecting
one subject to another. It works for these informative
documentaries and creates professional distance.
For my own documentary I would like the viewer
to be as close to me and my story as possible. I will
be the narrator, and I will use a first-person narrative to let my own curiosity and confusion be the
main thread throughout the story. If a professional
is talking, which might create a distance, I will make
sure that I, on screen feel that distance, so that the
viewer feels that distance with me, and not from me.

7.4 Technicalities of visual storytelling
Setting and light
Sex and love around the world works a lot with different lights, playful editing and creative camera positions. The documentary starts with flickering imagery
of different clubs, dancing people, and bondage positions from different angles. The flickering imagery
mimics the flashing lights that can often be found in
clubs, and so they set their tone and environment by
creative editing. There is a continuous switching between close-ups of details, colourful scenery and people. It is impressive how they only use filmed imagery
and manage to create abstract scenic content from
it. To be able to play around with editing and get
creative for my own documentary, I make sure to film
a lot of extra shots that I can later use to experiment
with.  
In Kiss the Ground the narrator is shown in a very
neutral space. A studio where he talks into a microphone. It gives a professional vibe and an insight into
the process of making a documentary and storytelling, that inspired me. I want to combine different
settings – put myself in a static setting to create a feeling of professionalism, give insight in the process with
imagery of me with my interviewees and keep that
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personal touch to it by vlog-like videos that I recorded
in the moment. Maybe after recording, I will find out
that this combination does not work (in all the documentaries up till now it was either or) but I want to at
least try it out.
Animations
Breaking Boundaries includes many animations to
enhance the storytelling. This is something that I really
like because it helps visualize the story told by the narrator in a playful yet educational way. Ideally, I would
like to collaborate with an animator for my own documentary so I can incorporate animations to visualize
my thought process while sharing my personal journey. I think it will create a journaling vibe. However,
if this will not be feasible within my graduation year
because of limited time, I will do this in my future artistic works. In Breaking Boundaries the animations
were mainly used to explain technicalities and complicated theories and facts, but I would like to use it to
enhance the personal anecdotes and give it a playful
feeling.
(Faia Guarda, Jóia Boode, 2021)
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8. Conclusion
Conducting research into sustainability has taught
me that there is more to the subject than I initially
thought, and that some answers I was looking for
are simply not there. When I started researching sustainable living, I was aware of the magnitude of my
questions. I even knew that I was probably not going
to be able to answer some of them, but that was also
not my goal. My goal was to see the perspectives of
two groups – eco-modernists and those who choose
to go “back to basics” – and based on their views, answer my own questions and establish a solid basis for
my artistic output.
Can we create a sustainable lifestyle in an inherently
unsustainable environment/system? Ecomodernists
say that we can. It will be difficult, but they say it is not
only possible but even the only way we can create a
sustainable lifestyle, this is if we perceive sustainable
living as something attainable for most people and
with a long-term effect. On the other hand, if we
follow the back-to-basics approach, we will have to
either leave the system or change it. They say that
it will never be possible to live sustainably within an

unsustainable context, as it is the mindset created by
the (capitalist) system that makes us unsustainable. So,
what to do now?
I believe there are different ways to live sustainably. In
the coming few years, I will follow a more eco-modernist approach since I will be living in the city, buying
my groceries in a supermarket and even though I will
continue to buy organic and as much plastic free as
possible, I cannot and do not want to go completely
back to basics. I enjoy a heated house in the winter,
and I love a supermarket that has everything available
for me when I need it. It is just the truth, and I think
that of many others with me.
I have learned that having good intentions and
staying open to new information is the most important thing I can do. I have not found my middle
ground yet, but will continue to inform myself, stay
open-minded, try not to focus on fears awakened by
dooming media-content and keep talking to different
people about their approaches. As the eco-modernists say: “It is always better to ask good questions than
to memorize wrong answers. However, that takes
a lot of effort. Knowledge requires maintenance.”
(Visscher et al., 2016)
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Since I have used and will continue to use storytelling through documentary making as a tool to find
answers, I want to share how that has helped me in
this process. Using a camera when talking to people
can create distance, but it can also work as a third
eye that looks from a different angle and brings out
the truth in conversations, which it did. Interviewees
tend to be more concise and self-aware when being
filmed, which leads to deep conversations without
glosses. The combination of researching and filming
provides a solid foundation for meaningful storytelling. In my case, this type of research leads me to a
deeper understanding of sustainable living and the
personal choices of those who choose to live that
way. It has not solved my confusion, but that was also
not my intention.
My documentary will focus on telling people that
confusion is okay. That none of us have one answer,
that no-one can solve the climate crisis by themselves
and that we can try the best within our lives to make
choices that spare nature, but to change the world
and change the system is something we must do together, and something that takes time – whether we
have it or not is another question. The story will be
that of a confused twenty-three-year-old student who

wants to find out how to live without harming the
planet and cannot find the answer. My story.
I feel that my Position Paper provides a solid basis for
the rest of my graduation year because I have already
made my filming practice part of this research. Not
only does it provide me with theoretical background,
it also gives me a framework for my artistic output. Because I have kept my long-term goals in mind while
writing this paper, I had structure and guidance that
will now help me in creating my artistic concept, output and overall artistic practice.
My next challenge is to match my ideas, artistic view
and expectations with my technical skills and to find
the final story for my documentary through all the
interesting stories I hear and the people I meet. To
stay concise and true to myself but also open for the
unexpected, all without neglecting the theoretical
basis I have created for myself. But I am confident that
I am ready for that, even though I cannot fully know
what that means.
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9. Artist statement
We live in a world where
large scale industrialization
and technological
progress are developing
so fast that more and
more people feel unhinged and out of control.
The faster the
developments go, the
more there is possible, the
(Jóia, Samuel Gürtl, 2021)
less people trust science
and the more people feel like wanting to escape the
fast pace of the modern industrial lifestyle.

social design and combine them with my knowledge
of evolution (the process of change in all forms of life
from generation to generation), ethology
(behavioural biology) and the sociological influences
of technology and innovation¹.
My background in biology and my job as a
researcher for botanist and artist Stefan Cools have
also provided me with the necessary tools to include
these fields of research. Despite my deep desire for
theoretical research, my greatest source of inspiration
are human stories. This is not just because they trigger
an emotional response, but because they connect
science and research to the real world.  

I use my artistic thought process to try to understand
the broad outlines of human behaviour and, most
My artistic interests reflect my ever-going search for
my position in the world, both figuratively and literally importantly, my own. I believe all research stems from
a need to understand our heritage, which is where
speaking. I would describe myself as a journalist and
storyteller. The stories I tell are based on research, my philosophy comes in. Philosophy, for me, is a rational
life and on the stories of others. I combine the stories attempt at understanding our own thought patterns
and is therefore inextricably linked to psychology and
and translate them artistically (content dictates form
and medium) in such a way that others can relate to ethology.
them. My creativity is in the way I think and interpret
the input I receive. In my work I apply methods from
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For my graduation project I research different
approaches to sustainable living. I do this by living
with people who traded the fast-paced lifestyle in
The Hague to start an organic farm in Faia-Guarda
(Portugal) and interview them on their lifestyle while
also trying to figure out whether it is one, I will strive
for, or not. I also research the opposite approach of
eco-modernists who claim that the only way forward
is by incorporating more technology and design in
our every-day lives.  
I use film and documentary to tell the stories of these
people, and reflect on my own position as a maker, a
researcher and simply a student with no budget who
tries to stay alive with the prospect of continuous
climate disasters happening. It is not my intention to
reach a final answer with this documentary. I know
this will not be possible, nor do I claim to be in the
right position to tell others what to do. It is a
documentation of my attempt to find a better, more
sustainable life, in the hope that it inspires others to
look for theirs.

(Frohnleiten, Samuel Gürtl, 2021)

1: Innovation is a concept I am researching on its
own since the current definition inherently states that
it only includes truly new ideas, which I do not necessarily believe is the case. Either because all ideas
are based on other ideas and are therefore never
truly new, or because the same idea has presented
itself in a different context and the concept is therefore unjustly classified as different or new. On top of
that new has become an empty word over the past
decade as a result of the exploitation of the word by
capitalists who fetishized the word in the attempt to
increase unnecessary consumption.
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Appendix
Interviewvragen Manda en Jasper
INTRODUCTIE
- Wat was jullie belangrijkste reden om naar Portugal
te verhuizen?
- Wat voor research hebben jullie gedaan voordat
jullie hier naartoe gingen verhuizen?
- Waar kwamen jullie vandaan en wat hebben jullie
achtergelaten?
- Wat missen jullie aan jullie levensstijl in Den Haag?
- Wat is het mooiste aan jullie leven hier?
- Wat zijn persoonlijke redenen om naar Portugal te
verhuizen?

- Als jullie tips mochten geven aan jonge mensen die
zich graag voor duurzaamheid willen inzetten en/of
duurzaamheid in hun dagelijkse leven willen omarmen, wat zouden jullie dan zeggen?
TOEKOMST
- Als jullie nu terug zouden gaan naar Den Haag,
wat zouden jullie meenemen van jullie levensstijl in
Portugal naar jullie dagelijkse leven daar?
- Met de kennis die jullie nu hebben, hoe zouden
jullie duurzaam leven in de stad voor jullie zien?
- Op grote schaal, hoe denken jullie dat we duurzaam leven het beste kunnen introduceren, ontwikkelen en inzetten?

BIODYNAMISCH TUINIEREN
- Jullie tuinieren biodynamisch, wat betekent dat? En
DUURZAAMHEID
waarom is het belangrijk voor jullie om dat met deze
- Wat betekent duurzaamheid voor jullie?
filosofie te doen?
- Wat is de rol van duurzaamheid in jullie dagelijks
- Is jullie kijk op voedsel en landbouw veranderd
leven?
- Hoe ziet het ideale duurzame leven er voor jullie uit? sinds jullie hier wonen en jullie eigen voedsel verbouwen op deze manier?
- Waarom vinden jullie duurzaamheid belangrijk?
- Hoe hebben jullie geleerd om biodynamisch te
- Leefden jullie in Den Haag ook duurzaam?
- Wat zouden jullie mij adviseren over mijn duurzame tuinieren?
- Tuinierden jullie in Den Haag ook al veel? Of überleven?
haupt?  
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- Wat zouden jullie mij adviseren over mijn duurzame
leven?
- Als jullie tips mochten geven aan jonge mensen die
zich graag voor duurzaamheid willen inzetten en/of
duurzaamheid in hun dagelijkse leven willen omarmen, wat zouden jullie dan zeggen?
- Zouden jullie ooit terug willen naar leven in een
stad, waarom wel/niet?
- Wat voor research hebben jullie gedaan voordat
jullie hier naartoe gingen verhuizen?
- Hoe hebben jullie geleerd om biodynamisch te
tuinieren?
- Tuinierden jullie in Den Haag ook al veel? Of überhaupt?
- Waarom is dat “terug naar de basis” idee voor jullie
zo belangrijk?
- Er zijn ook mensen die zichzelf ecomodernisten noemen (korte introductie over wat dat betekent) wat
vinden jullie daarvan?
- Wat is de invloed van het leven in de natuur op jullie
geluksgevoel?
- Zijn jullie gelukkiger nu jullie hier leven, en waarom?
- Waarom zijn jullie naar Portugal gegaan en niet in
Nederland in de natuur gaan wonen?
- Zijn jullie bang voor de gevolgen van klimaatverandering op jullie leven?

- Hoe zien jullie de toekomst voor jullie?
- Ik ben zelf steeds best wel in de war over wat nou
“goed” is om te doen en hoe ik het beste kan leven,
wat maakt dat jullie voor deze keuze zijn gegaan?
- Wat valt jullie tegen aan jullie leven hier?
- Wat was er anders dan jullie hadden verwacht?
- Wat zouden jullie anderen mee willen geven van
jullie ervaringen?
- Wat zijn persoonlijke redenen om naar Portugal te
verhuizen?
- Als starter, studieschuld, hoe kan ik starten met duurzaam leven zonder geld?
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