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can ethical disregard ever be justified when seeking to uncover the truth? Fishing for Prejudice: 

The Ethics of Sacha Baron Cohen’s Pursuit of the Truth explores the ethical dilemmas presented 

to documentary filmmakers and attempts to define the ethical boundaries within which filmmakers 

should be restricted to when working to uncover truths. 

 

Baron Cohen’s film Borat and television series Who is America are evidence of 

documentary’s polysemy and ambiguity: containing both fiction and non-fiction, these works lend 

themselves to multiple different categories.  Firstly, Borat and Who is America contain 

mockumentary qualities through documentary codes and conventions used to mock and satirize 

authority (Roscoe & Hight 2001).  Borat follows the story of a fictional reporter, going by the 

name of Borat Sagdiyev, from Kazakhstan as he traverses the United States in a quest to uncover 

the qualities of the great nation.  Similarly, his new television series Who is America features a 

series of interviews with a wide variety of guests, including former Vice-President Dick Cheney, 

former Georgia State representative Jason Spenser, and President of the Virginia Citizens Defense 

League Philip Van Cleave.  In true Baron Cohen fashion, the series also features fraudulent self-

representations misleading participants into a false-sense of comfort, through which they 

unintentionally reveal controversial and derogatory opinions.  

 

Throughout these works, Baron Cohen consistently adopts styles and aesthetics that are 

indicative of the documentary genre, such as the use of a hand-held camera in Borat’s New York 

subway scene and the consistent interviews present both in 
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filmmaker, as it is not constricted by the rules of documentary; as such, Baron Cohen has been 

offered more flexibility to experiment and to take risks.  Furthermore, as the use of “satire has long 

served as a pedagogical role, and shapes our expectations that some ‘truths’ will be uncovered 

when we are in its midst” (Campbell, p. 61), it aids in situating the deliberate use of mockumentary 

in these works.  Despite borrowing the codes and conventions of documentaries, mockumentaries 

are fiction, and thus do not fall under the umbrella of documentary genres.  Indeed, this form can 

be problematic as it the line between fact and fiction is increasingly blurred and holds the 

“assumption that audiences will recognize the text as spoof” (Roscoe & Hight, 2001, p. 47).  While 
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a level of dramatic irony.  Baron Cohen uses the prejudice of his characters to allow for others to 

express their own,e
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drawn between hoax and social justice.  Part of what makes these ethics so ambiguous is its 

interpretability, as the rules differ on a case by case basis.  As “ethics exist to govern the conduct 

of groups regarding matters for which hard and fast rules, or laws, will not suffice” (Nichols, 2001, 

p.9), there is a lack of clearly defined right and wrong, as most of the decision-making requires 

context.  In her article, Pangrcic criticizes the ethical standards to which we hold documentary 

filmmakers as being too ambiguous, confusing, and unachievable, as upholding all aforementioned 

responsibilities (to the film, participants, and audience) would be impossible.  In exploring Baron 

Cohen’s works, it is unlikely for him to be able to fulfil his responsibilities to both the film and his 

participants, as “without the informed consent of the subjects, the form lacks ethical integrity; 

without freedom for the filmmaker, it lacks artistic integrity” (Anderson & Benson 1991, p. 151).  

From this perspective, Pangrcic gives more agency to Baron Cohen as an artist aT fso
jcuT 
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between punching up versus punching down is important here as punching up refers to going after 

authority, whereas punching down is considered much more oppressive.  The costumes, makeup, 

and accents used to fool participants in Borat and Who is America would be put to better use in a 

more complex ploy to unmask systemic problems.  While Who is America does host guests of high 

political importance, such as former Vice President Dick Cheney, this series still continue to fish 

for prejudice in small towns, such as in Kingman, Arizona. This series aims to unmask the 

prejudice in America; instead the participants become unsuspectingly the face of prejudiced 

America.  Baron Cohen offers these faces as potential answers to the title of his series, Who is 

America.  

 

Baron Cohen’s Borat and Who is America consistently challenge the already blurred 

limitations of ethics.  Because of their satire and use of documentary style, these works fall under 

the category of mockumentary; however, they also capture the very real reaction of unwitting 

participants, thus documenting prejudice in America.  This is evidence of the multiplicity and 

overlapping of film genres, requiring a more complex set of rules and structures to ensure proper 

ethical measures are taken.  In light of this documentation of real events, Baron Cohen lacks ethical 

regard for his participants: improper informed consent coupled with misrepresenting himself left 

many victims in the wake of his workszzT :DT fto cuTB:he

M6O,
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Cohen’s works use the face of random individuals, painting them as responsible for the prejudice 

in America, as opposed to uncovering the systems in place that allow for this prejudice to thrive.  

! !
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