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  Abstract 
As a principle of factuality, the truth principle plays a foundational role in natural 
documentary production, but its practical implementation differs markedly between 
cultural systems. By comparison analysis, the significant differences between Chi-
nese and Western natural documentaries are revealed as follows: In practice, Chi-
nese natural documentaries adhere closely to a holistic ecological dimension as well 
as humanistic instruction and the creation of poetic images, and they frequently 
develop a holistic storyline with authoritative narration to present an integrated 
view of nature. Western natural documentaries prioritize individualized story lines, 
emotional involvement, and critical questions, and they commonly use advanced 
technologies and immersive strategies to create intimate life narratives. The differ-
ences between the two cultural systems stem from their different philosophical tra-
ditions, aesthetic conceptions, and conceptions of the cultural role of the media. 
This research provides a useful perspective for understanding the pluralized expres-
sions of documentary in the making of nature films worldwide. 
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As an important visual medium for linking human society and the natural world, natural documentaries have always 
held the principle of factuality in a firm grasp. Nevertheless, the connotation of the principle and the way in which 
the principle has been applied vary significantly across different cultural environments and cinematic traditions. 
Based on a systematic elaboration of the basic connotations of factuality, this article uses a comparative approach to 
explore how natural documentaries produced in China and the West differ in terms of narrative perspective, aesthetic 
style, technological ethics, and social function. By revealing the cultural values and ideological hues hidden behind 
the differences manifested by natural documentaries in these areas, this study attempts to offer a theoretical basis for 
understanding the different development paths taken by natural documentaries around the world. 

1. The Theoretical Connotations and Core Requirements of the Principle of Factuality 

1.1 Ontological Definition of the Principle of Factuality 

As both an epistemic basis and an ethical prohibition zone, the principle of factuality is defined not so much by a set 
of self-evident truths, but rather by its essential principle (a commitment to—and corresponding practice of) “the 
real.” Theoretically speaking, this principle does not imply that reality must simply be copied, but that, as an 
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overarching principle, it guides a choice of subject and determines how filmmakers pick, register, and represent 
events or subjects that exist objectively (Peng, 2024). Even if this principle demands that films must be non-fiction 
and exclude any staged performance or artificially constructed plot, it is nevertheless open to a full range of internal 
possibilities. One pole runs from the “direct cinema” tradition, which values pure observation and bans any interven-
tion in order to achieve a greater objectivity, to the pole of the “cinema vérité” position, which recognizes the sub-
jectivity of the filmmaker and opens up possibilities for the use of interviews or structurally organised narratives that 
reveal greater truths about the subject. 

1.2 Core Creative Lineages and Practical Dimensions 

In the domain of natural history production, the use of the factuality principle has generated a continuum ranging 
from “pure observation” to “active construction,” respectively associated with different filmmaking modes (Yu, 
2025). One extreme would be an observational mode, based on a “fly-on-the-wall” mindset and involving the use of 
long takes, synchronous sound, and concealed cinematography. The filmmaker is as invisible as possible, trying to 
record a natural flow and primordial states of natural events; its legitimacy is based on the completeness and uncon-
trollability of the recording process. The other pole would be a more constructive or narrative mode, which openly 
recognizes (and purposely uses) the subjectivity of the filmmaker. After a thorough field research, the filmmaker 
anticipates storylines and uses montage, narration, visual effects (and even limited reenactments, like interior nest 
shots) to strongly intervene in the construction of narratives and the interpretation of complex ecological situations; 
the goal is to show ecology and scientific truths beyond the skin of things (Li, 2024). These two poles are not mutually 
exclusive; most of the recent, well-developed movies should be placed in between, using ways and means according 
to the theme. 

2. The Documentary Practices of Chinese Natural-History Productions 

2.1 Grand Narratives and the Expression of an Ecological Holism 

Within visual practice, Chinese natural-history documentaries often follow a panorama narrative logic reminiscent 
of an epic. Their visual narrative begins with geographical spatial overviews, such as the towering plateau of the 
Qinghai-Tibet Plateau or the rushing Yangtze and Yellow Rivers (Pan & Tang, 2023). The conceptual scale of the 
film is then set out through these expansive shots. Such films seldom focus on a single individual organism or species; 
instead, they strive to create a holistic picture of sustainable and self-perpetuating ecological communities. Animal 
behaviour and plant life are all referenced against natural environmental space, such as mountains, river basins, and 
climate. This is an ecological worldview characterised by connectivity and continuity in a whole cycle. Ecological 
Secret Realm’s cross-regional narrative logic displays the holistic unity and biogeographical diversity of China (Chen, 
2022). 

This inclination toward grand narrative is deeply intertwined with China’s traditional philosophical notion of the 
“unity of heaven and humanity,” as well as contemporary discourses on ecological civilization at the national level. 
The result is a mode of representation that surpasses biological documentation and becomes a visual construction of 
the nation’s natural cartography and cultural identity. By highlighting the vastness of the land, the richness of its 
resources, and the splendor of its living forms, such documentaries implicitly celebrate the grandeur of the national 
landscape and evoke a profound sense of collective belonging. Ecological holism here is not merely a scientific 
paradigm; it is infused with patriotic sentiment and political symbolism, positioning natural documentaries as vital 
instruments for disseminating ecological-civilization principles and cultivating a shared ecological consciousness. 
Consequently, factuality is mobilized in the service of a more integrative and elevated narrative ambition. 

2.2 The Confluence of Humanistic Imagination and Natural Philosophy 

Compared with Western natural documentaries, Chinese natural documentaries exhibit a clear-cut humanistic orien-
tation: natural scenery and life phenomena are hard to be taken as cold objects, which are isolated from human sub-
jects (Chen & Ji, 2021). The Chinese filmmakers show a strong inclination to reveal symbolic connections between 
nature and the human spirit (e.g., bamboo uprightness is taken as a symbol of human virtue, rivers’ flow represents 
the spirit of the nation, and ethical messages are conveyed through animal images, e.g., migratory journeys can be a 
symbol of coming-home and perseverance). Such anthropomorphic or allegorical practices help to inscribe natural 
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subjects into a preexisting and well-established system of cultural meaning, so that natural documentaries can be 
charged with poetic associations and ethical concerns characteristic of the Chinese spirit. 

This intermingling is even reflected in philosophical reflections on the human-nature relationship. Chinese natural 
documentaries do not simply document the non-human world but often pose questions about the effects of human 
activity and even arrive at a utopian scene of harmony. Whether the stories present ecological wisdom contained in 
primitive agrarian activity or the grueling processes behind modern conservation practices, their plots generally un-
fold around a conflict-reflection-recovery narrative. Along with voice-over narration and visual composition, this 
creates an atmosphere of reflection that encourages more than simple consumption—moving beyond the wonder of 
images to prompt reflections on the meaning of life, the philosophy of coexistence, and humankind’s responsibilities. 
In this sense, in addition to their educational and scientific missions, Chinese natural documentaries assume a hu-
manistic task of passing on cultural values and prompting reflection on moral subjects. Factuality is thus deeply 
entwined with lyricism and philosophy. 

2.3 Narration-Centered Storytelling and Its Didactic Orientation 

In Chinese natural history documentaries, narration usually takes place on the narrative axis in the middle of the 
structure. It is not used as a supplementary explanation, but as the main spring that unites scenes, drives the plot 
forward, determines the rhythm of the mood, and expresses the intention regarding the theme. Very rhetorical, some-
times literary—adjectives are piled up in parallel sentences with dramatic rhythm—this kind of narration builds a 
coherent and authoritative background, it focuses the viewer`s eye and mind, and tells him/her clearly what to see, 
feel, and think. Often, the image is a careful drawing or an emotional parenthesis attributed to the narrator (Qian & 
Chen, 2022). 

This narration-based model is enormously enhancing the documentary’s social and pedagogic functions. In its 
direct and emotionally charged language, these works incorporate not only factual data and ecological themes but 
also patriotic feeling and moral lessons in a unified system of communication. Produced to inform the people, build 
aesthetic taste, and reach a shared position of consensus, this model is demonstrably driven by a strong sense of the 
classical formula “using writing to convey moral principles.” By serving as narration, the narrator makes scientific 
notions intelligible and value judgments abstracted from experience visually concrete to guarantee both accuracy and 
effectiveness. Even if some of the recent productions, possibly affected by cross-traffic from outside, have started to 
try more relaxed narration, the practice of setting up and using highly crafted narration to dominate the entire discur-
sive field and to convey basic values remains one of the most characteristic and successful documentary traditions -
- and factual strategies—in China. 

2.4 Technology-Enabled Realism and the Creation of Aesthetic Ambience 

Four years ago, when shooting Chinese natural documentaries still used bulky high-definition cameras, the audience 
was already introduced to the advantages of 4K/8K ultra-high-definition cameras, high-speed cameras, macro cam-
eras, aerial cinematography, drone technology, and remote-sensing technology (Han, 2023). All of these cameras 
enlarge the range of facts in terms of space and texture, and the granularity of grain is so fine that they can freeze 
moments that are not visible to the naked eye (such as the moment when flowers bloom); they can also show the 
wonders of texture (such as the complex structure of a compound eye of an insect); and they can also display the 
rhythm of large space. They “prove the existence” of natural things in a more realistic, faithful, and larger range than 
before. 

However, the deployment of technology is not confined to scientific documentation; its deeper purpose is aligned 
with the classical Chinese aesthetic pursuit of yijing—the evocation of poetic ambience and imaginative resonance. 
Filmmakers carefully manipulate light, composition, color, and slow motion to transform technologically captured 
details and vast landscapes into imagery suffused with poetic sensibility. Backlit reed plumes drifting in the wind, 
mountain silhouettes wrapped in vaporous cloud, or close-ups of slowly forming ice crystals—all of these images, 
though grounded in factual reality, are selected and assembled to evoke specific emotional responses and aesthetic 
imaginings, cultivating a painterly realm in which “poetry resides within the image.” Here, technology becomes a 
bridge that links objective reality with subjective emotion, enabling documentary imagery to affirm the “truth” of 
nature while simultaneously reaching toward artistic “beauty” and philosophical “depth.” The result is a distinctive 
realist-aesthetic style that harmonizes empirical credibility with cultural imagination. 
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3. The Documentary Practices of Western Natural-History Productions 

3.1 Individual Life Stories and Emotion-Driven Narratives 

It is something of a cliché in Western natural-history documentary storytelling to translate ecological laws onto a 
large scale into the experience of a particular individual. A favoured approach is to choose a male or female animal 
(‘Happy Feet’ the emperor penguin, ‘Lajia’ the snow leopard) or even a family of animals as protagonist, and to 
follow their life cycle from birth and childhood to courtship and reproduction over an extended longitudinal film. 
This way of telling a story makes general ecological laws tangible and comprehensible in the eminently recognizable 
destiny of a singled out individual. By focusing on the challenges to survival faced by the channel through which the 
viewer is invited to project his or her emotions, the bonds that need to be formed between the protagonist (particularly 
the nature of the parent-offspring bond) and one or more dramatic encounters, and the beauty and brutality of the 
natural world is made palpable and visible through the protagonist’s eyes and feet. 

This very moving mode of narration is the result of a very reliable analysis of audience psychology. Reverting to 
the dramatic scheme of Hollywood genre films, the documentaries create goals, obstacles, and conflicts as well as 
apexes and crises for the heroes, thus lending the nonfiction material the qualities and plot thrust of fiction movies. 
As viewers feel or celebrate the fate of a creature, they also - quite unwittingly - learn about the survival chances of 
the species as a whole, and the demands of the environment. The factual component consists of the behaviors dis-
played, but the plot progression is stage-set for a drama. This "emotional initiation" overcomes the dullness of a 
didactic message, appeals to viewers by invoking wider concern for species or ecosystems, and thus serves a fact - 
or science - message wrapped in a story that triggers an emotional response. 

3.2 High-Tech Cinematography and an Ethics of Limited Intervention 

Western natural-history documentaries remain technologically innovatory leaders worldwide, and still see techno-
logical advancement as the most effective way of pushing the boundaries of factual representation and depicting the 
previously unseen natural world. Remote controlled cameras that can be left in the wild for years, spy cameras dis-
guised as rocks or buffalo dung, tiny cameras attached to a subject’s body for ‘animal point of view’ footage, probes 
designed to withstand black oceanic abyssal conditions or volcanic heat and depth—such technologies mean that 
filmmakers can be close to, and in some cases effectively ‘become’ part of the natural environment in which animals 
live, to record authentic behaviour in naturally very secretive, dangerous or inaccessible situations. The aim is always 
to reduce impact and disturbance, so the animal in its natural habitat is represented as authentically as possible. 

Yet the immense power of these technologies has also prompted sustained ethical debates, culminating in an in-
dustry consensus around the principle of “limited intervention.” This framework acknowledges that, in extreme cir-
cumstances—such as retrieving essential footage or assisting animals in situations exacerbated by human influence—
minor, carefully considered interventions (e.g., constructing a safe pathway, providing temporary food support) may 
be permissible. However, stringent criteria apply: the animal’s welfare must remain paramount; interventions must 
not fundamentally alter natural behavioral patterns; and all such actions must be transparently disclosed within the 
film. This ethical architecture reflects the inherent complexity of factuality in practice. While aspiring to the highest 
attainable degree of natural authenticity, practitioners also recognize the operational impossibility of absolute non-
interference, thereby pursuing a responsible equilibrium between philosophical purity and practical feasibility. 

3.3 Immersive Experience and the Construction of Subjective Perspective 

Western natural-history documentaries devote significant effort to crafting immersive sensory and emotional experi-
ences for viewers. With advanced audio technologies—such as Dolby Atmos—capturing environmental ambience 
and biological sounds in meticulous detail, combined with dynamic, visually impactful camera movements, these 
productions strive to dissolve the barrier of the screen and transport audiences directly into rainforests, deep oceans, 
or grasslands. This sense of immersion extends beyond the technical simulation of “being present”; it is further em-
bedded in the narrative design. By employing shots that mimic an animal’s point of view and soundscapes that 
heighten subjective cues—such as amplified heartbeat or breathing—audiences are guided to inhabit the perceptual 
world of the creature being observed. 

The construction of such subjective perspectives constitutes a deliberate departure from the traditional omniscient 
“God’s-eye view.” It embraces cognitive limitation and binds the process of knowledge revelation to the exploratory 
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journey of a specific subject—whether an animal or a scientist. Viewers follow this figure as it discovers, ventures, 
confronts danger, and experiences triumph, gaining knowledge through emotionally charged participation. This strat-
egy blurs the line between objective observation and affective projection. The emphasis of factuality thus shifts from 
presenting an already-articulated “factual outcome” to simulating a lived “process of discovery,” yielding a deeper 
psychological sense of authenticity and resonance. 

3.4 Producer-Centered Expression and Critical Engagement 

Many of the West’s leading natural-history documentaries bear strong authorial imprints, exemplified by the body of 
work associated with Sir David Attenborough. Here, the producer is not merely an organizer but also an on-screen 
guide, the narrator of the story, and the interpreter of its meanings. Their persona, voice, stylistic signature, and value 
positions run through the entire film, becoming focal points of audience trust and understanding. This “producer-
centered system” brings the personalization and brand-like identity of documentaries to its zenith. Its authority is 
grounded not only in institutional endorsement but also in the producer’s accumulated credibility, expertise, and 
charisma. 

This individualized mode of expression injects a distinctly critical dimension into Western natural documentaries. 
Producers, positioned as authoritative public figures, transcend the mere display of natural spectacles. They address 
the camera directly, issuing warnings about ecological crises, condemning destructive behaviors, or questioning in-
effective conservation policies. In recent years, numerous productions have taken explicit aim at urgent global issues 
such as climate change, plastic pollution, and mass species extinction, infusing their narratives with urgency and 
advocacy. Here, the principle of factuality serves not only to present the state of the natural world but also to expose 
systemic problems and call for transformative action. Factuality thus encompasses pronounced value judgments and 
intentional social intervention, reflecting a public-intellectual ethos that transforms natural documentaries from win-
dows of observation into mirrors of societal reflection and megaphones for reform. 

4. Conclusion 
Taken together, the principle of factuality manifests along divergent pathways in Chinese and Western natural-history 
documentary practices. Chinese productions gravitate toward grand narrative structures and humanistic reflection, 
employing narration-centered discourse and aesthetically driven technological stylization to advance themes of eco-
logical holism and cultural edification. Factuality is interwoven with national sentiment and poetic articulation. West-
ern productions, conversely, concentrate on individual life stories and immersive experiential design, leveraging cut-
ting-edge cinematography and a producer-centered authorship model to pursue emotional resonance and critical en-
gagement within a framework of limited-intervention ethics. These differences are rooted in distinct cultural tradi-
tions, philosophical orientations, and conceptions of media’s societal role. Together, they enrich the global documen-
tary landscape by offering pluralized interpretations of “the real” and expanding the expressive dimensions through 
which nature is rendered on screen. 

References 
Chen, S. (2022). Features and implications of American natural documentaries. China Television, (06), 107-112. 
Chen, S., & Ji, S. (2021). The collusion of capital, technology, and power: On the spectacularization of European and 

American natural documentaries. Jianghuai Forum, (05), 174-180, 192. 
Han, Y. (2023). Poetic space and apocalyptic imagery/metaphor: A study on the spatial production of Oscar-winning eco-

logical documentaries. Contemporary Cinema, (03), 99-104. 
Li, J. (2024). The international communication value and narrative strategies of ecological natural documentaries. News 

Tide, (06), 7-9. 
Pan, H., & Tang, G. (2023). Innovations in Chinese ecological documentaries in the digital era. Research of Ethnic Art, 

36(04), 71-78. 
Peng, Y. (2024). A study on the narrative storytelling of natural documentaries. Mass Art, (23), 95-97. 
Qian, C., & Chen, L. (2022). Cross-media empowerment of nature: An aesthetic analysis of streaming natural documen-

taries. Contemporary Cinema, (12), 120-127. 
Yu, M. (2025). The construction of everyday-life discourse and the expression of humanistic spirit in Chinese natural 

documentaries. Television Research, (07), 31-34. 


