
‘Film generates greater empathy’ 

Interview with Josefina Bergsten 

You have made a few short films on human rights issues in Asia. How were theyreceived and how did you 

end up choosing these particular themes and/or countries? 

The first human rights film I made was a feature length film called Unjust. I was interestedin making a film 

about women and human rights. A friend (and former AHRC staff )and I discussed different options, and 

he suggested combining the three stories of Padma,Suciwati and Angkhana—three wives from three Asian 

countries, whose husbands hadbeen murdered for defending human rights. We chose their stories as 

while they wereindependent of each other, they had a lot of commonalities. By combining the stories, 

wewere hoping to get a sense of the widespread and systemic nature of human rights abusesacross Asia. 

These were not isolated incidentsby individual rotten apples, but part of a largerinstitutional problem. 

Unjust played in a few international film festivals,including at the Movies That Matters FilmFestival in 

Holland, where it won a GoldenButterfly Award. 

Some of the other short films I have made areabout police torture in Sri Lanka and Nepal.It is a central 

focus of AHRC's work and atopic in need of a deeper understanding bythe public as well as by 

organizations aroundthe world. Often when police torture issuesare reported, for example to a UN bodyin 

Geneva, they recommend prosecutingthe perpetrator. However, when the entirejudicial system is in a 

state of collapse and torture is the most common (or indeed theonly) method for "investigating" and 

"solving" a crime, prosecuting the perpetrator is notgoing to work. By making these films we were hoping 

to clarify the issue. 

We have a few new films in the pipeline, such as a documentary to be filmed in Manipur,India, about the 

high rate of "encounter killings" (essentially extrajudicial killings) thathave taken place there. This will be 

partly a hopeful story, as the organizations workingfor justice for the families of those killed have won 

significant victories recently.Currently I am working on an educational series of films about trauma 

counselling inrelation to human rights work. AHRC recently held a five-day workshop with a numberof 

human rights defenders from around Asia. Traditionally, human rights defendersdeal with the legal 

aspects of assisting victims/survivors of human rights violations. Butmore and more it has been recognized 

that human rights defenders are often dealingwith deeply traumatized people and they need the tools to 

be able to help them on thatlevel too. The workshop was led by very experienced psychologists and 

counsellors andby making educational films based on the workshop, we are hoping to reach many 

morehuman rights defenders with these important tools. 

Please discuss why you think these films are important. Does film have any addedvalue when it comes 

to human rights abuse? 

I think that film, as an audio visual medium, is powerful as it can deliver information andknowledge 

through the facts presented and at the same time have an emotional impact,for example by meeting the 

victims of human rights abuse face to face and hearing theirstories in a very direct and personal way. 

Other visual ingredients as well as music canadd to the emotional impact. Often, the film medium is able 

to convey its message withstrong impact and immediacy. The viewer is maybe able to feel greater 

empathy with theindividuals featured after "meeting" them in the film and identifying with them on 

somelevel rather than reading about their cases in a text for example. 

 



In addition, with the rapid spread of smartphones, social media and faster internetconnections, videos 

are increasingly the preferred medium to engage with for peoplearound the world. The latest figure I read 

was that people watch four billion hoursof video on You Tube, and seven million new videos are uploaded 

on Facebook everymonth. So it seems to me that video is very much here to stay. 

Is film making your profession or your passion/hobby? 

Making films is my work AND passion. I can't say I'll ever make much money from it,but I want to make 

films until the day I die! It's incredibly fun, interesting, varied andstimulating. No day is the same and you 

meet such a variety of people. Technically, Ioften run into problems and frustrations as there is always a 

lot that can go wrong andthe technology evolves at breakneck speed. So it's important to try to keep up. 

As a one-(wo)man crew it can be hard to keep track of everything during filming. You've got totry to get 

the right light exposure, frame the image well, get the focus, make sure thesound levels are balanced, 

avoid interfering noise AND ask the right questions duringinterviews, all at the same time. I can safely say 

that I don't always get it right… 

What is your relationship with human rights, particularly in Asia? 

I have always been interested in human rights issues and been involved on some levelwith the AHRC for 

more than 10 years. I come from Sweden where the human rightsand the judicial systems are working 

relatively well – compared with many other partsof the world. I think this has instilled in me the 

importance of defending human rightsin any society. Most Asian countries have a long way to go and 

many Western countriesseem to be heading in the wrong direction, which is very worrying. 

Please describe the process of making such a film. 

The process of making a film starts with the idea. You play with the idea, do someresearch and try to 

figure out if the idea is compelling, engaging and interesting enoughto make a film about. Sometimes a 

single person is interesting enough to make a filmabout, at other times it may be an event or a place or, 

in the case of human rights films,an issue that needs highlighting, such as police torture. 

Then you start shooting, which may involvetraveling to a place to conduct interviews.You need to 

remember that interviews aloneusually don't make a film compelling, youalso need to film the setting and 

surroundingsof the people or society featured, preferablysome events or activities that the 

protagonistsare involved with. That way you get more of asense of the life of the person. Otherwise 

theviewer's ability to empathize and identify withthe protagonists may be limited. It may bewhen you see 

that the torture survivor is justlike you—spending his days with his children,sharing meals with the family, 

dealing withdifficult in-laws, traveling to work and soon—that you can identify better and feelmore 

outraged and angry at the injustice thisperson has suffered. I am certainly not sayingthat my films succeed 

in this way, but that isthe aim. 

Once you finish the filming process, the more time-consuming process starts. You need totranscribe 

interviews and then start to put together a script based on the interviews. Thenyou start editing, finding 

a pace that works, adding music to find the right mood and soon. It's like a puzzle, fitting all the pieces 

together for a whole that makes sense and tells acompelling story. This is the part that takes the longest, 

which people often don't realize.I have often had clients who think I can hand over a finished film almost 

as soon as youfinish the last day of filming. But of course the raw footage is just an 

incomprehensiblejumble of the pieces of the puzzle. 

 

 



Where have these films made the most impact? What is your distribution policy? 

I don't really have a sense of whether the films have an impact or not. Winning a coupleof film awards for 

Unjust made me realize that it may have made an impact on some level.I've had a couple of people cry 

when watching Unjust too, which I guess is an indicationthat they were able to identify with and feel 

empathy with the characters in the film. 

I make the films to the best of my ability and hope that they will be useful tools forhuman rights 

advocacy—to help explain issues or encourage more people to engage withthe issues with a stronger 

sense of outrage and determination to improve the system. 

I don't normally have a distribution policy as I make the films for organizations suchas AHRC. It is up to 

the organizations as to how they use the films. I am working on acouple of other films on the side, which 

I hope to sell for broadcast at some point. Butthey are a long way from being finished. 

Could you share with us some anecdotes/experiences during filming? Any lessons orstories that 

touched you personally? 

It is always very humbling for me to meet and interview survivors of human rightsabuses. I know it is not 

easy for them to have to almost re-live the trauma all over againby talking about it. Their courage and 

willingness to talk (to camera) always impressesme. You get a sense of the unstoppable drive in many 

people to fight for justice. 

I have made some films about animals too, which I love, particularly elephants inSoutheast Asia. This is 

always hilarious as you can be certain the animals will get up tomischief. One time I interviewed an 

elephant conservationist in Cambodia. He wasstanding next to an elephant that he knew very well. All of 

a sudden the elephant decidedto play a trick on him. He picked up a twig with leaves on it with his trunk 

and swattedhim across the face with it! It was so funny we all fell about laughing and the elephantlooked 

very pleased with himself. We caught it on camera and it ended up playing onNatGeo Wild. 

Josefina Bergsten is a Hong Kong-based filmmaker specialising in making documentary and educational 

filmsabout human rights and environmental issues. She works part time for the AHRC and the rest of the 

time onprojects with her production company Pictures by the Wayside (www.picturesbythewayside.com). 

Josefina isSwedish by birth but has spent half her life in Hong Kong and Asia. 


