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This thesis seeks to discover whether a screenwriter has the right and ability to write a screenplay 
that is set in a culture other than their own. Cultural appropriation has not been thoroughly studied 
in the field of screenwriting. The protagonists of the screenplay for my Master’s film No Man’s Land 
are young, African refugee boys. During the screenplay process, I began to doubt my right to set the 
story in a foreign culture, particularly an African one, even though I have lived in Tanzania and 
studied Development Studies. My research proposals were: How can a screenwriter situate 
themselves between freedom of expression and cultural appropriation? Is it possible to know what 
you are writing about if the story and most of the characters are from a different cultural context?  
  Because not a lot of research has been conducted on cultural appropriation in the field of 
screenwriting, the thesis presents the ongoing controversial conversation in the field of literature. 
Some authors think it is damaging to set barriers between writers and their subjects. However, 
others feel that writing about a culture other than your own is just a continuation of the way wealthy, 
Western cultures have exploited other cultures. Many believe it is only possible to create interesting, 
complex characters if the writer is from the same culture as the story world.  

The results from four interviews of both Finnish and Ethiopian filmmakers are also presented. 
Their opinions on cultural appropriation were surprisingly similar. They all agreed that it was 
acceptable to set a story in another culture as long, as the writer knows the story world and the 
characters very well. This involves thorough research.  On the other hand, some of the interviewees 
were unsure whether a writer from another culture could grasp the same level of nuances. The thesis 
presents the process of writing the screenplay for No Man’s Land and the fears involved in setting a 
story in a different culture. The research phase included interviews and a trip to the refugee camp 
Nyarugusu, in Tanzania.  

The thesis reaches the conclusion that it is problematic to restrict what and whom a screenwriter 
can write about. Great stories can build bridges between different people and cultures. The most 
important thing is to write a story with multilayered and well-crafter characters. Still, it is essential 
to acknowledge the historical context and power relationships involved when setting a story in 
another culture and avoid writing one-note characters that repeat Western stereotypes of Africa. 
Careful research is needed if a screenwriter wants to write about a different culture. The rest of the 
production team should support this process. Because cultural appropriation in the field of 
screenwriting has not been broadly studied, there is a need for further research.  

Keywords  screenwriting, cultural appropriation, the other, stereotypes  

 

 



 
 

 

Aalto-yliopisto, PL 11000, 00076 AALTO 

www.aalto.fi 

Taiteen maisterin opinnäytteen tiivistelmä 

Tekijä  Ilona Ahti 

Työn nimi  Dreaming with your Characters – Screenwriting and Cultural Appropriation 

Laitos  Elokuvataiteen ja lavastustaiteen laitos 

Koulutusohjelma  Elokuva- ja tv-käsikirjoitus 

Vuosi  2018 Sivumäärä  48 Kieli  Englanti 

Tiivistelmä 

Työn tavoitteena oli tutkia sitä, onko elokuvakäsikirjoittajalla oikeutta ja osaamista kirjoittaa 

käsikirjoitus, joka sijoittuu vieraaseen kulttuuriin. Kulttuurista appropriaatiota ei ole tutkittu 

kattavasti elokuvakäsikirjoittamisen kentällä. Kirjoitin lopputyöelokuvan käsikirjoituksen No 

Man’s Land, jonka päähenkilöt ovat afrikkalaisia pakolaislapsia. Taustatutkimus- ja 

käsikirjoitusvaiheessa aloin kyseenalaistaa oikeuttani sijoittaa elokuvaa toiseen kulttuuriin, 

erityisesti Afrikkaan, vaikka olen asunut itse Tansaniassa ja opiskellut kehitysmaatutkimusta. 

Tutkimuskysymykseni olivat: Miten käsikirjoittaja voi sijoittaa itsensä kulttuurisen appropriaation 

ja ilmaisuvapauden väliseen tilaan? Onko mahdollista tuntea tarinamaailma ja sen henkilöt 

tarpeeksi hyvin, jos elokuvakäsikirjoitus sijoittuu vieraaseen kulttuuriin?  
Koska elokuvakäsikirjoittamisen puolella kulttuurista appropriaatiota on tutkittu hyvin vähän, työ 

esittelee kaunokirjallisuuden puolella käytyä keskustelua. Kaunokirjallisuuden kentällä on käyty 
vuosikausia kiivasta keskustelua, onko kirjoittajalla oikeus kirjoittaa mistä ja kenestä vaan. Osa on 
sitä mieltä, että kirjoittajan mielikuvituksen rajoittaminen on haitallista. Osa taas näkee vieraasta 
kulttuurista kirjoittamisen jatkumona pitkälle riistolle, jonka aikana valkoinen länsimainen 
kulttuuri on ominut ja hyväksikäyttänyt muita kulttuureja. Lisäksi moni on sitä mieltä, että on 
mahdotonta luoda monikerroksisia henkilöitä, jos kirjoittaja on eri kulttuurista. 

Haastattelin myös suomalaisia ja etiopialaisia elokuvantekijöitä, joiden mielipiteet poikkesivat 
yllättävän vähän toisistaan. He olivat kaikki sitä mieltä, että on hyväksyttävää kirjoittaa toiseen 
kulttuuriin sijoittuvia elokuvakäsikirjoituksia, kunhan käsikirjoittaja tai elokuvantekijä tuntee 
henkilöt ja maailman hyvin. Tämä vaatii tarkkaa taustatutkimusta. Tutkimus keskittyi esittelemään 
No Man’s Land-käsikirjoitusprosessia ja pelkoja liittyen vieraaseen kulttuuriin sijoittuvan tarinan 
kirjoittamiseen. Prosessiin kuului haastatteluja ja taustatutkimuksen tekemistä, sekä matka 
Nyarugusun pakolaislerille Tansaniaan, joka oli avainkokemus.  

Tutkielmassa päädyttiin lopputulokseen, että on ongelmallista rajoittaa käsikirjoittajan 
mielikuvituksen käyttöä ja asettaa sääntöjä siitä, kenestä ja mistä saa kirjoittaa. Parhaimmillaan 
käsikirjoitus rakentaa siltoja erilaisten ihmisten ja kulttuurien välille. Tärkeintä on laadukas tarina, 
jonka päähenkilöt ovat hyvin rakennettuja ja monikerroksisia. On kuitenkin oleellista tunnistaa 
olemassa olevat valtasuhteet ja historia ja ottaa ne huomioon käsikirjoitusta luodessa. On hyvä 
pyrkiä välttämään stereotyyppisen afrikkalaisen kärsimyskuvan toistaminen ja löytää henkilöihin 
samastumispinta, jotta ne eivät jää pintapuolisiksi. Toisen kulttuurin kunnioittaminen vaatii usein 
sitä, että taustatutkimuksen tekemiseen varataan tarpeeksi aikaa, ja että muu työryhmä ymmärtää 
tutkimuksen merkityksen. Koska kulttuurista appropriaatiota on tutkittu elokuvakäsikirjoittamisen 
saralla hyvin vähän, lisätutkimukselle on paljon tarvetta. 

Avainsanat  elokuvakäsikirjoittaminen, kulttuurinen appropriaatio, toiseus 
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1. Introduction 

  

“Write what you know.”  

Every writer has heard this piece of advice. It is often offered as a guideline for good writing. 

This notion stems from the idea that the best writing is born from something that you have 

personally experienced (Nourbese, 1997, p.100). This guideline is tricky, however, as it is 

challenging to define how or when a writer “knows” something. How personal does the 

experience have to be and who’s to say where the line is drawn? On the other hand, is it not 

the fiction writer’s job to try on different hats and write about people without boundaries?  

In this thesis, I will take a closer look at these questions through the concept of cultural 

appropriation, which is a hotly debated subject among writers of many fields. I am a 

screenwriter and in this thesis my focus will be on the role of cultural appropriation from a 

screenwriter’s point of view. The case I will analyze is the screenplay I wrote for my Master’s 

Thesis film, No Man’s Land. No Man’s Land is a story set in a refugee camp in an unspecified 

place in Africa. The reasons I left the place undisclosed in the screenplay is a matter I will 

discuss later in this thesis.  

I have a background living in developing countries and I have studied development studies at 

the University of Helsinki. Taking my past into consideration, it is perhaps no surprise that 

the themes of refugees and global injustice are subject matters that I feel compelled to write 

about. Yet, I know that in the eyes of many, the fact that I am a Finnish screenwriter writing 

a story about two African little boys, is cultural appropriation. Many are of the opinion, that 

this story is simply not mine to tell, that I am taking a voice instead of giving one.  I have 

spent a lot of time contemplating the ethics of cultural appropriation throughout the 

research and writing phase of the screenplay.  
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Because the topic of cultural appropriation is very broad, I have narrowed the scope of this 

thesis to examine the cultural appropriation of the other, of black voices, in particular.  

In this thesis, my research proposals are:  

How can a screenwriter situate themselves between freedom of expression and cultural 

appropriation? Is it possible to know what you are writing about if the story and most of 

the characters are from a different cultural context?  

 

1.1 Structure of the Thesis  

 

The thesis consists of five chapters. I will begin by presenting the previous discussion on the 

topic of cultural appropriation in the field of literature in chapter two. In chapter three, I will 

include the point of view of filmmaking in particular, by presenting my findings of the role of 

cultural appropriation from four interviews with filmmakers from both Finland and Ethiopia. 

By discussing and comparing the views regarding cultural appropriation from both the side 

of literature and filmmaking, I will have broad data to compare my personal reflections 

against.  

In chapter four, I will present the process I underwent when writing the screenplay for No 

Man’s Land and how I took cultural appropriation into consideration throughout this period. 

In chapter five, I will discuss my current thoughts on being a screenwriter at the tricky 

crossroads of freedom of expression and cultural appropriation. I will compare these insights 

with the opinions of the interviewees and previous research and discuss my plans to write 

about the other, and whether I feel I have a right to do so. 
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2. Theory 

 

As is evident in my research proposals, I am writing about my own experiences as a 

screenwriter. However, there is not a lot of research to be found about the role of cultural 

appropriation when presenting the voice of the other in filmmaking, let alone in 

screenwriting, given that the field of screenwriting research is a young one. That is why, in 

this chapter, I will present the general discussion concerning writing in literature, where the 

topic of cultural appropriation has been debated for years.  

It is important to point out that fiction writing usually refers to literature and not 

screenwriting. I know many will disagree with me, but I believe that fiction writing has many 

similarities regardless of the result, meaning whether the story is published as a novel or 

whether it is written as a screenplay. Quality fiction writing, be it in screenplay format or 

not, is about creating interesting, multilayered characters and worlds. The question of 

cultural appropriation is thus relevant to all fiction writing, as I believe it is important to 

discuss if the writer has a right to write about anything that they want. Is it a privileged 

white writer’s right to use a black voice and write about the other? 

 

2.1 Defining Cultural Appropriation 

 

Cultural appropriation is a common term, and in day-to-day talk it can be interpreted in 

many ways. Cultural appropriation is hard to define, because it is so difficult to pinpoint 

what we mean with both culture and appropriation. The term culture can refer to so many 

things in the arts but also in the fields of customs and science. Culture is no longer defined as 

a closed system of shared values of a social group. In mid-twentieth-century anthropology, 

cultures were considered a symbolic manifestation of a group of people, the role of 

individual experiences were left out (Schneider, 2007, p.220.) This notion has changed, as 

well as the understanding that culture is not something that remains unchanged or closed, 
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which is why it is so difficult to claim that a specific culture belongs to a certain group. 

Therefore, the crucial question is who is appropriating what, where and from whom. 

(Schneider, 2007, p.218.) 

Another challenge is defining what is meant with appropriation. It is often seen as referring 

to relationships between people, but it can present itself in various ways (Rao & Ziff, 1997). 

According to Schneider (2007, p.224) appropriation means to take out one context and 

insert into another. Often, and at its most simple form, cultural appropriation is defined as 

an act of taking from a culture that is not yours (Rao & Ziff, 1997). 

If cultural appropriation means taking something that is not yours to take, this implies that 

there is an inherent group that is divided into insiders and outsiders: a set of people who 

own something and a set of people, who are taking that something away without 

permission.  This creates a need to define authorship, which is problematic, as it is hard to 

prove that an author’s work is not tied intertextually to other work. That it does not draw 

intertextually on past creations.  Even the English language alphabet belongs to the 

Phoenicians. (Rao & Ziff, 1997.) 

Many researchers agree that there is no absolute original of an artefact, be it an object or 

piece of fiction writing. To prove that an artefact is original, one would have to seek out a 

moment in time when something was produced for the first time. Even if this was possible, 

there is no way of knowing if even this product was just a variation of a previous theme 

whose traces have simply disappeared. (Schneider, 2007, p.221.)  

Another definition for cultural appropriation from law professor Susan Scafidi is “taking 

intellectual property, traditional knowledge, cultural expressions, or artifacts from someone 

else’s culture without permission. This can include unauthorized use of another culture’s 

dance, dress, music, language, folklore, cuisine, traditional medicine, religious symbols, etc.” 

(Malik, K, 2017.) 

At first glance this definition may be very similar to the one from Rao and Ziff (1997) that I 

presented earlier. The important difference is, however, that this definition includes the 

phrase “without permission”. Author Lionel Shriver points out that as a fiction writer this 
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demand is quite impossible to fulfil. She asks how it could be done in practice, and more 

importantly, should it be done (“Lionel Shriver’s Full Speech”, 2016). 

Cultural appropriation is widely understood as an act of taking from a subordinate culture 

into a dominant one. Usually cultural appropriation is seen as harmful because it is believed 

that the act itself hurts the group that is being taken from. The fear is that cultural 

appropriation eventually leads to degradation, because appropriators steal the voice of the 

ones being appropriated. They are silenced and misinterpreted. The fear is understandable, 

but it also forces to ask the question, what is a writer allowed to write about?  Should a 

writer only stick to autobiographies for fear of stealing from a subordinate culture, be it 

ethnicity or even gender? (Rao & Ziff, 1997.) 

 

2.1.2 Defining the Other 

 

“Everything is what is not.” — G. W. F. Hegel 

Throughout history, there has been a constant struggle to define the other, the strange, the 

unknown, the opposite of us. The most common way to draw the line between group 

identities is to define the foreigner, because that way we can define who we are. Most 

often, our identities are defined by who and what we are not. Groups distinguish themselves 

from one another through culture, language and religion. Eventually concepts such as 

ethnicity, race and nationalism, among others, grew to explain the feelings that shape the 

identity of a group. The concept of otherness is central to understanding how majority and 

minority identities are constructed. The representation of different groups is controlled by 

the groups with the most political power. (Capetillo-Ponce, 2003.) This is what makes 

otherness a central concept in the discussion of cultural appropriation, in my opinion. 
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2.2. Writing and Cultural Appropriation 

 

The debate about cultural appropriation is going strong in many fields. When it comes to 

literature, the conversation is no less heated. In the field of literature many defend the right 

of the author to use their imagination, and claim that the use of that tool is at the very 

center of fiction writing and that censoring that right is not only harmful, but possibly even 

dangerous for the whole, vast field of fiction writing.  

 

2.2.1 The Lionel Shriver Scandal 

 

'I hope the concept of cultural appropriation is a passing fad' — Lionel Shriver 

 

The scandal revolving around the novelist Lionel Shriver is a good example of different voices 

passionately defending their point of view regarding cultural appropriation. Lionel Shriver, a 

successful, international author, who is also an American, white woman, held the keynote 

speech Fiction and Identity Politics, at the Brisbane Writers Festival in 2016. She created a lot 

of discussion by asserting that when a writer avoids topics because they do not belong to 

them, they end up killing fiction writing altogether. She stated that identity policies were 

ruining writing for everybody, because fiction writing is “in danger of becoming so hedged, 

so circumscribed, so tippy-toe, that we’d indeed be better off not writing the anodyne drivel 

to begin with.” (“Lionel Shriver’s Full Speech”, 2016.) 

What Shriver said next, however, was what really caused an uproar. She compared the 

restrictions of cultural appropriation in fiction writing to the incident in a College in Maine, 

where students had thrown a tequila-themed party where they provided free sombreros for 

the guests. The organizers of the party were criticized for their lack of empathy and accused 

of creating a space that was unsafe for students of Latino and especially Mexican origins. In 
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the end, the media and the student body claimed that the sombreros constituted as cultural 

appropriation. Shriver went on to criticize this, as she claimed she had no problem with 

anyone wearing hats from the United States, or Germany, where her roots are from. In fact, 

she claimed that, indeed, it is the fiction writer’s duty to wear other people’s hats. That’s 

what fiction writing is all about. (“Lionel Shriver’s Full Speech”, 2016.) 

Shriver disagrees with the notion that writing about identities that are not directly your own 

are a form of theft. She points out that many of the world’s best literature would never have 

been created if everyone obeyed this “rule”. (“Lionel Shriver’s Full Speech”, 2016.) 

Shriver goes on to declare that the fact that people with different backgrounds exchange 

ideas and practices is one of the best forms of modern urban life. She comments on a case 

where the author Chris Cleave, a white, British male wrote from the point of view of a 

Nigerian 14-year-old girl. (“Lionel Shriver’s Full Speech”, 2016.) One of the reviews of this 

novel, Little Bee, from 2009, commented that: “When an author pretends to be someone he 

is not, he does it to tell a story outside of his own experiential range. But he has to in turn be 

careful that he is representing his characters, not using them for his plot” (Kaminski, 2009). 

Lionel Shriver disagrees with this point of view and goes on to say that there is no way the 

author, any author, is not using the characters for his plot. They are characters that he (Chris 

Cleave) has created and he can do whatever he wants with them. (“Lionel Shriver’s Full 

Speech”, 2016.) 

 

2.2.2 Backlash Against Shriver  

 

“It was a poisoned package wrapped up in arrogance and delivered with condescension.”    

— Yassmin Abdel-Magied  

 

Shriver’s speech touched a nerve with a lot of fiction writers. Yassmin Abdel-Magied, a 

Sudanese-Australian author and activist walked out of Shriver’s speech, for the first time in 
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her life because she felt the speech was so offensive. In Abdel-Magied’s view, Shriver’s 

monologue was about her right to exploit the stories of others, because it was useful for her. 

Abdel-Magied also referred to Chris Cleave writing about a Nigerian girl and criticizes this, 

because this impedes the actual Nigerian girl from ever writing, or getting her story 

published. (Abdel-Magied, 2016.) 

Interestingly, author Chris Cleave conceded in an interview that he sympathizes with the 

people who criticize him for writing a story about a Nigerian woman. He claims that his only 

excuse is that he creates the characters well. (Chotiner, 2016.) Abdel-Magied (2016) goes on 

to say that it is not ok for a person of privilege to write the story of the other, because they 

will also most likely end up telling a story that reinforces an existing narrative that is biased 

and by doing this, entrench a disadvantage that they will mostly likely never personally 

experience.  

According to Abdel-Magied (2016), cultural appropriation is not just a fad that will go away, 

because of our histories. Colonization took away people’s wealth, land and dignity. It is not 

right to follow this by appropriating identity as well. In Abdel-Magied’s opinion Shriver turns 

a blind eye to the predominant voice today, the voice of a white, straight and often 

patriarchal fiction writer. This attitude echoes racial supremacy in her opinion. Abdel-Magied 

(2016) stresses that the most important thing is that fiction writers respect who they are 

writing about and the history surrounding this power relationship. It is hard to say if this is 

what Chris Cleave meant by writing well, but this is a point I will discuss later on in chapter 

five. 

Aminata Forna, an American-Armenian author, says that Shriver’s speech was unhelpful to 

the discussion on cultural appropriation, because she turned the conversation into a 

juxtaposition between whites and minorities. She goes on to say that Shriver fully ignores 

the fact that writers from minority backgrounds themselves feel boxed in, as they are also 

only expected to write about certain topics. Forna’s last novel was set in Croatia and she 

kept being asked why Croatia. She started replying by saying, “why not?” She stresses the 

point that a fiction writer can write about anything they want, but they must also take the 
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critique that comes with it. People belonging to minority groups are used to narrow and 

often insulting portrayals of their lives. Forna goes on to say that the problem with Shriver is 

that she is asking for a reward for simply trying to write about “others”. However, there is no 

excuse for bad writing. So many novels portray minorities only to reflect the values of the 

white character, which is unacceptable. (“Whose life is it anyway?”, 2016.) 

 

2.2.3 Jonathan Franzen on Cultural Appropriation 

 

The author Jonathan Franzen was also widely criticized for his comments regarding cultural 

appropriation. He was asked in Slate magazine whether he would ever write a book about 

race to which he replied that he would not dare because he does not have a lot black friends 

and he has never been in love with a black woman. He claims that he must have “firsthand 

experience of loving a category of person —a person of a different race, a profoundly 

religious person, things that are real stark differences between people —I think it is very 

hard to dare, or necessarily even want, to write fully from the inside of a person”. (Chotiner, 

2016.) 

Author Aminata Forna was not impressed by Franzen’s remarks. She says that she believes 

that that is not what fiction writing is about. Fiction writing is, according to her, about 

imagining how others feel and think and how that impacts their actions. She says she writes 

from a place of curiosity and she always tells her students not to write about what they 

know, but instead, to write about what they want to understand. Pakistani female writer 

Kamila Shamsie agrees with this point of view. She says it is not a good idea to set 

boundaries around your imagination. She goes on to say that it is important to not presume 

too much or to be lazy, but not because of fear of cultural appropriation, but because it 

makes for great fiction. (“Whose life is it anyway?”, 2016.) 
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2.3 Other Interpretations of Cultural Appropriation 

 

White writers are widely perceived as being privileged and holding a lot of power regarding 

many institutions, fiction writing being one of them (Nourbese, 1997, p.102). According to 

Nourbese (1997), when a white writer uses the voice of the other, this automatically leads to 

suppressing them. However, he points out that denying white writers the right to write 

about others altogether is also problematic, as this does not automatically offer more 

possibilities for black voices to come through. The market is not finite and hearing one voice 

does not mean drowning out the rest. It is also good to remember that the problem is not 

just restricted to the fiction writing process, it is also a matter of education, production and 

publishing. (Nourbese, 1997.)  

The correct way to appropriate something in Schneider’s view (2007, p.221) is to protect the 

intentions of the more original producer. In other words, one must be aware of the act of 

cultural appropriation. I believe Rao and Ziff (1997) ask an important question when they 

want to know what are considered to be identifiable variables. In other words, for a fiction 

writer, is identity limited to gender, ethnicity, or perhaps sexual orientation, or maybe class 

or something else. They seem to agree with Lionel Shriver in the notion that being denied 

the use of trying on other people’s or culture’s hats simply leads to autobiographical stories. 

Most often, the fear is that cultural appropriation leads to cultural degradation, where 

appropriators silence and mispresent the others (Schneider, 2007, p.220). Interestingly, 

Eglash, Bennett, O’Donnell, Jennings & Cintorino (2006) point out that although this might 

be the case at times, cultural appropriation is not always a negative thing, because it has the 

potential to support two-way cultural shifts in people. This is good news, as in their opinion, 

cultural appropriation is unavoidable. Schneider (2007, p.224) also stresses that the act of 

appropriation can give the cultural elements new meanings and even transform those who 

appropriate. 
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3. Interviews of Filmmakers  

 

”Creating art is never about what topics or which people you are representing. It is always 

about how you do it.” — Elina Hirvonen  

In this chapter, I will present the results of the four interviews that I conducted in March-

April 2018. I felt it was necessary to present the thoughts of filmmakers about cultural 

appropriation and the right of the storyteller to tell stories without barriers. Previously, I 

have presented the ongoing conversation on the topic in the world of literature, but I was 

unable to find broad discussion on the subject from a filmmakers’ point of view. I would 

have interviewed screenwriters in particular, but that turned out to be too challenging. In 

Finland, I could not find many screenwriters who had embarked on the challenge of writing 

about the other, at least not so that the character representing the other was in a significant 

role, so I widened the scope to include documentary makers, as in my opinion they have to 

face many of the same decisions that fiction filmmakers do when building their story and 

deciding who to choose as their protagonists and why. They too decide who to follow in the 

film and what point of view to tell the story from. This, in my opinion, entails the same 

questions of power and rights that a screenwriter faces.  

I also felt that it was not enough to just include filmmakers from Finland. I wanted to include 

African voices to hear what African filmmakers had to say on the question of cultural 

appropriation, even if it meant interviewing just two filmmakers, which of course, is just a 

tiny sample of the diverse opinions people hold. In any case, I was in the lucky position to 

live in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, where I had access to Ethiopian filmmakers. The Ethiopian film 

industry is lively, yet it operates outside established channels of financing, production and 

distribution. Every year over a hundred feature films, both documentary and fiction, are 

released and they are very popular with audiences around the country. (Teshome, 

Yirgashewa, New Cinema Magazine, p.8.)  

I did not feel that it was decisive which African country the filmmakers I interviewed were 

from, because the story of No Man’s Land is not set in a certain country in Africa. The issue I 
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was interested in was how African filmmakers felt about a European screenwriter setting a 

film in Africa, with African protagonists.  

I contacted two Ethiopian filmmakers to interview, who were happy to discuss the issue of 

cultural appropriation. Again, I was told there were not many filmmakers working as solely 

screenwriters, so I decided to interview filmmakers who had also done screenwriting and 

who were eager to engage in the topic, and who were accustomed to using English regularly. 

Using interpreters would have been expensive and it always entails the risk of being 

misunderstood, which, of course is always a possibility when interviewing people who are 

not using their mother tongue. Because I grew up around the world using English as my first 

language in school, I did not feel that there was a language barrier for me, personally.  

Yirgeshawa Teshome is the main organizer of the annual Ethiopian International Film 

Festival. He has also directed and written a feature film called Compass, 2004, about 

unwanted pregnancy along with short films. I wanted to interview him as he is a central 

character in the Ethiopian film industry. He gave me the details of Yidnekachew Shumete 

Desalegn, an award-winning Ethiopian director, producer and screenwriter, who has made 

two feature films Siryet, 2007 and Nishan, 2013. He is currently working on his third feature 

film and he has directed, written and produced several short films.  

I decided to interview the Finnish film director and author Elina Hirvonen on the topic of 

cultural appropriation, as she has directed a documentary film and television documentary 

series that portray the other, as well as writing an award-winning novel Kauimpana 

kuolemasta, 2010, that includes an African central character from an undisclosed country in 

Southern Africa called Esther. Luckily, she agreed to participate. I also interviewed the 

Finnish filmmaker Iris Olsson, because I had seen a film she directed together with Rwandan 

filmmaker Yves Montand Niyongabo called Burden of My Heart, 2011, which was set in 

Rwanda. I was happily surprised to hear that Iris Olsson was working on two different fiction 

screenplays that both had characters representing the other, one is partly set in Africa with 

some African characters, the other screenplay has an Iraqi protagonist and it is based on a 

novel. 
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3.1. Methodology  

 

I decided to use a qualitative, semi-structured interview technique, because I felt it was the 

best option regarding the circumstances, meaning I was living far from Finland and wanted 

to conduct interviews in two different countries, but also because the semi-structured 

interview is very suitable for a theme-based interview. It allows the interviewer to use the 

question template as a starting point, but also provides space to follow trajectories that are 

suitable and interesting to the topic at hand. 

(http://www.fsd.uta.fi/menetelmaopetus/kvali/L7_2_1.html.) 

Because I live far away from Finland and also because Finnish and Ethiopian filmmakers were 

in a slightly different position regarding the questions of cultural appropriation, such as the 

question of power relationships and historical baggage concerning portrayal of the other, I 

did not use the exact same interview structure for everyone, which is what a semi-structured 

form allows you to do. I wrote down nine questions based on my research propositions that I 

molded according to who I was interviewing. The nine questions I based my interview on can 

be found in Appendix 1. 

One of the interviews was conducted over Skype, two were conducted face-to-face and one 

was in written form. Elina Hirvonen (personal communication, 4.4.2018) preferred to answer 

the questions in written form, which is a more rigid form, as it does not allow for 

spontaneous added questions, but Elina Hirvonen kindly offered me the chance to ask extra 

questions afterwards.  

Iris Olsson (personal communication 20.3.2018) preferred to be interviewed by Skype while 

she was traveling. I interviewed Yirgeshawa Teshome (personal communication, 22.3.2018) 

and Yidnekachew Shumete Desalegn (personal communication, 11.4.2018) in Addis Ababa, 

in face-to-face, separate interviews, which to me was the preferred method, because not 

only could I focus on what was being said, but I could also read their body language and 

expressions, which form such a huge part of human communication.  

http://www.fsd.uta.fi/menetelmaopetus/kvali/L7_2_1.html
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It would have been ideal to record all interviews, but I only ended up recording the 

interviews of the Ethiopian filmmakers. Obviously, I could not record the written interview 

by Elina Hirvonen and the Skype interview had such bad audio quality that I decided against 

it. Iris Olsson was sitting in a noisy café and the internet connections in Ethiopia make it hard 

to have a good quality conversation on Skype. I wrote down the main points of what Iris 

Olsson said and wrote down direct quotes on several occasions. I also felt that the rapport of 

the interview was not hindered by the fact that I was taking notes, as we did not have face-

to-face contact to begin with. I decided against transcribing the interviews completely, 

because half of the interviews had not been recorded and because the semi-structured style 

of the interviews made it possible to focus on only certain, central aspects of the interviews  

(http://www.fsd.uta.fi/menetelmaopetus/kvali/L7_2_1.html). 

 

3.2 Four Major Findings 

 

All four interviews were interesting, and each filmmaker had a lot of unique points of view 

relating to the topic of screenwriting and cultural appropriation. I am very happy that I 

decided to interview both Finnish and Ethiopian filmmakers as this gave me an extensive 

view and it allowed me to ask very specific questions, many of which were inspired by what 

the interviewees themselves said. That being said, I was also surprised at how similar most 

of their opinions were. I was expecting more backlash, particularly from the Ethiopian 

filmmakers regarding my right to set a film and protagonists in Africa, but not one of the 

filmmakers was against a Finnish filmmaker writing a screenplay set in Africa with African 

protagonists per se, it always came down to how I approached my characters and how well I 

knew the world I was writing about.  

Next, I will present the four major findings or topics that came up during the interviews. I 

feel that these four topics are the most relevant regarding my research proposals and the 

ones that all interviewees had opinions on.  

http://www.fsd.uta.fi/menetelmaopetus/kvali/L7_2_1.html
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3.2.1 Avoiding Stereotypes 

 

”They don’t portray Africa as it is” — Yirgeshawa Teshome 

One of the topics that created the most discussion among the four interviewees was the 

question of avoiding stereotypes, and by this I meant avoiding the stereotypical images of a 

suffering Africa that have been replayed over and over again by filmmakers and writers from 

Western cultures. In the Western media and in Western literature and film, Africa is often 

portrayed as a continent plagued by war and hunger and suffering, which of course is just a 

small, narrow glance at the vast continent. To make sure she was avoiding this negative 

stereotype and actually writing a multilayered and rich story world, theme and characters, 

Elina Hirvonen made sure to discuss her novel with her Zambian friends on many occasions. 

She points out that in many ways these discussions were no different to the research that 

writing a novel always entailed. However, she wanted to stress that she was also keen to be 

more sensitive than usual, so that nothing in the novel reproduced the colonial gaze or the 

typical way in which African characters were usually written. Elina Hirvonen has also lived in 

Zambia herself, so the setting was not completely foreign to her. 

Iris Olsson agreed with Elina Hirvonen. According to Olsson, in both documentary and fiction 

film it is imperative to conduct thorough research to avoid reiterating the tales of African 

suffering. Research to her often means having conversations with people, sometimes she 

likes to avoid conducting fact-based research beforehand, so that her reactions to people 

and the environment are less tainted. In her case, it was very helpful that the other director 

of the documentary film, Burden of my Heart, was Rwandan. In general, she believes that it 

is a good idea to work together with people from the culture that you are writing about to 

minimize the risk of simply reproducing stereotypes of the other and to keep getting 

feedback during the filmmaking process. In her opinion, it would be better if most of the 

stories of Africa were told by Africans themselves, but this does not mean that there is no 

room for storytellers from other cultures. It is also important to keep in mind the storytelling 

culture of the film's target audience. 
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According to Yirgeshawa Teshome, the Western gaze was very problematic. He felt that 

European filmmakers often came in with a ready formed notion of what Africa is like, and 

most often this was another replication of the tale of suffering. Many foreign filmmakers are 

not truly open to experiencing Africa as it is, in his opinion. He says that this started in 

Ethiopia in the 1950s with the Italian presence in the country and has continued ever since. 

He was also careful to point out that this does not mean that a Western filmmaker could not 

make a great film or screenplay set in Africa, only that they should be very careful with how 

they build the story world and the characters. Yidnekachew Shumete Desalegn said that this 

was a general conversation topic and worry among Ethiopian filmmakers. According to him, 

it is rare to see a film set in Africa made by a Western filmmaker that did not replicate the 

stereotype of African suffering.  

What was surprising was to hear the Ethiopian filmmakers also talk about stereotypes from 

another point of view. Yirgeshawa Teshome sighed as he said: “Now Ethiopian films don’t 

look like Ethiopia, it’s a copy of the West.” He lamented that the stereotype of the Western 

style of living along with stereotypical Western storytelling methods had infiltrated their 

culture, and now it was hard to know what was authentic to Ethiopia and what was just a 

copy of Western cultures. Yidnekachew Shumete Desalegn also commented on this saying 

that in many ways different cultures are so mixed now, that it is hard to define what 

constitutes as cultural appropriation. He elaborated on this by sharing a delightful story. In 

his first feature film, Siryet from 2007, there was a scene where one of his characters was in 

trouble and the actor mumbled to himself. Yidnekachew asked what he had uttered, but the 

actor could not remember. When Yidnekachew replayed the take, he realized that the actor 

had said “Oh my God, Oh my God!” in plain English. Yidnekachew decided not to include this 

take, because it jumped out from the rest of the film, but he still wondered about the 

decision. The truth was that the young Ethiopian actor had spontaneously used English to 

express his emotions and this was what many other Ethiopians living in Addis Ababa did on a 

regular basis. The actor, just like all young Ethiopians, had grown up watching Hollywood 

films and media and it was obvious that these influences had shaped them. 
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3.2.2 Subjectivity and Objectivity 

 

“Filmmaking is all about communication” — Iris Olsson 

 

According to Iris Olsson, the most important thing is to make sure that the audience can 

identify with your story and your characters. She says that it is vital that the filmmaker has a 

deep connection to the story they are trying to tell. In her case, most of her films have a 

theme of sorrow and loss and this is why she feels that she can also write about other 

cultures: these themes are universal. A fiction film Olsson is working on is an adaptation of a 

book written by an Iraqi author. When Olsson asked the author if they thought it was 

important that the protagonist was Iraqi, the author had replied that it was not, because the 

story was a story about humanity, not a nationality. However, she does point out that it is 

very important to ask yourself if your film is bringing anything new to the table or whether 

something similar has already been made. 

Elina Hirvonen states that the most important thing for her is that the author or filmmaker 

has an intention to understand their own position when they are making a film that portrays 

the other. A non-African should be aware of the power relationship and historical baggage 

when they feel compelled to tell a story set in Africa. According to Yirgeshawa Teshome, a 

filmmaker should be able to disregard the reception of their film. The reception does not 

matter, as long as there is a burning question that the filmmaker wants to investigate. 

Yidnekachew Shumete Desalegn agrees with this, stating that above all, a filmmaker has to 

be inspired and feel passionate about telling the story, but in his opinion this does not mean 

agreeing with the notion of “writing about what you know”. According to him, subjectivity is 

important, but so is objectivity. Sometimes objectivity to a subject matter can bring a special 

clarity to storytelling. Sometimes an outsider can see things that an insider cannot, he goes 

on to say. Iris Olsson agrees with this and says that sometimes it can be easier to grasp the 

drama at hand, when the story is not set in your own culture. 
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3.2.3 The Fine Lines of Cultural Appropriation 

 

“When he closes his eyes in the night, what does he dream?” — Yidnekachew Shumete 

Desalegn 

 

Yidnekachew Shumete Desalegn says that empathy is at the core of character understanding 

and storytelling: “As humans, we all have common emotions, even if it’s in a different 

culture”. We talked about what I had in common with the refugee boys who are my 

protagonists in No Man’s Land, and how I felt that empathy was the bridge to writing from 

their point of view. This is when he asked me if I know what kinds of dreams they see when 

they go to sleep. In his view, I should know, if the screenplay was any good. He went on to 

ask whether it was ever possible to know what dreams someone else sees if they are from a 

different culture. How much research and experiences submerged in that culture would it 

take to reach that level of familiarity? He went on to say that cultural differences can be 

hard to explain, but they are obvious when you see them. He gave an example of a South-

African short film he had seen. In the story the black protagonist kisses his girlfriend in front 

of a huge crowd. He said he knew from that moment that the director of the film was white. 

Before he continued, I guessed what gave it away. A black South-African (and many other 

African cultures that I am familiar with) do not accept kissing in public. However, that was 

something that was generally accepted in the white South-African director’s culture. This 

story, I felt, was a great example of cultural nuances that can be tricky to capture even if you 

truly feel that you understand your character well.  

According to Yirgeshawa Teshome, if a filmmaker is well-educated, talented and a good 

observer, they can work anywhere in the world and manage to avoid cultural appropriation. 

Being a good observer, however, demands that the filmmaker has a deep connection, 

preferably empathy to the characters that they are creating. Iris Olsson agrees, saying that a 

filmmaker has to find a way to “hang out” with their characters, to really get to know them. 

You must have a connection to the characters you are creating. For example, before she 
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creates a fictional African character, she wants to interview people from Africa, because she 

feels that there can be a difference creating a character from Africa compared to a character 

from your own culture. 

Elina Hirvonen says that it is extremely important to discuss where the lines are drawn. 

When is empathy enough? And if it it’s not, who gets to decide who gets to write about 

whom? Cultural appropriation is one barrier, but what about sexuality, gender, class? If a 

filmmaker or writer decides to avoid these problematic questions by writing about only their 

own immediate experiences, something valuable is lost, in her opinion. She goes on to say 

that the beauty of art is that it can bridge gaps between people. She is against building 

fences around the filmmaker’s imagination. Instead of general rules, she believes every 

writer should acknowledge that these questions are context-sensitive. Great writing can 

open borders. She also adds that it is imperative that there is a discussion on how to allow 

more diverse voices to enter the art world. 

 

3.2.4 Setting a Film in Another Culture – Would You Do it Again?  

 

“There is no reason I couldn’t make a film about refugees, as long as I have a personal 

connection with the story” — Iris Olsson 

 

Elina Hirvonen says she would make another film portraying the other and she would be 

open to setting the film in another culture. She does point out that, next time she would do 

some things differently. She would have liked to watch her documentary Paradise with the 

African migrants who are protagonists in her film, but this was not possible. It would have 

been valuable to hear their feedback. She says that she has not received any backlash or 

accusations of cultural appropriation from Finland or other countries. Iris Olsson is currently 

working on a fiction film that is partly set in Africa. She says she sees no reason why she 

could not set her films in other cultures or create characters representing the other as long 
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as she has a deep connection with the story. Elina Hirvonen wants to stress the point that in 

any great story, the most important thing is to make sure that the research is done well so 

that the writer can create rich, multilayered characters. The question for her is not about 

whom, but how the story told.  

I also asked Yirgeshawa Teshome and Yidnekachew Shumete Desalegn a slightly different 

question. I asked whether they had any interest in setting their films in a different culture. 

Yirgeshawa Teshome said he had no interest whatsoever, because “there’s so much left to 

tell about Ethiopia”. Yidnekachew Shumete Desalegn thought about this question for a long 

time and said he would probably have no interest in setting a story and creating characters 

in a Western context because it would simply be too difficult to know the culture well 

enough. Again, he came up with a great example. His Ethiopian friend got married to a 

Finnish woman and moved to Finland. When the friend’s wife’s grandparents came for a 

visit, the husband wanted to be polite, so he walked them to the elevator and all the way to 

their car, when they were leaving. Later, the grandparents called Yidnekachew’s friend’s wife 

to ask why her husband had followed them around. “Did he want money, or what was that 

about?” This, Yidnekachew Shumete Desalegn says, is why he feels it might be impossible to 

write a great story and rich characters in another culture. There are so many habits and 

interpretations that are embedded in a certain culture that you might only recognize if you 

are from that culture. After all, he says, “I don’t know what kinds of dreams those 

grandparents dream when they close their eyes”. 
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4. The Screenwriting Process 

 

In this chapter I will present the screenwriting process that No Man’s Land entailed. I will not 

be focusing on how many versions of synopses, treatments or screenplays I wrote, instead, I 

will present how I dealt with writing about the other, what tools I found helped me and what 

kind of obstacles I found in the way. In chapter five, I will discuss how I felt after the 

screenplay was finished, how I felt I succeeded in portraying the other and whether I would 

write about the other in the future. 

 

4.1 Coming up with the Story of No Man’s Land 

 

Most writers would probably agree that ideas for stories that develop into screenplays 

appear in many ways. Some stories are the kind that you carry with you for years, waiting for 

the right moment to commence writing. Others seem to come out of nowhere and force 

their way out in an instant. The screenplay of No Man’s Land is inspired by a true story I 

heard several years ago, and never considered basing a screenplay on. Yet somehow the 

story stayed with me, but initially as just a haunting tale of what can happen, if humanity is 

forgotten. It was only with the surge of the current refugee crisis that the story of No Man’s 

Land found personal meaning to me. Suddenly, it stopped being an isolated, chilling event, 

but something that was happening all around. The Finnish government, like so many others, 

was and still is, sending refugees back “home”, to war-torn places that are not safe. To me, 

this does not differ from driving a jeep or a bus back to the border and hoping for the best. 

The fictional story of No Man’s Land quickly grew wings and developed into something very 

different from the true story. Yet, at the heart of it, these stories are similar. They are a cry 

against inhumanity, a plea for humanity.  
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I had heard the true story on one of my visits to Tanzania, a country where I used to live. A 

Tanzanian man sitting in a bar with plastic chairs, with bongo flava music blasting from the 

stereos leaned closer and told me about an incident that had cast a dark, heavy shadow over 

him. He explained that he used to be a driver for a big, international NGO. One day he was 

asked to drive a jeep full of unwanted refugees back across the border to Burundi, where 

they had come from. The man could only whisper as he recounted the pleas of the refugees 

to turn the car back around, that Burundi was not safe for them, but the man had his orders. 

As he reached the border, military men forced the refugees to cross the border by foot. The 

instant that they crossed the border, they were shot dead. The broken man in the plastic 

chair that suddenly seemed out of balance, picked at his food and said he could never 

forgive himself for not turning the jeep around. 

 

4.2 The Hesitation of Writing About the Other 

 

I had decided that I wanted to participate in a new initiative organized by our faculty at Aalto 

University, YLE and the Finnish Film Foundation. They were looking for new projects, MA 

graduation short films that they could co-fund. The problem was I did not have a production 

team or even an idea to pitch, just a feeling there was a story waiting to be told that I just 

had to find. I met up with Antti Ahokoivu, an MA student in cinematography, who had also 

spent a lot of time living abroad, we were both interested in finding a story that was outside 

of what we usually did, and initially I wanted to write a story that was centered around my 

own experiences living as an expat child. When I told him about my past living in Tanzania, I 

realized that there was a story that I wanted to tell more than any other. It was the story of 

the refugees, stuck in a moving car. Suddenly it was very clear. I knew that making the 

screenplay and the film would be very challenging, I also strongly felt that I would not have 

been ready to face these challenges earlier as a student, because I knew that the most 

difficult part of writing the screenplay for No Man’s Land would be the constant fear of 

cultural appropriation. This was the reason it had taken me so long to realize that I wanted 
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to write a screenplay based on the story in the first place. I did not know if I had the right to 

write about the other. 

Right from the very beginning, I noticed I felt embarrassed even pitching the idea of No 

Man’s Land. I believed in the story, and the characters that had started to form in my head, 

with great ideas coming in from our production team. But nevertheless, I was plagued with 

the question of whether I had the right to tell this story as a white woman from Finland. I 

discussed this a lot with our team, especially the director Marika Harjusaari, who was having 

similar doubts and who was getting a lot of criticism for her choice to make a film about 

African refugees.  

I could not remember a fiction short film that was produced by our faculty with protagonists 

that were not European, and I began to wonder if this was because of fear of cultural 

appropriation. In any case it felt like a barrier I wanted to break. This revelation made me 

want to succeed even harder at writing a great screenplay, one which gave the characters 

and the story world justice. I knew that the subject matter was a sensitive one, I wanted to 

know that at the end of the writing process, I would feel that I had done my best at avoiding 

cultural appropriation and instead was able to tell a story that was human, a story people 

could relate to, regardless of their culture or country of origin. This was very ambitious, I 

knew. But I wanted to try. 

The fact that we had an international production team helped alleviate some of the 

uncertainty I was feeling. The first production student whom Antti and I really hoped would 

join the crew was Akin Alaka, who is Nigerian. I was nervous pitching the story to him, but he 

thought it had universal value and wanted to be a part of the journey. It felt valuable to have 

people from different cultures in the production team who did not see the project as a form 

of cultural appropriation, but rather as a story we could all relate to. When Paria Eskandari, 

another production student from Aalto University, who is a former refugee herself, loved the 

story, I started to feel more certain about my right to write the screenplay. This meant I had 

a blessing from someone who had been a refugee herself. But I still felt that it was not 

enough to have the support of people from different cultures or of one former refugee.  
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4.3 Empathy, Imagination and Curiosity During Character and Story Building 

 

The central characters of No Man’s Land are two little refugee boys, Xidig and Saliim, Xidig 

being the protagonist. In the story, they are accidentally separated as they are boarding a 

bus taking them forcefully back to their country of origin. Originally, the main character was 

the driver, Juma, who is trying his best to both follow instructions and save the refugees: a 

nearly impossible dilemma. Soon, I noticed that I had more of an emotional connection with 

the little boys. I felt I could enter their world: a mix of reality and play, because I had been a 

child myself, I too had brothers, I too would have done anything possible to find my brother 

again. Most of all, however, I felt that the two brothers were at the heart of the story, they 

were the best possible central characters, because they have the most to lose, because what 

is at stake is not just their lives, but the loss of innocence. The author Aminata Forna says 

that it is paramount that a fiction writer writes from a place of curiosity (“Whose life is it 

anyway?”, 2016). When I wrote, I noticed I naturally started writing from the point of view of 

the boys, because it was their story and point of view that I was most curious about, I 

wanted to know all about them and the reasons they made the choices that they made. So, 

after discussing the decision with our team, we all agreed that the protagonist should be 

Xidig.  

When I wrote versions of the screenplay, I did not feel that the fact that the two brothers 

and almost everyone else in the story is of an African origin was an issue, I did not find the 

process of writing any different to writing about Finnish characters. The characters were real 

to me, I felt I understood them. I had created a past for the central characters and I 

understood what they were going through emotionally through the use of empathy, 

curiosity and imagination, the same way I do with any characters I create. I have never been 

a refugee, or an African, so there are many layers of the story that I did not have a personal 

link to. However, I could connect with loss, with fear, with devotion, with play, just to name 

a few things I had in common with Xidig and Saliim. The two brothers were in a crisis, 

although they could not quite comprehend what was happening to them. That emotion was 
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something I connected with on a very deep level. Empathy allows me to relate to the 

characters, imagination helps me expand the world of the story far past the barriers of the 

true story I had heard, and curiosity keeps me wanting to dig deeper.  

During the early phase of writing the screenplay, a person who holds a high position in the 

Finnish filmmaking industry asked me how an average Finnish viewer could feel empathy 

towards the characters in the story of No Man’s Land because they are not from our culture, 

that they are too different from “us”. There it was, a neat definition of the other. The other 

was something that we were not. I was quite shocked by the question, because I believed 

that empathy was not something that could only be shared if the characters and viewers 

came from the same culture. I believed that humanity, something we all share, is what 

creates empathy. Whether or not the viewers felt empathy towards the characters in my 

screenplay was down to my skills as a writer. It depended most of all on whether the 

characters were multilayered and believable and whether the story was a gripping one.  

The same person who asked me about the ability to feel empathy towards a character from 

a different culture also wanted to know about the only European character in the 

screenplay, Mary, an aid worker. This person asked why she was not the main character. I 

was hesitant to include Mary in the story in the first place. I had seen enough films with 

white protagonists saving the day in a fictional portrayal of Africa, and I desperately wanted 

to avoid the white savior character. Mary is an aid-worker who tries to save the refugees, 

but is always a step behind, mirroring the current real-life situation. I understood why I was 

asked about making her the main character. On the surface, it surely looked like she was the 

character who was most like me, that she was the closest character if I were to superficially 

follow the guideline of “write what you know”. She was white, well-educated, interested in 

helping people in need. It is true, that throughout my life, I have known many people like 

her. But it was not Mary’s story I wanted to tell, it was Xidig’s. It was Xidig’s and Saliim’s pain 

I could relate to most, and one which I felt compelled to write about. 

I contemplated leaving Mary out of the story, but I felt that she was an integral part of the 

power dynamics at refugee camps. There are so many NGO’s trying to help, but have limited 
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power, the aid and funding rolling in from affluent countries is so often too little too late. To 

me, Mary’s presence was mandatory in the end. She tries her hardest, but she is tied back by 

rules that surpass the humane imperative to do what is right. But No Man’s Land is not a 

story about Mary, it is a story about two brothers, two refugees.  

After finishing the second draft of the screenplay, I got a lot of comments saying the 

screenplay just needed a polish, but for the most part, it was almost finished. I did not agree. 

On the surface, I was pleased with the latest version, but I did not feel like I had done 

enough to tell the best story that I could have told. I asked myself what was wrong, and the 

answer was very clear. I still felt like I did not really know most of my characters well enough. 

Had I talked to more than one refugee? Did I really have a good idea of what their everyday 

life was like? By this point, I had interviewed journalists and had had conversations with a 

documentarist, all of whom had spent a lot of time in African refugee camps. The answer 

was no. I still felt like I did not know enough about my main characters and the world they 

lived in, to be able to say that I had done all I could have to respect the culture that I was 

writing about.  

Respect really was the central word that I kept coming back to. I started to feel that the only 

way I had a right to write about the other was if I respected the culture and people I was 

writing about, and my hypotheses was that the best way this could be done was through 

thorough research.  

 

4.4 Fear of Repeating Stereotypes and the Importance of Research 

 

According to Keeshig-Tobias (1997), stories are power, not just entertainment. Stories 

always reveal how a culture interprets the world, and this makes it harder for people outside 

a specific culture to tell a story set in that culture. They go on to claim that if a person is not 

from that culture they cannot have meaningful insights. An important way to counter this 

problem is to include people from that culture in the process of creation. (Keeshig-Tobias , 

1997, p.71 ,72.) 
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The author Lionel Shriver, on the other hand disagrees with this. According to her: “We 

make things up, we chance our arms, sometimes we do a little research, but in the end it’s 

still about what we can get away with – what we can put over on our readers (“Lionel 

Shriver’s Full Speech”, 2016). 

During the screenwriting process, I felt that Shriver’s take was not enough, although I 

disagreed with the notion that it was impossible as a writer from a different culture to have 

meaningful insights about another culture. As I mentioned earlier, I interviewed some 

journalists and a documentary maker, who were all from Finland. One of the journalists read 

an early version of the screenplay and said it seemed like a story that could actually take 

place in any of the refugee camps he had worked in. I was very aware that I was looking for 

feedback on how realistic the environment was, how the dynamics between different people 

seemed to someone who had spent a lot of time at a refugee camp. I wanted to know how 

rough the soldiers could be with the refugees, or how much international staff actually 

participated in events inside the camp, just to name a few examples. I wanted to know the 

world I was writing about as well as possible, but at the same time I believed that the fact 

that a story could have happened in real life was not an indicator of the quality of the 

screenplay itself. I wanted to use these facts to finetune the screenplay, not use them as 

something that would eventually tie me down. In the end, I wanted to tell a great story, and 

hoped that knowledge of details would help me do this. Regarding this, I received feedback 

from a woman, who had worked at several NGO’s and spent time at refugee camps, as well 

as working as a journalist. She was of the adamant opinion that it was problematic to set a 

story at a refugee camp, if the story was no longer a true story. I had a hard time 

understanding her point of view, because I felt that following this guideline meant only 

documentary films were valuable, and perhaps not even them, because documentaries are 

always also a fictional take on reality, with a chosen narrative and decisions of what to 

include and what to leave out resembling choices of fictional writing. She would not have 

objected if the screenplay had been about the elderly, the disabled, men, or any other 

choice of protagonist that differed from what I seemed to represent as a writer, i.e., a white 

woman. She objected to the fact that I was portraying the other. This is where she drew the 
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line. It was an interesting take, though I disagreed with her. I knew that many would agree 

with her. 

I was also very aware that many of my perceptions of refugee camps were the same images 

that circulated through the media and films. Often, stories from Africa are stories of 

suffering. Of violence, starvation and little children staring at the camera with huge eyes that 

seem to be asking for help. I questioned whether the story I was telling was just another take 

of the same African stereotype that has been told so many times before. There was no 

getting around the fact that I was a person in a position of privilege deciding to tell a story of 

a troubled Africa. Many people from different countries in Africa tell me the same thing, that 

it is frustrating that so many Westerners believe that Africa is just one big place and the 

stories told of this place are almost always negative, which is what the filmmakers I 

interviewed talked about a lot. This is why, I felt it was necessary to bring an element of 

hope into the screenplay through the form of the tortoise family, a game Xidig plays that he 

uses as a shell to protect him from the cruelty around him. Although, I did feel unsure 

whether the tortoise fit in with the rest of the story. Again, I felt the only way to justify 

writing a story set in Africa as a Western screenwriter was to make sure I wrote the story as 

well as possible. 

 

4.4.1 Choosing Where the Story is Set 

 

In addition to conducting these interviews and conversations, I also read several articles 

about life and political tensions about African refugee camps as well as reading a book, City 

of Thorns:  Nine Lives in the World's Largest Refugee Camp, by Ben Rawlence, which included 

interviews of refugees in the world’s largest refugee camp at the time, Dadaab in Kenya. 

Most of the people I interviewed, along with the material I read was set in Dadaab. This led 

me to set the first versions of the screenplay in Dadaab. I chose the languages that the 

characters spoke accordingly: Swahili, Somali and English. I looked at maps and photos of the 
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camp and even wanted to know what color the earth was in Dadaab. It was a scorching red, 

a detail I made sure to include in the screenplay. 

While all of this was an important part of research, I felt like I was missing an integral part, 

one which I have decided to call emotional research. I needed to see what a refugee camp 

looks like, what it smells like, what it sounds like and most of all talk to people who live in 

these camps. I wanted to experience as much as possible personally. Anything less felt like 

an educated guess. The director Marika Harjusaari and I decided it was necessary that we 

visit a refugee camp, there was no way around it.  

Around the same time that we started looking for ways to travel to Dadaab, Marika asked 

me if I thought it was necessary that the story was set in a specific refugee camp. She 

believed that the story would be more universal if it was not tied down to a certain place 

and time. I thought about it a lot. In the end, the decision came back to the question of 

respect. Because we knew that we would only have a few days to spend at a refugee camp, 

if we ever made it to one in the first place, it was easier to keep the story at a more general 

level. There was no way to get to know the world of a specific refugee camp in such a short 

time, not so that I would feel comfortable writing a final version of the screenplay based on 

those experiences. We decided that we would try to visit a refugee camp in Africa and we 

gave up on the idea that we should visit Dadaab, in particular. However, we decided to start 

with Dadaab, as so many elements of the screenplay were built around what I had learned 

about that camp.  

 

4.4.2 Visiting the Nyarugusu Refugee Camp 

 

When the director of No Man’s Land, Marika Harjusaari and I announced that it was 

absolutely necessary that we visit a refugee camp in Africa, we were met with a lot of 

opposition. We were asked why it was mandatory, told that it was too expensive, it was also 

deemed too dangerous. These lines seemed to be coming from all directions. I promised that 

if my research trip was funded I would forgo any attempt to join the crew on set, something 
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I would have loved to do and something that I believe is useful for a screenwriter.  I was 

confronted with the accusation that as a screenwriter, using my imagination should be 

enough. I had to explain that I wanted to be extra careful with cultural appropriation. That I 

simply did not feel that I could stand by my screenplay if I did not travel to a refugee camp, 

even if it was “just a short film”, an accusation we heard a lot. I, on the other hand, thought 

it was pointless to make a film if the attitude was that it was all right not to do your best as a 

screenwriter.  

The point about the journey being too dangerous on the other hand, was a valid one. We 

were told not to visit Dadaab because of the threat of being kidnapped. I sent tons of emails 

trying to get permission to visit the camp. This was a stressful time, because the process 

took months and time was running out and we were being told to forget about the trip and 

to write a new version based on the material that I already had. Finally, UNHCR informed us 

that they would not let us travel to the camp because they could not guarantee our safety. 

Marika and I felt disappointed because initially filming should have started in the spring of 

2017 and 2016 was coming to a close. I did a lot of research and suggested that we try to 

visit Nyarugusu, one of the largest refugee camps in the world. It was in Tanzania and it was 

relatively safe to visit, as long as we respected the safety protocol. Most refugee camps did 

not allow journalists or filmmakers to enter. 

The process of getting the permit to Nyarugusu was a nightmare. Journalists were not 

interested in Nyarugusu and the camp had almost no visitors. It was challenging to get 

permits, because we needed stamps of approval from different Tanzanian government 

offices, which mostly did not accept emails as an official form of communication. This is why 

we needed to have a Tanzanian friend to help us out with the procedure and the payments, 

because there was no way to send money to the country in a safe way. Luckily, my Tanzanian 

friend Douglas Luwuge, promised to help us out. I visited the Tanzanian embassy in Addis 

Ababa, Ethiopia, where I was living, seven times to get the permission. Finally, we received 

permission from the Tanzanian government to visit Nyarugusu just a day before we were 

meant to fly to the country. It was hectic and at times I felt that there was no way to 

succeed. But in the end, it was all worth it. 
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On our way to the camp, crammed in a small van making its way across a dusty, bumpy road, 

a Tanzanian woman working for an international NGO gave Marika and me a long lecture 

about Westerners coming to refugee camps and retelling the same stories. She especially 

mocked us for wanting to interview children, which she saw as problematic. She was right in 

many ways. UNCHR had been hesitant to give us permission to interview children. It was 

only after we promised not to use their names or ask questions that were too personal or 

ones that would replay anything traumatic, unless the children themselves wanted to do so, 

that they finally gave us the permission. The Tanzanian NGO worker asked us why 

Westerners never told stories of teenagers or adults? It was inevitable that these children 

grew up and their fate looked gloomy. It was a rough start to the trip, but it was good to get 

honest feedback that has surely had an impact on how I approached the screenplay. 

The Nyarugusu camp was very different to what I was expecting. It was well organized, and 

most refugees lived in small houses, not tents like in all the photos I had seen from Dadaab. 

We were introduced to all basic functions of the camp including food distribution, education 

amenities and safety systems. It really was a world of its own, a place between permanence 

and a temporary space. I walked around guided by NGO workers from different fields, each 

of them answering our endless questions.  We were also carefully observed by a Tanzanian 

government officer who stepped in whenever our interviewees were too critical of their life 

on the camp or Tanzania in general. The Burundian refugees paid little mind to us walking 

around and taking pictures, mostly people just carried on with their daily chores. However, 

all refugees we stopped to talk to, seemed happy to answer our questions, and most of their 

replies were surprisingly honest. We met men and women of many ages and asked them 

about their lives in the camp, about their past and about their thoughts on the future. Many 

spoke of the horrors that had led to them fleeing their home countries in an even voice, 

their emotions held back for reasons I could only try to guess at, and at the same time that 

was my job as a screenwriter. To try to understand these people as well as I could. It was at 

times like these that I felt torn. In many ways the experiences of the people we interviewed 

were so horrific, I felt that there was no way I could truly give them the voice they deserved, 

and I questioned my right to tell the story yet again.  On the other hand, I felt more 
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determined than ever to tell the story of No Man’s Land. No one was sharing these stories 

with the world and these stories needed to be heard. The rest of the world was simply not 

interested in the people living in one of the biggest refugee camps in the world. Nyarugusu 

was a forgotten place.  

I tried to soak in as much as possible and tried to let my observations change my 

predisposed opinions of what the screenplay should be like. I wanted to be open to the 

possibility that the screenplay could still change a lot, even if this meant that a lot of 

members of our production team would not be happy, because people had already begun 

work based on the version of the screenplay we had at that point.  

The most interesting and by far, the most valuable part of the trip to Nyarugusu, was 

conducting interviews with Burundian refugees. The most memorable interviews happened 

with a Burundian family, who showed us their home and answered our questions. The father 

of the family worked as a tailor and initially we were interested in finding out about 

employment in the camp. The father soon began to tell us about his family and he was eager 

to take us to meet them the next day.  

The family lived in a tent that leaked whenever it rained, because the construction of small 

houses had halted for the time being. We talked to two of his children, who had very 

different stories, both children had their own interests that they were excited to talk about. 

The girl liked to sing, and the boy enjoyed football, this was moving, they were children just 

like everywhere else, even though there were parts of their lives that I could never claim to 

understand. The story of the family was hauntingly similar to the one in the screenplay. This 

family had also been forcefully returned to the border of Burundi from a previous Tanzanian 

refugee camp, even though the father had told the authorities that they would be killed on 

arrival. Once the family was forced back to Burundi, they narrowly escaped being killed, just 

as the father had promised. The family fled Burundi again and this time, they were brought 

to Nyarugusu camp. We asked the children where they thought home was and they did not 

know the answer. We carefully checked with the family and the interpreter whether 

everyone was comfortable with answering these questions that touched on such sensitive 
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matters. The father simply replied that he had no problem sharing their story, because he 

was happy it was being told in the first place. Maybe if more people knew what it was like 

for the refugees, things could change for the better. 

After the interview with the family, Marika and I were quiet for a long time. The story of No 

Man’s Land no longer seemed like a unique story, it was something that happened and was 

happening to people all over the world. I was now convinced that I wanted to support the 

screenplay and was ready to take in all the criticism I would face. 

 

4.4.3 How Much did the Screenplay Change After Nyarugusu?  

 

I wrote a version of the screenplay right after returning from Nyarugusu. I wanted to capture 

the experience of the camp as soon as possible, so I would not forget anything. I had taken 

notes and recorded the interviews, but I still felt that it was better to write a version while I 

was still in Tanzania. A family friend had kindly promised to host Marika and me. I sat on her 

balcony staring at the sunset over the Indian Ocean with my laptop open and changed every 

little and big detail I was not connecting with in the screenplay. When I started writing the 

version, it was still light out. When I stopped, I could no longer see the ocean, just the light 

of the moon dancing on the water.  

The contrast between the beautiful apartment and the camp was startling. Here I was, 

writing from a place of, well, luxury. I felt uncomfortable, but I tried to use the feeling to my 

advantage. After all, it was true that I was writing from a place of privilege, there was no use 

denying it. There was no real difference to me writing from my comfortable home in 

Arabianranta, Helsinki. In a way, this felt more honest. Although I scrutinized the screenplay 

and questioned every word along with each move the characters made, the screenplay 

changed surprisingly little at first glance. Most of the scenes were still intact, and the 

dialogue had changed only a tiny bit. Yet, I felt that the screenplay had actually changed a 

lot, because now I felt confident with the story, I believed the choices the characters made 

even more than before. So, while on the surface changes like what the camp looks like, and 
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what the father’s profession is, might feel like small changes, for me the screenplay now felt 

different. For example, the fact that Xidig loves football felt like a general thing to write 

before I visited the camp. After seeing the son of the Burundian family playing with his 

friends, something clicked. It was no longer an educated guess to include football scenes in 

the screenplay, it was now something I knew that Xidig, the character, would also do. 

One of the most remarkable things I experienced at the camp, was how important arts, 

games and imagination were for the refugee children that we met. I had been unsure 

whether to include the ending scene with the tortoise coming alive at the end of the 

screenplay. It was a fantasy element and I had received feedback for it being too much of a 

Disney ending for the film. Yet, as I watched endless pages filled with drawings from the 

daughter of the Burundian family, or listened to her being transported away from the camp 

as she sang her heart out, I knew it was the right ending for the film. Another world of play, 

inside the adult world of struggle was an integral part of the refugee children’s experiences. 

At least the ones that I had interviewed. But this was just confirmation to my own 

experiences as a child, escaping a world that was not always welcoming and often even 

frightening. The land of games and arts was a place of hope, where the child could 

determine the outcome. 

This realization, to me, was a good example of the fleeting moment things came together for 

me as a writer. I wrote from a place where my imagination, empathy, curiosity and thorough 

research met to form story and characters I could believe in. 
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5. Discussion and Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I will discuss how I feel about the role of the screenwriter situating 

themselves between freedom of expression and cultural appropriation, now that I have 

finished the screenplay and the filming of No Man’s Land is completed. The film itself is not 

yet ready, so I cannot reflect on the question of cultural appropriation regarding the finished 

piece. In any case, in this thesis I have decided to only discuss the challenges of setting your 

screenplay in a cultural context other than your own. 

Some of the research I have presented was done before finishing the screenplay of No Man’s 

Land while others, such as the interviews of the filmmakers were conducted after I had 

finished screenwriting and had some distance to the screenwriting process. The last 

modifications to the screenplay were made in the summer of 2017, but these were minor 

changes that had nothing to do with the questions I have raised regarding cultural 

appropriation and writing about the other, so I have left that part out of the discussion.  

 

My research proposals were:  

 

How can a screenwriter situate themselves between freedom of expression and cultural 

appropriation? Is it possible to know what you are writing about if the story and most of 

the characters are from a different cultural context?  

 

I will attempt to answer these questions based on my experiences of writing the screenplay 

for No Man’s Land and compare and discuss my thoughts with previous research and the 

opinions of the filmmakers I interviewed regarding cultural appropriation.  
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5.1 Reflections on the Screenwriting Process 

 

The process of writing the screenplay for No Man’s Land has been one of the most 

interesting and exhausting screenwriting processes I have had, even compared to feature 

film screenplays that are far longer in length. Some of the reasons why the process felt 

overwhelming at times had to do with the fact that I ended up doing a lot of practical work 

to get the permission to visit Nyarugusu camp. All in all, this took months, which was time 

out of other writing projects. While this was a factor not directly related to actual 

screenwriting, I feel it is a valid point to mention because it reflects the attitude that I 

received while I was writing the screenplay. With this, I mean the general opinion that it is 

unnecessary for a screenwriter to travel so far in order to carry out research for “just a short 

film”. While I also received a lot of support during the process, the questioning of the 

necessity to conduct research slowed the whole process down. Personally, I think it would 

be great to discuss the role of research in screenwriting more thoroughly during the 

Master’s Course of screenwriting.  

I believe I benefitted as a screenwriter from the process of No Man’s Land in many ways. 

There is a lot I would do differently, but I am pleased with the process as a whole.  

 
 

5.2 A Good Story Builds Bridges  

 

The notion of respect came up in all the interviews I conducted. The general view of both 

Finnish and Ethiopian filmmakers was that storytelling should be allowed across cultural 

borders if the writer is very familiar with the subject matter. They all agreed that this level 

might be reached thorough research before and during the writing phase, or when the story 

world and characters are from a culture that is familiar to them in other ways. However, the 

Ethiopian filmmakers were unsure whether a good result could truly be reached without vast 

experience of the culture you are writing about, some cultural nuances are very hard to 
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catch when you are writing from inside a different culture. This opinion is not shared by 

everyone and it does not answer the question of who is to say when a writer knows enough 

about a culture to write about it, or who has the power to grant this permission. 

Both Ethiopian filmmakers said that although anyone is free to write about anything,  as long 

as they have the knowledge and facts to do so, they thought it was more probable that a 

Finnish writer will write better about a story and characters set in Finland and an Ethiopian 

will probably produce their best work writing something set in Ethiopia. The Finnish 

filmmaker Iris Olsson also stressed the importance of finding out what has been done 

before, to check whether the story set in a different culture is really a novel one, or whether 

it has already been made before. All filmmakers agreed that it was important to ask why you 

want to make the story and whether you are the best person to tell it. There must be a 

personal impulse to want to tell a story. It is not enough to just wake up and decide to make 

a film set in Africa, the decision must be based on an honest urge, which all filmmakers 

agreed, usually stems from a need to tell a story that matters to you personally. A great story 

is one that tells the audience what we have in common as human beings. I agree completely. 

The author Lionel Shriver, the face off the opposition on this front, disagrees with the 

filmmakers that I interviewed. She feels that writing in a way that demands special rules, 

where a black character must be treated with kid gloves leads to paralyzing self-

examination. This, in her opinion, leads to Western writers preferring not to use black voices 

at all, just to stay away from the controversy and accusations of cultural appropriation. Or if 

they do choose to portray the other, they will only do so in the kindest possible manner, for 

fear of the raging mobs. According to Shriver, this is especially true for writers from 

traditionally privileged demographics: “Use different races, ethnicities, and minority gender 

identities, and you are being watched”, she declares. She even goes on to say that she would 

not write a book with a character whose race is different from her own because it would be 

too paralyzing.  (“Lionel Shriver’s Full Speech”, 2016.) 

Yet here I am, a Finnish screenwriter who did just that. I wrote a screenplay from the point 

of view of characters who represent the other. However, I agree with Shriver’s view that 
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having an identity is a far more complicated matter than simply what culture you happen to 

be born into. This is also what the filmmaker Yidnekachew Shumete Desalegn said in his 

interview. 

If I wrote an Ethiopian character, part of the identity of that character would surely be 

Ethiopian, but merely being Ethiopian does not completely explain how that character sees 

the world or explain why they behave the way they do. The Ethiopian culture has influences 

from several different cultures, so one can ask, what does having an Ethiopian identity even 

mean? Yidnekachew Shumete Desalegn gave an example from his short film screening. 

Another filmmaker said that his film was good, but it was not credible that in one scene a 

young Ethiopian woman slaps an Ethiopian man. “In our culture, this is not acceptable”, he 

uttered. Yidnekachew had to disagree. The man was from the countryside where the culture 

and customs were very different from the ones in Addis Ababa, a huge metropolis. There are 

always also endless subcultures inside a culture. 

In the same way, it would be silly to claim that all Finnish characters are the same simply 

because they are Finnish. However, I understand the argument that because I am writing 

about the other, a character who is from a different culture, it is harder for me to create a 

nuanced character because I am restricted by the endless stereotypes that have been 

created before me. They have been put to paper by other people, like me, coming from a 

position of power, with no direct experience of living, as the other. In many ways, I have to 

work hard to get past that barrier to produce quality work. Yet, in other ways, I have it easier 

than most people in the world and there is no denying it. After all, I have the choice and the 

resources to travel to a refugee camp to do research. This luxury is not provided to most of 

the writers in the world. According to Abdel-Magiad (2016), it is shaky business if a white 

man writes the story of a Nigerian woman because an actual Nigerian woman will have a 

hard time getting her story told to begin with. In her opinion, it is not ok for a white woman 

to profit from a story that is not hers to tell, especially because she will most likely end up 

reinforcing an existing narrative.  
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I agree with Abdel-Magiad in many ways. It is not always ok to write about the other when 

you as a writer are coming from a position of power. It is not ok, if you do not respect the 

culture that you are writing about. However, I also believe that it is also not ok to stop 

someone from writing about the other for fear of cultural appropriation itself.  

I believe what stories can do better than any other medium is to build bridges between 

people. A well written screenplay that turns into a well-made film can highlight the 

similarities between people in a very special way. Here, I come back to the importance of 

empathy and curiosity as a writer. What I was hoping for, when I was creating the characters 

and the world of No Man’s Land was that the readers and eventually the audience could 

relate with the story and find a connection to the characters through a shared sense of 

humanity. That they would connect with Xidig, Saliim and everyone else because of how 

much we, as humans, have in common with them, not focus on what the differences 

between them are. G.W.F Hegel said that we define each other through what other people 

are. What the other is, is what we are not. This helps define the borders between personal 

and group identities (Capetillo-Ponce, 2003). Yet, this kind of thinking is exactly what the 

story of No Man’s Land seeks to stand up against. The characters of the film are in the 

dangerous position of being forcefully returned to their home country. What defines their 

worth is a border drawn on a map. What I wanted to say with the film is that people are 

more important than borders. Humanity is bigger than borders. Yes, I know that this sounds 

idealistic, but it is my right at a screenwriter to be just that. To want to tell stories that raise 

questions of injustices that are happening all around the world and hope that through the 

medium of film, the audience can see similarities between people instead of the borders 

keeping us apart.  

The power of fiction writing, and screenwriting is a part of it, is to show the readers and 

viewers a world different to their own, and in doing so, highlighting what we all have in 

common.  I agree with Lionel Shriver on this one: ”Even if novels and short stories only do so 

by creating an illusion, fiction helps to fell the exasperating barriers between us, and for a 
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short while allows us to behold the astonishing reality of other people.” (“Lionel Shriver’s 

Full Speech”, 2016.) 

So, to give a condensed answer to my first research proposal: How can a screenwriter 

situate themselves between freedom of expression and cultural appropriation? I believe 

that situating yourself can be a very hard thing to do, but this does not mean that one should 

not do their best to try. On the contrary, it is never a good thing to stay away from writing 

because of fear. Fear is the reason I stuck to telling only stories set in Finland until now. It 

was safer, and in many ways, easier. The writer’s greatest gifts, in my opinion, is the ability 

to bring different people together, so that for a moment they can share a story and 

experience someone else’s life and relate to that person, regardless of how different they 

seem at first glance. I think a screenwriter should seek out stories and characters that they 

truly want to spend time with and not fear the consequences. If this story or these 

characters are from a different culture than the writer should do their best to get to know 

the culture and most importantly, the world of the story. It is easy to forget about the 

privileged position that I, as a writer from Finland, am in. Telling a story about the other is 

always also a process and negotiation on power. To not face or admit that is disrespectful. 

This was painfully obvious at the Nyarugusu camp, where the Tanzanian government official 

tried to police the stories told by the Burundian refugees. Those refugees have a nearly 

impossible task to get their voices heard. Many might agree that I am not the ideal voice to 

tell their stories or the thousands like theirs, but I believe it is better that their story is told in 

the first place. Situating yourself between your privilege to express yourself freely and 

avoiding cultural appropriation is a matter of respect and careful research. 

To answer the second research question: Is it possible to know what you are writing about 

if the story and most of the characters are from a different cultural context? I believe that 

the answer is yes. Writing about what you know to me is not a guideline that forces you to 

write about people who are identical to you. What would be the point of telling stories if you 

were only allowed to talk about yourself? What would that even entail? So many great 

stories would be lost. This would also imply that there is no shared humanity, that it is not 
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possible to find common ground between all people. And where would the line be drawn? 

Would I be allowed to write about people who do not identify as females, or anyone who 

does not identify as cisgendered, what about people who are older or younger than me? 

Yes, I am aware that when I write about the other I cannot escape the baggage of history, of 

entitlement and exploitation. If I do not acknowledge the effect of the past on the present, it 

is hard not to insult the very culture I am trying my best to represent. However, as a 

screenwriter, it is my job to create characters that go far beyond just one identity. It is my 

job to create multilayered, interesting characters and I believe this is done through digging in 

deep into my own experiences, through the use of my imagination, empathy and research. 

 

5.3 Will I Write About the Other Again? 

 

Although the process of writing the screenplay for No Man’s Land was a tough one, I do not 

regret writing it. I believe it is an important story worth telling. I also think that now was a 

good time to take the jump to setting stories to wherever I believe they should be set, even 

if that means in a different culture. Before this screenplay, I was hesitant to do so for fear of 

cultural appropriation. That fear has changed, but not completely disappeared. I believe this 

is a good thing, however, because it means I will not be lazy with the background research 

regarding each story I want to write. I believe that each screenplay and the characters 

entailed are different and require a slightly different approach. When I was writing (and still 

am) a feature fiction screenplay about three teenage girls, the story had many 

autobiographical features. In a sense, I had already done my research just growing up. What 

I need to do next is to research how teenage girls talk nowadays, because language keeps 

changing. So, even when the subject matter is deeply personal, some form of research is 

usually required. When you write about a different culture, the amount of needed research 

to get inside a culture other than yours is much broader. 

I would have liked to have more time for the research phase for No Man’s Land. It was a 

shame that we were only given two days to visit the Nyarugusu refugee camp, ideally, I 
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would have wanted to stay for longer. This was something we could not control, because the 

decision was up to the Tanzanian authorities.  

The next time I set a screenplay in a different culture or write about the other, I will make 

sure to spend longer on conducting research and make sure everyone in the production 

team accepts that this is necessary to avoid cultural appropriation. Currently, I am thinking 

of writing a story set in the expat world of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, where I live. Fear of 

cultural appropriation lifts its head and asks if it would be safer and easier to leave the 

Ethiopian characters’ points of view out. But this is crazy. The life I am living here includes 

people from all over the world, many of them from cultures different from mine, many of 

them Ethiopian. The expat world is very familiar to me, we are a bunch of people living in 

between worlds, and this is fascinating. This strange liminality is what the characters I have 

started to create have in common. A character who happens to be in Ethiopia can feel like a 

stranger in their own land as well, with the current turbulent political climate. I am hoping to 

create multilayered characters that cannot be drawn with a single stroke, such as nationality. 

 

5.4 Risks of Writing About Rough Subject Matters 

 

Another aspect involving the screenwriting process of No Man’s Land I wish to discuss is the 

toll that writing about difficult subject matters had on me. Author Chris Cleave wrote about 

the experience of writing about refugees and torture survivors and states that “the violence 

of the world’s true stories can crack you open”. He goes on to say that when you are doing 

research for these kinds of stories you learn things that you wish you could forget, but 

cannot. (“Whose life is it anyway?”, 2016.) 

Cleave calls a writer and empathist, and I like that. But it is true that sometimes this comes 

with a heavy price. It was not easy to write about refugees driving to their death, trying to 

not just see, but feel what the central characters are going through and all the while realizing 

that even though this was a fictional story, refugees, humans, were being treated this way all 

around the world. At the Nyarugusu refugee camp, I heard words uttered from the 
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interviewees lips that in many ways I wish I could forget. Such terrible things had happened 

to these people, many of them would have been easy to fix if there was simply a will from 

the international community to do so. So, in some ways, I understand the fear of many of my 

teachers and friends asking if I was really ready to travel to a refugee camp and face the 

reality that these people are living. However, I believe I have no right to tell their story or use 

the words they have shared with me if I am not even willing to meet them and really listen 

to what they want to say. Cleave goes on to say, beautifully, that a healthiness of a writer 

can be judged by their “willingness to surrender heat to light”. By this, I believe he means, it 

is a writer’s job to dig deep, so that they can expose truths that are sometimes very hard to 

look at. (“Whose life is it anyway?”, 2016.) This is something I will strive to do.  

 

5.5 About Writing Better 

 

“Most writing sucks. Most things that people make of any sort suck. But that doesn’t mean 

we shouldn’t make anything.” -Lionel Shriver  

Of course, the screenplay of No Man’s Land could be better in many ways. Many of the 

characters, such as the father, never really found his shape even after I met the tailor at the 

Nyarugusu camp who helped me understand the father’s role in the family. I also feel like, 

surprisingly, I had a fear towards Mary’s character that stopped me from going as deep as I 

could have with her. This just goes to show that being from the same cultural background 

does not mean that the writer can automatically relate to them.  

I also had a hard time with the ending of the film, with finding out the best way to tell the 

story. I wanted to include hope, I refused to write an ending where everyone is killed, 

although that was suggested to me on many occasions. I did not want to make a story that 

claimed that fighting against oppression was useless. I still do not know how the ending will 

play out, once the film is finished, I am hoping for the best. I am also worried that I have yet 

again contributed to the vast number of stories and films before me that simply repeat the 

notion that a story made by Westerners set in Africa is always story about suffering. This, 
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though, is related to something I think I succeeded in very well. The creation and 

development of the two refugee boys, Xidig and Saliim, still make me smile. I am especially 

happy with Xidig, I feel that his wit and playfulness came together nicely as the glue of the 

story. So even though the story of No Man’s Land is a sad one, the boys are not victims, but 

active and caring individuals, who never let go of hope. And this is something I am proud of. 

Lionel Shriver says that the best guideline for a writer is to keep trying to fail better. In her 

opinion, and mine, it is better to boldly try your best. “Anything but be obliged to designate 

my every character an ageing five-foot-two smartass, and having to set every novel in North 

Carolina. (“Lionel Shriver’s Full Speech”, 2016.) Then again, it is not enough to settle with 

just trying, if that means turning a blind eye to the privilege that I have. 

 

5.6 Future Research 

 

I believe that the thesis really came together after I had finished with the interviews of the 

filmmakers. Not only was it interesting to hear what the filmmakers had to say, but 

conducting the interviews really inspired me to talk to more people about their thoughts on 

cultural appropriation. While four interviews are not a lot, I feel it was a good number to get 

an overview on what was being said internationally on matters related to cultural 

appropriation and filmmaking. 

I feel that I have only scratched the surface of this interesting and challenging topic between 

the freedom of expression and cultural appropriation for a screenwriter. As I have hopefully 

shown in this thesis, not a lot research has been done in the field of filmmaking, especially 

not from a screenwriter’s point of view. There is so much more to study regarding this topic 

and I would be happy to continue with the research. 
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5.7 Conclusions 

 

After going through the process of conducting research and writing No Man’s Land, I believe 

that a screenwriter should not be afraid to write about what inspires them to write, 

regardless of what culture they come from or what culture their characters or story world 

are from. However, there are important steps to take to ensure that this process is handled 

with the utmost respect. Respect is the most central word I have learned to value during the 

process of writing No Man’s Land.  

 

In the end, I agree with filmmaker Yidnekachew Shumete Desalegn that the most important 

thing for a screenwriter is to strive to write great characters. When my characters close their 

eyes at night and drift into sleep, I have to know what dreams they will see. Regardless of 

what culture they are from. 
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Appendix 1 

Base for Interview Questions 

31.1.2018 

Ilona Ahti 

 

1. Have you used or included Black Voices in your work? If so, in what work and in what roles? 

Were they central characters/people?   

 

2. Did it feel different creating/interviewing these characters or people from creating/interviewing 

Western characters/people? If so, how?   

 

3. Did you question your right to use Black voices at any point? If so, how did you justify the use? 

 

4. Were you happy with the outcome of this/these projects regarding the Black voices used?   

 

5. Would you have done something differently? Did you receive any backlash for using Black voices 

as a Western documentarist/novelist?  

 

6. Would you use Black voices again in your work? Why/why not?   

 

7. What is your take on the line between creative freedom of expression and cultural 

appropriation? Does an author/filmmaker have a right to work on any subject they want? How 

do you choose what characters to write about/people to make a documentary about?  

 

8. I have been told that it is not my right as a Western screenwriter to write about African 

characters because there’s no way I can relate to them in the same way as I could to Western 

characters. What is your opinion on this? How do you make sure a character is relatable?  

 

9. Many say that the reason that it is problematic that Western filmmakers/authors use African 

voices is because we are in a position of power and we are using our voice to drown out other 

voices and interpretations. What is your take on this? 


