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Visual anthropology has been in practice for over a hundred years, but has been seriously 

considered as a subdiscipline only in the past few decades. In this thesis, I examine the 

changing academic and social contexts of ethnographic filmmaking through several 

strands of inquiry, based on my experience attending the Royal Anthropological 

Institute’s 12
th

 International Festival of Ethnographic Film in London, 2011, and the 

Society for Visual Anthropology’s Visual Research Conference at the 2011 American 

Anthropological Association meetings in Montreal. I explore notions of ethics for visual 

anthropology in the “digital age” and the broader discussion surrounding a codified ethics 

statement for the use of images in ethnographic research. I review the history of visual 

anthropology  through the lens of ethnographic authority, demonstrating how changing 

ideas of the uses of images influenced various movements in ethnographic and 

documentary film during the 20
th

 century. Taking up the question of ethnographic film 

and its contribution to anthropological knowledge, I then explore more recent theoretical 

concerns including the embodied, sensory, and experiential dimensions of film. Finally, 

reflecting on the RAI Festival of Ethnographic Film in addition to indigenous media 

networks, I look at the larger narratives and political discourses emerging from visual 

anthropology situated globally.   

 

       ________________________ 

       Maria D. Vesperi 

       Division of Social Sciences 
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Introduction 

There is a lot at stake in any discussion of visual anthropology. People feel 

passionately about images. They constitute near-perfect copies of life, yet subvert 

technological precision by developing ethereal lives of their own—what the surrealists 

called photogénie (MacDougall 2006:17). They accumulate meanings, change with 

historical context, spark endless conversation and controversy, and become indelibly yet 

mutably inscribed in both conscious and subconscious thought processes, replicating 

memory and often becoming inextricable from it.  

Visual anthropologists have invariably expressed strong personal connections to 

the images they create; at the same time, they have attempted to channel their enthusiasm 

toward a rigorous academic program for the use of film and photography in 

anthropology. This led some early visual anthropologists to promote images as scientific 

depictions of reality, while others increasingly came to understand that photographs and 

film were constructed as much through the subjective lens of the observer as through the 

technological lens of the camera. In either case, visual anthropologists struggled to 

establish their work as anthropologically valid within the larger discipline.  

Today visual anthropology is a prominent and flourishing subdiscipline, attracting 

multitudes of scholars with varying approaches from around the world. Major factors in 

its growth in the United States include the Program In Ethnographic Film (PIEF) created 

in 1966 at Harvard University, the annual Conference in Visual Anthropology at the 

American Anthropological Association (AAA) meetings initiated by Jay Ruby in the 

1970s, and Society for the Anthropology of Visual Communication (SAVICOM), which 
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became the Society for Visual Anthropology in 1984 and began the publication of Society 

for Visual Anthropology Review (now simply Visual Anthropology Review) (Ruby 2001). 

In Europe, the Royal Anthropological Institute began holding biennial ethnographic film 

festivals in 1985. Of course, these institutional developments were combined with the 

efforts of individual filmmakers such as Margaret Mead, Jean Rouch, John Marshall, 

Robert Gardner, and Judith and David MacDougall.  

An important definitional issue stems from my use of the terms “ethnographic 

film” and “visual anthropology.” It is necessary to emphasize that visual anthropology is 

not a substitute for ethnographic film, as visual anthropology encompasses a wide variety 

of visual studies incorporating anything from textiles to architecture (Durington and 

Ruby 2011). Ethnographic film constitutes a specific yet wide-ranging subset of visual 

anthropological practice; broadly, it involves the use of motion picture technology in an 

anthropological encounter. A further complication is the difference between visual 

anthropology and the anthropology of the visual. Visual anthropology generally refers to 

the use of visual implements to study culture whereas the anthropology of the visual 

encompasses the study of any visual aspects of culture. However, these approaches are so 

closely entangled that the distinction is hardly warranted and is, therefore, not discussed 

in this thesis. 

I became involved with visual anthropology based on an interest in cinema that I 

did not know how to bridge to anthropology. Fiction films such as Robert Bresson’s Au 

Hasard, Balthazar (1966), Satyajit Ray’s Pather Panchali (1955), Jean-Luc Godard’s 

Vivre Sa Vie (1962), and Barbara Loden’s Wanda (1970) seemed to connect on a level of 

individual human experience that could not be sustained within an anthropological 
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framework. However, I was able to take a visual anthropology tutorial in 2010, my third 

year at New College, and learned how such representations can be relevant to 

anthropology by reading authors such as David MacDougall (1998) and Laura Marks 

(2000). Moreover, I learned how ethnographic filmmaking can bring out a variety of 

individualistic experiences that cannot be fully articulated in written text.  

 I made a short ethnographic film called Over-birdening Sarasota (2010) for this 

visual anthropology tutorial. I focused on urban chicken keeping in Sarasota, Florida, 

which was illegal at the time I made the film. I compared stock footage of a City of 

Sarasota planning board meeting where the issue was discussed with observational 

footage of my friends’ four chickens which they kept in their backyard illegally (it was 

only a minor infraction resulting in a $50 fine, but I made sure to protect their location). I 

attempted to bring out the viewpoint of those opposed to chickens, using their testimony 

before the planning board as audio while using visuals to show what chicken-keeping 

might look like. The result was humorous: headstrong comments about the perils of 

chicken-keeping juxtaposed with images of chickens that had become backyard pets. My 

supportive view of chicken-keeping was made clear through the use of playful footage of 

my friends taking care of their small chicken flock in addition to an interview with the 

owner of a farm store in Sarasota who described her experiences growing up with 

chickens and the connection to the earth they offered her.  

 In the summer of 2011, I attended the Royal Anthropological Institute’s (RAI) 

12
th

 Biennial Festival of Ethnographic Film at the University College of London. There I 

viewed submissions and participated in the dialogues surrounding visual anthropology. 

Much of my research stems from this experience since the films I viewed are some of the 
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most recent materials produced within the subdiscipline. In the fall of 2011, I attended the 

American Anthropological Association (AAA) Meetings in Montreal, where I sat in on 

the annual Society for Visual Anthropology’s (SVA) Visual Research Conference, 

participated in a few roundtable sessions on ethics in visual anthropology, and viewed 

several films. 

 In this thesis, I focus on the processes rather than the parameters of ethnographic 

film. Many have argued over what constitutes an ethnographic film; my working 

definition includes films that focus on people’s lives, experiences, cultural identities, and 

situated knowledges of the world. A certain level of critical, methodological involvement 

with the people represented is necessary: filmmakers should undertake a  sustained 

engagement with subjects, allowing people a vocal platform to express their identities 

and offering an ethical and well-contextualized portrayal of their daily lives. However, I 

do not find it productive to label only those films made by card-carrying anthropologists 

as “ethnographic,” since many documentary films take on these methodological concerns 

and there is much interplay between documentary and ethnographic filmmaking. The 

dynamic exchange between film studies and anthropology should not be ignored, and I 

find that this interdisciplinary interaction delivers important new insights to 

anthropology.  

 Although much can be said about the different technologies and mediums through 

which ethnographic film can be made (celluloid, video, digital video), I use the term 

“film” to mean any type of moving image. I do discuss the implications of digital media 

in my first chapter on ethics, as it has specific properties that allow for quick, widespread 

dissemination via the Internet. Aside from my second chapter on ethnographic authority 
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in the history of visual anthropology, I do not discuss photography, as the theoretical 

implications of photography and film are quite different, and my research mainly focused 

on the cinema as a sensory, shared space.  

 My first chapter reviews the ethical implications for ethnographic film in the 21
st
 

century, calling into question the role of an institutionalized ethics statement for visual 

anthropology and discussing the lack of control visual anthropologists face when using 

the Internet as a platform for dissemination. This discussion stems from the several 

panels on ethics I attended during the 2011 AAA meetings. In my second chapter, I 

discuss the history of ethnographic authority as it relates to specific documentary and 

ethnographic film movements and conventions, framed within the broader discipline of 

anthropology. Moving to more contemporary theoretical strands, I explore the idea of a 

sensory, embodied cinema that might foster new levels of experimentation and critical 

engagement in the future of the subdiscipline. Finally, I reflect on the RAI’s 12
th

 Festival 

of Ethnographic Film in addition to indigenous media outlets to consider the larger 

discourses produced by visual anthropology on a global level.   
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Chapter 1: Ethics in Visual Anthropology 

 It is my firm belief that all anthropological fieldwork begins—and ends—with 

ethics. At every step of the ethnographic process, anthropologists must make ethical 

decisions in gaining access to a site, getting informed consent, developing and 

maintaining relationships with subjects, and finally, representing the encounter. The same 

applies for visual anthropology, although the added dimension of imagery changes the 

applications of ethics in ways visual anthropologists do not yet fully understand. 

“Traditional” ethnographic fieldwork involved taking a notebook and a voice recorder 

into a remote area of the world  and emerging with data to be packaged into a written 

report, which then would only sometimes be read outside the academy. Even though this 

is an essentialized version of older ethnographic practice, it is useful in contrast with 

today’s myriad practices including collaboration, activism, and experimentation. 

Although cameras have been used for ethnographic fieldwork since its inception, the 

innovative, subjective use of the camera in the second half of the 20
th

 century created an 

entirely new type of encounter between fieldworker and subjects. In the 21
st
 century, 

producing anthropological images in an increasingly interconnected world brings about 

new or amplified ethical considerations such as a lack of anonymity, wider possibilities 

for dissemination, added complexities of interpretation, the possibility of visual materials 

being appropriated and used out of context, and the political impact arising from the 

sheer power and pervasiveness of images. These dynamics created by image-making 

technologies will be some of the focal points of my discussion of visual ethics.   
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 In order to introduce visual ethics, it will be useful to consider the general 

backdrop of ethics in anthropology as a point of reference. The 2009 Code of Ethics of 

the American Anthropological Association and other similar ethics statements have 

become crucial documents for all anthropologists. Because of my familiarity with the 

Society for Visual Anthropology (SVA), I will follow their work in deconstructing the 

AAA’s code of ethics to discern where image-making fits into the larger schema of 

anthropological ethics. In this chapter I will review the recent discussions of ethics in 

visual anthropology spearheaded by Jonathon Marion, Sara Perry, and other active 

members of the SVA, while providing some of my own insight into the process of 

developing ethics guidelines based partly on my participation in the “SVA Roundtable on 

Ethics.” This will be followed by some of my personal reflections on ethics and power 

relations in visual anthropology. 

The principle goal of the AAA’s code of ethics is to provide basic guidelines for 

ethical behavior in field site interactions, while allowing room for nuanced interpretations 

arising from dynamic and changing circumstances. No field circumstance is the same as 

another, so the ethics code “provides a framework, not an ironclad formula, for making 

decisions” (2009:1). However, the code encourages anthropologists to abide by certain 

tenets, such as: “avoid harm or wrong,” “[do] not deceive or knowingly misrepresent,” or 

“consider carefully the social and political implications of the information 

disseminate[d],” among others (2009:2-4). The goal of the SVA Ethics Committee has 

been to formulate a similar set of guidelines specific to visual anthropology yet 

accountable to the larger discipline. Marion and Perry (2010) acknowledge the resistance 

to an ethics code that might “inappropriately bureaucratize and circumscribe what is an 



8 
 

obviously nuanced process,” but also recognize that many visual anthropologists have 

been seeking guidance in ethical issues with few resources at hand. 

The primary challenge of identifying the role of images in creating ethical 

guidelines is to articulate clearly the powerful emotive effects of film and photography. 

Images can create a strong feeling of identification, of empathy, of “being there” (Geertz 

1988). Because film can evoke these feelings, there has been a tendency both in and out 

of academia to equate images with an objective, truthful, external reality. Image ethics 

hinge on the fact that instead of being constructed through writing, anthropological 

subjects can now physically appear in front of a camera, to be captured in film form 

where concrete actions and events can be analyzed visually. Unless experimental 

techniques such as illustration, haptic images or partial images are used, subjects cannot 

remain anonymous. There can be no “composite” characters in ethnographic film; 

subjects’ voices become undeniably prominent without the cushion of written context. 

Keeping this in mind, the ethical obligations of anthropologists change substantially 

when they begin to use filmmaking technologies; they become responsible for the 

representation of specific individuals within a cultural context, through a medium that 

many people mistake as an authorless, objective “lens” on the world.  

Now that visual anthropology has begun to establish its foothold as a viable 

subdiscipline, the SVA has been taking more initiative in engaging with the complexities 

of image ethics. For the past five years, Jonathon Marion and Sara Perry have held 

roundtables to discuss ethics at the AAA meetings, and I had the opportunity to attend 

two sessions dedicated to ethics in Fall 2011. The major tension illuminated by these 

sessions was that although the fluidity of field interactions discourages codified ethics, 
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members of the SVA generally agree that some framework needs to be developed in 

order both to help fieldworkers and to continue establishing the credibility of visual 

anthropology as a serious, methodologically and ethically sound endeavor in 

anthropology. Marion and Perry have identified their predominant goals in these 

discussions as “to question individual approaches to the visual, challenge each other to 

think about the ramifications of imagery, and consider potential means of managing such 

ramifications” (2010:97). Through presentations of case studies, informal conversation, 

and reaching out to other ethics committees in different parts of the world, Marion and 

Perry, along with other members of the SVA, have been complicating and enriching the 

discussion around visual ethics.  

 

Does Visual Anthropology Have a Place in the AAA’s Code of Ethics? 

At the 2011 SVA Business Meeting, Karl Heider opened with the joking refrain: 

“There’s no such thing as ‘visual anthropology’: all anthropology is visual!” However, 

the SVA has been pushing for acknowledgement of the unique dynamics of ethnographic 

filmmaking so that anthropologists can think critically both in making films and in 

analyzing them. At the 2011 AAA meetings, Jonathon Marion hosted a lunchtime 

discussion titled: “Considering the Place of Visual Anthropology in the Principles of 

Ethics Identified by the Taskforce for Comprehensive Ethics Review.” This was an effort 

to determine where in the AAA’s code of ethics visual media should be mentioned. 

Marion provided a summary of key points from the code, and the group debated how film 

or photography would affect ethical decisions differently than a written report would. The 
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following discussion reflects the questions raised during this conversation as they relate 

to these key points, in addition to some relevant literature and examples.  

The first summary point presented by the code of ethics is “avoid harm or 

wrong,” meaning that anthropologists’ primary obligation is to ensure that “they do not 

harm the safety, dignity, or privacy of the people with whom they work. . .or who might 

reasonably be thought to be affected by their research” (2009:2-3). The use of film 

complicates this rule, based on the lack of anonymity discussed before: safety, privacy, 

and dignity could all be violated if specific individuals were recorded engaging in 

unseemly or illegal behaviors, or if they were portrayed in an otherwise uncomfortable or 

embarrassing circumstance. I would add that the use of film could violate the privacy of a 

whole community: images of place and landscape could be compromising if the film 

contains controversial information. The political ramifications of such images could 

range anywhere from shame within a community to reinforcing negative stereotypes at 

the policy-making level, sometimes resulting in political violence against cultural groups. 

Written texts can protect individual identities through pseudonyms, composite characters, 

and a vagueness of context, offering the anthropologist more flexibility in discussing 

sensitive subjects without causing harm to informants.  

The second thread of discussion Marion brought up was the notion of balancing 

competing obligations between collaborators and affected parties. The fact that films are 

often collaborative endeavors complicates this to a degree, and various stakeholders in 

the production process may have differing ideas about how to represent the people in 

question. Visual media factor into ethical considerations especially when an 

anthropologist is contracted to work for the National Geographic channel or other 
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network media productions. Rachel Robertson describes her experience with film 

subjects while working on “TV ethnography”: “There was a rapid erosion of the 

relationship of trust with the contributor, once that relationship had served its purpose in 

obtaining the ‘actuality’ material [for the production network]” (2005:50). Visual 

anthropologists need to seriously consider the goals of production companies for whom 

they work in order to assess whether or not the final visual product will be an ethical 

representation of the subjects involved. It is important for ethnographic filmmakers to 

maintain relationships and ongoing dialogue with all groups implicated in the filmmaking 

process. 

This last point of maintaining relationships resonates particularly with the ethical 

requirement of informed consent. The AAA Code of Ethics recommends that the 

informed consent process be “dynamic and continuous; the process should be initiated in 

the project design and continue through implementation by way of dialogue and 

negotiation with those studied” (2009:3). Informed consent means that subjects are not 

only willing, but able to give their permission to be studied. In visual research, subjects 

must be aware of the consequences of having their images engrained on a film strip, 

whether analog or digital. In “The Tribal Terror of Self-Awareness,” (1995) Edmund 

Carpenter describes his journey to New Guinea in the early 1970s to photograph people 

who had never encountered a camera (or even, he claims, a mirror) in their lives. When 

he showed the Papuans his photographs, he found, “Everywhere tribesmen responded 

alike to those experiences: they ducked their heads and covered their mouths” 

(1995:482). Valid or not, such statements are no longer tenable in today’s world; we can 

safely say most people have encountered images of themselves in one way or another.  
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As David MacDougall suggests: “The mysteriousness of filmmaking once gave 

filmmakers special access to the lives of their subjects, particularly in cultures where 

films were little understood. The spread of communications is now putting an end to that 

privilege. People are becoming increasingly aware of the risks and potential benefits of 

films about them” (1998:2007). It is important for visual anthropologists to ensure that 

they gain initial consent to film, but also continue the discussion throughout the process 

as the film develops, changes, and becomes solidified in its intent and focus.  

Visual anthropologists are in a unique position when it comes to maintaining 

continuous informed consent. Ethnographers using writing as their primary medium may 

share their notes and drafts with subjects in order to get feedback, but there are still many 

cases where subjects cannot read in the fieldworker’s language, or may not be able to 

read at all. With film, visuals provide a language that nearly all subjects (with sight) can 

understand, facilitating the feedback process. Even in the earliest days of ethnographic 

cinema, Robert Flaherty made a point to share his reels with his subjects in Samoa during 

the filming of Moana (1926) (MacDougall 1995:125-126). Although some filmmakers 

may not wish to share footage with participants, the AAA code of ethics states that 

“[a]nthropologists should not withhold research results from research participants when 

those results are shared with others” (2009:6). The obligation to share visual research 

results can be challenging. At a question and answer session at the 2011 RAI Festival of 

Ethnographic Film in London, I heard Anja Dreske explain how fearful she was to show 

her film, The Tribes of Cologne (2010) to her subjects. The film was a lighthearted and 

humorous exploration of a small league of German citizens obsessed with reenacting 

historical cultures such as the Huns or the Ancient Romans. After setting up a public 
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screening, Dreske became worried that outsiders would make fun of the “tribes” (a valid 

concern, in my opinion). However, the “tribes” in attendance laughed harder than anyone 

else because they felt they were on the inside of all the jokes Dreske crafted through the 

editing process. Her success was the result of the quality of the informed consent she 

maintained from initial contact to the ultimate dissemination of results.   

There are, however, conflicting ideas over the meaning of informed consent in 

ethnographic filmmaking. Jay Ruby warns that subjects will not be fully capable of 

giving informed consent if they do not have a thorough understanding of filmmaking: 

“As paternalistic as it sounds, it may be only the makers themselves who are in a position 

to judge whether the people in their films might be adversely affected. Unless one plans 

to spend the time and money training subjects to become filmmakers or even reasonably 

competent critics, subjects will continue to lack the skill necessary to give informed 

consent” (1991:55). This is not the prevailing viewpoint, especially since the informed 

consent dialogue is a process that teaches both subjects and researchers to take a more 

critical approach to materials at hand.   

Ultimately, the choice of how to disseminate lies with the anthropologist, which is 

why the next point of the AAA code of ethics has been a central focus in visual 

anthropology: balancing the obligation to share fieldwork results with potential 

consequences that might arise in doing so. Because film is more of a shared language, it 

is more easily transmittable across disciplinary boundaries and outside of the academy in 

general. Thus, visual anthropologists should take extreme caution in deciding how to 

curate their filmed materials. Since the Internet, television, and other media outlets allow 

for the viral spread of information, anthropologists can easily lose control of the images 
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with the likelihood that those images will be taken out of context in damaging ways. For 

example, in “Photography as Ethnographic Passport” (2010), Jonathon Marion describes 

how he used photographs as a way to “give back” to the ballroom dancers he studied—he 

distributed the photos to ballroom industry media and costume designers as ways for 

dancers to promote their images. However, he is frank about how he unwittingly placed 

some of these images in unsafe hands: he obliged a local newspaper in their request for a 

photograph of a ballroom dancing couple, only to wake up the next day to see the image 

on the front page under the headline “Assault Claim Divides Dancers” (Marion and Perry 

2010:98). 

Aside from images falling into nefarious hands, visual anthropologists must also 

consider the life of the image as it is separate from the life of the subject portrayed. For 

example, in their statement, “Visual Ethics: Ethical Issues in Visual Research” (2008), 

Rose Wiles et al. from the National Centre for Research Methods note that “[w]hile an 

individual may be happy for a specific image of them to be made public at one point in 

their lives they may be less so in the future as their circumstances change, yet once an 

image enters the public domain it may be difficult or impossible to remove it” (2008:27). 

The potential for subjects’ loss of dignity coupled with the permanence of images once 

released to the Internet or television proves to be distressing for many visual 

anthropologists, as I noted at both ethics discussions at the AAA meetings. Several 

researchers in attendance said this fear became paralyzing to their work, asking the 

question: Is anything completely safe to distribute? The obligation to protect images of 

subjects can conflict with the desire to share and circulate films and photographs—they 

are, after all, personal, artistic testaments to the power of the ethnographic encounter. A 
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statement on visual ethics should encourage ethnographic filmmakers and photographers 

to consider all of the possible ramifications the dissemination of images might incur, but 

should also recognize that this is a reflexive, dynamic process not amenable to blanket 

recommendations.  

 It is important to note that the conversation surrounding an ethical guidelines 

statement for visual anthropology has been largely separated from formal, institutional 

ethical regulation. Regardless of anthropological ethics for filmmaking, anthropologists 

often have to undergo systematized ethical review in order to carry out research with 

human subjects. Wiles et al. (2010) undertook a qualitative study of scholars using 

filmmaking as a part of social science-related research. Based on interviews with their 

informants, the team concluded, “The danger of the current system of ethical review, 

perhaps, is that the preoccupation with gaining ethical approval shifts debates away from 

genuine discussions of ethical dilemmas, negotiations and difficult decision making” 

(2010:13). Those seeking to lay out ethical guidelines should, therefore, be careful about 

the institutionalization of codes that are nuanced and situational, especially since review 

boards are geared toward providing a standardized, non-process based treatment of 

research ethics.  

 For this reason, the Society for Visual Anthropology’s ethics discussions have 

been framed as ongoing dialogues to complement what Marion calls the “ongoing lives 

of images” (2010:97). As I mentioned earlier, the SVA holds an ethic session annually at 

the AAA meeting;  here scholars can present their work, raise difficult questions about 

ethics and get feedback to help with decision-making. Developing ethics guidelines for 

the SVA, or mentioning the use of film in the AAA code of ethics where it is appropriate 
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would be a starting point for visual researchers. It would further solidify visual 

anthropology’s place in the larger scheme of the discipline, and would hopefully provide 

encouragement to those whose visual work has been hindered by apprehension and 

anxiety about the volatile nature of images.  

 

Personal Reflections on Visual Ethics 

 In this section, I would like to explore some of the facets of ethics that are more 

abstract and encompassing, and therefore difficult to delineate in the type of point-by-

point guidelines previously discussed. Much of this will be based on my understanding of 

power relations in the field, evoking the anthropologist’s dilemma of “spectatorship” in 

ethnographic films that focus on structural inequalities, violence, and suffering. Although 

many ethnographic films are celebratory explorations of culture, there are often points of 

contestation and struggle in even the most lighthearted films. Many anthropologists have 

made it a goal to focus on those who are marginalized, experiencing a historical silence, 

or being exploited by an ever-emerging global economy, and ethnographic filmmakers 

naturally follow in this vein, working with people facing various hardships. However, in 

such circumstances, do anthropologists detach themselves from their subjects by receding 

behind a camera? How can anthropologists avoid aestheticizing suffering, and instead 

show support and solidarity in filming? There are no easy answers to these questions; 

therefore, anthropologists need to critically assess the ethics of such filmmaking 

endeavors and how they might contribute to discourses about the “developing world.” 

Film has the capacity to be a tool for social change based on its popular appeal, and this 

has strong implications for anthropologists seeking to give back to the communities they 
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study. I will look at the ethical quandaries facing those who film among people who have 

few resources and recourses to justice, assessing the nature of these types of 

representations with regard to the possibility for advocacy and engaged anthropology.  

 Bringing a camera into the field radically changes the ethnographic encounter. 

Although it can engender new forms of knowledge and enrich field relationships, it can 

also be a source of anxiety or discomfort, as anyone who has ever been filmed might 

understand. A camera heightens the problematic construct of the anthropologist as 

spectator—someone who observes and documents from a detached distance. Placing a 

camera between anthropologist and subject can be an opportunity for engagement, but 

can also become alienating if the subject is in a state of suffering or despair: the 

filmmaker is quietly standing by while the subject’s pain becomes inadvertently 

aestheticized as the camera rolls. I distinctly remember feeling uneasy at this type of 

encounter as I watched a recent film by Tommi Mendel and Brigitte Nikles, Bunong’s 

Birth Practices (Bunong Guu Oh) (2010). The film focuses on the medicalization of birth 

practices in the northeast of Cambodia amid economic uncertainty, and the film crew 

interviewed several expecting mothers about their anxieties over the birthing process. 

One mother had a complicated pregnancy and experienced physical discomfort on a daily 

basis; during one interview, she stated that she was in too much pain to be filmed and 

would have to lie down. However, the camera lingered at the threshold of her door for 

several moments. I felt uncomfortable. Didn’t the woman just articulate that she didn’t 

want to be filmed? Wasn’t it a breach of informed consent to continue filming at this 

point? Material on pain and suffering should be treated with a critical eye; one should 
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never look at a person suffering on film without wondering about the decisions the person 

behind the camera was making.  

 When suffering is a daily reality for people, ethnographic filmmakers need to 

consider seriously their reasons for taking up the camera. Visual anthropology can be 

useful as a method by which to emotively convey a social problem, especially since “the 

experience of suffering is not effectively conveyed by statistics or graphs,” as Paul 

Farmer notes (2005:31). Farmer struggles with the tension between the experience of 

structural violence and representation thereof: “While certain kinds of suffering are 

readily observable—and the subject of countless films, novels, and poems—structural 

violence all too often defeats those who would describe it” (2005:40). According to 

Farmer, suffering must be contextualized ethnographically in order to be understood, yet 

even such an analysis is removed from personal experience (2005:41). Film, I argue, can 

more readily convey this experience, but only if people are ethically represented and 

historically situated. The question becomes: how can visual anthropologists ethically 

represent structural violence? How can the filmmaking anthropologist escape the role of a 

spectator hiding behind a camera lens? 

 Brian Winston argues that documentary filmmaking in general began with a focus 

on suffering, first with Robert Flaherty’s portrayal of the heroic Inuit on the brink of 

survival in Nanook of the North (1921) and then shifting to the victimhood of the urban 

poor with Elton and Anstey’s Housing Problems (1935) (1988:42-43). According to 

Winston, Flaherty aestheticizes suffering in the romantic tradition of the “noble savage” 

in a film about the struggle between humankind and nature. Elton and Anstey aestheticize 

suffering in Housing Problems by turning the troubles of working class Londoners into 
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an emotionally appealing narrative structure. Winston suggests that this latter approach, 

the “tradition of the victim” has persisted as the dominant form of popular documentary, 

but it is one that does little to address the social issues in actuality. He writes that 

“although the majority of television documentaries and news features deal with victims, 

normally as types of deviance, such treatment scarcely diminishes the number of victims 

left in the world as potential subjects” (1988:41). This last notion is particularly apt as it 

points out the fact that the documentary film industry thrives monetarily on portraying 

people’s suffering, but would not benefit monetarily by actually providing any form of 

assistance to “potential subjects.” 

 Because the narrative of victimhood is so prevalent, if ethnographic filmmakers 

wish to escape it, they must engage with it head on and creatively address the ways 

people negotiate their circumstances through some form of agency. Elizabeth Barret’s 

Stranger with a Camera (2000) is a good example of a film that challenges narratives of 

victimhood among the people of Appalachia. Barret went to the town where 33 years 

earlier Canadian filmmaker Hugh O’Connor was shot dead while making a documentary 

about poverty in the region. Once there, she explored perspectives on the way Appalachia 

as a region has been treated by the media for decades as a part of the “War on Poverty.” 

She found that the people were sick of media crews coming through to document their 

squalid conditions, creating representations that only served to perpetuate negative 

stereotypes, thereby worsening their situation. Since the public is familiar with news 

media narratives of poverty, famine, and war, ethnographic filmmakers have to contend 

with such bankrupt approaches and resensitize viewers to the contingencies of suffering. 

As Lucien Taylor aptly asks: “what are aesthetics if not an expression of a filmmaker’s 
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ethics?” (1998:12). Long focus on individual stories and historical context can be a point 

of departure for an ethical treatment of suffering in film. Because good ethnography will 

elucidate the nuances of the local amid global structural injustices, filmmaking should 

attempt to do the same.  

 Moving beyond the narrative of victimhood, ethnographic filmmakers should also 

consider the lives of subjects beyond their frozen images on film. As MacDougall 

suggests: “Films stand still, but their subjects move on” (1998:33). Film subjects are truly 

giving filmmakers a gift by allowing them into private spaces, confiding in them, 

sacrificing their anonymity, and trusting that they will be faithfully represented to other 

people in the world. Engaging with the social and political concerns of these subjects, to 

me, seems like the ethical way to reciprocate. Arguing for an engaged anthropology, 

Nancy Scheper-Hughes questions those who bear witness to suffering yet hold on to 

relativism:  

As writers and producers of demanding images and texts, what do we want from 

our readers? To shock? To evoke pity? To create new forms of narrative, an 

"aesthetic" of misery, an anthropology of suffering, an anthropological theodicy? 

And what of the people whose suffering and fearful accommodations to it are 

transformed into a public spectacle? What is our obligation to them? (1995:416). 

Subjects of ethnographic films are generally of lower class status than the person making 

the films: it is taken for granted that anthropologists have more access to those with fewer 

means. Using one’s filmmaking opportunity to attempt to create social change, I believe, 

is a prominent avenue for the future of visual anthropology. Ethnographic filmmakers can 

take multiple approaches to meet this goal: collaborative filmmaking with subjects aimed 
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at raising awareness about injustice, using experimentation to bring out a historical 

erasure in a visually striking way, working with indigenous media producers to secure 

avenues for broadcasting as Faye Ginsburg (1995) has done—there are many methods yet 

to be explored which use film to help promote the well-being of film subjects (some of 

these will be discussed in Chapter 4 of this thesis). 

 If visual anthropology is to distinguish itself from the documentary “tradition of 

the victim,” it needs to free itself from conventions invoked to reify poverty with no 

benefit to the people portrayed. In later chapters, I will continue to deconstruct 

documentary devices that essentialize, stereotype, or otherwise unfaithfully portray 

people. I find that if ethnographic film is to be distinguished from conventional 

documentary, filmmakers should seriously engage with alternative modes of 

representation, including but not limited to collaboration, formal innovation, and 

experimentation. Ethical engagement will be an ongoing theme in this discussion—there 

is little room for error in representation when the stakes are high and information can be 

circulated transnationally without constraint or delay.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



22 
 

 

Chapter Two: Authority in the History of Ethnographic Film 

 The short yet complex history of visual anthropology can be recounted through 

the story of ethnographic filmic authority—a story that sometimes reflects, sometimes 

diverges from that of anthropology proper. Toward the end of the 20
th

 century, 

anthropologists began to reconsider the ways authority has been used and sometimes 

abused by ethnographic fieldworkers: James Clifford’s “On Ethnographic Authority” 

(1983), the edited collection Writing Culture (Clifford and Marcus 1986) and Clifford 

Geertz’s Works and Lives (1988) prompted an explanation of the devices and conventions 

early ethnographers used to convey their knowledge and expertise in describing a given 

culture. Furthermore, the late 20
th

 century concern about the slippery nature of “truth 

claims” led to a widespread critique of the roles anthropologists’ voices played in 

constructing ethnographies. Science and objectivity as a bastion for ethnographic 

authority faced increasing scrutiny as notions of reflexivity, multivocality, subjectivity, 

and the politics of representation began to shift many anthropologists’ frameworks.  

 Ethnographic film presents an important locus for the historic debate between 

objectivity and subjectivity in anthropology. Because film provides images of the exterior 

world captured directly through technology—without the representational mediation of a 

paintbrush or pen—it can be mistaken for a scientific rendering of reality. However, the 

choice of what to film and how to arrange it leaves ethnographic filmmaking open to the 

same critiques of constructedness and authorship as written ethnography. This chapter 

will not debate the scientific merit of ethnographic cinema, but will instead explore its 

changing claims to authority throughout the 20
th

 century.  
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First, I will consider connections among science, racism, and the colonial gaze, 

demonstrating that visual anthropology at first used images to corroborate the racial 

hierarchies invoked by early anthropologists. The 1920s saw the formation of 

“documentary” tradition in Great Britain and the United States, which featured authorial 

techniques such as voice-over narration or subtitles to convey filmmakers’ expertise and 

control over their subject matter. As I will demonstrate, the romantic notions which 

underscored the narratives of these early documentaries participated in the colonial 

project of salvage anthropology. In the 1950s and 1960s, the “observational cinema” 

movement attempted to do away with standard documentary conventions in order to 

create an unmediated portrayal of subjects’ lives, but this sometimes resulted in the 

filmmaker becoming “invisible” within the film’s framework. Starting in the 1970s and 

1980s, anthropologists and others began to toy with documentary conventions, creating 

reflexive, genre-defying, and experimental accounts of intercultural encounters.  

 

Science and Visual Authority 

 Science is directly implicated in the troubling past of racism in anthropology, 

especially in the context of visual anthropology. Visual anthropology can trace its 

genealogy to early ethnological exhibitions at world’s fairs and anthropometric 

photography of native peoples (Baker 1998, MacDougall 2006). World’s fairs often 

displayed indigenous peoples in “villages,” where they were expected to perform 

traditional rituals and daily activities, all in the name of academic anthropology. At the 

World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893, Franz Boas curated an anthropometry room 

replete with photographs of various Indian groups compared with people of European 
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descent. Brenda Farnell notes that bodies organized and presented as such were used to 

corroborate anthropology’s focus on scientific racism: “Within the paradigm of a 

descriptive, empirically focused, positivist natural science, the recording of new facts 

about human physical variation that could be interpreted according to a racializing 

evolutionary theory was predicated upon describing, classifying and distinguishing 

human beings by their visible physical characteristics” (2011:140). Moreover, such ideas 

were widely disseminated to the public, as Cory Wilmott suggests: “The visual allegory 

of the evolutionary ladder that these scientific photographs collectively suggested was 

reinforced by the many booklets of commercial photographs of Indian peoples that were 

available for sale to the visitors on the Midway” (2005:319). Although this thesis focuses 

on film, the scientific ethic of the exhibition and the diorama in particular delivers 

important insights into the early anthropological preoccupation with understanding 

“primitive” cultures in a visual order and how this affected visual anthropology’s role in 

the public sphere. 

 Living ethnological exhibits sought to establish a hierarchy of humankind, using 

the tenet of scientific categorization as a buttress to validate artificial notions of Euro-

American supremacy (see Stocking 1983). The goal was to display uprooted indigenous 

peoples as “authentically” as possible, allowing white visitors to interpret them as natural 

specimens for observation. These exhibits were enormously damaging to the people 

represented, as the curators invited the analysis of non-Western cultures as less-than-

human. According to historian of anthropology Lee D. Baker, “a fine line was drawn 

between the zoological construction of animal and the ethnological construction of other” 

(1998:72). Visuality was crucial to this analogy; for example, in 1906, Congolese pygmy 
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Ota Benga was forced into an orangutan cage at the Bronx Zoo as a promotion of 

evolutionist ideas of race. Such displays exploited academic notions of classification 

while capitalizing on the public’s inclinations toward the visual.  

 Another popular form of visual anthropology in this time period can be found in 

picture postcards; as David MacDougall points out, in 1909-10 “866 million were mailed 

in Great Britain alone” (2006:196). Many of these postcards featured images of natives 

from African nations under European colonial rule. The typology of racial “others” was 

again prominently featured as a way to reinforce European supremacy: “Postcards 

showing ‘native types’ had anthropological overtones, for the publishers realized that 

they could profitably appeal to the public’s passion for exoticism, and often eroticism, 

under the guise of scientific knowledge” (2006:178). In the case of the postcard, an 

overtly political agenda was superimposed on images purporting to be scientifically valid, 

allowing colonialists to justify their project and garner support among the public, who 

consumed the postcards voraciously.  

 The advent of motion picture technology created a new avenue for these types of 

colonial and waveringly scientific representations. Stephen Lansing notes that “filming 

tribal peoples was not considered very different from filming lions or other rare species” 

(1990:13). In the 1920s and 1930s, the popular safari films of Martin and Osa Johnson 

featured various groups of unnamed African natives as a part of the landscape of 

elephants, lions, zebras, and so forth. Now instead of bringing indigenous bodies to 

ethnological exhibits in the West, camera equipment could be brought to remote, exotic 

locations to film people in their “natural” settings. The film could then be brought back to 

the West and distributed with relative ease. The notion of displaying “primitive” cultures 
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in the early decades of the 20
th

 century persisted in the development of ethnographic film, 

perhaps creating what Faye Ginsburg calls the “minimal definition of ethnographic film 

as images of some other, ‘B,’ taken by people identified as ‘A’ and presented back to 

people ‘A’” (Ginsburg 1995:264). Filming and photographing on location brought new 

dimensions to the evolutionist theories that underpinned anthropological and popular 

thought, as Westerners could now be exposed to a plethora of non-Western cultures 

connected to a wild landscape and subordinated by racial discourse and colonial 

domination.  

World’s fairs exhibitions, postcards and “safari” filmmaking practices were 

prominent ways anthropology and anthropological subjects were presented to the public. 

However, anthropology also developed specific uses for images in an academic context 

as it sought to establish itself as a valid, scientific discipline. In “On Ethnographic 

Authority,” Clifford describes how anthropology secured credibility through “intensive 

fieldwork, pursued by university trained specialists,” which “emerged as a privileged, 

sanctioned source of data about exotic peoples” (1983:120). Since textual authority was 

garnered from long periods spent in the field, visual materials were often used as 

“evidence” or “proof” of extended fieldwork. Photographs  and illustrations were 

included in some early ethnographies such as E. E. Evans-Pritchard’s The Nuer (1969, 

orig 1940). Geertz suggests that “[Evans-Pritchard’s] natural idiom is, so to speak, 

optical, his ‘being there’ signature passionately visual” (1988:65). Evans-Pritchard 

constructs his written description in primarily visual terms, and his images seamlessly 

bolster his claims in a confidently packaged, objective account. In this way, photographs, 

illustrations, and diagrams were used to place a visual stamp on the notion of “being 
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there”—images were used as an affirmation of the ethnographer’s fieldwork and written 

representation.  

Early anthropological styles of filmmaking reflected the predominant 

understanding of the moving picture as an objective, “scientific” encapsulation of reality. 

The camera was most often set up to film the exterior world as though it were a stage. 

Fixed to a tripod, immobile, it took in what “naturally” played out in front of it. For 

example, Alfred Cort Haddon’s The Masks of Mer (Eaton 2010, orig, 1898), considered 

by some to be the first ethnographic film, features several Torres Strait Islanders 

performing a sacred dance before a camera that budges not an inch. The prevailing 

attitude toward ethnographic film was that it was a demonstration, or evidence, of a 

different cultural way of life which had previously been confined to written descriptions. 

David MacDougall notes similarly: “It was rare to know more about a remote people than 

the person who had studied them, and one accepted his analysis largely because one 

accepted the scholarly tradition that had produced him. . . Ethnographic films were rarely 

more liberal in this regard” (1995:116). Like The Masks of Mer, the ethnographic films of 

the early 20
th

 century were generally compartmentalized examinations of either specific 

activities or broad cultural traits, such as “the single-concept film of ceremonial, crafts, 

and the like” or the “filmed cultural inventory, more or less complete” (De Brigard 

1995:20). As such, these films are rarely circulated as features today, but remain as 

archived footage.  

Carrying on and indeed revolutionizing the project of scientific validity in 

ethnographic film were Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson, who, according to Karl 

Heider, launched “the history [of ethnographic film] proper” (2006:15). Mead’s research 
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in particular put photography and video forth as systematic means of recording cultural 

processes. She photographed Balinese infants in various developmental stages, 

emphasizing bodily and proxemic factors in childhood socialization as a part of her 

famous cross-cultural personality studies (Lakoff 1996). Mead attempted to create 

laboratory conditions for the use of film in studying culture, promoting the idea that 

hypotheses could be tested and proven with the use of a camera, given an adequately 

controlled environment.  

The scientific research agenda in ethnographic film has a lasting legacy. When 

Paul Hockings put forth the first edition of the seminal publication Principles of Visual 

Anthropology (1975), Mead was asked to write the introduction. In it, she urges scholars 

of visual anthropology to adhere to a rigorous methodological program, suggesting that 

“with properly collected, annotated, and preserved visual and sound materials, we can 

replicate over and over again and can painstakingly analyze the same materials” 

(1995:10). In work such as Mead’s, authority rests on the assumption that the camera 

functions as a tool for pure observation and that increasing the precision of the instrument 

will increase scientific validity. Although most visual anthropologists today reject the 

idea of ethnographic film as a scientific endeavor (MacDougall 1998, Henley 2000), 

Mead’s work is still seen as an important moment in the history of visual anthropology 

since it helped to establish the utility of film in anthropological research. 

  

The “Documentary Tradition” and Salvage Anthropology 

 As MacDougall suggests, the roots of documentary film and ethnographic film are 

intertwined: “Ethnographic films have adopted a variety of documentary forms, ranging 
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from didactic to observational to interview-based. At the same time, ethnographic film 

has played an important part in the development of documentary” (1998:84-85). In 1922 

came the film that perhaps launched the documentary tradition proper while sparking an 

ethnographic fervor for filming the “Other”: Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of the North. 

Flaherty’s portrayal of Inuit life through the narrative of Nanook (Allakariallak) has been 

considered the first “documentary” film. Although it is held by many film critics to be a 

factual depiction of native life, most of the scenes in Nanook were staged and acted—for 

example, Flaherty had his subjects build a fake igloo twice as large as normal so that 

there was room for his camera equipment—perhaps causing it to be among the most 

contended (and over-discussed) films in documentary history.  

 However, Nanook demarcates the beginning of a few important ideological 

strands in both documentary and ethnographic film. First of all, it featured prominently 

the age-old tale of man (and sometimes woman) struggling against nature. Flaherty 

avoided any evidence of “modernization,” opting to tell the story of a pre-contact 

indigenous people. In this way, salvage anthropology took hold of the mainstream 

documentary tradition, an effect that still lingers in a huge body of films featuring 

cultures “dying” at the hands of colonial and post-colonial hegemony. Films such as 

Nanook derive authority from 1) the anticipation that the very moment of filming could 

be the last of its kind; therefore, it is crucial to record traditional lifeways before they are 

lost forever, and 2) the logic that the film being made will be held as true, factual 

recording of a culture because the filmmaker was one of the few to actually “be there” 

and see it for himself. The National Geographic network defies these notions by, for 

example, paying !Kung San subjects to don leopard skins that they haven’t worn in fifty 
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years (Strong 2011).  

 Salvage ethnographers often invoked romantic notions, since their work was 

almost always a premature elegy to a still-living culture. For example, John Marshall’s 

The Hunters (1957) features a grandiose giraffe hunt among the !Kung San that was in 

actuality an amalgamation of a dozen smaller hunts. The necessity to first of all hold the 

attention of Western viewers coupled with the desire to preserve the idea of the Kalahari 

Bushmen as the last living testaments to hunter-gatherer society is probably what 

propelled this decision. The use of an authorial hand in structuring events creates a 

narrative whole that presents a romanticized view of the people.  

 It is important to remember that almost all of these early ethnographic films were 

silent. As Allison Griffiths suggests, it was necessary for the filmmaker to “make the 

mute ethnographic body represented as a moving image enunciate its cultural 

significance, to move the figure from a state of ‘being’ to a state of ‘uttering,’ in order to 

generate translatable scientific knowledge” (1997:28). The earliest ethnographic and 

documentary films thus used inter-titles or voiceovers to describe the events on screen. 

This adds a layer of didacticism that directs viewers’ perception of events. Jean Rouch, 

perhaps the singular icon of ethnographic film in the twentieth century, was adamantly 

against the use of voiceovers in ethnographic films, stating that a film with a commentary 

is “no longer a film, but a lecture or a demonstration with an animated visual 

background” (1995:91). Since synchronous sound was not widely used until the 1960s, 

inter-titles and voiceover were often considered necessary; they were received 

uncritically, as though they were adequate substitutes for the voices and sounds lost to the 

silent film.  
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 Once synchronous sound became available, the interview became another 

prominent strategy for commanding authority in documentary and ethnographic film. If 

the filmmaker needed to demonstrate privileged knowledge, what better way than to 

feature the voice of an expert on the subject? Interviews are one effective way to allow 

ethnographic subjects to speak for and represent themselves, and the implications of this 

will be discussed later. However, interspersing footage with the monologue of someone 

with credentials or someone who is in a position of importance has become another 

wearisome convention of the documentary tradition. As Jay Ruby notes, “‘Talking heads’ 

became a documentary cliché—the boring mainstay of television news and 

documentaries, thus dulling the impact of the method” (1991:54). Appealing to the 

logical mind, such voices of authority cloud documentary filmmaking with further claims 

to truth which are often more polemical than not. This tactic is used to present a tightly 

controlled argument, directing viewers’ understandings rather than letting them see for 

themselves (MacDougall 1998:118). 

 An early critique of this type of directorial control came in the form of a surrealist 

ethnographic satire: Luis Bunuel and Salvador Dali’s Las Hurdes (Land Without Bread) 

(1933). Using an overbearing, pedantic voiceover containing useless facts, false claims, 

and dark humor, Bunuel and Dali constructed a representation of the impoverished 

Hurdanos of Spain that provides a biting critique of ethnographic and documentary 

conventions. As Jeff Ruoff suggests, “Land Without Bread exploits our gullibility and the 

willing suspension of disbelief the documentary form requests” (2008:50). The film was 

one of the first to chip away at the fortified authority of the traditional documentary, 

recognizing that “conventions of expression, while essential to communication, 
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eventually become obstacles to insight” (Ruoff 2008:53). Documentary it seemed, needed 

to be shocked out of its habitual routine: hammering viewers with the filmmaker’s 

instructional voice and deceptive editing process had the negative effect of preventing 

viewers from achieving new levels of engagement with filmed subjects. 

 

Observational Cinema and the Question of the Invisible Camera 

 Realizing the false constructedness cultivated by documentaries claiming to 

provide an objective view of reality, a group of filmmakers in the 1950s began to 

experiment with new styles to arrive at a portrait of humanity seemingly without 

interference on the part of the filmmaker. As Anna Grimshaw and Amanda Ravetz 

suggest, “Instead of being circumscribed by conventional hierarchies built around an 

assumption of directorial authority, there was now an attempt to cede control of the 

film—to render it a fluid process shaped through the intervention of subjects, the 

interruption of unexpected or spontaneous events, and the empathetic or imaginative 

participation of the viewer” (2008:8-9). Thus, “observational cinema” came to describe 

both direct cinema in the United States and cinema vérité in France and French Canada.  

It was espoused by prominent filmmakers such as Albert and David Maysles, Frederick 

Wiseman, Herb Di Gioa, and Judith and David MacDougall.  

 Two paramount essays in the 1995 edition of Principles of Visual Anthropology 

discuss the insurgence of the movement: Colin Young’s “Observational Cinema” and 

David MacDougall’s “Beyond Observational Cinema.” Colin Young’s essay asserts the 

key role observational cinema played in establishing ethnographic film as a valid 

academic pursuit. In his words: “[observational cinema] was obsessed with the idea that 
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we could get, for the first time, real people in front of the camera, talking to each other 

and living out their lives with the minimum of interference” (1995:106). Using a single 

camera to prevent misleading cutaways, employing the long take to allow the natural 

dynamics of human activity to carry the narrative along, and drawing influence from the 

films of the Italian Neorealists and La Nouvelle Vague were prominent characteristics of 

this approach. Young dismisses the notion of “fly-on-the-wall” cinema, asserting instead 

that the “ideal is that the normal behavior being filmed is the behavior that is normal for 

the subjects under the circumstances, including, but not exclusively, the fact that they are 

being filmed” (1995:101). However, he does not fully engage with the ways 

observational filmmakers might be hiding behind the camera, attempting to become 

invisible in order to elicit the most uninhibited behavior from subjects. Young, in this 

sense, does not articulate fully how observational filmmakers should be careful to make 

their positions clear to ensure that their presence does not become “invisible.” 

 MacDougall, in going “beyond” observational cinema, expresses ethical concerns 

he has developed working within the movement:  

By asking nothing of his subjects beyond permission to film them, the filmmaker  

adopts an inherently secretive position. He has no need for further explanation, no  

need to communicate with his subjects on the basis of the thinking that organizes  

his work. There is, in fact, some reason for him not to do so for fear it may  

influence their behavior. In his insularity, he withholds the very openness that he 

asks from his subjects in order to film them. (1995:124)  

Thus, the authenticity of the material provided by observational cinema may come at the 

high price of ignoring the valuable encounter between filmmaker and subject if the 
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filmmaker chooses to cut off the interaction by receding behind the camera. MacDougall 

identifies this encounter as the locus of all anthropological insights into film: “What is 

finally disappointing in the ideal of filming ‘as if the camera were not there’ is not that 

observation in itself is unimportant, but that as a governing approach it remains far less 

interesting than exploring the situation that actually exists” (1995:125). Perhaps the 

singular film that brought this interactive, exploratory notion to the fore was Jean Rouch 

and Edgar Morin’s Chronique d’un Été (1960). In one summer, the two filmmakers 

shook documentary out of its complacency by openly asking the implied question of 

observational cinema: can humans behave naturally in front of a camera? Rouch and 

Morin walked around Paris asking members of the working class whether they were 

happy, entered subjects’ houses to discuss their lives, held a discussion on the French-

Algerian war, showed their footage to the subjects to get feedback, and then appeared in 

front of the camera to reflect on the entire process. Although no one could prove that the 

subjects had acted naturally, the interactions at the core of the film allowed the subjects, 

filmmakers, and any invested viewer to understand the new platforms of insights 

generated by filmic sociological inquiry.  

 Observational cinema that valued the encounter between filmmaker and subject 

had the effect of displacing the filmmaker’s authority, creating open-ended 

representations subject to multiple interpretations, and taking into account the viewer’s 

reaction and sensory responses to the material. In his introduction to Writing Culture, 

“Partial Truths,” Clifford makes note of Ong’s critique of “visualism” in anthropology: 

“the truth of vision in Western, literate cultures has predominated over the evidences of 

sound and interlocution, of touch, smell, and taste” (1986:11). Paradoxically, 
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observational films manifest as visual, yet by substituting a sustained focus on subject 

voice and behavior for authorial voiceover or inter-titles they can evoke a sensory 

complexity unavailable to traditional written ethnography. As Paul Henley suggests in 

“Seeing, Hearing, Feeling: Sound and the Despotism of the Eye in ‘Visual’ 

Anthropology,” the thrill of synchronizing sound to images in the early days of visual 

anthropology is what rendered ethnographic film experiential rather than analytic: “The 

images, which on their own were thin and shallow, even if they turned out much better 

than hoped, would somehow have become thick, rounded, embodied” (2008:54). The 

visceral effects of sound can draw the viewer closer to the sensory experience of the 

subject, and the textures and movements of the film evoke more than sight and sound 

alone.  Observational cinema thus disrupts the Cartesian visual authority evident in 

traditional ethnography from “participant-observation, data collection, and cultural 

description, all of which presuppose a standpoint outside—looking at, objectifying, or 

somewhat closer, ‘reading’ a given reality” (Clifford 1986:11). Experiential rather than 

didactic, observational cinema participated in Clifford’s notion of “partial truths” by 

allowing viewers to produce their own responses and identifications.  

 

Participation, Self-Representations and Experimental Approaches 

 Notably, MacDougall’s “Beyond Observational Cinema” includes a brief mention 

of the future possibility of a participatory cinema. The 1975 version of the essay 

concludes with the idea that “a further step will be films in which participation occurs in 

the very conception and recognizes common goals. That possibility remains all but 

unexplored – a filmmaker putting himself at the disposal of his subjects and, with them, 
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inventing the film” (1995:128). With the 1995 edition of Principles of Visual 

Anthropology, MacDougall notes that this previous conclusion had been somewhat naïve: 

“Today I am more inclined to see this as leading to a confusion of perspectives and a 

restraint on each party’s declaring its true interests. I would instead prefer a principle of 

multiple authorship leading to a form of intertextual cinema” (1995:129-30). Although 

MacDougall ultimately rejected the notion of a shared cinema, the spark of 

“participatory” ethnographic film has produced numerous debates which have allowed 

visual anthropologists to articulate more clearly their modes of authority and levels of 

collaboration with subjects.  

 In “Whose Story Is It?” (1998) MacDougall suggests that despite the push toward 

multivocality in filmic ethnography, all subjects’ voices are subsumed to that of the 

author: “If ethnographies now incorporate other voices, what textual independence do 

these voices actually have? In one sense, all texts used in this way are subordinated to the 

text of the author” (1998:156). It is the filmmaker who ultimately makes the decisions 

about selection, cutting, and arranging—in short, representation. Jay Ruby suggests that 

collaboration calls for the filmmaker to share the decision-making process with subjects 

from the film’s conception to its final editing stage. As such, true collaboration has been 

extremely rare in visual anthropology: “While the idea of films with shared authority 

might have a certain appeal, there are few documented cases. . . Without more concrete 

information the notion of sharing authority remains more of a politically correct fantasy 

than a field-tested actuality” (Ruby 1991:56). Ruby goes as far to say that in order for 

collaboration to be ethical, subjects need to have the same level of training in both 

filmmaking and critical visual studies. This leads to an interesting paradox: “If subjects 
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become knowledgeable as filmmakers in order to be collaborators, why would they need 

the outsider? Wouldn’t they want to make their own films?” (1991:57-58).  

 Indeed, many groups of people who had heretofore been connected to 

anthropology only as subjects have taken hold of cameras to create self-representations, 

opening up discussions of authority in ethnographic film to new universes of possibility. 

Several anthropologists have utilized their scholarship to back these ventures, and 

prominent media outlets have arisen in the process. Faye Ginsberg has done work 

supporting Aboriginal media centers in Australia such as the Warlpiri Media Association. 

Anthropologists taking the role of facilitator or activist can help indigenous media groups 

to secure the resources that enable self-representation through film or television. Ruby 

expresses concern over indigenous media producers who enter the mainstream 

documentary/television arena, suggesting, “Gaining access to the means of producing 

your own image may cost you the cultural identity you sought to cultivate in your film” 

(1991:60). Ginsburg, however, presents a more nuanced idea of the social process of 

filmmaking: “indigenous media and the best of contemporary ethnographic film share an 

interest in the processes of identity construction, creating and asserting a position for the 

present that takes into account the inconsistencies, contradictions, and complex subject 

positions of contemporary life” (1995:73). Thus, binaries between self and other, 

tradition and modernity can be subverted from the unique standpoint of a self-

representing group invested in articulating a cultural identity for themselves. Atanarjuat, 

The Fast Runner (2001) is a good example of an indigenous media association, Isuma 

Igloolik Productions, participating in mainstream film practices to tell a story about their 

own mythology through their own narrative conventions.  
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 The growth of indigenous media presents major challenges to the traditional 

structure of ethnographic film.  The proliferation of non-professional anthropologists or 

even non-anthropologists making films—sometimes about others, sometimes about 

themselves—led to new concerns of authority relating to genre. Which type of films have 

the “authority” to call themselves ethnographic? Can an ethnographic film be made by a 

non-anthropologist? These questions have been a source of unresolved debate among 

visual anthropologists; there are no defined criteria as to what makes a film ethnographic. 

Some, such as Jay Ruby (2000) and Karl Heider (2006), insist that ethnographic film 

must be made by a professionally trained anthropologist. However, for many 

professionals in the field, it is little more than a problem of nomenclature: the Royal 

Anthropological Institute’s biennial ethnographic film festival selects films from 

anthropologists and non-anthropologists alike. A more inclusive definition allows room 

for indigenous media producers and documentary filmmakers who work with a sustained 

focus on culture and lived experience. Moreover, ethnographic filmmaking in this sense 

has become more fluid in the past two decades as visual anthropologists increasingly turn 

their focus to applied and interdisciplinary studies (Pink 2006; Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod 

and Larkin 2002).  

 The endeavor toward a less hegemonic approach to ethnographic filmmaking also 

includes a resituation of visual anthropology within the framework of the feminist 

movement. A 2001 interview with Patsy Asch, Sarah Elder, Jean Lydall, and Judith 

MacDougall reveals that in the early days of ethnographic film, as in the early days of 

anthropology (see Rhode 2004), women were marginalized. The female ethnographic 

filmmakers interviewed seemed to agree that they felt responsible for filming women and 
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children since these groups had been largely ignored by men (Kiener and Meiss 2001:61-

62). Furthermore, when working with male partners, all women expressed that they had 

taken the role of “assistant” or “sound technician” (2001:63). With a feminist 

reconsideration of ethnographic filmmaking, women became more prominent as both 

filmmakers and subjects. However, the feminist paradigm became apparent in ideological 

and not simply demographic ways as new approaches to subjectivity in ethnographic film 

led to a more critical, exploratory model that countered the didactic, male-dominated 

ethnographic-filmic tradition of the early 20
th

 century. These innovations will be 

examined in the following chapter.  

 As the discussion above demonstrates, the turn away from traditional 

ethnographic forms of authority in film is perhaps the most notable trend in recent 

decades. Although some have attempted to engage in more participatory and 

collaborative ventures, many visual anthropologists now seek to be honest and reflexive 

about their authorial control over filmed materials. At the 2011 SVA Visual Research 

Conference, Paul Henley showcased some recent creative work being produced at the 

Granada Centre for Visual Anthropology (http://www.socialsciences.manchester.ac.uk). 

He suggested that films that claim to be participatory had “no one’s voice,” and that 

anthropologists should not be afraid to take authorship for filmmaking. “Owning” 

authorship allows visual anthropologists to express their intentions more freely and to 

take responsibility for filmed materials.  

 Although historical modes of authority should continue to be reassessed as visual 

anthropology attempts to move forward in the 21
st
 century, developments of reflexivity 

and the potential for self-representation through the democratization of video technology 
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has allowed for a more fluid, inclusive definition of ethnographic film. The didacticism 

of early documentaries has given way to a variety of innovative approaches that call into 

question modes of authority, furnishing more subjective engagements with the 

filmmaking process. In The Skin of the Film (2000), Laura Marks looks at a body of 

experimental works that provide a critical challenge to hegemonic authority structures, 

demonstrating that a more exploratory idea of cinema is necessary to achieve 

complicated, nuanced portrayals of daily life, cultural identity, and political struggle. By 

both disrupting and reflecting critically on the objective anthropological voice in film, a 

more illustrious representation of inter-cultural encounters can be developed. In the next 

chapter, I focus on the sensory, experiential and embodied strands of theory in 

ethnographic film to further reveal the potential for providing new conditions for the 

production of anthropological knowledge. 
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Chapter 3: Making “Sense” of Experience: Ethnographic film and Anthropological 

Knowledge 

 As visual anthropology moved beyond debates of science versus subjectivity, 

what took hold as a prevailing concept was the idea that ethnographic film generates new 

forms of intersubjective anthropological knowledge. Building on the modes of authority I 

discussed in the previous chapter, I will explore current discussions around knowledge, 

putting in dialogue David MacDougall’s (1998, 2006), Sarah Pink’s (2006, 2009), and 

Laura Marks’s (2000) important work on embodiment, sensory experience and 

ethnographic cinema. I will first review the relationship between ethnographic film and 

writing to identify how images contribute to anthropological knowledge in ways 

unavailable in written text. I will then examine current strands of sensory ethnographic 

theory and the ways visual anthropology can further their development. Moving toward 

an integrative approach to the senses, I look at sensory visual anthropology in the context 

of embodied and “emplaced” conceptions of images. 

Through a discourse that attempts to break down standard, hegemonic knowledge 

in the academy, I will focus not on what one can learn from ethnographic film, but rather 

how one can learn. Sensory and embodied approaches to ethnographic cinema open new 

avenues for anthropological insights, but only if traditional, didactic documentary 

techniques are eschewed in favor of innovative and experimental practices that invite 

viewers to engage critically with the cinematic medium and its potential to offer 

progressive modes of inquiry. I will then raise the question: to what ends should 

anthropologists employ these notions of sensory, embodied experience in furthering the 

anthropological endeavor? I argue that evoking an embodied sense of subjects’ identities 
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can contribute to larger political discourses. Finally, I discuss three films that explore the 

boundaries of the intersubjective encounter—Jean Rouch and Edgar Morin’s Chronique 

d’Un Été (1956), Trinh Minh-Ha’s Surname Viet, Given Name Nam (1989) and Diana 

Allan’s Terrace of the Sea (2009)—with the intent of drawing out elements of possibility 

for ethnographic film that focus on the transmission of embodied and emplaced 

knowledge on both a personal and political level.  

 Perhaps the most difficult question to grapple with is: What is anthropological 

knowledge? During the “crisis of representation,” many anthropologists of the 1980s and 

1990s critiqued the conditions for the production of cultural knowledge, leading to a 

near-paralyzing fear of whether anthropologists could really claim to “know” anything 

about their subjects. However, ethnography has endured as the predominant method for 

compiling cultural anthropological materials, and anthropologists have worked 

consistently to improve and experiment with its structures in order to reaffirm the value 

of ethnographic research for both academic and applied purposes. Similarly, ethnographic 

filmmakers have built their own foundational strategies for producing images of value to 

the discipline and to humanity in general. In this sense, I will inquire into the conditions 

of knowledge production in ethnographic filmmaking rather than its epistemological 

limits.  

 

Writing and Film 

A major presiding factor in conversations surrounding ethnographic film is its 

relationship to ethnographic writing. In terms of building anthropological knowledge, 

film achieves different ends; it is neither a substitute for writing, nor does it function 
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solely as a complement to written ethnography. However, one of the most promising 

effects of ethnographic film is the way it can influence academic writing. David 

MacDougall suggests that “linearity in writing. . .tends to project a sense of movement in 

the direction of completion (of a sentence, of a narrative), which in academic writing 

assumes the magisterial quality of a movement toward truth” (2006:48).  Rather than 

focusing on causation, explanation and assertion, he suggests, film can make room for 

exploration and experimentation. Realizing an exploratory rather than argumentative 

approach in his own writing, MacDougall demonstrates how film, due to its capacity to 

project the outside world in a composite, sinuous, and affecting flow of movement and 

time, offers anthropologists a more flexible and inquisitive mode of thinking.  

From the outset, ethnographic film has presented anthropologists with a 

considerable conceptual challenge: film is not reducible to language, nor can it 

encapsulate certain written concepts. The main problem that emerges from this difference 

is that film cannot contend with written communication’s ability to theorize in an abstract 

manner. Theoretical framing is important to anthropology, and most ethnographers are 

able to field difficult concepts such as “global systems,” “development,” and “post-

coloniality” with sophistication. MacDougall ponders this problem: “Are there inherent 

contradictions between generating written and visual texts, involving such basic 

anthropological issues as description, theory-formation and verification? If so, there may 

well be an inverse relation between the two ways of approaching society and culture—

but an inversion that can be productive” (1998:63). In this way, the irreconcilable 

difference between writing and film does not inhibit the flow of ideas between them but, 

rather, promotes it. Film, in its immediacy, is a process of discovery, whereas writing, in 
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its reflective capacity, can be seen as a process of recovery. Although both film and 

ethnographic description attempt to evoke the situated experience of an anthropological 

encounter, the physical, observable qualities of film can work in dialogue with the 

complex abstract processes developed in ethnographic writing.  

The context for both written and visual anthropology is, however, shared. In 

general, the ideal of holism in anthropology has been exploded, and anthropologists have 

found that working with the resulting fragments is much more rewarding in terms of 

quality, depth, and honesty in the intersubjective encounter. This can mean dealing with a 

single element in society, a particular intersection of different cultures, an area of 

contestation or an innovative practice. Ethnographic sites are no longer bounded, 

complete, and isolated entities, and failure to acknowledge that all people have specific 

relationships to global systems is negligent and dishonest. While ethnographic writing 

has the ability to expound upon a wide range of nuanced political and historical 

circumstances, ethnographic film often (but not always) focuses on representing the 

individual, embodied, and experiential elements of these larger processes.  

 

The Feeling Eye: Ethnographic Cinema, Experience, and the Senses 

 The term experience is difficult to define anthropologically or otherwise; yet 

much visual anthropology is preoccupied with the idea of experience, and often in a 

vague manner. It is improbable that anthropologists can ever define experience as such; 

however, its manifestations can be channeled through the anthropological encounter and 

representative process in a complex, entangled way. Making sense of the different 

intersections of experiences possible in the ethnographic filmic encounter is difficult. 
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What is the difference between the subjects’ lived experience and filmed experience? 

When in dialogue with the filmmaker, how is lived experience transformed (or 

performed) as a vocal or gestural expression? How is the anthropologist’s own 

experience reflected in the final filmic product? What is the audience’s experience of 

watching the film, and what is the subject’s experience of watching themselves? Can film 

evoke a collective experience? 

 In the 1980s there was a small but significant discussion of the anthropology of 

experience, perhaps achieving its height with the 1986 publication, The Anthropology of 

Experience, edited by Victor Turner and Edward Bruner. This body of works focuses 

largely on the translation of subjects’ lived experiences into a written ethnographic 

format. The discussion of experience has been revived by visual anthropology since the 

impetus to “show” rather than “tell” became predominant after the observational cinema 

movement did away with didactic, expository documentary conventions (MacDougall 

1998). The idea that experience lends itself to being filmed has underpinned visual 

anthropology’s claim to relevance within the larger discipline: “Images do in fact 

underline what anthropology is all about. They evoke the life experience of social actors, 

and also the experiences of fieldwork that always remain prior to anthropological 

description” (1998:264). However, conceiving of this type of experience in writings on 

visual anthropology is difficult unless it can be grounded in a palpable way of 

understanding and relating to the world.  

 Based on her research in sensory anthropology, Sarah Pink (2006, 2009) 

encourages visual anthropologists to take a multisensory approach in order to conceive of 

“experience” in image-making. Using a multisensory approach, however, is not as simple 



46 
 

as evoking a particular sound, smell, or texture on film. As Pink  suggests, “Routes to 

understanding other people’s sensory experience are complex, require cultural 

knowledge, may be difficult to access, and are not always dominated by vision—either in 

modern western or other cultures” (2006:47). This coincides with James Clifford’s idea 

of moving beyond “visualism” as the primary sense through which anthropologists 

describe another culture (1986:11-12). Although film is an inherently visual medium, a 

number of elements such as speech, sound, texture, and movement can evoke something 

beyond a strictly optical sensation. David MacDougall notes that vision—especially 

when combined with sound in a filmmaking context—can be tactile: “A shot of a child’s 

fingers rubbing across the surface of a balloon evokes more than the actions and sounds 

involved: it suggests the way the balloon must feel, and even an imminent explosion. 

Sound and image together can generate powerful synesthetic responses, creating a 

heightened sense of space, volume, and texture” (2006:42). Film’s tendency toward the 

concrete and material surpasses a merely visual perspective, offering a more tangible 

understanding of humans in their built and lived environments.  

Some anthropologists have not found this to be the case. Kirsten Hastrup 

suggests: “Visual and textual forms of representation are not equally powerful means, 

however. While ethnographic films have plenty of virtues – and may satisfy part of our 

thirst for knowledge – this knowledge remains iconographic” (1992:21). Hastrup found 

that during her fieldwork in Iceland, she could not capture with photography the effusive 

masculinity surrounding a ram trading exhibition. Pink also cautions: “[Visual research 

methods] do not record touch, taste, smell or emotion in the same way that they record 

images and sounds. Indeed, in this sense they provide an incomplete record” (2009:101). 
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Pink suggests that the conditions under which sensory knowledge can be understood 

through visual media should perhaps be situated in an interaction between text and 

image:  

I suggest the most viable solution is to explore further how writing and video  

might combine to represent sensory experience theoretically and  

ethnographically. This would involve producing multimedia texts that use both  

metaphor and theoretical argument to make anthropological statements about  

sensory experience knowledge and memory that take advantage of the benefits  

both of ethnographic film and anthropological writing to represent sensory  

experience and make explicit the anthropological theory that informs our  

understanding of this” (2006:58). 

This idea leads Pink to hypermedia, or media platforms such as the Internet which 

allow for the combination of image and text in an interactive process. However, this 

combination of image and text is a step away from the idea of a contained, coherent short 

or feature film. It also ignores the capability of filmic “language” to be more or less 

shared between subjects and filmmakers, fortifying visual anthropology as an academic 

venture but detracting from film’s potential to create dialogue among multiple groups of 

people. Watching a film is an inherently social experience—one that is a source of leisure 

enjoyment for many—whereas reading a hypermedia site is generally a solitary activity 

requiring literacy and a knowledge of a particular language. In this capacity, the 

theoretical imperative to explain experience through both image and text should be 

weighed against the potential for film alone to function as an accessible, communal 

engagement.  
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 Two important critiques of a sensory approach to filmmaking have arisen in the 

past decade. First, sensory information is not readily transmissible just because a film 

evokes it, as Laura Marks emphasizes: “Given cultural differences in the organization of 

the sensorium, the sensuous geography characteristic of one culture will not be 

transparent to a viewer from another culture” (2000:230). Second, as David MacDougall 

cautions: “One of the unintended consequences of the new focus on the senses is that it 

risks creating further fragmentation instead of a more integrated approach to sensory 

experience” (2006:60). Sensory perception is not universally shared, and the emphasis of 

one sense might eschew a complex understanding of the interconnections among the 

senses. Therefore, I suggest, an embodied approach to ethnographic cinema accounts for 

the entire body, relationships between bodies, and the senses that enable the development 

of a knowledge of culture and place.  

 

Embodied Images and the Senses 

 As Bill Nichols notes, ethnographic cinema should not seek to convey 

information from “mind to mind” (1994:69). Embodiment refers to an engagement with 

the world that is not reliant solely upon thought or the mental concepts; as previously 

discussed, people experience reality through vision and tactility, sense and materiality. 

MacDougall explores these issues in filmmaking, arguing that not only are subjects’ 

bodies implicated in film, but also those of filmmakers and those of the audience—not to 

mention the “body” of film itself as a living document (2006:29-30). Filmmakers’ 

relationships with subjects are traced by the camera, as MacDougall suggests: “The 

image is affected as much by the body behind the camera as those before it” (2006:27). 
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Audiences’ relationships to images are also important, and the exploration of different 

responses, identifications, and identities across audiences should be considered.  Film can 

thus be seen as the relationship of various bodies vis-à-vis one another; in this way it is 

embodied.  

 Moreover, an embodied approach can account for “sensory organizations, and the 

different orders of knowledge they evoke” (Marks 2000:239). The smell or texture of a 

particular food could be represented on film, yet its relationship to an integrated cultural 

“sensorium” might not always be apparent. An embodied approach to should weave 

sensory experience on the micro scale into larger cultural narratives. Visualizing a piece 

of fabric, a domestic animal, or an item of furniture draws out colors, textures, and 

possibly smells, seamlessly incorporating multiple sensory input to construct an idea of 

place and experience. Like MacDougall, Marks argues for an integrated approach to the 

senses, but she also acknowledges differences between “cultural regimes” of sensoria 

(2000:24). These differences can produce strong reactions: for example, food, scents, and 

music are all culturally conditioned and are therefore not readily relatable across cultural 

boundaries. The commingling of the senses should be explored; however, since one 

sensory image can produce varying sensory responses cross-culturally, the differences 

among sensory frameworks subverts the conception of a wholly integrative approach to 

sense knowledge.  

MacDougall (2006) takes his integrative approach toward what he calls a “social 

aesthetic.” He states: “The aesthetics of a society might very well be regarded as an 

aesthetics of management: an ordering of the elements of life for the balancing of 

physical needs, comfort, time, space, power relations, and sexuality. The aesthetic sense 



50 
 

would then be seen as a regulatory feature of our consciousness. . .” (2006:108-109). In 

order to draw out these complex elements of a culturally organized environment, 

MacDougall suggests: “[W]e may need a ‘language’ closer to the multidimensionality of 

the subject itself—that is, a language operating in visual, aural, verbal, temporal, and 

even (through synesthetic association) tactile domains” (2006:116). In his research in 

Northern India, MacDougall explored how young adolescent boys developed their 

cultural identities in the regimented space at the Doon School through a visual 

examination of their material surroundings.  

 MacDougall suggests that ethnographic cinema is of anthropological value 

because it has the potential to furnish cross-cultural identification. Along with Marks, I 

suggest that both identification and inaccessibility produce important anthropological 

insights. In The Skin of the Film (2000), Marks focuses on films she calls “intercultural,” 

films that incorporate two or more cultural identities, often one minority culture 

negotiating with a dominant Western culture. A large part of this is the idea that the 

untranslatability of experience or silenced histories can be obliquely hinted at  through a 

sensory, embodied approach. In such narratives, there may be a sense of withholding of 

academic description in favor of a more experimental and exploratory type of inquiry that 

often leaves unresolved questions in its wake.  

In Chapter Three of The Skin of the Film, Marks discusses haptic images, which 

“invite a look that moves on the surface plane of the screen for some time before the 

viewer realizes what she or he is beholding” (Marks 2000:163). These can be 

abstractions, close-ups, or otherwise unclear images that challenge dominant cinematic 

conventions (Marks 2000:132). They constitute a technique that engages head-on with 
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objectifying ethnographic-filmic practices discussed in the previous chapter, urging 

viewers to consider the constructedness of film and visual narratives: “In intercultural 

cinema, haptic images are often used in an explicit critique of visual mastery, in the 

search for ways to bring the image closer to the body and the other senses” (2000:151-

52). An example of recent ethnographic filmmaking that makes use of haptic is Karen 

Waltorp and Christian Vium’s Manenberg (2010), which won the Basil Wright Film 

Prize at the RAI Ethnographic Film Festival, a prize that emphasizes the use of innovate 

film techniques. Long segments of interview in the film were conducted in complete 

darkness—only the reflections of the subjects’ eyes were visible as they recounted the 

painful struggle of living in poverty. The inaccessibility of these images spoke directly to 

the inaccessible nature of the subjects’ experiences, questioning the limits of 

anthropological understanding.   

Although sensory information cannot be translated directly through film, the idea 

of variability of responses to sensory material should be explored. Marks suggests: “The 

memory of the senses, a nontransparent and differentially available body of information, 

is important to everybody as a source of individual knowledge. For cultural minorities, it 

is an especially important source of cultural knowledge” (2000:199).  Whereas Pink’s 

project focuses on developing methodologies and analytic techniques to derive academic 

knowledge from embodied images, Marks’s approach differs slightly in that it accounts 

more fully for the insights produced through sharing and circulating intercultural films. 

Watching a movie, after all, is an experience in its own right. Much ethnographic film 

reflects the challenging intersections between cultures, and it is useful to continue 

analyzing these intersections outside of the film’s interior framework to accommodate for 
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audience reception. A primary concern of this dialogue is that people who share the 

cultural identity of a film’s subjects should always be considered as a part of the 

audience. Different sensory engagements produce different responses; a heterogeneity of 

viewing “bodies” should be accounted for and promoted. Many of the directors at the 

RAI Festival of Ethnographic Film had a quick anecdote about showing their film to 

subjects; however, there has been little in-depth research into this type of experience.  

Since photo-elicitation is a popular technique for ethnographic work, it should also be 

employed with ethnographic film. Accounting for different viewers’ sensory and cultural 

identifications with ethnographic-filmic representations is an avenue that has yet to be 

addressed in writings on ethnographic cinema.  

In the sections below I will explore some elements of embodied, sensory 

experience in ethnographic films that challenge hegemonic documentary techniques. 

Arnd Schneider has encouraged anthropologists to take up “unfinished dialogues,” or 

historical moments of frame-shifting in anthropology that were not necessarily 

incorporated into “the canon of anthropological writing” (2011:110). Although 

Schneider’s discussion mainly pertains to the cross-disciplinary intersections between 

anthropology and art, I feel the same principle can be applied to anthropology and film, 

especially since some of the more radical approaches to intersubjectivity discussed below 

have been appreciated but not fully carried forth as a part of visual anthropological 

practice.  
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Chronique d’un Été and the Filmic Inquiry into Experience 

 Jean Rouch and Edgar Morin’s Chronique d’un Été (1956) was a groundbreaking 

documentary in many respects. It shook off the voiceover approach, allowed people to 

engage with the camera, and even featured the filmmakers on screen as a part of the 

filmmaking process. It is touted as the beginning of cinéma vérité, and is used as a 

prominent example of reflexivity in ethnographic filmmaking. It is also known as one of 

the first films to take advantage of synchronous sound technology which gave filmmakers 

more flexibility in filming on location. Yet Chronique d’un Été was more than just an 

exercise in new technology or in breaking the so-called fourth wall; it presented a whole 

new mode of filmic inquiry that set a challenging tone for the second half of the twentieth 

century.  

 The film takes on the ambitious task of seeing whether or not people can be 

filmed “naturally.” At the beginning, Rouch and Morin send Marceline, a market 

researcher, out on the street to ask strangers a simple question: “Are you happy?” The 

responses are surprising. Some people frown irritably, some offer a simple “yes,” and 

some disclose personal information such as old age or a death in the family that has led to 

a state of deep unhappiness. The initial experiment gives way to more in-depth 

interactions, as the filmmakers enter the homes of subjects and observe them carrying out 

their daily routines. Several subjects discuss their lives as members of the working class; 

many express discontent. The filmmakers then focus on one man, Angelo, as he wakes up 

in the morning to have bread, soup, and a cigarette for breakfast. They then walk with 

him to his factory job. An emphasis on the materiality of the morning—the watch on the 

nightstand, the simple meal, the cigarette, a boy handing out newspapers on the still-dark 
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street, the grinding sounds of the factory and quick takes of hands performing mechanical 

tasks—serve not to illustrate, but to enliven Angelo’s previous assertion: “You sleep only 

to work.”  

 The film evades the unspoken requirement that documentary film be “about 

something.” Moving away from a content-based approach, it focuses on process instead. 

This is not to say that Chronique d’un Été does not have a coherent narrative—it actually 

progresses toward a refined political portrait of France in the early 1960s as Rouch and 

Morin construct an important dialogue about France’s colonial unease during the 

concurrent war in Algeria. A disturbing visual articulation of personal experience within 

larger historical and political narratives occurs when Rouch and Morin initiate several 

discussions among subjects. In one conversation Marceline describes her fear that she has 

corrupted her younger partner, Jean-Pierre, by exposing him to people experiencing 

extreme discontent with society, including herself. As she says this, the camera moves 

slowly, cautiously down her body and lands on her arm where a concentration camp 

number has been inked, revealing what she has been alluding to. Later, Rouch and Morin 

attempt to elicit perspectives on the colonization of Africa by facilitating a dialogue 

between several young French adults and two African immigrants, Landry and Raymond. 

Marceline is in attendance, and she begins to discuss a prejudice against African 

immigrants—Rouch suggests she is a sexual racist. He then asks Landry and Raymond if 

they knew where her tattoo was from. She explains to them. This particular moment 

could not have been recreated in a text; the intersection of gazes is impossibly complex. 

Painful histories have been inscribed onto the conversation’s participants: for the African 
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men it is their skin color designated as racial other by the colonialists; for Marceline it is 

the number that permanently invokes genocide on her body.  

 As one embodied memory gives way to another, Marceline is found in the Place 

de la Concorde, speaking her thoughts as she walks along. In this familiar location, 

Marceline describes the feeling of a place-memory, of having walked through the square 

when it was empty 15 or 20 years ago, during the Second World War. She remembers her 

father, who told her they would work in the camps and see each other on Sundays: “And 

here I am in the place de la Concorde. I came back and you stayed.” Marceline continues 

her monologue, describing a few memories of the concentration camp, but the camera 

which has been tracking her from the front pulls forward, leaving her behind.  This, as 

MacDougall suggests, is the “fate of the cinema subjects”: “Films trap the subject before 

them, but the subjects continually slip out from beneath the images they leave behind on 

film” (1998:39). Thus, Marceline shares the most intimate fragments of memory, only to 

be abandoned in this frozen image. Her physical self continues living beyond the frame, 

but there is no further evidence of this.  

 At the end of the film, Rouch and Morin gather all the participants to screen a cut 

of the footage. They reconsider their initial question: Did the subjects act “naturally?” 

Some viewers react negatively, saying the film made the subjects’ interactions seem 

artificial. Two people state that the film is embarrassing and indecent. Angelo claims that 

as his friendship with Landry developed, he began to forget about the camera’s presence. 

At  this point, the question of truthfulness gives way to that of significance: were the 

images of value to the subjects? One woman claims she is dying to meet Mary-Lou, an 

subject who professed a personal transformation in her life after having been interviewed 
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by the filmmakers. Another man claims that Mary-Lou offered important insights 

because she was “in search of herself” in front of the camera. Rouch and Morin close the 

film by walking through a museum, discussing their feelings about the film. Morin 

worries that if the people in the film are perceived as actors, the film will be a failure. 

However, he stipulates, there is no way to actually know what type of performance it 

was, or whether it was a performance: “They themselves can’t be sure.” 

 Chronique d’un Été illustrates the borderless territory of filming people’s 

experience. Ideas of pre-filmic lived experience, filmed experience, and memory intersect 

and overlap as political violence and historical narratives are layered throughout the 

interactions between subjects and filmmakers. The process of filmmaking is made 

reflexively clear throughout, and the “experience” of a film screening within a film adds 

another dimension of complexity to the dialogue. The film does not “teach,” rather it 

presents new conditions for subjective inquiry in ethnographic and documentary cinema. 

Indeed, it tears at the fabric of the previous didactic documentary styles, perhaps 

prompting Rouch to deliver the film’s final line: “We’re in for trouble.” 

 

Trinh Minh-Ha: Female Subjectivity and the Question of Documentary Truth 

 Trinh Minh-Ha’s documentary work has sparked a host of dialogues and 

critiques—mainly in print—among visual anthropologists beginning in the 1990s. Her 

films develop critical perspectives on female subjectivity, the slippery and shifting nature 

of images, and the complicated politics of transnational movements and encounters 

between cultures. Surname Viet, Given Name Nam (1989) is directly relevant to 

ethnographic cinema as it challenges common notions of the interview, the ethnographic 
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site, the ethnographic subject, and scientific truth in documentary. Moreover, Trinh uses 

innovative techniques to demonstrate that like language, images are subject to multiple 

interpretive revisions as a film unfolds in time.  

 The film begins with images of Vietnamese women dancing and walking, images 

which are slowed down, frozen, blurred, paired with sounds of a thunderstorm (or 

mortars?) and a flashing light—thus, rendered haptic. Two of the images are cropped, 

engaging the viewer with the women’s faces, only to fill in the rest of the picture, 

revealing that the women are carrying rifles and flags. Trinh hints that this will be a film 

about the Vietnam War. There is then an image of a woman pushing a large paddle boat 

down a river paired with the sound of a woman singing a Vietnamese folk song; by 

conflating this particular image with the song, Trinh creates a sense of mythic place 

“somewhere” in Vietnam. The song lyrics are at first translated, then forgotten about, 

fading into the background. Faces from an old black and white photograph are scanned 

one by one, the distraught expressions of the women and children indicate that the viewer 

is indeed being taken to rural Vietnam during a time of war.  

 This collage of images and sounds then gives way to a series of interviews with 

Vietnamese women. The first woman is shown chopping vegetables on the floor, 

describing the state of her family and country: “A foreigner is, in principle, already a spy. 

. .We live in constant suspicion—between husband and wife, between children and 

parents. Suspicion is everywhere. There is no mutual trust.” Some of her words are 

reinforced by an English subtitle to the left of the screen, even though she is already 

conducting the interview in English. This is followed by more haptic black and white 

images of women preparing food and dancing, set again to music. Another interviewee 
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appears on screen; this time the camera focuses on her mouth with a close-up, then a slow 

tracking shot down her clothing to rest on her expressive hands. The roving camera 

evokes the woman’s embodied experience of the war as she describes her diminished 

hips and chest, her dry skin from undernourishment. However, the intense close-up shot 

only hints at what this might look like.  

 The film carries on, pairing slowly paced black and white imagery with a 

voiceover discussion of the political and poetic lives of women in Vietnam after the war. 

The interviews become increasingly abstract as Trinh challenges commonly held notions 

about the nature of dialogue. While one woman discusses her husband’s arrest (again in 

English), the initial folk music of the film returns with a translation in subtitles. At this 

point, viewers are confronted by conflicting avenues of communication: should they 

continue to listen to the woman’s voice, or read the subtitles of the song at the bottom of 

the screen? It is difficult to do both, and some of the information is inevitably lost. Blocks 

of English subtitles then appear in front of the interviewees (who all speak in English), 

confronting the viewer with the contradictions of watching and reading. In doing so, 

Trinh counters the idea that image, sound, voice, and text can all be interchangeably 

understood in documentary film. 

 Soon, there is a rupture in the film: the images presented are no longer those of 

rural, war-torn Vietnam. Rather, they are images of Vietnamese-American women 

dancing at a beauty pageant, going out to a restaurant, presenting in front of a classroom. 

Two of the same women are interviewed as before; this time they discuss their jobs in the 

United States as engineers. Then, they talk (this time in Vietnamese) about why they 

decided to take part in the film project to represent the experiences of Vietnamese women 
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“at home.” Has the viewer been tricked? Has the documentary been falsified? If the 

viewer has not stepped out of the frame of a scientific, objective understanding of 

documentary, then probably yes. However, what Trinh offers through this experiment in 

subjectivity is an articulation of a multiplicity of intersecting identities, which she 

discusses at length in Woman/Native/Other (1989).  

As Sarah Williams suggests, one of Trinh’s main goals is to “suspend the 

language of anthropology” and to “question. . .anthropology as a master discourse” 

(1991:10). Attempting to further the work of feminist anthropologists, Trinh confronts 

imaginaries of women and Otherness. She juxtaposes images of Vietnamese women 

performing “traditional” dance with images of Vietnamese women with doctorates 

working as engineers in the United States. Rather than constructing a hierarchy of 

“difference” in these identities, she puts them in dialogue, allowing them to become 

mutually constitutive of multiple, fragmented ways of ways of being a Vietnamese 

woman. Trinh at once underscores the patriarchal domination of “traditional” Vietnamese 

life and the cultural hegemony experienced during modern-day contact with the West. 

War, in this sense, moves beyond physical territory to occupy metaphorical realms; as the 

female narrator of Surname Viet, Given Name Nam warns, this culminates in a 

representation: “War is a succession of special effects. The war became film before it was 

shot. . .If war is a continuation of politics by other means, then media images are a 

continuation of war by other means.” Clashes, ruptures, blank spaces, over-stimulation, 

and haptic images thus become the new fabric out of which to craft a version of media 

that reflects mediated experiences.  

    



60 
 

Diana Allen’s Terrace of the Sea (2009) 

 Most of the submissions I viewed at the 12
th

 RAI Film Festival did not utilize 

techniques for a sensory, embodied engagement with film—their representational 

strategies will be discussed in the following chapter. However, Diana Allen’s Terrace of 

the Sea (2009) is a formally innovative approach to notions of memory and place for 

Palestinian refugees in Lebanon. It is useful to discuss this film according to Pink’s 

(2006, 2009) idea of “emplacement”—using techniques to create an embodied sense of 

the world that is fully realized through the process of place-making. Pink describes how  

this process takes place in a visual encounter: “[A] research event, activity or encounter 

that is video recorded can be interpreted as place-making on a second level. In the first 

instance, place is made through the coming together of social, material and sensorial 

encounters that constitute the research event. However, additionally, place is 

simultaneously remade as it is recorded in the camera” (2009:101).  

Allan creates this sense of place by focusing on temporality, drawing connections 

between the natural and built environment, using long, minimalist takes in order to 

suspend a didactic narrative in favor of a more contemplative engagement with the visual 

materials. David MacDougall suggests that the long take can bring focus to the lived 

experience of subjects, arguing that the more a film is cut, the more there is a “loss of 

interpretive space—a closing-off of the legitimate areas in which the viewer is invited to 

supply meaning,” as well as “a loss of the sense of encounter” (1998:216). Using long 

takes, Allan gives a sense of the temporality of the daily life of the fishing community, as 

well as the longer duration of the refugees’ sense of place: viewers find out at the very 

end of the film that this group of people had been living as refugees on the coast of Tyre, 
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South Lebanon for more than 60 years, and were now facing displacement from the land 

that had become their home. A sense of withholding structures the film’s narrative; Allan 

creates an excess of “interpretive space,” providing information at the end of the film that 

allows the viewer to revisit the previous sequences with an entirely new sense of 

meanings and memories evoked. 

 As Pink suggests, the interview can be a locus for embodied engagement with 

subjects, especially as these relate to place: “[T]hroughout interviews, whether sitting, 

standing or moving, both ethnographers and research participants continue to be active 

participants in their environments, using their whole bodies, all their senses, available 

props and the ground under their feet, to narrate, perform, communicate and represent 

their experiences” (2009:85). Allan creates an interesting visual structure to interviews, 

especially in one instance where the interview takes place on a boat with a male 

participant. Avoiding the traditional face-to-face composition, Allen films “nearby” her 

subject, watching him as he performs routine fishing tasks, allowing for lulls in 

conversation and offering the feeling of “spending time.” Gesturing towards his 

surroundings—the sea, the boat—the subject states, “This is all I know.” In the context of 

the likely displacement of Palestinians from this area, this emplaced interview reveals a 

level of deep, temporal attachment to the land, despite the paradoxical label of “refugee.” 

 Allan’s representation demonstrates that the sensory can be political. In Terrace 

of the Sea, “emplaced” interviews, a sustained focus on the environment, the use of the 

long take to create a sense of temporality all work together to register an embodied sense 

of experience. Avoiding the typical shock tactics and polemics of political 

documentaries, Terrace of the Sea carefully crafts a space for an emotive understanding 
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of refugee identity, complicating notions of displacement and forging a new reading that 

encourages viewers to engage more critically with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

 

Conclusion 

An embodied, sensory knowledge of film should continue to be examined in 

visual anthropology. Although it is not necessarily easy to conceptualize, it provides a 

rewarding alternative to the authoritative use of filmed materials as “evidence” or “proof” 

of an encounter. The interstices of filmed experience are the most interesting for 

ethnographic purposes. Since ideas of subjecthood in anthropology continue to be 

developed, a multifaceted exploration of embodied identity through experimental filming 

techniques can be a valuable asset to written anthropological projects. In “New Principles 

of Visual Anthropology,” David MacDougall suggests that ethnographic film’s impact is 

best when it is used to emphasize the individual and the material in “areas of social 

experience for which visual media have demonstrated expressive affinity—in particular, 

(a) the topographic, (b) the temporal, (c) the corporeal, and (d) the personal” (2006:271).  

By sharpening an anthropological focus in these realms, film has proven itself to be a 

different yet worthy companion to ethnographic writing and theory. Furthermore, an 

emphasis on the individual’s sensory experience can help articulate new understandings 

of important political discourses: “Embodied memories and experiences may well be 

some of the most important registers of global shifts in power and the emergence of new 

subjectivities” (2000:200). The films discussed above draw out the complexities of 

individual experience as it relates to both the lived environment and larger political 
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processes, demonstrating the potential for continued innovation in sensory and embodied 

area of anthropological knowledge-building.  
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Chapter 4: Film Festivals, Media Networks, and the Organization of Ethnographic 

Cinema 

This chapter focuses on how visual anthropology develops discourses and 

ideologies through organizing principles, namely film festivals and media networks. Film 

festivals have become some of the primary venues for the exposition and discussion of 

visual anthropological materials, yet there have been few anthropological writings on 

film festivals. During the summer of 2011, I attended the Royal Anthropological 

Institute’s (RAI) 12th Biennial International Festival of Ethnographic Film in London. 

Prominent and well-established, the film festival featured five days of screenings in four 

venues, under the unifying theme of “Around the World in 90 Films.” I would like to 

investigate the dynamics of film festival space, including the sense of community 

developed, the politics of representation, and the way the film festival structure 

contributes to visual anthropological discourses. Using Foucault’s (1986) concept of 

heterotopic spaces, I will examine how global informational flows and temporality in the 

“digital age” function in the context of film festival representation and curation of 

materials. To do so, I will draw on my experience attending the RAI Festival, focusing on 

narratives created through structuring, curation and categorization of visual materials.  

        Early film festivals were born out of the European narrative film tradition, with 

the first international film festival held in Venice in 1932. Other regional festivals arose 

in Europe such as Cannes (1939), Edinburg (1947), and Berlin (1951). In the Americas, 

Toronto (1976) and Sundance in Salt Lake City (1978) followed several decades later. 

Today, nearly every large urban center features some sort of film festival, many of which 



65 
 

explore previously neglected areas of interest: women’s film festivals, queer film 

festivals, black film festivals, and regional/cultural film festivals have become prominent 

venues featuring cinematic narratives outside the dominant Hollywood film industry. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that visual anthropologists began to use film festivals as 

early as the 1980s to gather together, showcase work, and discuss future directions for the 

subdiscipline. 

        Film festivals create specific types of political discourses, institutional ideologies, 

and spatial dynamics. Surprisingly, there have been few in-depth studies of their impact 

on visual anthropology. Notable exceptions include Penny Harvey (1993), who examined 

the politics of self-representation in indigenous media at the fourth American Festival of 

Indigenous Cinema and the RAI’s third Festival of Ethnographic Film in 1992, Nancy 

Lutkehaus (1996), who looked at documentaries screened at the 1996 the Sundance Film 

Festival, and Kaarine Cleverly (1997), who briefly explored the history of the Nordic 

Anthropological Film Association Conference and Festival. Most visual anthropological 

film festival reviews are structured as short-form reviews of individual films appended to 

journals such as Visual Anthropology Review. From a film and media studies perspective, 

more in-depth theoretical writings such as Marijke de Valck’s Film Festivals: From 

European Geopolitics to Global Cinephilia (2007) explore the historical and political 

implications of film festivals. Still, the vast majority of writings on film festivals are 

found in popular media outlets such as blogs, newspapers, and Internet forums. 

        Because of their connection to the larger history of popular film festivals, it is 

interesting to explore ethnographic film festivals in relation to what de Valck calls 

“thematic festivals” (2007). As de Valck explains, thematic film festivals arose once 
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“cultural value was no longer tied to the idea of film as national accomplishment,” as had 

been the case in the early days of film festivals such as Cannes, Berlin, and Venice 

(2007:167). The French New Wave greatly contributed to the break with national 

idealism, using innovative styles and engaging with controversial subject matter. The 

effect was a “counter-cinema” and “political avant-garde” that often cropped up in 

“[thematic sections] that allowed festivals to generate critical discourse and to actively 

participate in political struggles” (2007:176). Indigenous media were a major factor in 

these new thematic festivals and their overtly political agendas. However, as Valck 

suggests, “some of these filmmakers began to make films for an international (above all 

Western) audience and part of the original, local relevance of political cinemas or 

aesthetic new waves was lost” (2007:179). Although many international film festivals 

strive for diversity in programming, an audience of predominantly cinephilic film-goers 

might not know how to engage politically with the films that are screened.  

        In this sense, an ethnographic film festival presents a unique viewing milieu. 

Whereas a popular film festival attracts members of the public interested in a general idea 

of cinema, at the RAI film festival, most people in attendance were affiliated with 

anthropology as a discipline in some way. Their careers were invested in both 

representations on-screen and living people off-screen—many were engaged politically 

with the subject matter. Thus, I understand the RAI film festival to be a “thematic 

festival” offering a serious expression of anthropological values and a reflection of the 

various interests of a community of visual anthropologists from around the world. 

However, as I discuss below, the film festival had no unifying principle other than its 

presentation of an amalgamation of different cultures, localities, and modes of 
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representation under the umbrella label of “ethnographic film.” Its specificity as a 

thematic festival is therefore derived from its ability to connect many disparate elements 

of a subdiscipline for a communal viewing and discussion.  

        I decided to attend the RAI Festival of Ethnographic Film after conducting my 

ethnographic methods course project at the Sarasota Film Festival in early 2011. There, I 

positioned myself as a volunteer, participating in activities in various departments, 

attending the festival and its promotional events, and conducting informal interviews with 

programmers, organizers, volunteers, and one filmmaker. I was able to get a sense of the 

festival’s relationship to the Sarasota community, and the types of social spaces it 

fostered. I had initially planned to model my thesis research on this process by 

conducting interviews with ethnographic filmmakers in order to get an idea of future 

directions for visual anthropology. However, it was exceedingly difficult to secure any 

interviews at the RAI Festival of Ethnographic Film because the viewing schedule was 

packed and many attendees were using the festival as a networking opportunity. 

Moreover, I decided after watching a good number of films that I wanted my focus to be 

representation-based rather than perspective-based. I ended up conducting one informal 

interview with the Festival Organizer, Susanne Hammacher. This wasn’t such a setback, 

especially since I had used “interface ethnography” during my research with the Sarasota 

Film Festival, a method that helped me deal with the festival’s highly public community 

profile and highly private interworkings. Sherry Ortner, who has done ethnographic 

research in Hollywood, describes interface ethnography as: “opportunities—any 

opportunities at all—to enter ‘halfway’ or ‘interface’ spaces in which some sort of 

revelations about insiders’ ways of thinking and talking and (re-)presenting themselves 
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might be heard and seen” (2010:219). Viewing the film festival as a curation of materials 

surrounded by discourses, I tried to gain an idea of the public presentation of the festival. 

I used a similar strategy when I attended the 2011 American Anthropological Association 

meetings, but there I focused mainly on the circulating dialogues since I attended mostly 

academically-framed conference sessions.   

The festival took place from June 23rd to 26th at the University College of 

London; I attended the Visual Research Conference “Whose Film is it?” in addition to 

screening 24 films. The festival featured 91 films which were generally feature length, 

running from 50 to 90 minutes, with several short films running from 10 to 30 minutes. 

There were four different venues for the screenings, organized into the following 

categories: RAI Film Prize and Basil Wright Film Prize in-competition screenings (26 

films), Wiley-Blackwell Student Film Prize screenings (21 films), Material Culture and 

Archaeology Film Prize screenings (15 films), Intangible Culture: Music, Dance, and 

Performance Film Prize screenings (12 films), Anthropologists at Work: Ethics, Politics, 

Fieldwork (9 films), and Special Interests: Migration Film Day screenings (8 films). I 

tried to sample some films from each category, but focused mainly on the films in 

competition for the RAI and Basil Wright prizes as these were the central awards of the 

festival.  

        Indeed, coming up with a program of films to see became difficult: with three 

different screenings happening simultaneously, I would often go to one screening only to 

hear about how great another one was. I tried to plan a balanced film screening schedule, 

only to change my mind several times at the last minute. My main criteria for film 

selection was to choose films that dealt with questions of representation; however, this 
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was difficult as the synopses in the film guide were all the information I had to make my 

decisions. These synopses dealt almost entirely with topical issues. For example, the 

description for Suzette Heald’s Law and War in Rural Kenya (2010) states: “This film 

revisits a vigilante movement that arose to combat cattle raiding and gun crime among 

the Kenyan Kuria ten years after it had brought peace to the area.”  I therefore attempted 

to choose films that had some indication of the representational issues at hand. For 

example, in the last chapter I discussed Diana Allan’s Terrace of the Sea (2009), a film 

about Palestinian immigrants in Lebanon. The synopsis for this film states: “Terrace of 

the Sea is a meditation on the processes of memory that explores the distances between 

photography and film, past and present, land and sea and between seeing and being 

seen.” 

        I also asked several people what films they were going to see. When I told one 

lady that I was undecided on the next screening, she asked me: “Well, what part of the 

world are you interested in?” The question was startling to me, as I hadn’t thought to zero 

in on one geographical area. Thinking about it further, the festival program allowed 

viewers access to 72 countries across six continents; the sheer diversity of films was 

astounding. However, this question prompted me to think critically about what type of 

space was being created at the festival. Based on the premise that ethnographic film 

generally gives viewers a sense of “being there,”  the audience was able to embark on a 

multitude of transnational filmic “voyages” within the span of a few days—in this light, it 

can perhaps be compared to the Epcot Center at Disney World! The compression of time 

and space facilitated by these media is an example of the problem of globalization for 

anthropologists working in transnational networks with unknowable boundaries. 
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        As Foucault suggests, “We are in the epoch of simultaneity: we are in the epoch 

of juxtaposition, the epoch of the near and far, of the side-by-side, of the dispersed” 

(1986:22). In order to grapple with the conglomeration of time and space at an 

ethnographic film festival, Foucault’s notion of a “heterotopia” can be invoked. Miriam 

Kahn defines a heterotopia as “combinations of different places as though they were 

one.” Moreover, “Through their very concern with created order they result in 

disorder”  (1995:324). Although Kahn’s work deals with museums, a similar type of 

curatorship is at work in an ethnographic film festival: films are screened, programmed, 

organized, and scheduled. At the RAI, the wildly disparate film subjects were unified 

under the theme “Around the World in 90 Films.” In his third principle of heterotopias, 

Foucault takes up the idea of the discord created by multiple types of space presented as 

one: “The heterotopia is capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, 

several sites that are in themselves incompatible” (1986:25). He mentions the cinema as 

one of these types of spaces, describing it as “a very odd rectangular room, at the end of 

which, “on a two-dimensional screen, one sees the projection of a three-dimensional 

space” (1986:25). If this is the case with a single film, then a film festival has a 

multiplicatory effect as it presents a series of very different three-dimensional spaces 

sequentially on the same two-dimensional screen. 

        The organization of the extensive festival program is a reflection of the 

heterotopic space created. Foucault describes the effect of a heterotopic space using the 

analogy of a mirror: “it makes this place that I occupy at the moment when I look at 

myself in the glass at once absolutely real, connected with all the space that surrounds it, 

and absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass through this virtual 
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point which is over there” (1986:24). Could ethnographic film festivals be seen as mirrors 

for visual anthropology? I think it is likely. The individual endeavors of ethnographic 

filmmakers exist in their own context, yet when combined in a film festival become part 

of a larger representational process. Moreover, the RAI festival selects from what its 

committee judges to be the best ethnographic films produced within the previous three 

years; therefore, such film festivals can be regarded as an indication of the status of visual 

anthropology. 

        As I mentioned above, the film categories were organized broadly according to 

prizes. However, each individual screening sessions consisted of anywhere from one to 

four different films. These screenings often featured films from the same region, for 

example, Tommi Mendel’s Bunong’s Birth Practices (2010) and Ella Pugliese and Nou 

Va’s We Want (U) To Know (2011) were both films made in Cambodia; David 

MacDougall’s Awareness (2011) and Hasse Wester’s The Golden Beach (2008) were 

both made in India. Sometimes films were paired based on similar anthropological 

categories; for example, Andy Lawrence’s The Lover and the Beloved (2010) and Olesya 

Bondareva & Mauri Pasanen’s The Last Dervish of Kazakhstan (2010) both focused on 

shamanism. On the website for the film festival (http://raifilmfest.org.uk/ 

film/festival/2011), all films were cross-listed according to “programme strands,” which 

included Africa, Australia, Central America, India and Anthropologists at Work, 

Anthropology of Health and Well-being, Indigenous and Community Media, Migration, 

and Music, Dance and Performance. Although the films were organized based on 

regional affiliation or subject matter, they did not take up the same representational 

concerns. Moreover, not all of the films could be paired up according to this scheme. 
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Thus, some films that did not have much in common were inevitably grouped together. 

        Because the idea of viewing ethnographic work from all parts of the world was so 

prominently featured, a comparative perspective was subtly invited. The larger narratives 

at work were both apparent and concealed: geographical variation and anthropological 

topics of interest could easily be pointed out, while more inconspicuous ethnographic 

filmic tropes silently underscored the festival program. One screening in particular 

emphasized this for me. At the time, I could not figure out what had made me so uneasy 

about it; however, looking back and applying Kahn’s (1995) idea of “heterotopic 

dissonance” allows me to conceptualize the troubling representations at hand. The 

screening consisted of Adrian Strong’s Bitter Roots: The Ends of Kalahari Myth (2011) 

and Piergiorgio Casotti’s Arctic Spleen (2010). The first film was feature-length, 

examining one researcher’s return to visit the Ju/*hoansi people after 20 years, and the 

second was a short film made by a documentary film maker inquiring into high suicide 

rates in a town of 3,500 in East Greenland. Made in a traditional documentary style, 

Bitter Roots featured interviews with anthropological experts and Ju/*hoansi people 

along with stock footage to construct a critical history of representations of peoples in the 

Kalahari Desert while raising the question of what the future holds for the film’s 

continually disenfranchised subjects. The second film was constructed partly as a “photo-

essay,” featuring photographic stills along with interviews with town officials and 

subjects discussing the troubling experiences of the small community. 

        I could not help but feel disturbed after viewing these films together, not only 

because of the difficult subject matter, but also because of the underlying narratives they 

invoked. Both films presented people living in harsh landscapes: the Kalahari Desert and 
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the Arctic tundra. One might call to mind Marshall’s The Hunters (1962) and Flaherty’s 

Nanook of the North (1922), two of the most prominent early ethnographic films that 

were shot in the same geographic regions as Bitter Roots and Arctic Spleen. These 

intertextual associations are inescapable (See Huang 2002). Bitter Roots attempted to 

engage with historical context, demonstrating how romanticized misrepresentations led 

development workers astray from the realities of  21
st
 century life in the Kalahari. A clear 

distinction between stock footage and footage of current circumstances facilitated the 

articulation of the social and political consequences of anthropological representations. 

Arctic Spleen by comparison was a horrific representation: Casotti opted to digitally 

render his footage black and white, effectively aestheticizing both the subjects and the 

landscape of the film. Furthermore, sorrowful music played on top of still photographs of 

peoples’ scars from attempted suicide, which seemed to suggest that the outlook for this 

group of people was hopeless. 

        This type of representation is not new; as discussed in Chapter 2, salvage 

anthropology laid the groundwork for early ethnographic films. Geographically 

marginalized “vanishing cultures” still feature prominently in visual anthropology of the 

21st century. Other films at the RAI film festival in this category include The 

Bagyeli  Pygmies at the End of the World (2009), Shooting with Mursi (2010), and The 

Last Dervish of Kazakhstan (2010). The pairing of a film like Bitter Roots with Arctic 

Spleen created a type of superimposition whereby the narrative of the latter film was 

threaded into the former against my conscious will; I could not separate Strong’s 

discussion of the  Ju/*hoansi people’s future from the detrimental implications of 

Casotti’s uncritical salvage anthropology approach. 
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        The overtones of salvage anthropology in many of the screenings are reminiscent 

of the sense of anthropology as a “butterfly collecting” exercise, in the sense of gathering 

and curating all of the diverse cultures of the world before they go extinct. As Foucault 

suggests, this can be an element of heterotopic space, especially in the context of a 

museum: 

[T]he idea of accumulating everything, of establishing a sort of general archive, 

the will to enclose in one place all times, all epochs, all forms, all tastes, the idea 

of constituting a place of all times that is itself outside of time and inaccessible to 

its ravages, the project of organizing in this way a sort of perpetual and indefinite 

accumulation of time in an immobile place, this whole idea belongs to our 

modernity (1986:26). 

The theme of the RAI Film Festival—“Around the World in 90 Films”—enables this idea 

of “enclosing” all places. Time, although less easily identified, is a related problem. 

Narratives of salvage anthropology in ethnographic film lend visual credence to a notion 

of “ideal” past: a pre-contact, atemporal reality of perpetual “tradition.” This colonial 

desire for authenticity is critiqued extensively in Dennis O’Rourke’s Cannibal Tours 

(1989). Negotiating the concept of authenticity in ethnographic film is difficult, 

especially since many anthropologists would like to focus on visual aspects of culture 

which most readily speak to tradition, such as dress, art and adornment, dance and ritual. 

However, holding onto ideas of authenticity in such narratives ignores people's current 

realities and the complicated ways they experience "modernity" in an ever expanding 

global economy.  

        At the same time, many films at the RAI Film Festival offered a more 
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complicated engagement with how cultures negotiate their identities in the face of 

shifting global and local relations. Christian Suhr and Ton Otto’s Unity Through Culture 

(2011) depicts a contested cultural festival on Baluan Island, noting the ways young 

Baluans reinvent dance and costume in reaction to colonial hegemony while also 

conveying the resentment the elders feel toward the new “culture.” Here, a conflict is 

represented as a site for dialogue and innovation rather than simply loss. Similarly, Karen 

Waltorp and Christian Vium’s Manenberg (2010) portrays subjects facing extreme 

impoverishment in post-apartheid South Africa in a space where they discuss both their 

struggles and hopes for the future. In this film, the encounter was dialogic: the 

filmmakers conducted interviews in subjects’ homes—sometimes in total darkness—

enabling them to constitute their experience through these performative outlets. As Pink 

suggests of such interviews, “Indeed, [they] are not only places where researchers come 

to understand other people’s experiences. They are also contexts where interviewees 

might arrive at new levels of awareness about their own lives and experiences” 

(2009:87). An awareness of the constantly transforming nature of the field site and 

subjects’ experiences is what allowed these films to explore contestation and struggle in 

an ethical and nuanced manner. 

        Ethnographic films that create a cinema of loss therefore do a disservice to visual 

anthropology. With regard to transcultural cinema, Marks states: “The cinema of cultural 

displacement often focuses on loss: of language, of custom, of one’s place in a 

community. However, a discourse of loss alone cannot explain the transformations and 

new productions of culture and consciousness that occur in diaspora” (2000:195). Not 

only do narratives fixated on loss create a regrettable liaison to salvage anthropology of 
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the past, but they also neglect to highlight a sense of agency among subjects. In doing so, 

they perpetuate the “tradition of the victim” as discussed in Chapter 1. 

        The heterotopic dissonance I experienced at the RAI Film Festival was perhaps 

due to my inclination to understand the film festival as a larger, co-constructed narrative. 

Through the 20th century, visual anthropology had to “prove” itself, facing adversity 

from critics who found the practice to be unscientific or non-academic, and therefore 

developed as a sort of community attempting to work toward the common goal of 

establishing ethnographic cinema as a serious discipline. With the development of Visual 

Anthropology Review, numerous visual anthropology programs in institutions throughout 

the world, and a prolific amount of writings and films over the years, visual anthropology 

has defended its place in anthropology. However, this does not mean that filmmaking 

anthropologists shouldn’t continue to develop critical perspectives in decolonizing what 

was once a practice that abetted in people’s disenfranchisement. 

        In illustrating the heterotopic nature of film festivals, I am not suggesting that 

ethnographic filmmakers work toward a unified vision in visual anthropology and 

attempt to erase discordant elements. Film festivals of any type will by definition 

constitute heterotopias; it is impossible to escape this spatial dynamic. However, visual 

anthropologists can engage more critically with the types of space they are privy to at a 

film festival. What larger goal or purpose exists behind an amassment of films from all 

over the world? How can film screenings be organized to best reflect an anthropological 

perspective? How can anthropological discourses be carried forward at such an event? 

        In the last chapter, I suggested ways that visual anthropology can participate in 

the project of developing new forms of intersubjective knowledge. Yet the experimental 
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techniques that allow viewers to engage with film as a medium, to understand its 

unfolding in time as a critical discourse, and to discover new methods of conveying 

human experience through images, were largely absent from the program of films that I 

screened. Most were made in a traditional documentary style, using interviews, cutaways, 

stock footage, and fast takes. The focus was placed largely on content, with many people 

attending screenings featuring areas of the world in which they had worked—as would be 

expected. However, visual representation did not form the crux of their concerns. At a 

screening of Aadesh Baba: Ainsi Soit-Il (2010), one audience member commented on his 

research with Aghori Sadhus, stating that the film’s subject did not perform a ritual 

properly, therefore the film was not “factual.” This was the prevailing pattern of 

discussion whereby anthropologists would discuss the activities presented in the film 

without questioning what filmic techniques were used to represent them. 

As Susanne Hammacher, the film festival organizer, recounted to me, the festival 

is “curated” by a programming board of 20 members with backgrounds in visual 

anthropology. Yet the RAI Film Festival is not exclusively related to visual 

anthropology: 

 Each festival tends to attract certain films. The RAI’s rather traditional, we’re  

 looking toward more ethnographic films at one end, and because we have such a  

 tradition here in Britain with film in television, we always had this kind of  

 presence of films—with anthropology content for television. That’s why this is  

 maybe different from other film festivals. . .And not this time, but in past  

 festivals, we normally had actually a special discussion forum for discussing the  

 role of anthropology in film or anthropology on television, because in the past  
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 there was several series—and recently. . .like Tribe and, but as well, if you look  

 further back with Disappearing World and Strangers Abroad. . . There’s always a  

 kind of—we try to use the festival as a kind of meeting point for people from the  

 industries and the anthropology community. 

This partly explains the major differences I encountered in terms of representations. 

While visual anthropologists should favor interdisciplinary endeavors over a cloistered, 

self-congratulatory community, they should be cautious about the types of filmmaking 

they promote.  As Jay Ruby has insisted, films about anthropology are not necessarily 

anthropological films (1975:109). Visual anthropologists should leverage criticism 

against representations that are unfair to subjects or perpetuate a mythologized idea of 

any given culture’s current practices. A partnership between television documentary and 

ethnographic filmmaking could be particularly fruitful if anthropologists utilized venues 

such as the RAI Film Festival to work toward deconstructing colonial practices such as 

salvage anthropology which deny agency to filmed subjects. There is potential for this, 

but unfortunately it was underutilized at the RAI Film Festival.  

 

Indigenous Film Production and Ethnography of Media Networks  

        Inquiry into the structure of a film festival leads to larger questions of the 

circulation of ethnographic-filmic materials. Visual anthropologists are currently working 

towards a more engaged model for production and distribution. When discussing film 

festivals, anthropologists should be aware not only of the dynamics of the contained 

festival space and the ideologies produced, but should also consider the ways these 

ideologies can exceed the boundaries of the festival and participate in a wider 
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dissemination of images. To do so, other media outlets must be considered. Film festivals 

are one type of  space for curated representations, social interaction, and discourse-

building, but other modes of media circulating such as television networks achieve 

similar ends. Since film is an inherently social, shared experience, it should be promoted 

as such; as I discussed in Chapter 3, the accessible, communal nature of film should be 

analyzed as a part of anthropological discourse.   

        Cindy Wong examines film festivals as “public spheres” with political influence, 

citing the example of Juliette Binoche using her “Best Actress” award speech to request 

that Iranian filmmaker Jafar Panahi be released from prison (2011: 171-72). Film 

festivals such as Movies that Matter promote themselves as politically motivated: “This 

international film and debate festival embodies engaged cinema as no other film festival 

does” (http://www.moviesthatmatter.nl). The Movies that Matter Film Festival also operates 

the Human Rights Film Network based in Amsterdam, which acts as a liaison between other 

activist festivals by offering a comprehensive map and directory of film festival information 

on their website (http://www.humanrightsfilmnetwork.org). As I have demonstrated above, 

film festivals as media outlets actively promote the circulation of discourses, thus various 

human rights festivals channel this capability to promote social justice initiatives around 

the world.  

 Indigenous media factors heavily into these discussions, as indigenous groups 

often experience displacement, exploitation, and economic disenfranchisement. In this 

sense, a global awareness of these issues is entwined with its sister concept of the local: 

discourses emerge from a specific locality to be presented on a global platform, with the 

hopes that this awareness will be then bring an increase in resources back to the locality 

and perhaps others like it. Livia Hinegardner (2009) describes this as a 
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“communications” model for human rights video, and this type of filmmaking flourishes, 

especially in Central and South America. However, Hinegardner also notes that the act of 

filmmaking in and of itself is another channel for organization and activism, especially 

since it is difficult to enact legal or political change through filmmaking. She suggests: 

“Although it may seem that seeking justice in the social imaginary is impractical 

compared to instrumental political pressure from “outside,” this imaginary also comprises 

a social and political field that is accessible and in which citizens may take action and 

participate” (2009:182). Filmmaking anthropologists should thus consider the new 

networks and ethnographic mise-en-scènes that emerge from these types of practices.  

Indeed, many already do. Faye Ginsburg has worked with Australian Aboriginee 

media networks for years, and focuses on the cultural reproduction and visibility of 

Aboriginee identity that result from indigenous media. She argues: 

[W]hen other forms are no longer effective, indigenous media offers a possible  

means—social, cultural, and political—for reproducing and transforming cultural  

identity among people who have experienced massive political, geographic, and 

economic disruption. The capabilities of media to transcend boundaries of time,  

space, and even language are being used effectively to mediate, literally,  

historically produced social ruptures and to help construct identities that link past  

and present in ways appropriate to contemporary conditions (1991:94).  

Visual representations have strong effects on the way communities reflect upon their 

identities and how they actively assert their roles in  conceptions of nationality and 

national history; in this way indigenous media networks can be seen as distinct 

communities of practice. Indigenous media communities are related to other such 
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communities as well as to more mainstream film production networks, creating a more 

interconnected ethnographic setting that offers new theoretical challenges to 

anthropologists. 

In order to further break down barriers between Western and non-Western 

peoples in ethnographic cinema, Hollywood and other major loci for popular, fiction 

films should be examined with a similar ethnographic perspective on cultural production. 

Gordon Gray has initiated a project on this, identifying a disparity in the way indigenous 

media groups are studied compared to those of Hollywood: “Indeed, there is almost an 

inverse ratio between how well known the particular film/film industry is and whether 

that film/industry will be analyzed through [a film studies perspective] or whether they 

will be discussed in terms of cultural or sociological specificity. Films from Africa or 

Indonesia, for instance, are much more likely to be analyzed via the latter, 

whereas…Hollywood films are rarely discussed in this manner” (2010:104-05). An 

ethnographics of all types of media networks would not only offer a truly global 

perspective on media production, but would participate in Marcus and Fischer’s project 

of “anthropology as cultural critique” (1986), offering a critical view of mainstream 

media that dominates the United States and elsewhere in both an economic and 

ideological sense. Furthermore, the relationship between indigenous media and more 

commercial representations can be an important locus of interaction. For example, Sabra 

Thorner (2007) discusses the complicated processes at work in Rabbit Proof Fence 

(Noyce 2002) and Whale Rider (Caro 2002), where indigenous youth were recruited to 

play the parts of empowered fictional characters, revealing the multiplex ways indigenous 

identity can be inscribed in dominant cinematic practices. 
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Moreover, a broad anthropological project focused on media outlets helps visual 

anthropologists to overcome the plaguing “divide” between ethnographic film and 

indigenous media. Although many anthropologists refute the distinction, it crops up in the 

still-lingering question: “What is ethnographic film?” Anthropologists working alongside 

indigenous media networks knowingly cede control of notions of authorship to the people 

making decisions about how to represent themselves. Building community media 

resources ensures that indigenous filmmakers develop expertise within the network. As 

Ginsburg notes, programs such as the National Indigenous Media Association of 

Australia or the Central Australian Aboriginal Media Association have a “‘[C]ohort 

effect’ –the creation of a group whose synergy and influence have the capacity to reshape 

their institutions and cultural worlds, generating the talent, skills, resources, and 

collaborations to transform Australia’s screens, providing forms of mediation in which 

Aboriginal people are active cultural players in the marking of representations about their 

lives on the nation’s film and television” (2005:89). Access, ownership and the social 

control over media-making in national and international contexts all have the potential to 

create a more equalized and decolonized future for visual anthropology. Working 

alongside—but not presiding over—these endeavors can be a prominent avenue for 

future visual anthropological studies.  

 Visual anthropology is not simply a practice of documentation, but one of 

representation, identity construction, and the circulation of discourses within, between, 

and among cultures. Attention to networks such as film festivals, indigenous media 

outlets, and mainstream film production will continue to produce anthropological insights 

in an entangled global configuration and circulation of images. These form as much a 
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part of visual studies as singular films; contextual categories can add new layers of 

complexity to the way a film’s meaning is received. Visual anthropologists should be 

self-aware about the spaces they create through film festivals and other organizational 

activities so that they may discover new types of engagement among filmmakers, 

subjects and audiences. A critical approach to the way knowledge is framed and shared 

both within and outside of visual anthropology, I believe, will continue to be explored.  
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Conclusion 

The process of ethnographic filmmaking creates a multiplication of 

anthropological insights. Simply put, when visual anthropologists film people, they learn 

new things about them. When they watch the film, it becomes an embodied social 

document that turns into a new subject of study. When they show the film to others, it 

garners further meaning. When films circulate, the global transmission and organization 

of ideologies presents a new level of theoretical inquiry. Different loci of filmmaking 

offer platforms through which to examine the ever-elusive processes of globalization as 

they relate to the production and reproduction of cultural identities. When I made my 

short film Over-birdening Sarasota, I discovered new ways of thinking about the 

meaning of chicken-keeping in an increasingly urbanized nation. I screened it several 

times—for different audiences—and each time I learned more about myself as a neophyte 

visual anthropologist and about the film’s relevance to different groups of people in both 

academic and non-academic contexts. As such, film should be a multi-tiered locus of 

knowledge building.  

The chapters of this thesis range over a wide spectrum. Ethics, authority, sensory 

and embodied experience, and global networks are all very broad elements of 

anthropological discourse. However, I believe they are the most relevant in terms of 

issues immediate to visual anthropology’s current state as well as its future direction. 

Ethics should preface this discussion, since a “digital age” has brought on new concerns 

about the creation and dissemination of sensitive images, especially given political 

entanglements on a global scale. A review of modes of authority in the history of visual 
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anthropology reveals entrenched conventions that may not be completely ethical for 

representing people today, and may not encourage viewers to take a critical approach to 

film-viewing. An understanding of the senses and experience requires a serious 

reconsideration of dominant filmmaking techniques, but results in entirely new 

conceptions of the cinematic medium and the types of knowledge it can produce. Finally, 

an organizational perspective of visual anthropology through film festivals and media 

networks offers a broad, global understanding of visual anthropological discourse that 

can be gleaned through a focus on the social experience of filmmaking and film sharing. 

The relationality of narratives within the organized framework is an important aspect of 

ethnographic cinema; visual anthropologists should be aware of the type of heterotopic 

space that is created at a film festival and the types of discourses that are forged through a 

larger compilation of materials. I maintain that a film festival should be a critical space, 

not simply one of celebration.  

It is my belief that visual anthropology can only continue to be integrated into the 

larger discipline. Anyone studying with a culture and taking an interest in their unique 

narratives should take a look at any films made about them, or—hopefully—by them. 

With improved digital technologies, taking a camera into a field site is now convenient 

and commonplace. Keeping in mind ethical and representational concerns, 

anthropologists should consider the new types of intersubjective encounters that might 

emerge with ethnographic filmmaking. Perhaps in the future, it will be commonplace to 

see DVDs appended to written ethnographies.  

The stakes are high when it comes to visual representations. Television, which 

was largely undiscussed in this thesis, remains one of the primary ways most people learn 
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about cultures different from their own, along with popular cinema. There is a key 

tension between the desire for anthropologists to produce ethical, creative ethnographic 

representations and the idea of a wide, popular dissemination of these materials. Could 

anthropologists shift the general public’s idea of ethnographic cinema away from films 

such as The Gods Must Be Crazy (1980)? The challenge seems daunting. Visual 

anthropology seems to be in a double bind in this sense, whereby failure to achieve a 

wide audience for ethnographic films is a disappointment, but striving for public 

circulation through outlets such as television networks and mainstream cinema would 

likely compromise a film’s innovative vision.  

 However, the outlook is not so grim. As I mentioned in my fourth chapter, 

indigenous groups have already seized opportunities for media representation, and it has 

not gone unnoticed. Take for example, Atanarjuat: The Fast Runner (2001). Produced by 

Igloolik Productions, an Inuit media company, Atanarjuat was the top grossing Canadian 

film of 2002, and is included in the Toronto Film Festival’s list of the top 10 Canadian 

films of all time. Although financing indigenous media on such a large scale is a struggle, 

activist visual anthropologists can channel their efforts toward such endeavors as a form 

of representational justice within hegemonic cinematic traditions.  

 It is important to emphasize that ethnographic cinema is only one part of visual 

anthropology; many important visual anthropological projects are carried out in realms of 

photography, art, architecture, and other visual manifestations of culture. However, with 

increasing attention being paid to visual anthropology in the context of sensory 

ethnography, Banks and Ruby raise the question of whether visual anthropology reifies 

“the occularcentrism of which anthropology has been accused in all of its representational 
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practices” (2011:15). In my third chapter, I attempt to dispel this notion, arguing that film 

can convey embodied understandings of the world; however, the focus on the visual 

might continue to be a plaguing problem. Further integration of the sensory and the 

embodied in visual anthropology could result in a broader conceptualization of the 

subdiscipline.  

 This thesis hinges on the notion that the cinema is a shared, social experience. 

Further study of the cinema space, including film festivals, will continue to build the 

ethnographic film community, both within and outside of academia. The social context of 

viewing suggests that ethnographic films should be treated as intertextual and dialogic 

entities; varying responses to films should be considered. Moreover, critical debate 

during question and answer sessions should be valued and encouraged, with more time 

allotted to post-film discussion, which should focus not simply on content, but on the way 

it relates to representation. In this way, viewers and filmmakers might develop better 

ideas as to how ethnographic film can become distinct from the traditional documentary 

styles that continue to be utilized in visual anthropology. Although television media has 

specific regulations and parameters for documentary film, structured, critical discussions 

could also help filmmakers to work through questions of ethical, nuanced representation 

in the face of dominant, constraining television practices. Such film viewings and 

discussions should also be promoted within educational settings.  

Ethnographic film will continue to be of pressing concern to anthropologists for 

the same reason that cinema is important to leisurely movie-goers: once screened, an 

image becomes part of a consciousness, a discourse, a social imaginary, and a memory. I 

have examined filmmaking in a specific context; the films I have discussed are all 
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“narrative” in the sense that they are edited, constructed, and packaged for consumption. 

These narratives are crucial: although many anthropologists use footage as analytic 

material, the socially-constructed and emotive nature of films should be continually 

considered. Narratives of history, memory, transformation, and even comedy can be 

crafted through an anthropological approach to filmmaking, ensuring that films remain 

some of the best ways to forge a shared, engaged visual anthropology. Being mindful of 

ethical and structural concerns of ethnographic film while maintaining an enthusiasm for 

the intersubjective insights constantly emerging from the medium, visual anthropologists 

should proceed into the 21
st
 century with what I would call a critical fascination with  

filmmaking and the types of encounters it will continue to produce. 
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