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CONSTANTLY VARIED/HIGHLY FUNCTIONAL: AN EXPLORATION OF 

ETHNOGRAPHIC  
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ABSTRACT 

 

  Digital video has the potential to democratize the field of visual anthropology. 

The digital medium allows filmmakers to create and transmit their work at an substantial 

rate. I explore and defend visual anthropology as a subfield, looking to previous literature 

to examine some concerns that have plagued the field. I reflect on fieldwork at CrossFit 

Sarasota, a local gym in Sarasota, FL, between September and December 2011 that 

resulted in my short ethnographic film, Constantly Varied/Functional. I separate my 

method into the three sections of video production: pre-production, production and 

postproduction. In addition, I describe details that my film was not able to capture, in 

order to demonstrate the limitations of my ethnographic film. I examine the ethical 

dilemmas of ethnographic authority and representation. I delineate the editing techniques 

that I utilized to experiment with reflexivity. Finally, I demonstrate that affordable digital 

video production is a possibility at a small liberal arts college with little institutional 

support. While the digital medium brings up new cause for concern, it has allow visual 

anthropology to become more accessible as a subfield. 

 

Maria D. Vesperi 

Division of Social Sciences 
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Introduction 
 

In 2001, at age 11, I decided that I wanted to be a filmmaker. Movies had always 

been an important part of my life. Before I could read, movies taught me a lot about the 

world. By and large, they helped me cope with my childhood. I do not say this to make it 

sound as if I have lived a great struggle. Suffice it to say, I had a middle-class upbringing. 

In 2008 I came to New College of Florida, and simultaneously decided that fitness would 

be an integral part of my life. In 2009, at age 19, I decided I wanted to be an 

anthropologist. The question was: how could I reconcile these distinct passions?  

In “On Ethnographic Authority,” James Clifford states that “the predominant 

mode of modern fieldwork is signaled: ‘You are there, because I was there’” (1983:118). 

I take this quote to mean that anthropologists have a responsibility to report on what they 

have observed, and also to report on what experiences each researcher brings along with 

him. William Foote Whyte discussed the importance of revealing the ethnographer’s 

experience in “On the Evolution of Street Corner Society” (1996: 12-14).   In order to 

examine my fieldwork, I must acknowledge where I have come from as an anthropologist 

and how my life has shaped the current studies I have pursued. Anthropologists tend to 

argue for reflexivity in their work, that is, an acknowledgment of their role throughout the 

process. As Norma Mendoza-Denton put it, “It is a responsibility of anthropologists to 

explain ourselves, who we are and where we come from, often with what read like 

embarrassing or distracting results” (2010: 43). In this section, I describe my interest in 

film and a relatively newfound interest in anthropology. 

Through this introduction, I hope to illustrate the ways that movies and 

anthropology are meaningful interests in my life. In part, my introduction was shaped by 
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Walker Kahn’s (2007) New College thesis, an ethnography of a Brazilian Jiujitsu gym in 

Sarasota, FL; I appreciate his approach to introducing his transition from wrestling to 

Brazilian jiujitsu and how both have oriented his worldview. In a very similar way, films 

have shaped my life and this thesis; my interest in visual anthropology would not exist 

without my love of movies. Annette Lareau and Jeffrey Shultz suggest that we bring 

something “new” to our studies: “At one point or another in our lives, we are all 

beginners...We bring a great deal to these new situations, including our temperament, 

previous education, and family situations” (1996:1). In that vein, this chapter explores 

where I’ve come from, in a effort to remain reflexive about what I bring to the field. 

 I was born to a OBGYN, Michele Manting, and retired Army officer Robert 

Brewer, on Febuary 11, 1990. A few months later, my mother joined the Air Force to 

repay her medical school loans, and I spent the first few years of my life on Yokota Air 

Force Base in Tokyo, Japan. My earliest memories are of Japanese children's television 

shows, particularly a cartoon series called Anpanman. Bright colors flashing across a 

screen filled with figures with big round heads and tiny bodies. Visual media has always 

been the best way for me to understand the world. While books definitely have a place 

and I sincerely enjoy reading, it never came me naturally; it was something I had to work 

at. Before I could read, though, I learned everything I could through movies, especially 

nature documentaries. 

My family moved back to the United States when I was almost four. After about a 

year of living in State College, Pennsylvania, my parents decided that I should go to 

school. At age five, I began attending a local Montessori school. I hated it. Around this 
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time, I began watching movies much more frequently. Disney’s The Jungle Book became 

a near-daily activity. 

My favorite nature show was Wild Discovery. My grandmother and grandfather 

would record episodes on VHS tapes and send them to me on a regular basis. Every 

night, from about 8-8:30, I would watch Wild Discovery with my parents and learn about 

animals. Even if there was lag between when my grandparents sent the tapes, I would be 

content re-watching the episodes to be sure I memorized important details. Through this 

show I became obsessed with orca whales. My parents caught on and my mom would 

read books about whales and dolphins to me on a regular basis. At this point I was sure 

that I was going to be a marine biologist, so I could study the sea creatures I loved so 

much. 

I was still struggling with reading by the time I was in third grade and my mom 

opted to send me to a school run by the Society of Friends. There I flourished with the 

help of the headmaster, who would personally help me by taking me into his office a few 

days per week under the ruse that I was helping him make “Cassettes on Tape” for the 

younger students who needed to learn how to read. In retrospect, it is clear that this was 

an effort to help me play catch-up with my own reading. 

By fourth grade, I could read, but I still loved movies. I’d lost interest in Wild 

Discovery, and shifted towards animated television shows. I began to love children’s 

shows such as Gundam Wing and Dragon Ball-Z. I liked them because of their 

illustrations, and then I decided I wanted to be an animator. In all honesty, I was never 

that great at drawing. I kept watching movies and by age 10, my favorite was probably 
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The Matrix. My parents divorced around this time and I began to watch even more 

movies. 

By the time I was in the fifth grade, my mom had decided to move from 

Pennsylvania and we ended up in the very small rural town of Hephzibah, Georgia. This 

was the kind of town that one sees in those old pictures, a place where people did not 

wear khakis because the Georgia red clay would stain them, a place where everyone 

knew everyone else and everyone had some kind of familial tie. At the time, this place 

was alien to me. I can remember vividly that the young kids in my class made fun of me, 

mainly because I did not have a “Southern” accent at the time. I was a Yankee. Despite 

this initial rejection, I still consider Georgia home. 

I retreated to movies as a way of coping. For my 11th birthday my mom bought 

me two significant presents: a camcorder and Lego Studios, a computer program with a 

hardware camera that allowed users to create stop-go animation using legos. From that 

point forward, I was making animations using Lego Studios and filming fight scenes with 

my friends with my camcorder. 

By the time I was in the ninth grade, my brother and friends were all used to being 

in my short films. We had moved out of Hephzibah and into the city of Augusta, Georgia. 

I had the good fortune of meeting Didiet Rubio, a teacher, who had fantastic taste in 

movies. He encouraged me to watch many and he said two of the best he had ever seen 

were Amores Perros and City of God. While I Ioved City of God, Amores Perros was far 

from my favorite. In 10th grade, Scott Guinn introduced me to many films by the Coen 

brothers. Throughout high school, my weekends were not complete without the 

obligatory trip to Blockbuster, where I would raid the foreign and independent film 
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sections. I had a healthy diet of Pedro Almodovar, Takashi Miike, Quentin Tarantino, 

Robert Rodriguez and Alfonso Cuaron. 

I was a co-captain the first year my school had a swim team. After years of being 

a mediocre swimmer with club teams, I was suddenly the fastest and most proficient kid 

on the team. By the end of the 10th grade, I was Most Valuable Player. This was a major 

confidence-boost for me, and created a new interest in sports. 

In September 2007, my mom accepted a job at Florida State University. I moved 

to Tallahassee, Florida with one more year left in high school. For me, it was a rough 

move, but my younger brother, Zander, and I continued to bond through making short 

films together. For weeks after we moved, we only hung out together and made movies. 

To this day, I occasionally watch the bizarre movies we made as we were adjusting to our 

new environment. The weekly filmmaking process solidified our friendship. 

During my senior year I had a decision to make: film school or a liberal arts 

degree? Fortunately, my parents never pressured me to pursue a degree in anything, and 

encouraged me to do what I was passionate about. I visited New College of Florida mid-

way through the fall semester of my senior year. My interview could not have gone better 

and the school seemed like a place I would enjoy. A few months later, I got a letter from 

North Carolina School of the Arts saying that I had made it through to the final step of 

the admissions process. The school accepted me and I was all but set to go to Winston-

Salem. Then I realized that maybe film school was not for me because I found that I 

valued a holistic education over such a technical curriculum. I remembered that at New 

College, students could create their own tracks of study with the guidance of professors. 

That’s how I ended up at New College of Florida. 
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 I found anthropology early on in my academic career. I was paired with Maria 

Vesperi as my adviser and she suggested that I take “Maya Women, Weaving and 

Worldview” with Gabrielle Vail. I really enjoyed it and later that year, after a tutorial 

with Professor Vail, she gave me a DVD with footage of a local Maya weaver. For the 

next step, we set up an interview that I filmed with my camera. I assembled a short film 

she presented at her exhibit at Wheedon Island. The footage of this woman weaving as 

she narrates her life became the first time I had truly tried to blend anthropological 

fieldwork with the visual medium. That experience opened up a lot of opportunities for 

me to explore video production at New College. 

 Each following semester solidified my interest in anthropology. In 2010, under 

the guidance of Dr. Vesperi, I learned that filmmakers could apply anthropological 

frameworks to their productions.  In a visual anthropology tutorial, I decided to blend my 

interest in fitness with film and anthropology for the first time by documenting a faculty 

member’s career as a jiu-jitsu world champion and instructor. The next semester, in an 

ethnographic methods course, I focused my research at a local non-profit boxing gym, 

also making a short film.  

 While we had discussed visual anthropology, my interest in the field was sealed 

after I watched Dennis O’Rourke’s Cannibal Tours (1988). Each following semester 

solidified my interest in anthropology. 

 My thesis project holds a special place to me, not only because I have dedicated 

eight months of my life to it, but because also I have managed to encapsulate a variety of 

interests: anthropology, film, fitness and nutrition. My fieldwork took place at a local 

gym called CrossFit Sarasota, located off Fruitville road in Sarasota, Florida. In Chapter 
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Three of this thesis, I go into detail about the specifics of the site, but I believe it is 

important to establish what CrossFit is at the outset 

 CrossFit, Inc. was founded in 2000 by Greg Glassman and his then wife, Laurie 

Glassman. Greg, or “Coach Glassman,” as he is commonly known, was a former gymnast 

who wanted to create a sport of fitness, that is to say, a sport that measure how well one 

can perform at a variety of intense physical tasks (Glassman 2007). 

The majority of my ethnographic research and analysis is reflected in the short 

film component of this project, Constantly Varied/Functional. This title has multiple 

meanings for me. The CrossFit prescription is often referred to as “constantly varied, 

functional movements executed at high intensity” (Glassman 2007). In one sense, my title 

captures this identifier; it also applies to every aspect of fieldwork using digital video. 

Digital video is a practical approach to filmmaking that has the potential to allow 

filmmakers to work in various contexts of anthropological research.  

 As I will discuss in my methodology section, I became interested in CrossFit 

Sarasota because it advocated a Paleo diet, a relatively high-protein, low-carbohydrate. I 

went there originally to examine how the gym members had interpreted a diet that was 

supposedly based in anthropological research. While I do touch on the Paleo diet, I 

became most fascinated with the construction of a community around the shared CrossFit 

experience of the Workout of the Day (WOD).   

 With this thesis, I hope to achieve several goals: First, I want to demonstrate that 

digital video has provided a positive transition for visual anthropology; second, I want to 

support visual anthropology as a subfield of anthropology; third, I want to examine the 

stages of production and the ethical questions that arise from attempting to visually 
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represent someone else. Fourth, I want to demonstrate that a student at a small liberal arts 

college with limited training in video production can create short ethnographic film. My 

overall goal is to demonstrate that digital video is a useful tool for democratizing visual 

anthropology and the filmmaking process. However, as with any new method of 

storytelling, it gives rise to ethical questions.  In the following chapters I attempt to 

reconcile these issues. 

In Chapter 1, I review previous literature on visual and anthropology and 

ethnographic film. My hope is that the reader will have an understanding of where visual 

anthropology has been and where I plan to go with my methodology and fieldwork. I 

demonstrate that the subfield of visual anthropology has often been marginalized in favor 

of written ethnography. 

In Chapter 2, I lay out my research methodology. I describe my fieldwork, 

discussing the adjustments in style that I made to film at CrossFit Sarasota to 

accommodate the highly active subjects. I describe my process of obtaining informed 

consent, also difficult in a gym setting. Additionally, I briefly describe the editing process 

and I demonstrate that digital filmmaking is an affordable endeavor that requires minimal 

costs. 

In Chapter 3, I detail the findings from my fieldwork. I discuss the structure of 

CrossFit Sarasota and its status as an affiliate to the larger CrossFit, Inc. I elaborate on 

my filming experience and on findings I did not have an opportunity to examine with my 

video, in an effort to demonstrate that video should not be considered an alternative to 

written ethnography. Additionally, I explore topics of space, place, community and 

habitus. 
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In Chapter 4, I discuss the ethical questions that arise during the digital editing 

process. I examine issues of reflexivity, authenticity, ethnographic authority and 

representation. I argue that the editing process is where most of these issues come to 

fruition, because the anthropologist is framing a narrative event that re-tells a series of 

events in a new, limited way. 
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Chapter 1: 
This is and this is not: Negotiating the Visual in Anthropology 

 
 

If films are distrusted or considered irrelevant by anthropologists, it's perhaps because they have 
too much meaning and yet not enough meaning. Not enough, since they appear to go only partway 
toward the distillation that anthropology requires. Too much, because they leave open too many 
possible interpretations. They leave too much to the viewer-too much to come to conclusions 
about. Writing on a page is, after all, a close cousin to speaking, but images on a screen are 
nothing like that. If films were somehow translated into anthropological writing, the density of 
material they contained would make them seem exhaustingly descriptive. We'd be overloaded, 
unable to grasp an overall structure, whereas in images description is implicit. If film has any 
resemblance to writing, it's too narrative and poetic forms rather than too academic 
prose. 

 
David MacDougall (in Barbash, MacDougall, Taylor, MacDougall 1996)  

 
Introduction:  
 

In this chapter, I explore the history of visual anthropology and ethnographic film. 

Visual anthropology is an undoubtedly contested subfield and one which, at times, still 

struggles to define itself. As the chapter progresses, the reader will notice that issues tend 

to re-emerge and some are never entirely resolved. Using a chronological approach, I 

hope to explore what people have written about visual anthropology and ethnographic 

cinema, highlighting what previous researchers have found important. I explore many of 

the relevant issues with regard to representation and genre, building on an understanding 

of what people have said “ethnographic cinema” and “visual anthropology” are and 

where they can go. 

Many believe the value of the visual record is that it is unbiased. In medical 

school classrooms, students are shown instructional movies on surgeries and procedure. 

While such films show specific procedures and students may choose not to question the 

representation, it is clear that through the processes of filming and editing the final 

products are creations by a person or a group of people. Rather conveniently, filmmakers 
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will often present their creations as matter-of-fact, especially documentary filmmakers. 

Therein rests the problem because film is inherently a constructed medium. 

          There are questions about whether or not film has a place in the “study of man.” I 

argue that visual anthropology has a place within anthropology. Some scholars have 

questioned this notion, claiming that ethnographic film is useless at best and damaging at 

worst (Bloch 1988).  I believe this sentiment stems from a bias for written text over film. 

This argument against film is misguided; some claim that the issue is an either/or 

scenario: either anthropologists write or film, but it is not that simple. Film should never 

seek to replace the written ethnography; ethnographic texts are invaluable as a medium. 

Recent studies have tried to contextualize where film fits in a field dominated by words 

(MacDougall 2006). David MacDougall states that the value of anthropological film is its 

ability to visually capture interpersonal events (2006: 58). I think he may be onto 

something here. Whereas the ethnographer is able to write from his/her perspective about 

his/her relationship with informants, the camera can serve as a third perspective that can 

capture the interaction between ethnographer and informant. 

The relationship among anthropologist, camera and informant has a long history 

that begins somewhere in the late 1800s, but the true history of visual anthropology may 

date back before the use of the camera.  In retrospect, it seems almost natural that the 

study of people would come together with image-making media. Anthropologist seemed 

always to have an interest in using the visual as evidence and validation. Some argue that 

the beginnings of a formalized combination of anthropology and visual media can be 

seen in the exhibitions of the 19th century, when anthropologists abused visual aids to 

validate colonialist and social Darwinist ideas. “Living exhibits” were constructed to 
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arrange human bodies into “evolutionary” hierarchies (Baker 1998). While it is unfair to 

hold anthropologists from the late 1800s to our standards today, it is important to 

acknowledge the problematic past of anthropological research and representation.  

Some have hypothesized that the current status of visual anthropology as a 

contested subfield originated out of the time lapse between the developments of film and 

the academic study of anthropology (MacDougall 2005). But as MacDougall points out, 

“Anthropology has had no lack of interest in the visual; its problem has always been what 

to do with it. This problem is historically related to another anthropological problem: 

what to do with the person…” (MacDougall 1997: 276). MacDougall’s discussion is in 

many ways a provocation for this chapter.   

Early Years:  

The late 19th century marked the beginning of the moving image, while 

anthropology was already an established field (MacDougall 2005: 230). Motion pictures 

were in their infancy in the 1890s. Emilie de Brigard (1995, originally 1973) constructs a 

timeline in which Felix-Lewis Regnault, who used film to analyze the movements of the 

human body, is the inaugural visual anthropologist. MacDougall seems to agree with this, 

also citing A.C. Haddon’s work as early contributions to filmic anthropology (2005:217, 

de Brigard 1995). Whereas previously, anthropologists resorted to bringing “exotic” 

figures to colonial exhibitions, by 1902 Walter Baldwin used photographs and films 

during his lectures (MacDougall 1997:276). The tradition continued with Junod, Rattray 

and Spencer; between 1908 and the 1920s, one can find great evidence of photographic 

use (MacDougall 2005:217). Edward S. Curtis, an anthropologists, produced In the Land 
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of the Headhunters (1914). By the 1920s, film had become an “expressive” medium, 

while anthropology had made a switch towards fieldwork-based research (2005: 230).   

Film’s expressive nature lent itself to artists such as Dziga Vertov and Robert 

Flaherty, who both constructed masterful works which inspired much later ethnographic 

filmmakers (Rouch 2003). Both of these filmmakers used the camera as a tool for 

inquiry. Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922), which re-enacts hunting 

behaviors of an Inuit family, attempts to construct a kind of anthropological knowledge. 

To this day Flaherty’s work is widely discussed and cited as the beginning of visual 

anthropology, however his lesser-known work, including Moana (1926) and Man of Aran 

(1934).  

In Russia, Vertov filmed everyday life in an effort to create a “Revolutionary 

Cinema.” Kino Eye (1924) and The Man with the Movie Camera (1929) were early 

exercises in unscripted work, filmed outside of studios. These two silent films collected 

outdoor shots of people and created montages to tell stories.  Ruby (1977) suggests that 

Vertov’s work was one of the earliest examples of reflexivity in film because it attempted 

to raise the awareness of the viewer by questioning the role of the camera in his films. 

Walter Rutman’s Berlin: Symphony of a Metropolis (1927) also captured 

everyday happenings of the city and created jarring montages to create a commentary 

about city life. While not explicitly ethnographic in nature, the film’s clear attempt to 

capture everyday life leads me to believe that it could be an early influence. 

As one can see, it did not require an anthropologist to make an ethnographic film, 

but it certainly was helpful. Luis Buñuel’s Land Without Bread (1933) was inspired by 

the ethnographic text “Las Jurdes: etude de geographie humaine” (1927) by Maurice 
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Legendre. Buñuel’s surrealist take on ethnographic research was later regarded as a 

classic among visual anthropologists. Buñuel constructs a narrative, staging many events 

based on the original ethnography, and adds a voice-over, which he originally read as the 

movie was projected (Rouff 1998).  Jeffrey Rouff (1998) praises Land Without Bread for 

its ability to alter the way viewers experience films. Ruoff focuses on Buñuel’s film for 

an exploration of potential in ethnographic cinema. While Land Without Bread parodied 

the methods of nonfiction, Rouff refuses to call it a mockumentary.  He approaches the 

film as a criticism of Western ethnographic authority; the often abrasive voiceover serves 

as the device for this critique (Rouff 1998). 

Ethnographic work was not limited to parody. Margret Mead and Gregory 

Bateson, to this day widely recognized and well-regarded, used photographs and footage 

to enhance their ethnographic work (de Brigard 1995: 26). Trance and Dance in Bali 

(released 1952, filmed in the 1930s) utilized the film format for ethnographic research 

and was definitely an integral moment in the development of the genre of ethnographic 

film. The film captured the Kris Dance, one of the many forms of dance in Bali, 

performed in the village of Pagoetan (Mead and Bateson 1952). The dance becomes a 

play, which also manages to tell a national story of the Witch and the Dragon. Mead 

narrates the events as the montage plays, while a soundtrack arranged by Colin McPhee 

plays in the background. It is not fair to hold this work to the standards of today; 

however, it is worth noting that external soundtrack is now widely frowned upon (See 

McDougall 1975). Nonetheless, what Mead and Bateson achieved remains astonishing. 

In the mid-1950s, French filmmaker Jean Rouch began experimenting with 

documentary forms and creating explicitly ethnographic films. His earliest film was 
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released in 1949; however, Rouch was most famous for pioneering the cinéma vérité 

aesthetic with The Mad Masters (1955), Moi Un Noir (1958), and Chronicle of a Summer 

(1961). In addition to his films, Rouch later wrote a series of influential articles. Beyond 

Vertov and Flaherty, it is very rare that a filmmaker is so widely cited as an influential 

leader of early ethnographic film. 

Rouch’s cinéma vérité was at the very least controversial. He wanted filmmakers 

to be arbiters of truth who presented their subjects as completely as possible, and he 

wanted audiences to draw their own conclusions. While I admire Rouch’s contributions, I 

take particular issue with film as an absolute truth. It is a visual record of an event, but it 

is always crafted. As MacDougall notes, film is “always about ‘something’” (2006: 3).  

Ethnographic film became a genre, with visual anthropology as a subfield, in the 

1950s (de Brigard, 1995: 14). John Marshall and Robert Gardner collaborated to create 

one of the most famous ethnographic films, The Hunters (1958). The film signified the 

beginning of an era in which educational institutions facilitated the development of visual 

anthropology. This development was twofold: 1) it caused more universities to fund 

anthropological films and 2) it took the form of academic critique within the subfield that 

actively questioned issues of representation in ethnographic films. 

The 1970s 

        By the 1970s people began writing and inquiring into the meaning of visual 

anthropology. The number of ethnographic filmmakers had so rapidly increased that the 

literature was quite vast. Throughout this decade, authors such as Emilie Rahman de 

Brigard (1995, originally 1971), Colin Young (1995, originally 1973), Jean Rouch (2003, 

originally 1975), John Marshall (1973,1975), Tim Asch and Peter Spier (1973) 
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contemplated the meaning of ethnographic film. Stephanie Krebs (1975) commented on 

the film-elicitation technique. Meanwhile, filmmakers including Marshall, Rouch and 

Charles Burnett utilized ethnographic techniques to create their work. 

        De Brigard (1995) resolves to look back on the history of visual anthropology to 

generate an idea of how the field had developed and what it means. He contends that 

films have always been ethnographic because they reveal cultural patterning, but some 

films are more successful at revealing this than others (2005: 13). I find this comment to 

be insightful and interesting, but almost a slippery slope. If every film is ethnographic, 

then there is no specific purpose for the genre. I do not believe that movies such as Blade 

Runner or Star Wars are ethnographic because they are based on patterned, but futuristic 

and imagined worlds. I would pose these films as an argument against his case. 

Asch, Marshall and Spier propose the field of visual anthropology as an 

alternative to written ethnographic research. These anthropologists compare the camera 

to the note pad and draw similarities between their values as means of data collection 

(Asch, Marshall and Spier, 1973: 179). They propose that the goal of an ethnographic 

film is to preserve the structure of events it is recording as interpreted by the participants 

(1973: 179). The authors seem to agree with de Brigard, in that ethnographic films can 

also be fiction films. This statement is slightly more believable, however, because it is 

more restricted. It is easier to accept because it does not make the assertion that all films 

are ethnographic. 

Colin Young explores the development of a film genre called “observational 

cinema.” He says that observational cinema is an attempt to create a solution to false 

notions about film, such as objectivity (Young 1995: 100). Young criticizes social 
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scientists for believing in the objectivity of film, ignoring its “selectivity and 

subjectivity.” He asserts that the camera manufactures a sense of plausibility, but film, 

even unedited film, could not stand alone for context (Young 1995: 100). While I am not 

sure that observational cinema is the answer, I agree that even unedited film is biased; the 

very act of pointing the camera requires some editorial decision-making.  

Film elicitation is a fantastic technique that I have used in my own work. 

Stephanie Krebs (1975) writes that this technique requires the researcher to show an 

edited product to the group being studied. The theoretical origins of the technique derive 

from ethnoscience and linguistics. The technique is valuable because it can establish how 

the subject organizes his/her cultural knowledge. 

Jean Rouch (2003) examines the creative responsibilities of ethnographic 

filmmakers. He believes that the issues with creative responsibility in the 1970s mirrored 

those of ethnographic film in its earliest years with filmmakers such as Robert Flaherty 

and Dziga Vertov (Rouch 2003: 31-33). The early equipment was inaccessible, mostly 

immobile and bulky. The rise of new technical developments in the post-WWII era 

facilitated a reinvigorated ethnographic film, as cameras became much more mobile 

(2003: 39). Rouch believed the camera should be operated handheld so that the 

filmmaker can penetrate the scene, instead of letting it unfold before the camera (2003: 

39). He did not believe film should be heavily edited. 

While I disagree that all films could be ethnographic, as de Brigard states, I do 

believe that ethnofiction is a real category. I define it as a fictional film that relies on 

ethnographic methods to tells its story. One example of a fictional ethnographic film was 

Charles Burnett’s The Killer of Sheep (1977), which followed the everyday life of a small 
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group of African-Americans in Los Angeles. The film incorporates realist techniques to 

appear almost like a documentary. Filming in black-and-white, Burnett paints a picture of 

people in a contained space at a moment in time. Its episodic structure allows the film to 

tackle a range of issues. I argue that The Killer of Sheep is one of the few truly great 

examples of the fictional ethnographic genre. 

        The 1970s was an extremely important decade for visual anthropology because 

people were starting to write about the possibilities of ethnographic film. While some 

writers resolved to define it, using inclusive terms, others commented on the potential for 

techniques, such as film elicitation. These traditions carried into the future. 

The 1980s 

The 1980s were another transition period for ethnographic film, a time when 

directors became more experimental in their approaches while continuing some of the 

traditions established by Rouch. Prin (1997) emphasizes that filmmakers began to 

preoccupy themselves with the idea of reflexivity. In this section, I highlight a flagship 

article by Jay Ruby and three examples of this reflexive approach in movies. Notably, 

writers began to use new terms to discuss the relationship among the filmmakers, their 

products and the audiences. Jay Ruby (1980) made early use of the term reflexivity to 

explore this relationship. Films such as Cannibal Tours (O’Rourke 1988), Broken Noses 

(Weber 1987) and Vernon, Florida (Morris 1981) highlight experimentation with 

ethnographic authority.   

Ruby explores the relationship between reflexivity and film. He acknowledges 

that he does not believe in an objective science and that all researchers must be reflexive 

in their pursuit of knowledge; it just so happened that he was an anthropological 
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filmmaker (Ruby 1980: 152).  He argues that film takes a serious role in the 

communication of anthropological knowledge; film has great potential for 

anthropological communication and thus should exhibit a reflexive nature. To be 

reflexive,  he proposes the “Producer->Process->Product” model (1980:156). This model 

is valuable because it reminds me of the event/narrative event/narrated event model in 

sociolinguistics, but also provides the key players (Bauman 1986). The model asks that 

filmmakers acknowledges that they are responsible for revealing themselves, their 

process, and, finally, their product as a constructed piece. This article gave me a fairly 

comprehensive look at a nebulous term that I believe it over-used. I think sometimes 

authors and filmmakers will claim to be reflexive, but their work just becomes 

autoethnography. Ruby’s model for reflexivity highlights that it is not only about the 

anthropologist, but about his/her process. 

Reflexivity, according to Ruby, is not only autobiographical, self-referential, and 

self-consciousness (1980:156). To be reflexive is to structure the product in a way that 

the audience presumes the model is evident (1980: 156). Ruby adamantly argues for 

acknowledgment of the film format as a construction. He states: “1) Most anthropologists 

consider themselves social scientists and their work as being scientific. 2) To be scientific 

means that the scientist is obligated to systematically reveal his methods and any other 

factors which might affect the outcome of his research. 3) Most ethnographies lack an 

adequate and integrated methodological statement. 4) Those methodological statements 

that do exist are most frequently not attached to the ethnography” (Ruby 1980:160). 

Erroll Morris, while not explicitly a visual anthropologist, constructed a montage 

of images that became Vernon, Florida (1981). While the film was originally intended to 
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expose insurance fraud in the small town of Vernon, Florida, Morris decided to re-cut it. 

What the viewer sees as the final version is an assemblage of interviews. The film has 

been criticized for its portrayal of its subjects; many have commented that they though 

Morris was mocking the people of Vernon. I would attribute this to the lack of narration, 

which does not explicitly tell the viewer what the movie is about. Instead, it allows the 

subjects to speak for themselves, which is certainly admirable. I think Morris was 

attempting to emulate some of the teachings of cinéma vérité, in an attempt to present the 

subjects as openly as possible. 

Bruce Weber’s Broken Noses (1987) overlays images of boxing with voiceovers 

and jazz music. The film does not claim to be ethnographic, but it portrays a small group 

of people in a very localized setting. I would argue that Weber strongly borrows elements 

of ethnographic cinema. The main subject, Andy Minsker, spends much of his screen 

time explaining to Weber his philosophy on boxing and life. The audience never gets the 

impression that Minsker is speaking to them; instead that it is accepted that he speaks to 

Weber. There is plenty to criticize about this film, for instance, what do jazz and boxing 

have in common? At no point does Minsker even suggest he is a fan of the genre. It is a 

purely artistic choice that may trouble some visual anthropologists, but I think the value 

of the film is its temporal presence, local setting and moderately reflexive nature. I 

enjoyed this film because it gave me an idea of how one director approached sports. 

Stylistically, I have no desire to emulate this film, but I do see value in its structure. Other 

work by Weber demonstrates additional ethnographic influence. For example Let’s Get 

Lost (1989), similar in many ways, records the struggles of a jazz musician,  
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Dennis O’Rourke’s Cannibal Tours (1988) follows a group of tourists across 

Papua New Guinea. The film is brilliant in its not-so-subtle inversion of colonial ideas of 

“savagery.” In presenting Western tourists as the “other,” the film accomplishes the task 

of making the stange known and the known strange. Interviews with villagers from the 

many different areas reveal that these are people with real concerns, who are more than 

willing to play into caricatures for their own gain. Whereas ethnographic film may have 

previously been criticized for its obscene voice-overs and racist ideology, Cannibal Tours 

was clearly an effort to change pace within the field. The villagers speak directly to 

O’Rourke throughout the film and occasionally viewers hear him asking questions. Many 

questions are left unanswered with regard to the process of making this film, but it does 

appropriately invert the idea of the racial “other.”  

The 1990s 

        Faye Ginsburg (1994) proposes that anthropologists should analyze all media as 

fair game, including ethnographic film. She claims that new technology, including 

analogue video, would democratize the field because it would allow the public to become 

filmmakers (Ginsburg 1994:5). Furthermore, Ginsburg argues that all film requires 

context and lists some successful attempts to create context through additional written 

documents. In many ways, she seems to agree with MacDougall (2006) in the assumption 

that ethnographic film can never replace written text. I happen to agree, but I think 

Ginsburg takes this a step further in suggesting that these two mediums may be co-

dependent (1994: 6). She also contends that more anthropologists should study visual 

media techniques from around the world (1994: 7). Ginsburg’s discussion continues a 
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tradition of reflexivity that Jay Ruby (1980) began, one in which anthropologists must 

acknowledge the entire filmmaking process and its implications.   

Leslie Devereaux (1995) explores the problematic power of photographs and 

films, due to their: 1) apparent authenticity, 2) capacity for construction and 3) 

dependence on context (1995:1). She notes that visual anthropology should critique 

photographic works from various perspectives (1995: 2). Films could imitate real life, but 

remain cultural products (1995: 3). The filmic is infused with fictional influences (1995: 

4). She claims that ethnographic film is a medium, whose construction was dictated by 

Euro-American cultural forms of “self-representation (1995: 5). Traditionally, there had 

been  massive inequality in who represented whom, with men representing women and 

the rich representing the poor. She suggests that ethnographic film should seek to become 

comparable to texts, with appropriate criticism and relevance. I would argue that there is 

adequate criticism, but not comparable to literature. 

Meanwhile, writers such as Prins (1997) and Rouff (1998) reflect on the history of 

the field. Prins attempts to synthesize the movements of visual anthropology into a 

coherent temporal arrangement, which he dubs “ambilineal,” tracing the field from the 

1950s to the 1960s. He notes the 1950s as the point when ethnographic film ceased to 

focus on colonial subjects. David MacDougal coined “observational cinema”(1975), 

which embraced neorealist ethics with long uncut shots and actual sound from the site. 

This was a response to the claims of objectivity. However, as Prins points out, 

filmmakers became more self-conscious about their role. The 1990s saw a rise in 

reflexivity in the field. MacDougal then moved towards a participatory cinema that 

claimed subjects as primary producers. 
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The 2000s 

MacDougal (2001) highlights the switch from film to video,  emphasizing the 

cost-effective and portable nature of the camera (2011: 15). He examines the 

opportunities of “[making] a professional-looking film largely on your own” (2001: 15). 

MacDougall is emphatic about digital video being a positive change within the field; to 

demonstrate its growing popularity he lists a variety of films that make use of the digital 

video medium. He emphasizes the interpersonal relationships that can be developed 

because a single filmmaker can often establish closer rapport than a crew (2001:15). 

Furthermore, publishing on the Internet frees the filmmaker from big budgets and 

restrictions, while funding from private donors, educational institutions and governmental 

bodies may engender restrictions. MacDougall says that the digital format allows him to 

treat his projects as investigations, similar to an ethnographic text, as opposed to films 

(2001: 17). Furthermore, the compactness of the camera allows him to communicate with 

people more easily (2001:16-17). The digital medium allows easier editing with non-

linear computer editing and DVD authoring (2001: 20). MacDougal’s was perhaps the 

first article written on the topic of digital video and ethnographic film and it began to 

shape discussion about how the medium could be used. 

Anna Grimshaw (2002) revisits Young (1995) to suggest that “observational 

cinema” was an overused term a decade ago. She argues from both sides, with believers 

claiming it as an epistemology and detractors believing it to be naïve and damaging. She 

explores McDougall’s position within the debate, pinning him down as a paradoxical 

figure who, while leading the movement, remains cautious. She focuses on Young’s 

(1995) contribution, which attempted to negotiate the film aesthetic with anthropological 
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insights. Grimshaw sees the debate as richly benefiting from changing paradigms within 

the subfield, specifically with regard to a “phenomenological approach, the emergence of 

sensory perspectives, and a reconsideration of the question of mimesis” (2002: 82). 

Grimshaw discusses “authored collaboration” and the idea that it enhances knowledge 

(2002:90). She concludes that while observational cinema has moments of greatness, 

most works are flawed. 

Ruby (2005) analyzes the development of the field from 1985-2005. His goal is to 

demonstrate the anthropologist’s role as interpreter of the visual, as well as a creator of 

images that are commonplace in the present, whereas before this was not the case.  Ruby 

briefly argues that ethnographic films, while still analyzed an educational tools, should be 

considered on their own merit and are capable of conveying complex meaning (2005: 

161). He also suggests that ethnographic film festivals have become crowded with social 

documentaries that exoticize the racialized “other” and do not properly examine Western 

culture. He cites what he considers the creation of an “ethnographic film ghetto,” stating 

that visual anthropology has been rejected by mainstream anthropologists. Ruby also 

discusses the anthropology of pictorial media. He argues that as a result of reflexivity, the 

subfield generates an ethnohistoric perspective that holds critical analytic views towards 

images. He concludes by discussing digital technologies and their growing prevalence 

within visual anthropology. He seems to champion this direction. 

In 2008, Ruby rearticulates the idea that ethnographic film is a contested genre. 

He says that ethnographic film must distinguish itself from documentary by creating “no 

commercial potential” (2008: 6) He criticizes the academic documentaries that only serve 

as study aids; he does not consider these films to be “ethnographic” (2008: 6). He 
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proposes hybrid projects that combine image and text, breaking the limitations that each 

discipline presents (2008: 6-7). Ruby believes that many audiences are not actively 

critical while viewing movies in classroom or theater settings (2008: 7-8). As a result, 

most audiences will not understand a filmic subtext. He proposes using a computer, as an 

office environment would demand more strict attention towards the presentation (2008: 

7). For these reasons, he created a CD-ROM series, Oak Park Stories, in which he 

attempted to avoid the “exotic” and emphasize reflexivity by analyzing the 

researcher/native perspective, as he himself grew up in Oak Park. He created Oak Park 

Stories as an interactive digital project. He argues that ethnographic films should reach 

beyond documentary templates and remove themselves from film festivals, public 

television channels and distribution companies. He writes that : “…film is too important 

to anthropology to allow filmmakers to control it” (2008: 14). 

Wilma Kiener criticizes what she calls the fetishization of the camera, and 

promotes the indigenous film movements. She takes the opportunity to discuss her 

editorial choices, the cuts—or the places between shots—and montages, the compilation 

of footage. Keiner seeks to answer questions about the ways cuts can “speak” about the 

world (2008: 394). She proposes an ethnographic cinema of montage to answer this 

question. She argues that montage is not necessarily a fictional device, that it may be 

applicable in documentary. I agree to an extent; I think editing techniques in visual 

anthropology should remind viewers that they are watching a construction. The montage, 

or edited non-linear footage, adds texture to filmic language (2008: 396). Editorial 

choices become both an expressive and manipulative technique. Flashbacks and flash-

forwards indicate absences of time and biographical information. Crosscutting jumps 
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between simultaneous events. Parallel editing causes multiple images which previously 

occurred in completely separate temporal and spatial contexts to be connected. 

Ultimately, Kiener suggests that montage and editing are important aspects of engaging 

the audience. 

Nicholas Rombes (2009) argues that digital cinema is looking for imperfection, 

now that picture quality has been perfected by the digital format. I’m not sure I agree that 

the digital image is perfect; I think perfect copies can be made, but many things beyond 

the digital format, such as lighting and angle, account for picture quality. 

One aspect of Rombes’ work that I enjoy is that he refers to digital videos as 

films; the argument for the term “film,” as opposed to “digital videos” stems from the 

common history that they share (2009:3). 

Rombes also addresses additional concerns within the new technology revolving 

around the permanence of digital images and the distribution of content. Issues of 

duplication plague the field, as images can be duplicated countless times with no loss of 

quality. This suggests that digital images do not disappear. The physical film format is 

missing with digital, the concrete form is not used (2009:31). Furthermore, digital films 

are released on a variety of platforms, not just in the multi-plex theater. I believe Rombes 

acknowledges the benefits of the new format, but his point fleshes out the questionable 

implications of some of these benefits. I attempt to delve further.  

The 2010s: 

Gareth Davey examines the strength and weaknesses of visual methods in 

anthropology. He concludes that visual anthropology leaves more to be desired, even 

though it has come a long way in terms of its recognition as a subfield. Darvey suggests 
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that the flagship journal of the Society of Visual Anthropology, Visual Anthropology 

Review, helps solidify visual anthropology’s position (Davey 2010). He defines visual 

anthropology and its goals as anthropological research that utilizes visual methods and 

analyzes the epistemology of visual research (Davey 2010: 347). The interdisciplinary 

nature of the field allowed it to bridge theory with real-world issues and problems. Yet, 

Darvey argues, vagueness can arise from the many different foci. The dominance by 

American researchers is also a point of contention—something I agree with. Finally, 

Darvey points out that a lack of job opportunities endangers the field. 

Sarah Pink (2011a) traces the beginnings of digital visual anthropology to the 

1980s. She continues to discuss that while the digital format can achieve maximum 

access, the anthropologist loses the monopoly on message, and the content is subject to 

countless interpretations. Pink examines suggestions that anthropologists should include 

short presentations to contextualize their work. She explores how digital anthropology 

can be collaborative and bridge the gap between written and visual anthropology. She 

interprets anthropology as a “five-strand set”: 1) the study of nonlinguistic forms, 2) the 

study of visual products, 3) the use of the visual to present findings, 4) activism, and 5) 

pedagogical projects (2011a: 212-214). She explores how these unfold in the digital 

medium. 

Early work examined by Pink includes kinship software (2011a: 215-16). She 

points to Alan MacFarline as an innovator in anthropology and computing. MacFarline 

began using input cards in the 70s and 80s, then video discs, Windows and analog video 

in the 1990s, when he was able to use a digital video camera and laptops, then moved 

into the 21st century with the development of the Internet and Web 2.0 (2011a: 216-20). 
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Pink identifies leaders in the field, including the Centre for Anthropology and Computing 

(CSAC) at the University of Kent and Digital Anthropology Resources for Teaching 

Project (DART) (2011a:217-23).  She looks to Hart Cohen for a new approach to digital 

anthropology: “the visualization and digitization of cultural constructions, the cultural 

underpinning of information society” (Cohen and Salazar 2005, in Pink 2011: 215). Pink 

points out that digital anthropology can also be a political tool; it can be public 

anthropology capable of making critical interventions (2011a: 228-29). Laptop 

computers, digital cameras, non-linear editing suites and portable projectors can make 

shared anthropology an efficient endeavor. Pink believes that most visual anthropologists 

are using digital media to produce and disseminate their work; however, innovations are 

much more narrow (2011a: 231). Furthermore, Pink suggest that hypermedia has an 

important role to play in the future of visual anthropology (2011a: 232). 

Pink (2011b) also discusses the advancement in methods within the field of 

applied visual anthropology, as well as her reach towards a public anthropology. Citing 

Gubrium and Harper (2009), she demonstrates that digital technologies can involve 

participatory research. She argues again that anthropology should be an applied and 

public discipline, with an emphasis on collaboration. She states that anthropology should 

seek exposure for people who are normally invisible and whose voices and feelings are 

rarely heard (2011b: 450). 

Spence and Navarro (2011) trace the beginning of cinema back to a desire to 

capture lived reality and the animated spirit. They argue that there is no objective 

actuality, because every documentary is edited, it is textual. They analyze concerns 

including authenticity, evidence, authority and responsibility. The problem with 
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authenticity is that filmic stories are rarely left intact; Spence and Navarro explain that 

they are edited to create a meaning (2011: 32). They say that documentary is an aesthetic 

that seeks to capture reality, but cannot necessarily do so because a film’s claims to 

authenticity are predicated on the fact that it is constructed by cinematic conventions. 

Evidence can be marshaled to convince the audience of an interpretation of an event. 

Some documentaries will intentionally mislead the audience, but a reflexive documentary 

reveals the process (2011: 51). Spence and Navarro urge viewers to remember that films 

are authored, and to be critical of the argument (2011: 59). Documentarians, by the same 

token, are responsible for the representations they facilitate (2011: 83). While audiences 

should pay attention to all of these concerns, documentary filmmakers should be 

accountable for acknowledging them. Different ways of structuring allow for different 

ways of viewing the world. 

Epilogue: 

Through this chronological approach, one can begin to see the recurring issues of 

authority, representation and reflexivity emerge as chief concerns within the field. I have 

established that films are now understood as constructions upon which filmmakers 

impose meaning. While coming to concise definitions for visual anthropology and 

ethnographic film remain difficult tasks, this chapter has attempted to grapple with what 

others have said constitute the genre and the subfield. While some authors have noted the 

potential of the digital medium, I will examine its more problematic elements in Chapter 

Four. 
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Chapter 2 
Methodology 

 
 

Ethnographic research requires a rigorous methodology. Fieldwork was a 

mandatory component of producing my ethnographic film. As one of the aims of this 

project is to be reflexive and to demonstrate an understanding of the anthropologist's role 

as researcher, outlining the process of fieldwork is important. In “On Ethnographic 

Validity,” Roger Sanjek challenges anthropologists to demonstrate their reflexivity. “Our 

problem is to make this method visible,” he writes, suggesting a challenge to notions of 

ethnographic authority (Sanjek 1990: 385). In this chapter, I take Sanjek up on this task. I 

lay out the methodology of my ethnographic fieldwork from before bringing the camera 

into the field to the aftermath in the editing room. I hope to achieve ethnographic validity 

through this documentation of the process. 

The goal of this chapter is threefold: I want to demonstrate that filming on digital 

video was extremely adaptable, valuable and affordable for me as a filmmaker 

conducting ethnographic research. Small digital camcorders make filmmaking a versatile 

endeavor, and modes of editing footage are highly mobile. One day I could be editing in 

my dorm in Sarasota and the next day I could be editing at my mother’s house in 

Tallahassee. 

I conducted ethnographic fieldwork at CrossFit Sarasota from September 2011 to 

mid-December 2011, just over three months. For the first month and half, I utilized 

participant observation, without the camera, meaning that I participated in CrossFit 

workouts. For the second part of my fieldwork, I filmed various CrossFit classes over the 

course of a month and a half. In order to garner interviews, I used a wide-net approach in 
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which I would initially talk to everyone, but slowly begin to narrow my informants to 

people I regularly saw at the gym. My work for this thesis did not end with my fieldwork, 

however. For the next several months, from December until April, I pieced together a 

short ethnographic film which serves as the centerpiece of my research. For this reason, I 

have split this chapter into three sections that utilize film production jargon: pre-

production, production and post-production. 

Additionally, I draw from methodological frameworks discussed by Jay 

Ruby(2005), Clifford Geertz(1973), Walker Kahn (2007) and William Whyte (1996) to 

support my approach to fieldwork. The result is a combination of improvisation and 

established filmmaking/anthropological methodology that results in my film, Constantly 

Varied/Functional.  

Pre-production: 

Pre-production is the period where a script is finalized, the shots are coordinated 

and the locations are scouted. My period of preproduction followed a similar 

methodology, in that I was required to attain permission at the site, engage in participant-

observation and acquire informed consent before I began filming. Additionally, I 

gathered my materials, including a camera, tripod and external hard drive. The following 

section is an overview of my pre-production process for making this film, which I had to 

alter to fit the needs of the site.  

Step 1: Approaching informed consent: 

I first visited CrossFit Sarasota in April 2011. I did not see a designated building; 

instead I saw a business center that housed many companies. I walked in to find Matt, the 

owner of CrossFit Sarasota, slumped on a couch in the office area. Matt stood up to greet 
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me and I was shocked at his presence. At about 6’3”, he was quite a bit taller than me, 

something I do not often run into. He was also a lot bigger; he looked like some of the 

CrossFit coaches I had seen on Youtube. He was very friendly and respectful, but also 

sarcastic and opinionated. The entire scene reminded me of when I interviewed at North 

Carolina School of The Arts. I was given a picture and told to write a short story around 

it, then I had to pitch the story to several faculty members. So, here I was sitting in a 

room with a man who was not only clearly taller than me, but pretty physically 

intimidating and I had to pitch my project. I was very nervous that he would say “Hell no, 

get out of here!” He seemed skeptical to a degree, but curious. I explained that CrossFit 

as a part of fitness culture interested me, and that a Paleo Diet based in “nutritional 

anthropology” was fascinating because it could demonstrate how members of the public 

had internalized anthropological research. He seemed very interested in where this could 

go.  

   Sitting in this office space, I wondered where do these people work out? This is 

tiny. I asked him if I could get a tour of the facility. We went through a door in the back 

of the room that led to another warehouse space split in two by a wall with the opening to 

pass between the sections. There were large garage doors on either side.  To me, it had a 

garage-gym aesthetic and it appeared pretty minimal. I quickly identified the pull-up bars, 

but noticed multiple climbing ropes and an assortment of barbells, dumbbells and 

kettlebells all scattered throughout the space. Additionally, there were multiple gymnast 

rings hanging from the pullup bars. I had yet to see this space occupied; all I could 

wonder was what it would look like with people in it. 

Step 2: Hanging out at the site 
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 I had originally planned to focus on the Paleo Diet as a fascinating lens for public 

interpretations of anthropological research. I soon realized that not everyone participated 

in a Paleo diet, and that this approach to inquiry would limit my scope for interpreting the 

going-ons at CrossFit Sarasota. In this section, I describe the day to day activities at 

CrossFit Sarasota during my planning phase. I mention these details to illustrate that 

filmmaking and anthropological research are rarely cut-and-dry endeavors, and often 

require a malleable approach to fieldwork, something that Geertz (1973), Whyte (1996) 

and Kahn (2007) have all elaborated on in their writing. I see full acknowledgment of 

methodology as an important aspect of reflexivity.  

      Initially, I planned to go into the field with my camera almost immediately. 

Instead, Dr. Erin Dean suggested that I just hang out for a while and engage in participant 

observation as a way to establish rapport. She also suggested that I try the “Paleo” diet 

that the gym prescribed. I took her up on both suggestions and went into the field the 

following day. 

    As Kahn (2007) notes, the observation part of participant observation can be 

difficult during participation in exercise (2007:21). In his case, Kahn was discussing the 

impossibility of taking fieldnotes during Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. I was not grappling with 

other people, but I was actively running around and lifting weights most of the time, with 

very little opportunity to stop for fieldnotes. Unlike me, Kahn had a suitable fix for this 

problem and took a few hours a week just to take notes during class time. For my 

research I would occasionally jot down notes after workouts, but I found by and large 

even this was difficult to maintain.  

    As I have mentioned, one of the principles of CrossFit is that it is “Constantly 
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Varied, High-Intensity, Functional Movements,”; this is often called the CrossFit 

Prescription (Glassman 2007). Workouts are not bound to a single structure. Most of the 

workouts I did included: a brief jog, stretching, a gymnastics warm-up, either skill work 

or weightlifting, and then the Workout Of the Day (WOD). In total, a workout usually 

lasted 45-50 minutes. This allowed an hourly structure to the workouts from 4:30-6:30 

every week night. These hours fit nicely into my class and work schedule. 

    For the first month and a half of my research, I participated on a semi-regular 

basis in the classes. Classes included from five to fifteen people, depending on the day, 

time and workout. I regularly alternated between 4:30, 5:30 and 6:30, depending on the 

day so that I could try to meet and interact with as many people as possible. I disclosed to 

everyone that I met that I was working on a short film and write-up as part of my 

undergraduate thesis in anthropology. 

        Anthropologists have discussed participant observation in great detail; perhaps 

most famous is Clifford Geertz’s rapport-building police chase during his research for 

“Deep Play: Notes on a Balinese Cockfight,”(1973). Fortunately for me, however, 

breaking the law was not critical in establishing rapport at CrossFit Sarasota. 

 Instead, I found guidance in wisdom imparted by William Whyte in “On the 

Evolution of Street Corner Society.” Whyte mentions that every situation may require a 

slightly different manner of participant-observation, “To some extent, my approach must 

be unique to myself, to the particular situation and to the state of knowledge existing 

when I began research” (1996: 12). Reassurance from Whyte’s writings allowed some 

creativity on my part. 

    When I did try the classes, I was initially discouraged. It seemed as though 
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everyone else was head and shoulders beyond my capacity. Initially, Matt would not let 

me complete the WOD; I was given an alternate workout, instead. We often played catch-

up. Matt suggested that I had multiple mobility issues in my shoulders, hips and ankle. 

This seemed common throughout the gym. The bottom line seemed to be that everyone 

had mobility issues, meaning that their range of motion was not ideal. Nobody was 

perfect and that always left room for improvement. The same was true with technique; it 

seemed that everyone had a lot of room to work on it. These themes of constant 

improvement have a place in a larger analysis of CrossFit. If there is always room to 

improve, one has to wonder where that ends. If the stated goal is to create the all-

encompassing athlete, then one should ask the question: When is the ideal met? 

    I quickly made connections with several informants, who made it a clear goal to 

make me feel comfortable. Matt, the owner, was always accommodating with me. He did 

his best to make himself available and free. He would constantly joke with me and 

discuss his thoughts about all things CrossFit and Paleo. Gabriella and David were a 

married couple that helped me along the way as well.  

    Unfortunately, my presence for the first two months was not consistent. I had a 

personal crisis, which took me out of the field for a week and a half in October. When I 

returned, I was really worried that any rapport I had built up would be gone. Fortunately, 

almost nobody seemed to miss me. It made me realize my rapport was not as solid as I 

thought it had been. Matt was skeptical and seemed a little upset that I had been gone, but 

once I opened up and shared that some things had come up and apologized for my 

absence, he seemed to understand. In the end, I was able to build more relationships and, 

eventually, friendships. 
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Step 3: Materials 

Before I began filming, I needed to be sure that I had the correct equipment. I 

used a Sony Handycam HD 16 GB Hard Drive Disk Camera to record my footage. It is 

considered consumer-grade camcorder, which can sell for almost $275. This camera has 

very high-resolution and its internal hard drive is capable of holding more than 16 hours 

of HD footage. I prefer the hard drive camera to the miniDV tapes because I do not have 

to constantly buy new tapes and turn the camera off to replace them. With digital video, I 

was able to leave my camera running for extended periods of time. This helped to 

facilitate longer shots. However, the downside of the high-resolution footage is that it 

requires a lot of memory for storage. On average, a minute of raw HD footage takes up 

about a GB on my computer. 

As a result, I had purchased an external hard drive for earlier projects, in this case, 

a 2 Terabyte Western Digital Elements External Hard Drive, which I continued to use for 

this project. I spent $120 on this hard drive in 2011. Between the built-in hard drive and 

the external, I was able to guarantee that the quantity of footage I obtained would not be a 

problem.  

While the camera has an internal microphone, a quite good one, I found benefits 

in utilizing a shot-gun microphone. Additionally, I rented a ManFrotto Tripod from the 

New College Academic Resource Center. I also purchased a Lenssee MidX Camera 

Stabilizer for $100 with funds from the anthropology program. While I attempted to use 

it during shots where I moved around, I found better results with hand-held techniques.  

II. Production: 

        Though I have had some prior experience in filming interviews, the idea of 
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filming a group of people exercising together was entirely new for me. As Ruby (2005) 

suggests, the value of the camera lies in its ability to capture visual data regarding human 

bodies: “Movement, space and time are the cultural variables for which the camera is best 

suited” (2005:47).  For this reason, filming at CrossFit Sarasota was important, as most of 

my points of inquiry were related to the social constructions of space, place and the 

human body. As Ruby suggests, the camera is suited to a study of embodiment; however, 

the lack of technical proficiency within the field leads to a problem of method (2005:51). 

        With methodology in mind, I moved forward in my research, conscious of the fact 

that, as Whyte had suggested for written ethnography, the task of constructing an 

adequate methodology is dependent on the context of the research and the conscience of 

the researcher. What follows is a discussion of my approach to filming both classes and 

interviews at CrossFit Sarasota during the second month and half of my time on site. I 

have decided that since I employed very different techniques between interviews and 

classes, such a division is fitting. In addition, this structure will allow me to more clearly 

examine the methodology I utilized throughout the production process. 

Filming Classes: 

My entire production process took place on site at CrossFit Sarasota. I have 

chosen to split this section into two, in order to discuss my evolving method for filming 

classes, as well as my established method of conducting interviews. After attending the 

site for so many weeks on end, it became clear that production would necessitate two 

different style of filming. Uncomfortable is the most appropriate word that I can think of 

to summarize the initial experience of filming at CrossFit Sarasota. There is an inevitable 

lack of comfort in being the only other person besides the coach who is not working out. 
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Classes at CrossFit Sarasota require a style of filming that matches their intensity. 

Initially, I was content to just leave the camera running on the Manfrotto tripod as events 

unfolded in front of it. However, as I became more interested in capturing the frantic 

pace, I began to move around with the camera, so as to elicit a similar feeling. The 

handheld footage I got was interesting, but I also began to experiment with carrying the 

tripod around with me as I filmed. This helped to stabilize shots at times. 

        When I brought the camera in initially, people seemed a little concerned and 

confused, although I had told most of them when we first that I would be using the 

camera for research. For me, this became a challenge, but one that I was able to 

overcome when Matt helped me out. Everyone asked what the film would be about. My 

response was that I had no real agenda; I was not pro- or anti-CrossFit walking in. I just 

thought CrossFit was interesting and I was curious about why people made it a routine 

part of their lives.  

I filmed classes and tried to let everyone know beforehand. Yet, people still would ask 

me what I was doing and who I was. Eventually, Matt helped me by pausing at the 

beginning of class and asking me to introduce myself. This was very helpful. I think Matt 

could tell that I was nervous and that I was not always the best at communicating my 

presence. 

    It almost felt as if I had to prove my presence at the site. I did not want to be just 

the awkward college kid who was filming his thesis. Unfortunately, I do not think I was 

successful in avoiding that identifier. When I look back on it and consider that these 

people paid a lot of money to exercise in a group setting, it may have been bizarre that 

somebody wanted to film this activity. When I asked people to sign my consent forms, 
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however, they were always enthusiastic and expressed great interest in my project. 

    As I have mentioned, classes at CrossFit Sarasota were organized by increments 

of an hour. I tried to center my fieldwork around the 5:30-6:30 time frame. Prior to 

filming, I would show up for an hour a few times a week in the afternoon to make myself 

a familiar face around the gym. After I began filming, some days I would work out at 

5:30 and film at 6:30. 

Filming Interviews:  

My final few days of filming focused solely on interviews. All interviews took place at 

CrossFit Sarasota. With the exception of my conversations with owner Matt Wilmoth, I 

conducted most interviews in a storage room on site. The location allowed me to 

interview people in a private space, but at a time that was convenient for them.   

 My process for asking questions was always free-form. Occasionally, I will write 

down some ideas for questions, but I tried not to read from a notepad or paper because I 

believed that this might serve as an unnecessary barrier. Furthermore, as an ethnographer 

I very rarely walk in with an established series of questions. In most cases, I asked people 

to tell me their names and from there, I began to ask them to “tell me a little more about 

[themselves].” I asked each individual what brought him or her back to CrossFit Sarasota, 

and depending on the answer. I found that conversational approaches to interviews 

allowed me for great interviews.  

III. Post Production:  

Materials:  

In addition to my external hard drive, the post-production process required a computer. I 

used my MacBook Pro, as it has both iMovie and Final Cut Pro installed.   



 40

Editing:  

I began editing footage in early December, 2011. The result was an extended process that 

lasted all the way until April 2012, as I experimented with various techniques.  

Final Cut Pro: 

 New advancements of software in post-production have allowed filmmakers to 

edit from their computers. In this section, I briefly discuss some important aspects about 

my mode of editing, using a software for Mac called Final Cut Pro.  

A whole series 

of non-linear editing 

systems have been 

created so that 

filmmakers and 

consumers can edit their 

footage on computers. 

Non-linear refers to the 

ability to scroll through 

film, without having to 

watch it sequentially, essentially one can access any frame at any time throughout the 

timeline. 

In the case of Figure 1, Final Cut Pro, the editing suite, which I used throughout 

the editing process, offers a non-linear workstation. The entire screen allows the viewer 

to see a project. The upper left hand corner is the Browser, where audio, video and image 

files have been imported into the project. The center screen is the Viewer, where the user 

Figure 1: Final Cut Pro workstation, a nonlinear editing system.
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can see a selected scene from the browser. The bottom half is the Timeline, where clips 

are aligned as part of the project. There is a Toolbar to the very right of the timeline, 

where the editor can select tools to sync audio and cut clips into usable components. The 

Canvas is the upper right hand screen, which the viewer can review the timeline. In 

Figure 1, one can see the scene I am currently editing in Final Cut Pro.  

Vimeo:  

I bought a $10 per month account with Vimeo so that I could store a lot of video online. I 

was also able to regularly use Vimeo to solicit feedback from my peers by asking them to 

view password-protected material I posted on the site.  These experiences helped me to 

decide on appropriate avenues for expressing reflexivity.  
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Chapter 3 
Constantly Varied, Functional Movements at High Intensity 

 
Introduction  

Constantly Varied/Functional captures the majority of my ethnographic research. 

Nonethless, written ethnographic content is important to my study. As David 

MacDougall has established, written ethnography has clearly different aims from 

ethnographic film, including the property of explicit examination (MacDougall 2006). 

For this reason, this chapter provides an in-depth look at CrossFit as a brand and 

organization, providing an explanation of terms and key concepts regarding the workouts 

and organization. According to Bloomberg Business Week, CrossFit Inc. is an online 

company that focuses on fitness (2012). In this chapter, I dig slightly deeper and take 

CrossFit on its own terms. The brain child of Greg “Coach” Glassman and his ex-wife, 

Lauren Glassman , CrossFit was founded in 2000. To this day, there are many affiliates. 

CrossFit.com went live in 2001. Headquarters, or HQ, refers to the core group that 

licenses out the CrossFit name to Affiliates. CrossFit Sarasota is one of almost 3500 

affiliates. In this chapter, I address the limitations of my ethnographic video by providing 

additional background on CrossFit and CrossFit Sarasota. I use text to explicitly tie my 

fieldwork to establish anthropological theories. What follows is a brief map of this 

chapter. 

I begin with a discussion regarding context on multiple levels. On the first, I 

discuss the Laura Nader’s (1972) theory of studying up, arguing that my work is a 

modification of this kind of analysis. I conclude this section by establishing early 

assumptions that I had, before I began my fieldwork. I explore CrossFit’s program and 

structure in its own terms to facilitate a discussion that additionally addresses external 
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criticisms of the program. I then identify what differentiates CrossFit Sarasota from the 

larger CrossFit Structure. In a final section, I bridge my observations from CrossFit 

Sarasota to larger anthropological ideas of the construction of place, community and 

habitus.  

Context for Research 

I saw my research CrossFit Sarasota as a manner of “studying up,” a term that 

Laura Nader (1972) employed to explain a critical examination of the middle-class within 

their own society, a component that was often missing from anthropology. In deciding to 

conduct my fieldwork, I knew it would be problematic and perhaps controversial to focus 

on a group of middle-class people working out. I would like to acknowledge that many 

anthropologists carry on a tradition of conducting research within the United States and I 

would argue that this is an important, if not essential area of study.  

The details of Nader’s theory force me to qualify my use of it. Nader (1972) 

proposed that student interest, scientific adequacy, and democratic relevance were 

important reasons to “study up,” (1972: 284). Nader noticed that most of her students 

seemed interested in examining institutions and businesses that directly or indirectly 

affected their lives (1972: 284-9). While CrossFit Sarasota did not qualify as something 

that directly affected my life, I was drawn to it due to my interest in fitness and nutrition.. 

Through CrossFit Sarasota, I approach the preferred manner of exercising for a relatively 

wealthy group of people. I do not claim that Nader’s interpretation of “studying up,” in 

which she proposed examining the power structures within the United States, is met 

verbatim, but through my research, I demonstrate that “studying up,” can be achieved by 

identifying exclusive communities, conducting research within them and subjecting them 
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to the same anthropological scrutiny that is often directed elsewhere. While not everyone 

at Cross-Fit Sarasota is wealthy, the middle-class is still a group largely left unexamined 

by anthropology. I felt my research was an important opportunity to examine a small, 

relatively exclusive group within my own culture. 

As a student of anthropology it is important that I acknowledge what expectations 

I brought with me into the field. I have always been interested in the relationships that 

some people create with exercise, which is why I have done ethnographic projects at 

Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu and boxing gyms. I even briefly took up both of these activities and 

what I found in both instances was that the people I interviewed had developed 

something deeper than a desire to be fit. CrossFit, Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu and boxing are all 

dangerous activities. With Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu, a grappling system based on submission 

holds, the holding of a single submission for too long can result in unconsciousness or 

broken limbs. A rough sparring session in boxing can results in concussions. An intense 

CrossFit workout can result in muscle strains and tears, as well as a risk of dropping 

weights on yourself or others. My initial assumptions were that CrossFit was a dangerous 

way of exercising that wealthy people participated in. I thought that a combination of 

weightlifting, running, calisthenics, gymnastics, all done at a ridiculously fast pace for 

anywhere from 3-25 minutes could not help but be dangerous. 

What is CrossFit? 

In this section, I explore concepts that create a foundation for the CrossFit 

Program. To start with, perhaps a definition is in order, and for that I return to what Greg 

Glassman, the co-founder of CrossFit, refers to as the CrossFit Prescription: “Constantly 

varied, High-Intensity Functional Movement” (2007: 1). The vagueness of this term 
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requires that I analyze each clause. In a sense, I am analyzing the concept of CrossFit in 

its own terms. For help with this, I employ The CrossFit Journal, a publication from HQ 

with numerous articles related to training/programming methods, nutrition and CrossFit 

success stories. I hope to provide readers with very little understanding of weight-lifting a 

lens through which they can address the rest of this chapter Additionally, I want to 

explain that CrossFit is a controversial way to exercise.  

Constantly Varied: 

The clause “Constantly varied” signifies multiple simultaneous meanings. First, it 

refers to the constantly changing structure and duration of workouts on a day-to-day 

basis. Second, the clause reflects the alternation between exercises as a workout 

progresses. For instance, a workout may begin with a run and end with an Olympic 

Weightlifting component. The clause “Constantly Varied” while very to the point, covers 

many details about CrossFit. 

The varying day-to-day structure is embodied through the Workout of the Day. 

There is a claim that one will rarely, if ever, see the same workout twice. According to 

“Coach” Glassman: “We sought to build a program that would best prepare trainees for 

any physical contingency—prepare them not only for the unknown but for the 

unknowable” (Glasman 2007). This notion of the unknown is meant to be the issue that 

the constantly varied nature of workouts answers.   

The term “Constanlty varied,” has generated a lot of criticism among fitness 

experts. However, CrossFit does have indicators for performance improvements, or 

benchmark workouts. In addition to serving as indicators of progress, benchmark 

workouts tend to be named after women (Glassman 2003). While Glassman suggests that 
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the names originated from the Hurricane system, he then elaborates with a joke about sex, 

“Anything that leaves you flat on your back and incapacitated only to lure you back for 

more at a later date certainly deserves naming” (Glassman 2003: 5). The joke has an 

obvious target audience, a straight male population, which may in fact be a significant 

point. However, it also addresses that the framers of this system are themselves, straight 

males. In fact, most of the prominent names associated with CrossFit HQ are males. 

However, my experiences at CrossFit Sarasota do not necessarily re-enforce this narrative 

of overbearing sexism.  

While I may be taking one joke a little too far, I do think that it reveals something 

about who is meant to CrossFit. There are certainly relevant arguments to be made 

regarding the exclusivity of CrossFit, but the sexist sentiment runs contrary to what I 

found at CrossFit Sarasota where I saw people of all ages, male and female exercising.  

High Intensity  

The next clause, “High-Intensity,” refers to effort exerted throughout workouts, 

the idea being that WODs are meant to be very difficult. CrossFit has generated what I 

argue is an inclusive definition of High-Intensity. The inclusivity of the program is 

evident through its use of scaling--that is, the ability to modify the weight and intesnsity 

of a workout, which is something that Glassman preaches. “ We’ve used our same 

routines for elderly individuals with heart disease and cage  ghters one month out from 

televised bouts. We scale load and intensity; we don’t change programs” (2001: 10). The 

claim to inclusivity allows people of many different age groups and conditions to 

participate in workouts; however, every workout is written with an Rx (as prescribed) 
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weight or intensity, and while some may strive towards a goal of Rxing workouts, the 

argument for scalability does lend credibility to the idea of inclusive workouts.   

But this paradigm is not free from criticism. In fact, the intensity of CrossFit, in 

conjunction with the physical techniques of the exercises within WODs, has caused some 

to question the safety of the workouts. For example, such combinations led to the injury 

of a man named Makimba Mimms in Bristow, Virginia (Mumollo and Davenport 2008). 

In a lawsuit, Mimms argued that due to the intensity of a CrossFit workout at an affiliate 

gym, he acquired a disorder known as rhabdomyolysis-- where muscle fiber breaks down 

and leads to a release of myoglobin in the bloodstream, which can in turn leads to severe 

kidney damage (2008:1). As a result, Mimms lawyers argue he will not be able to 

participate in exercise or sports. CrossFit HQ has responded with an another article 

written by “Coach” Glassman, which acknowledges the potential of the disorder from 

prolonged workouts at High Intensity.  

Functional Movements 

 Glassman emphasizes the development of gymnastics, weightlifting and 

Sprinting, which is in the end the goal of CrossFit. The gymnastics element is only 

partially related to the Olympic sport, but more importantly it refers to bodily control 

(2002: 5). These movements can include all calisthenics: pushups, pullups, situps, dips 

and rope climbing (Glassman 2002: 5). Weightlifting, meanwhile, refers to two separate 

kinds of weight lifting, Olympic Weightlifting and Power Lifting. Olympic Weightlifting 

specifically focuses on: the deadlift (Figure 2) , the squat (Figure 3) , the clean (Figure 4), 

the jerk (Figure 4) and the snatch (Figure 4) (Glassman 2002:7). Power lifting refers to 
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the movements that include: The bench press, the deadlift and the squat. (Glassman 2002: 

7). Sprinting includes any activity at intermittent duration, with a set rest period. 
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Figure 2: The Deadlift 
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Figure 4: Diagram of the Snatch, 
Clean, and Jerk 

Figure 3: The Squat 
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The Zone: 

CrossFit HQ advocates a diet known as the Zone. Barry Sears, a research 

biochemist created the diet and wrote an accompanying book (Sears 1995). This diet 

emphasizes adequately measuring and weighing all foods. Macronutrients are broken up 

into blocks, as opposed to calories. The Zone advocates a near equal ratio of Macro 

nutrients with 40% carbohydrate 30% protein and 30% fat (Sears 1995). While the Zone 

protocol is standard for CrossFit HQ, I describe later in this chapter that Matt does not 

advocate this diet, and instead refers to a diet that is predominantly grain-free and soy-

free.  

The CrossFit Games:  

Additionally, one thing that unifies all CrossFit gyms are the CrossFit games, a 

competition that takes place once a year where every person who pays a $20 fee can 

participate, regardless of whether he or she participates at a CrossFit affiliate or a home 

gym. The qualifying workouts begin around March and last for five weeks, with one 

different workout per week. The participants post their times on the Internet. The United 

States is divided into a series of regions. In 2011, the Reebok CrossFit Games were 

broadcasted on ESPN 3.  

On The Ramp: An Introduction to CrossFit Sarasota 

When I first went to CrossFit Sarasota, I began working out with regular classes. 

As time progressed, both Matt and I realized that I was somewhat over my head in my 

method of participant observation. I did not know some techniques for the fundamentals 

of CrossFit Sarasota. He recommended that I go to an introductory course that was held 

in October. During these classes I learned weightlifting techniques that were integral to 
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the WODs. In this section, I illustrate the daily procedures of CrossFit Sarasota in detail; 

I describe the programming at CrossFit Sarasota, with the initial warm ups, the skill work 

and then the Workout of the Day. By the time this section has concluded, the reader will 

have an understanding of the basic day to day structure during my time there.  

WOD: 

Matt Wilmoth, the owner of CrossFit Sarasota, programmed the Workout of the 

Day. The Workout of the Day at CrossFit Sarasota encompassed up to three potential 

elements: a brief calisthenic warm up, a skill which was usually a weight lifting 

technique, and a small workout. After an initial run, members would typically participate 

in additional stretching and gymnastics exercises. The skill could be a hand-stand, pushup 

or another gymnastics movement, but was mostly a weightlifting technique, such as 

variations of the Squat and Deadlift, as well as the Snatch, Clean and Jerk. The workouts 

that followed encompass what is referred to as metabolic conditioning. These workouts 

attempted to physically tax the participants. Like CrossFit HQ WODs, these workouts 

often had an RX weight.  

Paleo: 

Whereas CrossFit prescribes the Zone diet, Matt at CrossFit Sarasota offered a 

nutrition seminar, which emphasized that people avoid “agents of disease.” Among this 

list, Matt included gluten, wheat, soy, fructose and polyunsaturated fats, specifically 

Omega 6 fatty acids. The result was a diet that has been referred to as a “Paleo,” diet. 

This term was not always used at CrossFit Sarasota; however, it was important. Matt 

demonstrated that he was wary of the term, but other people used it frequently. In this 

section, I describe the Paleo diet at CrossFit Sarasota. I hope to demonstrate in this 
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section that the diet is an important intersection between anthropological research and 

public interpretation. Additionally, I provide a critique of the term “paleo.”  

“Paleo is a dirty word,” Matt told me after I asked him about the diet. This was in 

September, one of my first days of hanging out and participating at CrossFit Sarasota. 

“You can’t hunt sabertooth tigers,” he told me at a later date. What is the paleo diet? It 

was introduced to me as: Avoiding grains, legumes, seed oils and most dairy. Some 

people argue against all dairy, others accept it as a reasonable compromise. So, I did what 

any decent researcher would do. I tried a paleo diet as prescribed, to see if I felt better.  

My standard diet was already very similar and had been previously inspired by 

“Paleo” diets I had read about online, just because I found that it was something I could 

stick to and enjoy. While I cannot regularly afford grassfed beef or pastured eggs, I did 

my best to keep my budget so that I could do these things.  

I kept my carbohydrate intake relatively low and focused on eating grassfed 

groundbeef, liver, eggs from pastured or cage-free chickens and coconut oil. For 

vegetables, I would eat plenty of spinach and mushrooms, as these were my favorites, but 

I did not go for starchy tubers, mostly because I had a hard time enjoying them. I would 

learn afterwards would be a major mistake. I aimed for about 2500 calories per day, 

while weighing approximately 175 lbs. That would be enough to maintain my weight. 

My weight made no noticeable adjustment during the thirty days that I maintained this 

diet, but after the two-week mark, I felt incredible. By the third week, however, I was 

sick. Very sick. I missed multiple days of class and fieldwork as a result. I cannot 

attribute my illness to the diet, I’m fairly certain I know why this happened; I am just 

reporting my results.  
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 As I have suggested, there are severe problems with term “Paleo.” For starters, 

there was no one diet that all gatherer-hunters1 consumed. Such a view risks perpetuating 

myths. Furthermore, The Paleo diet conflates Paleolithic gatherer-hunter diets with those 

of gatherer-hunter diets of the very recent past. This is all the more troubling as it 

perpetuates ideas about the “noble savage.”  

Stanley Boyd Eaton, Melvin Konner and Marjorie Shostak (1996) attempted to 

demonstrate that a replica of a Paleolithic diet may be beneficial. Their research, 

however, does not avoid conflating Paleolithic gather-hunters with contemporary gather-

hunters (Eaton, Konner and Shostak, 1996). These authors believe that while 

contemporary inquiry is important, they can be enhanced by looking at the past: “The 

science of nutrition must ultimately be based on animal, laboratory, clinical and 

epidemiological investigations, but the value of information derived from these 

approaches might be enhanced by correlation with evolutionary and paleoanthropological 

principles” (Eaton, Konner, and Shostak, 1996: 1732).  

 Some versions of the Paleo diet, as marketed today are relatively low-carb (See: 

Sisson 2009, Wolf 2010, Cordain 2010). As reflected in Constantly Varied/Functional, 

the diet at CrossFit Sarasota was not necessarily fixed. Some people consumed milk, 

while others used butter. This only blurs the line about what the diet truly means. 

Additionally, not everyone followed it.  

Theoretical Concerns with CrossFit Sarasota: 

While I wanted to let my video speak for itself, I would be missing an opportunity 

to generate further anthropological understanding of CrossFit. When I screened some of 

                                                 
1 I prefer this term because its implications are more gender neutral and it reflects that 
most often gathering was more often the case.  
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my footage, one member of the audience questioned a scene in which a WOD was taking 

place. The footage shows a group of men working out inside, while a group of women 

work outside. This brought up a whole set of issues that I felt were important to address. 

The audience member asked about gendered space. In this section, I briefly look at 

questions of the body, class, gender and race at CrossFit Sarasota.  

CrossFit Sarasota emerged as a site where people were trying to adjust their 

bodies. Every person I interviewed wanted some adjustment, be it strength, weight loss, 

muscle gain. CrossFit Sarasota presented an interesting opportunity to look at how people 

cultivate their bodies in order to create idealized bodies. While some have focused on the 

creation of the perfect body (see Johannson 1996), I believe that CrossFit Sarasota was a 

place where people seek to improve on some aspect of the body and performance, but 

nobody I talked to mentioned perfection. I think this is encompassed within a larger 

belief that CrossFit athletes will never be perfect, just well rounded. This presents an 

interesting paradigm shift from bodybuilding, which many have demonstrated urges the 

building of a perfect body (1996).  

When the viewer asked about gendered space, I promised it would be something I 

would explain in further detail. Upon review of my work, I have determined that 

gendered space does not seem to exist at CrossFit Sarasota. I had remembered that there 

were often times that men and women worked out inside, some times that some men and 

women worked inside, while other worked outside. What the viewer was seeing in this 

instance, was that the class was full and not everyone had space to work inside, so some 

people chose to work outside. Another interesting note is that everyone shares one 

bathroom.  
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In addition, I believe CrossFit Sarasota demonstrated an inversion of the gendered 

space to which Johannson refers (1996). In his work, he suggests that weightlifting gyms 

have traditionally been male gendered spaces (1996). Yet, interestingly, CrossFit 

Sarasota members were over 70% women. Matt suggested that men were lazy and full of 

pride and could not let go of ego in order to complete a WOD. This was an interesting 

image, and perhaps a more inclusive model of what fitness meant.  

 Perhaps the only place I can think of as a potentially gendered space appeared 

during Skill Work. Matt separated the classes into groups according to height and 

strength. This meant that women were grouped together and men were grouped together; 

however, the positioning of “stations” was somewhat complicated, in that he would not 

consistently assign women to one area and men to another. Instead, we were assorted 

throughout the space.  

Another potential issue of gender is that the Rx weight for women was often 

significantly less than that for men. For instance, in Fran, one of the benchmark 

workouts, the Thruster2 Rx for men is 135 lbs and for women it is 95 lbs. The case seems 

to be that physiologically men can handle more stress and resistance, or typically can. I, 

however, will be the first to note that on various occasions, women outlifted me. Also, 

because these weights are scalable it makes a solid analysis a little hard, but it does 

suggest that CrossFit assumes a paradigm that men should be stronger than women, 

though this was not always the case.  

With regard to race, I remember at one point when I mentioned I was working on 

an ethnographic film, a few participants laughed because they assumed that it had 

                                                 
2 A combination of a squat and an overhead press.  
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something to do with studying racial diversity.  They claimed that there was a lack of 

minorities at the site. This point touches on two things the lack of racial diversity at 

CrossFit Sarasota and the importance of my research. 

Racial diversity was not largely missing at CrossFit Sarasota and perhaps this 

reflects the larger demographics within the Sarasota area, a largely white area. While I 

met a handful of people who were non-white, most of my informants were Caucasian. 

There was no stated animosity towards black people or any other race, as far as I could 

tell. My video attempts to illustrate that the exclusivity of CrossFit Sarasota could be 

construed to cover race as well. Though CrossFit Sarasota may be racially exclusive, I 

would argue it is probably unintentionally so.  

 Class, however, was an additional focus of my research. CrossFit classes cost 

between $129 and $150 dollars per month, depending on how often one wanted to go. As 

a result, the people who come have disposable incomes. This distinction is important to 

make. CrossFit is open to those who can afford it, meaning the site was an economically 

exclusive place. The issue of exclusivity was tied mostly to socioeconomic class. When I 

brought this to Matt’s attention, he suggested that mostly white-collar workers came the 

gym, but that participating in lessons was a matter of budgeting. He openly rejected my 

notion that CrossFit was socioeconomically exclusive.  The result was an enclave of 

middle-class people who worked out on a regular basis together and formed a community 

around the CrossFit classes.  

  In this section, I approach the site CrossFit Sarasota as a place filled with meaning 

where community is established around ideas of fitness, self-modification and 

competition. As Margaret Rodman suggests, “Place is problem in contemporary 
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anthropology,” (640). Numerous previous authors have dealt with the construction of 

space and place across societies. In this section, I attempt to grapple with issues of 

CrossFit Sarasota exclusive space and what that means about who can and cannot 

workout there. My analysis is broadly concerned with what I see as contradictory 

sentiments between what CrossFit aims to do in being an “open-source” workout, with an 

understanding that it takes a lot of money to participate. I examine CrossFit Sarasota as a 

closed-off community that is accepting of new members, but not necessarily an 

economically viable option.  

 

Community, Place and Habitus at CrossFit Sarasota 

 

Now that I have established key terms surrounding CrossFit and CrossFit 

Sarasota, I will analyze CrossFit Sarasota’s spatial layout. I argue that the community 

aspect of CrossFit Sarasota causes the space to become an identifiable place.  

In his study of proxemics, Edward T. Hall (2003) determined that the space that 

people utilize for activities conveys symbolic meanings. Additionally, researchers have 

Figure 5: CrossFit Sarasota, 
courtesy of Google Maps 
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suggested a concept of inscribed spaces, where humans write meaning onto space and 

create place (see Low and Lawrence-Zuniga 2003). As a result, I argue that participants 

at CrossFit Sarasota make “space” into place through a process of creating a community 

through shared experience, the experience of the WOD. That is to say that the site 

becomes a place, not only because it houses a business, but because its members establish 

a community. This reflects two different imaginaries about what CrossFit Sarasota 

means. But before I elaborate on this point, I will begin by explaining the spatial layout 

of CrossFit Sarasota. 

Low and Zuniga (2003) emphasize that spatial analysis is important in examining 

sites in urban centers. While I did not approach CrossFit to conduct a spatial analysis, I 

can briefly examine the spatial geography of the site. CrossFit Sarasota occupies a space 

just off I-75, very close to residential area. It is housed in a complex that is referred to as 

a series of “business condos.” The design of this gym houses both an office and 

warehouse area. However, I would argue that the geographic location of this is perhaps 

least important to my analysis. In this section, I approach the idea of analyzing CrossFit 

Sarasota as a space where social meaning is constructed.   

Before I can engage in a deeper analysis of CrossFit Sarasota as place, I must 

acknowledge the glaring fact that its status as a place of business makes it a place. It 

functions as a capitalist firm, in which its owner, Matt, aims to generate a profit. 

However, larger meanings are inscribed onto the site. I propose that there are two ideas of 

place at work: a) a physical place of business and b) a space on which meaning has been 

inscribed by participants, who identify it as a place where members of a community meet 
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and partake in the shared experience of CrossFit. The later idea will be the focus of my 

argument.  

Constantly Varied/Functional captures many subjects discussing the closeness 

they feel to their peers at the site, due to a shared experience. While members identify a 

sense of community around ideas of fitness, it is my job to explore the implicit 

suggestions that outline that community. As a result, the remainder of this section will 

focus on observations and discussions I had regarding issues of ability, gender and class 

at CrossFit Sarasota. 

The sheer intensity of CrossFit WODs seem to promote a tight community. 

People are able to relate to each other through their fascination with fitness, hard work, 

and competition. The shared experience of WODs further cements this relationship. 

David informed me of his first CrossFit experience in which he came to love CrossFit: 

David: This would be the best example: I was in the last round of a group and I 
was doing a workout and I was finishing at the end and I was doing it pretty 
intensely. So its me and this one guy and we’re the last ones up there and I just 
had a circle of 12-15 people behind me. They didn’t know me, alright? Someone 
must have told them my name because they all knew my name. But, they’re all 
like ‘Let’s go, David! Two more, you got it!’ And I was dead, I was fried and I 
was like ‘Well if they say I can get it, I guess I can get it!’ You know? And I 
pushed out those two more and I get down and everyone is cheering and high-
fiving you… 
 
Having experienced WODs regularly during my research, I will acknowledge that 

I felt a major relief knowing I was capable of completing the task and a pride in the sense 

that my peers were able to do the same. I felt, at times, as if I was part of the experience. 

It felt very similar to being on the swim team in high school. In the case of CrossFit 

Sarasota, a community is formed which dedicates itself to the modification of the human 

body in order to become better athletes. 
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I have identified CrossFit Sarasota as a place where people came together to work 

out and that workouts help solidify a community which brings meaning to the space. In 

turn, people generate an understanding of CrossFit Sarasota that simultaneously 

acknowledges it as a business as well as place where a community meets. The location of 

CrossFit Sarasota in a relatively suburban area of Sarasota, off the interstate, facilitates an 

escape for many participants. Within this space, many members have constructed an idea 

of community that is not open. Entry to the community requires a dedication to one’s 

physical fitness, and also time and money to participate in CrossFit workouts. In this 

section, I argue that while CrossFit is homogeneous in terms of race, the exclusionary 

process is subtle. The community maintains itself as a middle-class enclave where people 

are dedicated to their fitness; the monthly fee and time commitment to participating in the 

activity is, in and of itself, a self-limiting factor.  

At CrossFit Sarasota, $150 guarantees that an individual can workout up to six 

times per week. The $129 guarantees that that a participant can train three days. Neither 

package is affordable for people working a minimum-wage job.  On top of this, CrossFit 

classes last an hour. As a result, it requires a free time, which many working class 

individuals may not be able to accommodate. I hesitate to over-generalize in my 

approach, as I have interviewed people who were students and had part-time jobs at retail 

stores. What I want to suggest, however, is that economic class does appear to be a 

barrier to entry into the community at CrossFit Sarasota. 

Habitus At CrossFit Sarasota:  

Most contemporary discussions of capitalism discuss neoliberalism as a model of 

global capitalism and overuse what was once a useful piece of jargon that conveys 
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specific meanings. I steer clear of this debacle; instead, I choose to focus on ideas of 

American capitalism and liberal individualism, which promote the value of hard work for 

success, productivity, efficiency and competition. In order to frame my discussion, I rely 

on Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of habitus to discuss the physical embodiment of cultural 

values, in this case American capitalism, to provide a perspective on CrossFit Sarasota. 

As a theory, Bourdieu’s approach is not without its limitations, and this is certainly not 

the only way I could characterize my analysis. It is, however, an extremely useful tool. 

 In order to make this theory work, I must juggle the ideas of individualism that 

are prominent to America’s brand of capitalism with Bourdieu’s theory of practice, which 

negotiates the tensions of the individual and the structural. While habitus gives more 

credence to the structural, I do not find this contradictory. I am framing the idea of liberal 

individualism as a cultural value that is embodied at the site. As such, I do not necessarily 

treat this theory of individualism as a truth, but an idea that permeates. 

Habitus perhaps can best be described as the individual’s embodiment of cultural 

values “Habitus are generative principles of distinct and distinctive practices - what the 

worker eats, and especially the way he eats it, the sport he practices and the way he 

practices it” (1998: 8). But perhaps even that explanation does not go far enough to 

explain the nuances of Bourdieu’s point, additionally he poses the problem that the 

human mind is “socially bounded, socially structured,” also calling habitus a “socialized 

subjectivity” (1992:126). I have used habitus to explain an observation I made, that the 

values of CrossFit, those of progressive improvements of constantly varied, functional 

movements, executed at high intensity, cause participants to embody broader capitalist 

concepts as cultural values. 
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In this section, I grapple with an idea of American individualism that is inherently 

tied to a myth of capitalism. While capitalism is the economic model that shapes our 

country’s political structure, I argue that the American interpretation of capitalism re-

enforces the status of the individual. Look no further than the writings of Ayn Rand 

(1967), who pushed a deeply individualistic slant. I argue that capitalism promotes values 

of productivity, efficiency, competition and progress. All of these characteristics are 

embodied through participation in CrossFit. 

Historian Eric Foner (2009) suggest that the term individualism “entered the 

language in the 1820s to describe the pursuit of personal advancement and private 

fulfillment free of outside interference” (2009: a-40). Furthermore, myths of American 

individualism are propagated in our contemporary political discourse (see Romney 2012).  

Authors such as George Lipsitz (2005) have grappled with the idea that the myth 

of liberal individualism is capable of hiding larger structural issues, including racism. 

While I am less interested in disproving the idea of liberal individualism, I am interested 

in revealing it as a cultural value that plays out among the participants at CrossFit 

Sarasota.  

 By placing a large emphasis on its participants, who come to see their success and 

failure as generated from their own input, CrossFit Sarasota’s community manifests these 

individualist values. Members of CrossFit Sarasota begin to embody ideas of hard work, 

progress, productivity, efficiency and competition, in their quest to become more 

successfully fit. Certainly, it takes a lot of “hard work” to be good a CrossFit, as it is a 

rigorous workout, but the point is that these ideas have a point of origin that should be 

revealed and examined. 
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For some, success may mean some form of body modification, through weight 

loss or muscle gain. In this sense, success can be dependent on the individual’s goal, but 

nonetheless, the assumption is that a strong CrossFit work-ethic will lead to one’s goals, 

so long as the individual fulfills the required input, in this case participation in CrossFit 

workouts and the Paleo diet. The idea of a short-cut to success does not fit into the 

narrative to which CrossFit Sarasota’s members subscribe, nowhere is this more clear 

than in an interview when I brought up the potential issue of steroids: 

Matt: There is no shortcut to CrossFit, you just have to come in, work hard and 
get good at it. I can’t take steroids and get good at CrossFit, because while your 
lifts might go up, everything else will suffer. 

 
This instance demonstrated not only a rejection of a “shortcut,” but additionally, a 

concerted emphasis that CrossFit requires hard work, which is explicitly stated. The 

result is a clear demonstration of the manner that individualist ideology has permeated 

the CrossFit narrative and, thus the bodies of the participants, who embody this value 

through their consistent dedication to completing workouts. 

Additionally, CrossFit Sarasota’s workouts embrace an idea of efficiency. As I 

have suggested earlier in the chapter, workouts are structured to provide a broad base of 

fitness, perhaps an efficient way of preparing for the unknown. As Ken, a participant, put 

it, this efficiency may be one of CrossFits strongest points: 

Ken: ...Dude, just exercising this way, in an all-encompassing way, you’re not 
going to be, you know, the best lifter or you’re not going to be the best runner, so 
in a way people will joke about you being mediocre at everything, but I can 
guarantee you, as someone who is exposed to many different things, is going to be 
fitter across the whole broad spectrum than anybody else that you will come 
across... 
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The narrative of efficiency is not lost on members of CrossFit Sarasota; Ken believed that 

the “all-encompassing,” manner is more efficient than another approach. Members 

seemed to view themselves as participating in an efficient workout system. 

 The discourse of competition is also important. Participants not only compete 

with their own records, but with each other. As Ken told me: 

I love getting someone that’s close to your fitness level and being able to compete 
with them everyday. Whether it is lifting for max weight or whether it is a 
conditioning workout. That’s a huge motivator for being able to push yourself 
further than you thought possible. 

 
The assumption in this statement and others like it that I’ve gathered is that competition 

breeds success. 

Conclusion 
 

With this chapter, I have demonstrated the limitations of Constantly 

Varied/Functional as an ethnographic narrative. I have utilized a supplemental text to 

provide additional insights into both CrossFit HQ and CrossFit Sarasota. Additionally, I 

examined issues of exclusive community and the construction of place at the site. What 

follows is a examination of the editing process. 
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Chapter 4: 
A Model for Editing a Digital Ethnographic Film 

 
 

“Filmmaking is afterall a question of framing reality in its course,” 
Trinh T. Minh-ha (101) 

 
Introduction 

 
The digital medium has opened up completely new opportunities for filmmakers. 

As George Lucas points out, editing in the digital medium has become significantly 

easier “[Digital Video] is much more open, offers you more options and enables you to 

manipulate the pictures more,” he notes, “There's a lot of freedom and malleability that 

didn't exist before. It's easy to move things around in the frame, to change various visual 

aspects of the film, which just wasn't possible before” (in Magid 2002). Director Robert 

Rodriguez excitedly proclaimed that digital was the future, far before film critic Roger 

Ebert was ready to admit it: “You don't wait six hours for a scene to be lighted. You want 

a light over here, you grab a light and put it over here. You want a nuclear submarine, 

you make one out of thin air and put your characters into it” (in Ebert 2005). Ebert had 

previously written an essay proclaiming that film would outlast digital (Ebert 1999), but 

if one looks at many of the movies currently released, they rely on digital video and 

digital projectors. Editing in the digital age evokes excitement for obvious reasons; it 

completely changes the capabilities of storytelling. While Hollywood has greatly 

benefitted from this development, digital simultaneously raises new ethical questions 

about documentary filmmaking. I argue that American society places great emphasis on 

the visual record for proof; the American justice system utilizes video and images as 

evidence. In this chapter, I attempt to distill the problems that digital video may pose for 

ethnographic film, then discuss potential solutions.  
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As I have established, film is a construction, even when it may appear unbiased. 

Sometimes by appearing to be nonexistent the authoritative subtextual voice of 

ethnographic film remains hidden, but looming. It highlights the concerns of authenticity, 

ethnographic authority, and representation shared by anthropologists working in all 

media. My primary focus in this chapter is to examine issues regarding the ethnographic 

film editing process, including representation and ethnographic authority. I will also 

describe how I have dealt with these issues throughout the editing process. As a 

secondary function, this chapter aims to point someone who is not familiar with visual 

anthropology or in media studies in a useful direction for analyzing documentary footage. 

I identify the flaws of claiming authenticity, a term I find questionable. I explore ethical 

issues regarding representation and ethnographic authority, suggesting that a 

comprehensive reflexive approach can alleviate a lot of problematic elements from both 

concerns. For me, Constantly Varied/ Functional, became an exercise not only in creating 

a short ethnographic piece about a place at a point in time, but also an exercise in 

exploring the meaning of authority in digital film.  

First, a caveat: Bauman is a sociolinguist and folklorist whose interests are in oral 

performance. As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, Bauman’s model sets up the process 

of framing events into three distinct segments: the narrative, the narrative event and the 

narrated event. This model demonstrates that an event occurs, which an individual 

observes. The individual, in turn, organizes the story within a narrative event, a mode of 

storytelling. The original observer then performs the story for others, who internalize the 

performance and create their own narrated event. These three phases demonstrate a gap 

between what has actually occured and what is reenacted.Similarly, as an ethnographer, I 
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was there, I witnessed a series of events, decided where to point my camera, recorded the 

footage, edited the footage and screened it. It is my responsibility as an anthropologist to 

acknowledge that a process exists, that the issues it creates are real, and that I 

acknowledge my role. I was there and I chose to point my camera at different places at 

different points in time, creating a narrated event on video 

Dispelling myths of authenticity: film is a construction.  

In a period of virulent racism, D. W. Griffith cast his narrative [Birth of a Nation] about White 
supremacy as an "authentic" reflection of the historic record for White Americans who were 
groping for answers about the current state of affairs. Both works should be viewed as pieces of 
American popular culture that resonate with contemporary fears about people of color. 

-Lee Baker (1996)  
 
 

As Baker points out, claims of authenticity have a problematic historical context 

in  anthropological endeavors. Nonetheless, anthropology has had a longstanding concern 

with claiming authenticity, utilizing the visual as evidence. “Authentic” representations 

become particularly tricky matters when one begins talking about film. “Authentic,” has 

become what I refer to as a packaging term, a word that tries to encapsulate a lot while 

remaining very vague. In this section, I critique the idea of “authenticity” in ethnographic 

film  by arguing that it is misguided.  As a packaging term, authenticity remains 

problematic because films are constructed narrative formats. Referring to them as 

authentic always begs the question: authentic to whom—the audience, the subjects, both? 

One might argue that authenticity is related to the audience’s desire for the truth. 

If films are constructed narratives, then how can filmmakers rectify this desire? Can a 

film ever be “truthful” if a director has actively controlled what is shown? I am not the 

first to grapple with these issues, but I believe authenticity is a moot point. Bill Nichols 

suggests that documentary should not seek to tell the truth (1986); it should operate 
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between what I refer to as the event and the narrated event. In this section, I attempt to 

reconcile an  obsession with authenticity in films with my belief that authenticity is not 

the larger issue, and may distract from  consideration of more important concerns. Often, 

it seems to me that authenticity is used by both filmmaker and audience to categorize the 

experience of the subject as presented in the ethnographic product. Therefore, I believe 

that the entire pursuit of authenticity is inherently problematic.  

Richard Schechner (1985) provides a thorough analysis of authenticity in 

performance, suggesting that it is a contradiction because the “”authentic” content is 

heavily constructed. Tying it back to Claude Levi-Strauss’s arguments about the raw and 

cooked, Schechner suggests that determining what is authentic is fraught with problems 

because: “...‘authenticity’ is often a highly edited, refined, idealized (or brutalized) 

version of raw experience” (1985:309). Schechner’s analysis rings true because it 

addresses a relationship between the actual event and narrated event. Nonetheless, I 

believe that the audience’s desire for authenticity comes from a quest for the truth. 

Essentially, the audience does not want to be lied to; likewise, the people whom the 

anthropologist studies do not want to be misrepresented.  

What’s left is a grey area, a void that the anthropologist has to work within. Karl 

Heider attempts to reconcile this grey area by insisting that visual anthropologists play 

dual roles: on the one hand, as filmmakers who want to craft narratives, and on the other 

as anthropologists, who approach the film process from a scholarly perspective:  

A basic problem... that runs through all considerations of ethnographic film concerns the nature of 
truth. Filmmakers and ethnographers, when they think of it at all, take quite different positions on 
truth. Certainly everyone subscribes to truth. No one really advocates untruth. (Those who deny 
the very possibility of truth remove themselves from this discussion.) But filmmakers can 
comfortably take the artists' position that they manipulate reality through a series of falsehoods in 
order to create a higher truth. This appeal to higher truth has been made in more or less 
epigrammatic form, by all sorts of artists. Anthropologists, as scientists, assume that they must 
challenge the legitimacy of these facilitating lies. (Heider 2006: 10)  
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While I largely agree about the dual roles that the anthropologist faces, I take issue with 

some of Heider’s finer points because he regards the anthropologist as a positivist 

scholar. This paradigm is highly problematic because it ignores that the anthropologist is 

interested in qualitative analysis. Regardless, the pursuit of any form of knowledge is 

subject to the biases and discretions of the researcher; therefore, an objective positivist 

approach seems unlikely, at best. Suffice it to say, the anthropologist is in a difficult 

position once authenticity is claimed. 

I have discussed digital video is a malleable medium. An audience should be 

skeptical of the way events are framed, but this conversation should be redirected to a 

consideration of whether or not visual anthropologists have adequately explored their 

sites, and whether or not they have acknowledged their role as arbiters of cultural 

knowledge and creators of images.  

The topic of authenticity is an issue I confront in everyday conversations. Friends 

often ask about the issue of authenticity in my film and I find myself remembering that 

the 19th Century exhibitions claimed to present visual examples of racialized “others” as 

authentic. For me, this term will always have such connotations. Particularly, I am 

reminded of a section in From Savage to Negro in which Baker, a historian of 

anthropology, describes the exhibits of Negritos and Ikarots in the leadup to the Philipine 

occupation. “The president demanded that short trunks replace the native loincloths...The 

anthropologists protested the president's attempt at ‘over night civilization.’ Starr warned 

that forcing the savages to don western attire would compromise the scientific 

authenticity of the exhibit and might kill the natives. By forcing the Filipinos to wear 
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traditional garb, the visitors would have perceived these savages as unable to progress 

toward civilization” (1996: 71). This example illustrates the point that claims to 

“authentic” representations are packaging terms, ways of selling a narrative to the 

audience. In the past, these narratives have often been racist and ethnocentric. Many 

discussions about authenticity lead to discussions of colonialism; for instance, 

KeyanTomaselli discusses the problems of manufacturing authenticity to recreate a 

“performative primitive” (2001:173, see also Baker 1996). As a result, I believe it is time 

to abandon the term authentic.  I do not believe it should be regarded as a goal; it is meant 

to reaffirm the audiences expectations.  

In my own work, I simply decided that I would be truthful to my experience and 

my role, but not claim authenticity. There are for more pertinent discussions to be had in 

visual anthropology, which I pursue in the following section. With this clarification in 

mind, it becomes easier to address the ideas of ethnographic authority and representation.  

Editing Footage and Ethical Dilemmas 

The aim of this section is to interrogate issues of representation and authority in 

ethnographic cinema. To examine ideas of representation, a paramount area of concern in 

the subfield, I draw upon Ruby (1986, 1991), Trinh (1993), and MacDougall (1998, 

2001, 2006). I discuss ethnographic authority in conjunction with Bauman’s 

sociolinguistic model of event, narrative event and narrated event in hopes of adding to 

the conversation. I believe visual anthropologists could benefit greatly from Bauman’s 

research. I also advocate for an actively reflexive model as a way to address these 

concerns. While there are many other ethical issues in ethnographic film, I have chosen to 
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focus on these because they are most pertinent to my concerns. In the next section, I will 

discuss how I reconcile these issues using Final Cut Pro and other digital features. 

With this concern out of the way, I can move onto the more pertinent issues that 

this chapter examines, I will eventually utilize some of these terms in describing my 

approaches to reflexivity that I utilize in my film.  

 I have framed the representation of reality as a construction in films, but what 

remains are questions about the representation of subjects. This point has been a major 

topic of discussion in visual anthropological theory. As I pointed out in Chapter 2, films, 

photographs and exhibitions were originally objectivist/positivist illustrations in which 

the anthropologist dominated representation. Contemporary visual anthropology of the 

last 40 years especially has concerned itself with the representation of the people it 

studies, acknowledging multi-vocal interpretations of reality that attempt to represent 

people in a culturally meaningful way.   

Similar to the debates that developed with regards to written ethnographies, Ruby 

suggests that ethnographic film has undergone a crisis of representation, “People 

formerly the object of our gaze and dissident filmmakers from within the system 

challenged the right to represent anyone but yourself.” And further, “Among the many 

results of this upheaval was the realization that cultural identity is not eternally fixed but 

something that has to be regularly renegotiated” (Ruby 1991: 53). Ruby continues by 

discussing his belief that giving a voice to subjects may have gone to a far extreme 

because “People seldom understand their own motivation” (1991:54). The statement is 

hard to accept because it positions the anthropologist as an omnipresent observer, a point 

I believe anthropologists should move past. I think the implications of Ruby’s statements 
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in this work are a bit dangerous because they may threaten to silence the voices of 

subjects. Ruby has been critical of the idea of collaboration and shared anthropology as 

well, questioning why the anthropologist is even necessary if people are actively 

contributing to their own representation. Shared anthropology is certainly subject to 

criticism, but collaboration, I believe is important. Ultimately, it does not appear that 

ethnographic filmmakers followed Ruby’s suggestions. 

The American Anthropological Association's Code of Ethics suggests that 

anthropologists first and foremost have a responsibility to their subjects (AAA 1998: 2). I 

take this to mean that I am accountable to my subjects for the ways I represent them. One 

way I attempted to provide adequate representation in Constantly Varied/Functional was 

to guarantee that they could have final say-so over the content I included in the final film. 

This may give rise to a problem, if the subjects decide they do not like the way my film 

portrays them, but I am convinced that this effort holds me as a filmmaker accountable to 

them to the fullest extent possible. I do believe that the balance lies in a space between 

remaining true to the lived experience as an anthropologist and to the way the subject 

sees herself/himself.  

Whereas Ruby has established a framework to give the ethnographer more 

authority (1991), I disagree with his model. In this case, I agree with Larry Gross, who 

states that subjects of film have a right to “...speak for themselves” (Gross 1991:197). In 

order to be logically consistent, though, I have to interrogate this perspective, because 

ultimately Constantly Varied/Highly Functional exists only on the screen, as a 

construction, and I am the author. These ideas will be expanded upon in the following 

section. As MacDougall suggests, the ultimate authority resides with the filmmaker: “If 
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ethnographies now incorporate other voices, what textual independence do these voices 

actually have? In an absolute sense, all texts used in this way are subordinated to the text 

of the author” (1991: 5) In spite of this recognition, I still believe attempting to allow 

subjects to speak for themselves is important. MacDougall continues, “The shape of the 

text may be said to take on characteristics of the subject by virtue of ‘exposure’ to it, like 

a photographic plate” (1991: 6). In this case, I am mostly interested in the way that films 

narrate events and how the anthropologist’s voice remains present through that process.  

Revealing Filmic Ethnographic Authority:  

The filmmaker/anthropologist must be sure that when the audience watches a 

film, they are conscious of its existence as a construction of different narrative events into 

a cohesive order.  In this section, I tie together Bauman’s sociolinguistic approach 

towards narrative events with “On Ethnographic Authority” by James Clifford (1983). I 

argue that these concepts, though not intended for film, are useful ways to get at the 

ethical issues of reflexivity and ethnographic authority.  

In the context of my method, I argue that I observed events through the lens of a 

camera, and arranged these events according to a reflexive theoretical model, creating a 

narrative event. I believe Bauman’s model is applicable--while acknowledging that it was 

intended for sociolinguists and folklorists--because filmmaking is a similar form of 

storytelling. Once I present my film, it will live on as a narrated event that others talk 

about with each other.  

I want to explore the implications of Bauman’s model. First, as I mentioned in 

Chapter 2, it incorporates all of the key actors in ethnographic film screenings: the 

subjects, the audience and the ethnographer. This model furthers an understanding that 
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film undergoes a process of narrative construction. In applying Bauman’s analysis to the 

filmmaking process, I attempt to demonstrate that the ethnographic voice is ever-present. 

Bauman’s model becomes a condition through which one can begin to reveal concerns of 

ethnographic authority.  

In “On Ethnographic Authority,” James Clifford reconciled the issue of textual 

authority on the part of the ethnographer. He states, “The textual embodiment of 

authority is a recurring problem in ethnographic texts” (1983, 147). While Clifford’s 

concern was with written works, one can certainly see that similar issues come to light in 

visual anthropology. I argue that filmmakers have long been dealing with issues 

regarding ethnographic authority, and rightfully so. In the past, the narrative voices of 

European men overlaying images of ethnic “others” blatantly embodied this 

authority.  MacDougall suggests that the authoritative voice codified the notion that film 

could be a positivist endeavor (1998: 88). Postmodern paradigms, however, have called 

this embodiment into question. Ethnographic authority in film goes beyond blatant 

narration. Thus, if visual anthropology is to be successful in altering audience perceptions 

of how to watch videos, it must subvert the authoritative status of film as evidence. 

The authority of digital video as evidence is problematic. This new format allows 

almost seamless editing, in which shots can be altered on a computer to create continuity 

both within and between shots. For some Hollywood films, this has the potential to create 

exciting new effects. For ethnographic films, however, I argue that new questions arise. 

With the possibility of creating a more perfect image, how can one achieve the reflexivity 

that Jay Ruby (1980) discussed? If this is important as MacDougall (2006) says it is, then 

perhaps this new age of filmmaking calls for new ways of grappling with ethnographic 
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authority. I argue that filmmakers using digital video should strive to explore innovative 

ways of revealing reflexivity--beyond techniques suggested by other filmmakers--through 

experimentation with the techniques that the medium allows.  

It is my belief that exploring new, more reflexive methodology can help to 

decenter tacit claims to authority. In acknowledging my role throughout the film, I 

declare to the audience that I am responsible for how the representations are organized. 

Many anthropologists have used reflexive methodologies in their ethnographic films, and 

many have theorized about how to approach reflexivity.  Ruby explains that to be 

adequately reflexive require an analysis not only the ethnographic filmmaker’s voice, but 

of the process of making and screening a film, which incorporates all people who 

experience the narrated event (Ruby 1986). I agree and build on this approach.   

Trinh T. Minh-ha advocates a reflexive approach in most of her work. Her film 

Reassemblage (1983) is well-known for her voice-over at the beginning that explains 

exactly what she plans to do and how she approaches it. Interviews with Minh-ha often 

serve as additional reflexive components to her work. From my research, this seems to be 

her preferred way to communicate about film. Trinh (1993) demonstrates that reflexivity 

in her work allows it to reach beyond traditional understandings of meaning: “A Work 

that reflects back on itself offers itself infinitely as nothing else but work...and void. Its 

gaze is at once an impulse that causes the work to fall apart and an ultimate gift to its 

constitution; a gift, by which the work is freed from the tyranny of meaning as well as 

from the omnipresence of a subject of meaning” (1993: 105). The quote demonstrates 

Trinh’s belief that a reflexive methodology can allow for new meanings to emerge in 

ethnographic films. I entirely agree with the sentiment.  
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Constantly Varied/Functional is a constructed narrative event. As a ethnographic 

filmmaker, I must uphold my ethical duties to the subjects that the event represents. The 

best way I can think to do this is by acknowledging my active role in the production of 

the narrative event, my imposition of ethnographic authority onto the video. The 

following section builds on the previous component, to examine how I have grappled 

with becoming more reflexive in my work.  

My Approach To Reflexivity in Constantly Varied/Functional: 

Ruby argues that ethnographic film ought to avoid dogmatic scientific formats 

and embrace non-positivist and fictional devices for storytelling (Ruby 2000). I 

completely agree and I struggled with utilizing unique approaches to reflexivity 

throughout the entire process. Of particular concern to me is the editing capabilities that 

digital allows. I have not found any literature that truly delves into the implications of this 

for ethnographic film, beyond a handful of suggestions that editing software is valuable 

(see MacDougall 2001).  

Editing is an additional filter through which the narrative event is told. It helps to 

generates meaning for the film, thus it is a prominent concern. Even basic transitions 

between shots can re-orient the viewer or create continuity and may be misleading as a 

technique. Gifted editors can mask a cut to such a degree that a sequence can seem as if it 

were one long take.  Such techniques create fluidity that blend shots together and create 

continuity; if viewers do not pay attention, they may only see the film as a whole, without 

maintaining an actively critical eye.  

The techniques may open up new opportunities for ethnographic cinema as it 

looks for new, creative ways to express reflexivity.   I do not find myself overly cautious 
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of them. While I understand that I am capable of severely altering images in ways that 

film would not previously allow, I see it as an opportunity to play with new devices to 

expose my ethnographic presence. I have attempted to follow my own advice and 

experiment with the possibilities of editing on a digital format. As I have pointed out in 

the previous section, my goal is to have my audience aware that the narrative they view, 

Constantly Varied/Functional, is separate from the events that took place during my 

fieldwork. I am embarking on the task that Jean Rouch set out, attempting to alter the 

way people experience films. This endeavor requires a bit of creativity on the part of the 

editor. In this section, I approach three techniques that I utilized during the editing 

process: The first is a textual block; the second is a screen capture technique; the third is 

the inclusion of my voice during captured interviews. . While I used more devices than 

these three, I have decided that they warrant a textual explanation because they will 

generate the most attention from audiences.  

 In a similar step to Trinh’s Reassemblage, my film begins with an 

acknowledgment of my presence. The opening block invokes the principle of 

ethnographic research, immediately identifying me as a filmmaker/anthropologist and 

specifying the duration of my research: 

I filmed the footage in this video between November and December 2011. This is where I 
chose to point the camera.  
 
stark black screen, as David narrates an anecdote, the following text fades in bit by bit: 
  

Cross*Fit Sar*a*so*ta 
   

noun 
.  

  To be determined. 
 
This text block establishes that this film will takes place at the site CrossFit Sarasota, 
immediately identifying that my research is place based, as well as complicated. The text 
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fades out. After a quick clip of David, there is another moment of darkness, the new text 
fades in: 
 

Eth*no*graph*ic film  
noun.  

 
1. a style of filmmaking from an anthropological framework 
2. The visual narrative product of visual anthropology. 
3. Subject to further inquiry. 

 

The first definition establishes that this film will take place at the site CrossFit Sarasota, 

immediately identifying that my research is local, as well as complicated. The text fades 

out. With this second text block, I have problematized the definition of ethnographic film. 

The first point covers a very broad and little debated definition. An ethnographic film 

requires that filmmakers employ anthropological theory in the creation of their work. The 

visual narrative product of visual anthropology acknowledges that it is a structured 

retelling of a series of events. The third definition reveals that my movie hopes to shed 

new light on what this research can mean in the digital age.  

This text technique immediately establishes two things: that I am researching a 

site, and that the final product of that research is, in turn a constructed narrative event. I 

want to be sure that the viewer reads the film not as a series of unfolding events at a gym, 

but as a construction with a subtext that reveals the process. It takes a while to learn to 

read texts critically and to parse out information, but it is the goal of this work to create 

an innovative paradigm for watching films. In this paradigm, the viewer is constantly 

reminded of the film as a construction.  

 From the moment this text ends, a sequence begins with a voice-over of Matt, the 

owner of CrossFit Sarasota, describing the CrossFit system and the gym. This leads into 

the next technique, a screen capture effect that reveals the editing process in fast-forward.  
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I first discovered this technique after watching tutorials for Final Cut Pro on 

Youtube. Users in real-time will edit footage in order to demonstrate how to use an 

effect. The result is a view inside the timeline. I think this revelation of the timeline does 

more to illuminate the process of editing, and I began to consider that it might be 

interesting for people to see exactly what editing looks like.  

The footage from inside the gym continues and slowly fades into a CrossFit 

Sarasota Workout Of the Day as Matt narrates. The scene follows Matt through the gym 

as the members exercise. As the workout comes to a close, I freeze at the last frame of the 

sequence. The viewer can suddenly hear the click of a mouse and the video begins to 

rewind. The result is meant to be initially disorienting. Then the video stops again and 

jump cuts to video I captured of me editing the scene in Final Cut Pro in fast-forward. As 

a result, the viewer sees the scene collapse on itself and then re-construct.  

Immediately, this technique establishes that I have authorship over the rest of the 

video in a way that viewers may not have previously acknowledged. With this tactic, I 

have put them in an uncomfortable situation that hopefully makes them reexamine 

everything they have previously seen. Utilizing this technique, I attempt to reveal 

something about the construction of a text and play with reflexivity.  

Additionally, to further reveal my presence as a filmmaker, I have decided to 

include my voice in the interviews. This may serve as a step that guarantees fair 

representation. It allows me to contextualize the quotes one hears, which may otherwise 

be left in vacuum. While I do not always employ this tactic—mostly due to the time 

constraints I have placed on my video—I have chosen to include it throughout. 

Additionally, it reflects the informal manner of my interviews.  
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I justify my use of these editing techniques as an attempt to achieve reflexivity in 

my project by problematizing the definitions of ethnographic film, acknowledging my 

role as an editor of the narrative event and my presence on site as an ethnographer. In 

doing so, I illustrate the importance of the anthropologist/filmmaker/editor 

acknowledging his or her presence.  

Conclusion 

 Editing in the Digital Age has allowed for innovation within the Hollywood 

system of film production. As I have discussed earlier, the films seen now are largely 

projected digitally. While digital technology may offer pristine images (See Rombes 

2009)—depending on the resolution of the camera—these images are always subject to 

analysis beyond mere aesthetic quality. In this section, I have laid out the key concerns in 

editing ethnographic cinema.  

 In this chapter, I have argued that visual anthropology should abandon claims to 

authenticity, in favor of exploring issues of representation and ethnographic authority. I 

want to challenge the assumed authority that ethnographic film may hold as a result of 

being the product of academic research. The result however, leaves the ethnographic 

filmmaker somewhere between an anthropologist and a filmmaker. Regardless of how I 

construe it, Heider’s (2007) remark holds some truth. As an anthropologist, I want to 

show my audience that my film is a construction that attempts to represent a group of 

people. As a filmmaker I am interested in creating a narrative event that the audience 

enjoys. I am trapped somewhere in the middle and everywhere in between. 
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Epilogue  

Before I even begin to reflect on my work, I would like to state that I never 

thought I was capable of writing almost 100 pages of semi-coherent original research. For 

me, this thesis has provided an incredible opportunity to acknowledge that I am capable 

of this. I do understand my limitations as a writer and it is something that I continue to 

build confidence in. My time at New College has greatly helped me in this effort.  

In this thesis, I have demonstrated that an undergraduate student with a solid 

foundation in visual anthropological theory can go out into the field and create 

ethnographic shorts. All it truly requires is a mode of transportation and a curiosity to 

explore the community to find topics in line with one’s interests.  

This research model requires a small budget. With the rapid development in 

technology of cellular phones, many people are beginning to record movies and send 

them to their computers. While I chose to use a non-linear editing system, which tends to 

be expensive, students could use a free program such as Windows MovieMaker or 

iMovie to edit their footage. Furthermore, the explosion of Web 2.0 sites, including 

Youtube, demonstrate not only that an audience exists, but that people are actively 

engaging in this method of production 

Digital video provides exciting new opportunities for visual anthropology. This 

thesis has demonstrated that while the medium has opened up more avenues for 

fieldwork involving video production, it also requires an understanding of ethical 

concerns. As it stands now, I can only hope that more New College students will decide 

to experiment with digital video. I am not claiming to be in a position to teach at this 

point in my life, but hopefully this thesis will inspire a younger student at New College. 
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If it only succeeds in piquing someone’s interest in visual anthropology, I will call it a 

success.  

My dream is to continue to explore the intersection between filmmaking and 

ethnography. While I believe that status of ethnographic film will continue to be on the 

margins of anthropological research, I am hopeful that a thesis like mine, Jacqueline 

Bender (2012) or Ben Hodges (1999) can inspire a student who is perhaps only 

tangentially experienced with film.  

My plan is to continue my education in visual anthropology and to earn my 

doctorate in anthropology with a certificate in Media Studies. But in the immediate 

future, I am interested in giving back to my community and my school. I would like to 

help organize programs at New College whereby students can do community outreach 

through media production. I would not simply advocate giving students cameras and 

turning them loose to make films. I think the first step is to share an understanding that 

images are constructions that are capable of conveying meanings and reaffirming 

assumptions. Once the student has a solid foundation in the ethics of visual anthropology 

and documentary filmmaking (and IRB approval, of course!) then I would want them to 

go into the field. I am also interested in strengthening the collaborative process of 

ethnographic film, so I would suggest that a program like this would require students to 

edit the footage with their subjects present. This step comes from my concern for 

reflexivity, representation and ethnographic authority in the digital age. This is where 

Ethnographic film can go.  
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