




















10 Situating visual anthropology

Mead was also a champion of applied anthropology. During World War II,
amongst other things,” with Ruth Benedict in 1941 she ‘founded the Institute for
Intercultural Studies ... to mobilize the behavioural sciences for public service’,
where she led the Columbia University Research in Contemporary Cultures project
(1947-52). Mead and Métraux’s research manual The Study of Culture at a Distance
publishes examples of this work (Beeman 2000: xvi—xvii) and is interesting for
several reasons. First it contests the anthropological tenet of its time that equated
anthropological research with long-term face-to-face fieldwork, instead engaging
anthropology in the solution of real-world problems through distance methodolo-
gies. The group’s work often informed policy and/or decision-making.?! The study
of ‘national characters’” aimed to ‘help national governments to deal with members
of other nations who were also behaving nationally, as members of armies, negoti-
ating commissions, and so on” (Mead 2000: 4). Second, they advocated the study of
visual materials, including film and popular and fine art (Mead 2000: 3) and other
literary media and performance genres, as a route to understanding culture and
‘national character’ (discussed in chapter 5). Finally, the volume attends to the
senses (see also Howes 2003: 6-17). Mead notes the importance of imaginatively
reconstructing the sensory experiences of fieldwork or inaccessible historical
events (Mead 2000: 12) and the book includes pieces written by informants about
their own sensory experiences. Although she did not explicitly link the visual,
sensory and applied theoretically or methodologically, all pertained to Mead’s
agenda. This however did not become embedded in the mainstream anthropology
of the 1950s. Perhaps partly due to Mead's willingness ‘to experiment with new
topics, ideas, and technologies’ (Sharp 2003: 1), she did not achieve equal ‘respect
and recognition from the Academy accorded some of her more sober, male
contemporaries’ (Ginsburg 2003: 2).

Although visual and applied anthropology were contested approaches during
this immediate postwar period of scientific, theoretical and objective anthropology
and continued to be for at least the following three decades, this did not prevent
their establishment. In the USA Ruby (2001-02: 5) dates visual anthropology’s
official acceptance as ‘a credible scholarly undertaking’ to the early 1970s, when
the Society for the Anthropology of Visual Communication became established as
a subsection of the American Anthropological Association. The approach to visual
anthropology of the time was laid out in Gross and Ruby’s framework for the
journal Studies in Visual Communication (founded in 1974 by Sol Worth) and stated
by Ruby and Chalfen as including:

(1) the study of human nonlinguistic forms of communication which typically
involves some visual technology for data collecting and analysis, (2) the study
of visual products, such as films, as communicative activity and as a datum of
culture amenable to ethnographic analysis, and (3) the use of visual media for
the presentation of data and research findings-data and findings that other-
wise remain verbally unrealised.

(Ruby and Chalfen 1974)
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However, during the latter part of the twentieth century the dominant practice in
visual anthropology was ethnographic filmmaking, various genres of which, as well
as in the USA and Britain, developed in Germany, France, the Netherlands and
Australia (see Dunlop 1983; Heider 1976; Taureg 1983).

During this period, applied anthropology also became institutionally established,
but remained a contested field. From 1945 to 1975, although there was no universal
acceptance of applied anthropology in the USA a group of applied anthropologists
emerged, their roles diversified, and anthropologists began working as agents of
change in society (van Willigen 2002: 31). In Britain after the 1950s, applied anthro-
pology developed in a troubled relationship to the mainstream culminating in
outright rejection of the applied by prominent members of the academy. This was
strongly contested by the enthusiasm and enduring presence of applied anthropolo-
gists in Britain (see Wright 2005) but developments were more restricted than in the
USA. Nevertheless, during this period there were some important developments that
linked applied and visual anthropology, unsurprisingly in the USA, which are little
reported in the existing literature. In particular the work of John Collier Jnr
(discussed in chapter 5) stands out. Collier, who is best known for his book Visual
Anthropology: photography as a research method (1967), harnessed visual anthropology
for applied research mainly in the field of anthropology of education. His work was
practical, intended to lead to social intervention, scientific in its methodology, and
informed by anthropological theory.

Visual anthropology was also applied in other ways during the twentieth century
but infrequently reported. Exceptions are the 1970s and 1980s Australian Aboriginal
films made by Ian Dunlop, Roger Sandall and David MacDougall, which served to
bring Aboriginal issues into a public domain. These films were sometimes made at the
request of their subjects and were produced to serve both the interests of their
subjects and those of ethnographic filmmakers (Loizos 1993: 171). Although such
films became ‘famous’ within visual anthropology they did not inspire a literature
about the applications of visual anthropology. In fact, the innovations they are noted
for in the history of ethnographic filmmaking are technological and epistemological,
acclaimed for highlighting ‘the ability of the film-makers to be increasingly explicit
about how the films were made and the whys and for-whoms of their making’ (Loizos
1993: 171). Although applied visual anthropology did not emerge as an established
field its practice was developed by leading visual anthropologists. As [ outline in
chapter 5 Richard Chalfen (better known for his academic work on family photog-
raphy and home media) has since the 1970s developed an applied visual anthro-
pology in health research. Moreover since the 1970s anthropologists have
increasingly worked in indigenous media. Some of this work (for example Prins 2002)
involves applying visual anthropology to indigenous issues. Other work (for example
Michaels, see Ruby 2000a) suggests anthropological approaches to producing indige-
nous media with and for local people. The potential of visual-anthropologically
produced or informed media that lead to social interventions has long since been
recognised in practice, whereas the public profile of visual anthropology associated it
primarily with ethnographic filmmaking.
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Until around the 1980s mainstream anthropology had largely come to reject
applied interventions, the use of new visual technologies for research and represen-
tation and a focus on the senses. It had effectively become a monomedia anthro-
pology, based on written text and verbal presentations. Within this written
anthropology, however, by the 1980s some interesting debates had begun to
emerge, with a developing interest in the body and phenomenology (in the work of
Thomas Csordas), questions of experience (Turner and Bruner 1986), the senses
(Stoller 1989), the status of text itself (Geertz 1988) and a continued insistence by
applied and visual anthropologists of the value of their approaches. In the next
section | analyse the significance of this context for the reassertions of the
subdisciplines of visual, sensory and applied anthropologies that emerged alongside
a renewed acceptance of technology.

From the 1980s: the “crisis of representation’ and the
(re)establishment of visual, sensory and applied anthropologies

Although uses of visual technologies in research, visual analysis and applied visual
practice were evident in twentieth-century visual anthropology these were largely
overshadowed by the more ‘glamorous’ practice of ethnographic filmmaking
(Morphy and Banks 1997: 5), experienced variously as an exciting round of inter-
national film festivals and a teaching resource that was infrequently connected to
accompanying written ethnography or theory.”? Ethnographic filmmaking devel-
oped along various strands and styles from the scientific to more recent observa-
tional and participatory cinema.? Its history has been written and re-written in
various forms (for example, versions and fragments of it can be found in Grimshaw
2001; Heider 1976; Loizos 1993; MacDougall 1998; Ruby 2000a). I will not repeat
this here. However, it is significant that by the 1980s and into the 1990s
ethnographic film emerged as a subjective and reflexive genre (for example the
films of Jean Rouch and David MacDougall). It had largely rejected past attempts
to serve scientific anthropology (for example Heider 1976),** and visual anthropol-
ogists (again notably MacDougall) had begun to take on board questions of the
body, phenomenology and experience, and to interrogate the relationship of film to
anthropological writing. As social and cultural anthropology became more firmly
established as objective (objectifying) practices up to the 1980s, visual anthro-
pology had gradually departed from the epistemologies that informed mainstream
anthropology to embody, as MacDougall has coined it, a ‘challenge’ to it. Curi-
ously, though, it was eventually not the challenge of the visual that pushed anthro-
pology into a crisis in the 1980s and 1990s, but closer reflection on the mainstay of
conventional anthropological representation — its monomedia practice — the
written text.

The key milestone in the development of this ‘crisis of representation’ or ‘writing
culture debate’, as it has come to be called, is usually seen as led by the work of
James Clifford and George Marcus (1986, for example). Its impact is summed up
nicely by James, Hockey and Dawson who suggest it ‘alerted anthropologists to the
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need to pay closer attention to the epistemological grounds of their representations
and, furthermore, has made them consider the practical import of that process of
reflection, both for the anthropological endeavour and for those who are the
subjects of any anthropological enquiry’ (1997: 3). In the 1980s some of the ideas
proposed in this work were resisted. Also some valid critiques of the approaches
Clifford and Marcus, Tyler and others advocated pointed out what it had neglected
(for example, Henrietta Moore (1994) notes their inattention to gender and a
feminist perspective). Howes complains that this emphasis on text also subdued
the anthropological interest in the senses that had emerged during the mid- to late-
twentieth century (developed variously by Lévi-Strauss, McLuhan, Ong,
Carpenter, Hall, and Mead and Métraux) (Howes 2003: 6-17). Howes argues that
this turn to dialogic anthropology (in particular he cites the work of Tyler and Clif-
ford) in the 1980s exacerbated problems he associates with Geertz's approach to
reading culture as text, as a second focus on textualisation (2003: 22-6), which
diverted attention from sensory experience. Instead he suggests that ‘[by] Striving
to be more sensible, we would also be more inclined to experiment with our bodies
and senses, instead of simply toying with our writing styles’ (2003: 28). Howes’
interpretation of the impact of the work of Clifford and Marcus and others and the
‘crisis of representation’ offers one way of understanding why anthropologists paid
little attention to the senses during that period. However, as [ outline below, an
alternative explanation may be that Howes’ own approach to a sensory anthro-
pology was incompatible with the new ‘turn’ in anthropology in another way. To
contextualise this first requires a brief note on the impact of this ‘crisis’. The issues
raised indeed made anthropologists think more carefully about how their texts are
constructed; however, its impact on the experimental movement in anthropology
also influenced anthropologists in other ways. As part of a critical reflection on
power relations and truth claims in the wider anthropological project it inspired
new forms of representing anthropologists’ own and other people’s experiences.
Significantly, it helped to bring reflexivity to the fore in anthropology (reflexivity
was already integral to visual anthropology — raised notably by Jay Ruby — and much
existing ethnographic film practice (see also Ginsburg 2002a: 214)). It also raised
the profile of individual subjectivity — of anthropologist and informant and in the
contexts of both fieldwork and representation — which influenced new styles of
ethnographic writing. Indeed, one of the most interesting late-twentieth-century
experiments in ethnographic writing is Stoller’s (1997) Sensuous Scholarship, a book
that both focuses on sensory embodied experience and explores new ways of repre-
senting this reflexively in written text. Previously, in 1989, Stoller’s The Taste of
Ethnographic Things emphasised how ethnographers might learn from their own
sensory experiences in fieldwork. I suggest that in this new context, where greater
importance was given to experiential ethnography and individual subjectivity, it
was not a sensory anthropology that was excluded, but rather the approach Howes
(1991: 168-9) advocated. He was not interested in individual sensory experience,
but rather in comparing how different sensory hierarchies fitted with ‘whole societ-
ies’ (original italics). This sensory anthropology was not simply foiled by the crisis of
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representation but by the project’s clash with a related critique — the rejection of
the comparative paradigm and its related notion of holistic cultures. The ‘grand
theories’ and scientific methodologies of comparative anthropology became, as Fox
and Gingrich (2002: 2) outline, increasingly unfashionable throughout the 1970s,
accused of supporting European imperialism (for example by Asad 1973; Clifford
1983; Clifford and Marcus 1986) and undermined by a critique of its claims to
objectivity. This was indeed a context that favoured a visual anthropology which
MacDougall characterises as completely at odds with anthropology’s comparative
project, because rather than stressing cultural differences it reveals ‘social agency’
and ‘recognizable patterns of social interaction’ that emphasise commonalities
rather than difference between individuals in different cultures (1998: 256). The
premise for rejecting visual methods and visual representations of anthropology
(usually ethnographic film) as too subjective became invalid, and visual anthro-
pology was able to make its own claims to be closer and more acceptable to main-
stream anthropology. By the 1990s the mainstream was also interested in the
approaches to embodiment and sensory experience evidenced in reflexive and
phenomenological approaches to visual ethnography and its filmic and written
representation, and the emphasis on individual experience that is an enduring
characteristic of observational film. Therefore I suggest that visual and sensory
anthropologies started to gain popularity in the 1990s partly as a consequence of
the crisis in representation, but also of course in relation to a number of other
theoretical developments such as the emphasis on the body and phenomenology.
This also occurred as part of a turn away from a comparative anthropology.”®

Not only did the crisis of representation invite anthropologists to engage in experi-
mental forms of writing, but it also inspired new ways to represent sensory embodied
and visual aspects of culture, knowledge and experience. This encouraged the use of
other modes and media of representation, including not only ethnographic film and
photography, but also performance anthropology and exhibition. If not yet consti-
tuting a multimedia anthropology the emergent context was one where anthropolo-
gists began to recognise the validity of multiple media in anthropology. Significantly
it was during the 1980s and especially the 1990s that, as academics gradually
converted their office practices to the use of computers, digital media became an
increasingly normal part of everyday anthropological practices of writing and
communicating. It is within this context that the development of a theory and prac-
tice of hypermedia anthropology began to emerge in the 1990s (see chapter 6).

It may at first seem that the subjective reflexive strands of 1990s anthropology
would also foil the development of applied anthropology. To some extent a
problem-solving approach needs to accommodate a realist view of some aspects of
social life and experience. However, in fact, since the 1990s applied anthropology
has been increasingly recognised by mainstream anthropological institutions and
practised across a wide range of non-academic sectors. There are two possible
explanations for this. One is that anthropology has become so fragmented that
‘anything goes’. The second and more plausible explanation is that a reflexive
approach that recognises the intersubjectivity and often fragility of the grounds
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upon which our assumptions are made is also compatible with an applied anthro-
pology. As we see in chapter 5’s focus on applied visual anthropology, the principles
of reflexivity and collaboration and the process of undermining essential truths in
favour of understanding individual locations are also integral to applied practice,
and in fact applied and academic visual anthropology share many principles.
Throughout the twentieth century the strands of visual, sensory and applied anthro-
pology were variously incorporated and rejected as anthropology moved from its ‘mul-
timedia’ practices of the late nineteenth century to establish itself as a monomedia
academic ‘discipline of words’, as Mead (1975) put it. By the end of the twentieth
century the bastions of scientific anthropology were crumbling in favour of a subjective
and reflexive approach that favoured experimentation, welcomed new technologies
and was increasingly recognising its relevance in the wider world. In the following
sections I suggest the meaning of this for a visual anthropology for the twenty-first
century and outline the programme of analysis it sets in the following chapters.

A visual anthropology for the twenty-first century:
opportunities and challenges

The contemporary interdisciplinary context

Between 1999 and 2001 a series of new publications across the social sciences and
humanities revealed a thriving interdisciplinary interest in visual research
methods.? In chapter 2 I outline this interdisciplinary context, which is at times
plagued with amateur borrowings and misguided critiques (see also Pauwels 2000:
12-13). Some recent publications on visual methods have (misguidedly) set out to
discredit contemporary visual anthropology through criticism of its colonial roots
and the observational projects of its mid-twentieth-century past (for example
Emmison and Smith 2000; Holliday 2001). However, visual anthropologists have
also set about defining a visual research methodology with a basis in anthropology
(Banks 2001; Pink 2001a). In this situation visual anthropology needs to assert its
identity beyond that which is often attributed to it by virtue of its association with
colonial photography and ethnographic film. It needs to ensure that its approaches
and range are understood amongst these emergent visual subdisciplines, each of
which appears to have academics keen to stake their claim to be the leader in visual
methodology. Simultaneously this surge of interest in visual methodologies is good
news: visual anthropology no longer exists in a space where its very focus on the
visual is a contested project, but in a context where it is of interest to both anthro-
pologists and other social scientists. Indeed, resistance to the visual in anthro-
pology is now a problem of the past. This theme and the interdisciplinary agendas it
involves are taken up in chapter 2, where I identify the place of visual anthropology
in this emergent interdisciplinary context. [ return to this context in chapter 5 to
discuss applied visual anthropology practice, which often involves working with
colleagues (and principles) from other disciplines and in chapter 6 to situate visual
anthropological uses of hypermedia with others across the social sciences and
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humanities. In the final chapter I reflect on the status and distinctiveness of
anthropology as a discipline amongst the other social sciences and the role of the
visual in this.

Mainstream anthropology as a context for visual anthropology

The close association of visual anthropology with ethnographic film that character-
ised its position for much of the latter part of the twentieth century is diminishing.
We have already gone ‘beyond observational cinema’: on the one hand filmmaking
practices have, as David MacDougall (1998) proposed in his chapter of that title,
become more participatory, and on the other we have moved towards using a wider
range of visual media and technologies. Largely developments have reflected
Morphy and Banks’ (1997: 6) call for a broadening out of the question of what
visual anthropology might comprise by referring back to the three-stranded defini-
tion of visual anthropology stated in the 1970s in the work of Worth, Ruby, Gross
and Chalfen. This focused on using visual technologies in research methods, the
study of non-linguistic behaviour, the analysis of visual products, and visual repre-
sentation (Ruby and Chalfen 1974). The reassertion of this definition implies a
closer relationship or overlap between mainstream and visual anthropology (it
would anyway be surprising not to encounter visual cultural forms in any fieldwork
project). Indeed, visual technologies are increasingly embedded in anthropological
research and greater acceptance of the visual and easier access to new media
encourage both more anthropologists to take video and still cameras to the field
and new experimentation with illustration and drawing (see Pink et al. 2004).
Some anthropologists who develop innovative visual methodologies are not
trained ‘visual anthropologists’, but researchers who find, once in the field, that the
visual offers a route towards collaboratively produced knowledge (for example
Afonso 2004; Orobitg 2004). In such contexts the visual can be both the subject of
research and a medium through which knowledge is produced and not only incor-
porates film and photography but also encompasses digital video, drawing, art and
digital imagery. As part of this process new uses of digital video, photography, illus-
tration and hypermedia are emerging (see Coover 2004a, 2004b; MacDougall
2001; Pink 2004b; Rusted 2004). This is partly because as anthropologists increas-
ingly use visual methods and media in their research they seek ways to combine
image and text in their representations.

The second implication of this increasing embeddedness of visual methods and
media in mainstream anthropological research is to challenge visual anthropolo-
gists to engage their own work and the tenets of their subdiscipline with contem-
porary developments in anthropological theory. In this book I approach this
question through a discussion of the question of experience, which is a significant
concern for visual anthropology. Generally visual anthropologists argue some
elements of human experience are best represented visually, and that the visual
brings the fieldwork experience directly to the context of representation. However,
they (myself included) have often tended to use the term ‘experience’ with little
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analysis of precisely what it refers to. In this book I ask how, in the light of recent
anthropological work on experience, the senses and phenomenology, we might
research and represent aspects of other people’s experience in ways that are mean-
ingful to others and what the role of the visual might be in this practice. In chapters
3 and 4 I discuss how we might understand on the one hand the visual research and
representation of experience, and on the other the experience of visual representa-
tion. To do this I draw from recent work developed in the anthropology of the
senses, which is instructive for two reasons. First, following other recent work on
the senses and my own visual ethnography of the home, I see the relationship
between the visual and the other senses as key to understanding how everyday
experiences and identities are constituted (Pink 2004a). Second, because the
anthropology of the senses encompasses vision, it locates it in relation to other
sensory modalities. As such it challenges the privileged status that vision is lent by
visual anthropology, and demands we rethink the ideas of visual knowledge, ex-
perience and communication in terms of the relationship between the visual and
the other senses. It seems to me that one of the most important theoretical chal-
lenges is the question of how to situate the visual within an embodied and sensory
anthropology — more specifically, what the relationship is between the visual and
the other senses and how might we understand the visual both as a form of ‘experi-
ence’ and as a medium for its representation. To add to MacDougall’s (1997)
comment that some aspects of knowledge can best be communicated by visual
means, recent research demonstrates how other aspects are best communicated
through smell, touch or sound (see Pink 2004a). A sensory anthropology also has
implications for how visual anthropology might communicate transculturally —
Geurts’ (2002) study of the Ghanaian Anlo Ewe sensorium indicates that because
people in other cultures might not use the same sensory categories as modern
western anthropologists, the question of sensory representation is further complic-
ated. David MacDougall (1998) has drawn from phenomenological anthropology,
the anthropology of the body and of the senses to argue that because the individual
subject takes a central role in film it has a potential for communicating about
sensory experience transculturally that cannot be achieved in writing. However,
my own reading of the recent anthropology of the senses convinces me there are
other limitations to film’s ability to achieve this that need to be acknowledged. I
will suggest writing is essential to how we communicate anthropologically about
cross-cultural sensory categories and experiences. By problematising visual anthro-
pology in this way the anthropology of the senses invites us to pose both challenges
and opportunities for the future of visual anthropology.

In chapters 3 and 4 [ suggest how visual anthropology might be enriched by a
confrontation with these problems.

The applied context

Applied uses of anthropology outside the academy are becoming increasingly
popular in the public sector, industry and non-governmental organisations



18 Situating visual anthropology

(NGO:s), and in other community work. In these contexts, combined with the
increasing availability and accessibility of visual media and technologies, visual
methodologies and representations are already in use. In some cases innovations in
methodologies of research and representation have developed when visual anthro-
pology that has not been tried in academic visual anthropology practice is used in
applied work. This might be due to a range of factors, such as different funding
opportunities, freedom to innovate without the restrictions of existing anthropo-
logical conventions, and different audience expectations. The existing work I have
encountered tends both to draw from established visual anthropology methodolo-
gies and theories and to present new practices that could well also serve the aims of
academic visual studies. In chapter 5 I reflect on the nature of recent and historical
developments in applied visual anthropology to situate them at the intersection
between visual anthropology, applied anthropology and other anthropological or
interdisciplinary influences. Indeed, applied visual anthropology tends to be
embedded in interdisciplinary work, which leads me to reiterate the point made
above that visual anthropology needs to establish itself as a unique subdiscipline
with a specific history and contribution to make on a (sometimes competitive)
interdisciplinary stage.

Academic anthropologists have traditionally tended to be sceptical about the
status of applied anthropologists and rejected the idea that applied practice has
much to contribute to the academic discipline. Elsewhere I have argued (Pink
2005) that this is a mistaken view. In fact applied work can contribute to anthro-
pology theoretically, ethnographically and methodologically. The same applies to
applied visual anthropology, as | demonstrate in chapter 5. The projects I examine
represent innovations in business, NGO, public-sector and community-based
research that are not simply part of an applied endeavour that draws from anthro-
pology but constitute research that can also contribute to mainstream and visual
anthropology. There are important differences between applied and academic
visual anthropology. They have different briefs, aims and methodologies. However,
this does not mean that there is an insurmountable gulf between these practices as
in fact they also have much in common. First they are both informed by anthropo-
logical theory, and while some methodological practices necessarily differ they tend
to be based on the same principles (of reflexivity, collaboration and participation).
In particular, like academic visual anthropologists, those who undertake applied
work are also in the business of researching and communicating about other
people’s experiences, and the same issues that I raise concerning the anthropology
of the senses and the anthropology of experience are as pertinent to applied as to
academic visual anthropology practices. Applied visual anthropologists also create
experiences for their audiences in the process of preparing representations that
potentially lead to social intervention of some kind. Again, as in the academic
context discussed in chapters 3 and 4, applied visual anthropologists are finding
that new digital technologies can support this process. In chapter 6 I take this up to
discuss the implication of new visual and digital media for applied visual anthro-
pology alongside more mainstream digital innovations.
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The more practical dimension to this context is that there is a niche for visual
anthropologists to work on applied projects, participating in the development of
theoretically informed ‘applied visual anthropology’. This may provide important
directions for a future in which visual anthropology has a more prominent public
profile and engages with what some have argued is our responsibility to promote a
public anthropology that comments on and intervenes in issues of public concern.
It additionally creates employment possibilities for visual anthropologists in a
context where tenured academic posts in anthropology departments seem increas-
ingly scarce and employment possibilities for PhD anthropologists are limited.

The new media context

Visual and digital technologies and media are becoming more economically acces-
sible and ‘user-friendly’. Related to this, visual methodologies are more widely used
by anthropologists and thus visual anthropology and the theoretical and empirical
concerns of mainstream anthropology become more firmly wedded. Visual anthro-
pologists have argued that the way forward would be both to integrate the visual
into mainstream anthropology and to incorporate anthropological aims into
ethnographic filmmaking. This would give the visual a critical role in revising the
categories through which anthropological knowledge is produced (Grimshaw
2001: 173; MacDougall 1997: 292) by introducing the visual as an alternative way
of understanding, and route to knowledge about, social phenomena. Moreover, a
new agenda for digital ethnographic video-making has suggested the production of
films according to anthropological, rather than broadcast television, agendas
(MacDougall 2001; Ruby 2001). The future of this relationship should be a two-
way process through which mainstream anthropology comes to accommodate
visual knowledge and ethnographic film comes to accommodate anthropological
concerns. In this book I suggest that we need to create a visual anthropology that
no longer simply defends itself against the mainstream, but that responds to devel-
opments in anthropological theory that might themselves shape visual anthro-
pology in some ways. One way this is already achieved is by accommodating
theoretical developments in anthropology within visual projects — for example, to
make theoretically informed visual representations. Another is to develop new
forms of visual representation that can communicate theoretically, and thus will be
conversant with theoretical debates in mainstream anthropology in ways that film
is not. This might involve producing not only new forms of ethnographic film, but
hypermedia texts that combine word and image. More broadly this involves exam-
ining the potential of a digital ethnography for the development of an anthropology
that re-situates the visual and in doing so encourages innovative forms in anthro-
pological fieldwork and representation.

Moves to new media are increasingly represented in the practice of established
visual anthropologists such as Peter Biella and Jay Ruby, postgraduate training in
visual anthropology,”’ and international workshops.” In chapters 4 and 6 I propose
that opportunities to work with new visual and digital media — especially digital
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video and hypermedia —~ suggest two important types of engagement: first, with
mainstream anthropology and its methodological and theoretical currents; and
second, with digital work developed in other disciplines, arts practice and theories
of representation and communication. In chapter 6 I review existing hypermedia
innovations to discuss the interdisciplinary context of hypermedia representation
that is developing and identify the implications of these emergent genres for a
visual anthropology for the twenty-first century.

Opportunities and challenges

This book develops the idea of Engaging the Visual via four related contemporary
opportunities and challenges for visual anthropology: an interdisciplinary stage
where visual methods are increasingly popular; developments in anthropological
theory; the demand for applied visual anthropology; and new possibilities for digital
media in research and representation. These themes are not the only basis from
which to discuss the future of visual anthropology. Rather they provide a point of
entry to begin to survey the possibilities. It is frequently noted in conference discus-
sions and conversations that visual anthropology itself might now be seen as a
contested concept. Part of my aim here is to examine how the subdiscipline can
proceed in the twenty-first century with a renewed identity that recognises and
departs from the contradictions and ambiguities that the contexts outlined above
reveal.

As the book unfolds I explore each context chapter by chapter, examining as the
argument progresses how the themes and issues they raise are also inevitably inter-
woven. Finally in chapter 7 these themes lead me to reflect on the wider contribu-
tion an engaged visual anthropology might make. Here I consider the role of visual
anthropology in a renewed comparative anthropology, as a conduit of the public
responsibility of anthropologists, and as a unique player in an interdisciplinary
social science.



