. From Fiekwork to Filmin

As an academic, | had assumed thac |
could learn abour anything hy reading
about it. Long age [ thought rhat being
told “how to Alm" would be all [
would need in order ro produce a
satisfactory film. Burfilm . . . isa
complex medium. If we come from

an academic background, we are not
trained in its use to the extent that we
are trained in the medium of words.
[nstead, we are raught to move
“quickly and efficiently” from the
realm of observartion ro the realm of
words. These words ate simply markers
of the menral constructs with which we
work. W are hardly raughr o work
with images or to broaden our ability

to observe.

—Allison Jablonko

SELECTING A SUBJECT
I =

Documentary films are made for all sorts of reasons: an ardent wish to
communicate ideas about people on film, a heartfelt need to commita
Jong-term project to a visual medium, an accidental encounter with a
remarkable individual. Producing films involves a mixture of intellec-
tual, emotional, and practical concerns, any one of which may override
the others at different points. As a ilmmaker, you will probably ask
yourself more than once: Can I make this film? Why do I want to inake
this film? What do I want to show, or to say? Making documentaries is
a constant process of self-examination and reevaluation.

Along the way, you'll be making many choices. Not the least of these
arc how to begin: where to make the film, what to make it about, and
who to focus on. If youre an anthropologist, and have an established
field site, you may have already made these choices. Feel free, then, o
skim over the following pages if they seem redundant. But remember
that choosing a film site is only a small part of deciding on the subject
for a Ailm. Certain concepts, too, may be more easily and economically
communicared in words than on film. Ar the same time, film offers
possibilities of its own, such as the portrayal of living experience, in ways
thart are unavailable to writing.

TOPIC

Is important that you make committed choices and that you care about
what you film. This doesn’t ensure you’ll make a better or more emo-
tionally engaging film (although you probably will). Tt’s just that making
films is such a difficult and all-encompassing endeavor thar if you're not
wholeheartedly committed to what you’re doing, you may not make it
through the long haul—the inevitable sticky moments on location and
the seemingly endless days and nights in the editing room.

Not all topics can be explored easily in film; or rather, not all ways of
conceiving topics lend themselves to film. Although film is capable of

Y FIGURE 4 American anthropologist Annerte Weiner and Trobriand friend rake a seroll

during the production of The Trobriand fslunders of Papua New Guinea (1990).
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abstraction, and its construction is usually complex, it's important to
remember that it is a concreie, experiental medium. Part of the attrac-
tion of film is its affinity with life itself—the movement vn the screen
evoking the movement we ourselves experience outside the cinema, the
seeing evoking our own seeing, and hearing evoking hearing. To label a
film “documentary” is to assert that it has a specific, indexical relation-
ship to its pro-filmic subject. Thus, whether you wanr to make a film
about legal disputes, gender relations, or colonialism, about an indi-
vidual, a personal relationship, or an institution. its important to re-
member that film is essentially an audiovisual medium. It can show as
well as simply szy. Why not use the medium to its and your best advan-
tage? Rather than relying only on written documents, narration, and
interview testimony to tell your or your subjects’ stories, try imagining
the sorts of images that could tell the stories. Consider flming events
and conversations, rather than monologues: life as it is lived rather than
as it is reported upon. And bear in mind, too, that landscapes and city-
scapes, physical interactions and spatial relationships, gestures and ob-
jects can all speak w an audience in ways that spoken dialogue cannot.
As you focus on a topic, there are some practical considerations to
remember, above all its feasibility. There’s always a danger to setting out
to make a film about a single, short-lived event, especially if you're
working within a tight schedule. One group of student filmmakers at
the University of California, Berkeley, planned to make a film about a
transgender beauty contest in San Francisco, only for it to be postponed
until after the end of the semester, by which time their project had o
be finished. They were forced to tefocus their film completely, following
two people they had met during their research. Since both were at dif-
ferent stages of a sex change, they had a provocative film topic.! As you
get caught up in preproduction and production, you can forgert tha life
very rarely coincides with your imagined script.

LOCATION

Many of you will start with a location, and decide what to shoot once
you see what emerges during your preproduction research or fieldwork.
Quite a few documentary (and especially ethnographic) filmmakers
have had a long-term dedication to one locale, or to a single group of

36 GETTING GOING

People. Both Jean Rouch and John Marsha.l_i have workec} {on ar’ld off\)
with the same people over a thirty-year period. Robett (.Jarﬁ:lners latestf
alm, Roads End (in progress), was shot among the Pam, V\vflth some 0

the individuals fearured in his earlier flm Dead Birds, V&’h-LC-h he com-
in 1963. In each case, they were able to produce additional films,
because of changes within the community, or because of changes

plered
Ci[her' ctives and interests

. [(t)lfihlre?:v :f{;:tslp;ay cast about for locations, wondering both where
and what to flm. When Paul Hockings and Mark McCarty“set out to
Glm The Village (1968), their goal was simp‘ly to ‘[‘)foduce. a general
ethnographic account of life in one Irish village.”? Hock.mgs d_rove
through 300 villages in western Iteland, in a quest ‘for the ideal site: a
small village with a pub, church, and crossroads! Hlsvproblem wa‘s that
he had an image of a “normal” village in his head vxzhlch eluded him on
the ground. As he says, almost none of the villages “had a’cl(?se clustcff:
ing of houses that could Jook like a village in some esrab%xshmg shot.™”
Finally, they settled on Dunquin, such a scenic spot that it was featured
the following year in che narrative flm, Ryans D:zug/lf:ter. ‘ .

The Village is a fine film, but there are problems inherent in ?Ceklng
our “perfect locations.” There's a danger of imposing preconceptions on
a particular place, rather than allowing your ideas to emerge from rteal
experiences there. To an outside viewer, Dunquin rmsht have( looked
like a quintessential Irish village when in fact it was quite at?rplcal. So,
as you're on the lookout for a location, ask yourself whether it needs o
be “typical” or representative at all, and if so, of what? -

Plan as you might, flm locations often seem to pick them‘selvcs,
sometimes for arbitrary, sometimes for practical reasons. The setting f?r
David and Judith MacDougall’s Turkana Conversations Trilogy (The
Wedding Camels [1977], Lorang’s Way, A Wife among Wives [1982]) was
almost accidenral. In 1968 they had shot To Live with Herds (1972) and
Under the Men’s Tree (1974) among the pastoral Jic in Uganda. Their
interest in East African herding societies stayed with them, and they
wrote grant proposals to return to make more films. By the time they
received their grants, however, Idi Amin was in power in Uganda, ar?d
the long-term filming they envisaged was too dangerous. Instead, in
1974, they decided to relocate their project just over the border 1o
Kenya, among the neighboring Turkana” Likewise, we had planned in
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1991 to make a film on tourism among the Dogon in Mali, but there
was a coup d’état a couple of months before we were to leave, and a civil
war ensued. There weren't going to be many tourists around. We still
had the following months earmarked to make a film, and ended up
collaborarting with Gabai Baaré, an art dealer, and Christopher Steiner,
an anthropologist, to make In and Qut of Africa (1992). Shot in the
Ivory Coast and the U.S., it addresses questions of authenticity, taste,
and racial politics in the international African art market. Though we'd
been interested in these themes for some time, we hadn’t originally
planned to make a film about them.

Quite a few films are shor in more rhan one location. Jean Rouch’s
Jaguar (1954—67) and Madame L’Eau both depict journeys—from Ni-
ger to the Gold Coast (Ghana), and from Niger to the Netherlands,
respectively. These journeys provoke psychological and social as much
as physical transformations. Jorge and Mabel Preloran’s Zulay, Facing
the 215t Century (1993) is about an Ecuadorian woman called Zulay.
Zulay is living with the filmmakers, Argentnean expatriates, in Los An-
geles, but her family is back in Otavalo. The film moves back and forth
between Zulay’s family talking to her through the camera in Oravalo,
and Zulay screening their “letters” in L.A. The film ends with Zulay,
wearing traditional Oravalefio costume, watching the latest message
from her mother. She bursts into tears on hearing her mother say that
perhaps it would be best if she stayed in Los Angeles and didn't return
home. Our own Jn and Out of Africa follows a Muslim Hausa art trader
from Abidjan, in the Ivory Coast, to Long Island, New York, buying art
objects in Africa and selling them in America. In places it was edited so
that you can't be sure whether you're in Africa or America. We did this
in a deliberate attempt 1 get viewers to wonder whart kind of associ-
ations they may have unconsciously invested in the very distincrion.

Films set in more than one location are becoming increasingly com-
mon. They are an inevitable response to the complicated conditions of
social life in the contemporary “world system.” Socletal structures are
increasingly a reflex of a more or less global and transnational economic
system and are no longer either conceivable in terms of local knowledge
or accessible to everyday lived experience. Multi-locale documentary is
one kind of attempr to represent these conditions and to come to terms
with the modern-day deterritorialization of culture.
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Even if you wish to make a flm that highlights such processes of
~lobalization, chere is no compulsion to set it in more than one locaFlon.
?\{-’tér all, globalizing forces are manifested locall?f, and. you can VlSTE:—
xliw this sﬁme interplay of presence and szsence ina s'mgle plac:l.t‘ i e
NgacDougalls’ Under the Men’s Tree, for instance, depicts Easrh l‘l(.dnv
jic men telling rales about motor cars (somthmg few of. themA::jJe in‘y
firsthand experience of) as they casually craft leather objects. 1t cir
Ty Live with Herds makes the impact ofexoge'nous de.velopmcnt po 1c11es.
on the Jie plain to see. Marilu Mallet’s 'Unﬁrmhm' Diary (l_?SdS)fuses ;elr
own first-person voice t© depict her life in Canada—e§1 eﬁl romk e
narive Chile and estranged from her Ausrra‘.han—C.anfldLan mma 1er—
husband. All the dislocation that she experiences is immanent In her
M aparunent. .
M(jf tﬁriail cl;uesdon to ask yourself as you choose your location(s) is a
pracrical one: can you film there? Technically, films can be made allmo-st
anywhere these days, from the flanks of K2 0 the depths oftheczlﬂt am;i:.
Regardless of where you will ﬁlm—evenllf it's at hgme or just down the
block—you should remember that making a film is much more cum-
hersome and conspicuous than doing fieldwork with a norep.ad and
pencil, or even a still camera. The equipment is usually heavier all1d
requires more care and additional crew. When you come to record pic-

rure and sound, light and noise will disturb you more -tl'}an they ever
have before. 1f you're unprepared, adverse weather conditions can ruin
your equipment and film or rape stock. Moreover, the days wh;n a
flmmaker or anthropologist could walk blithely into an area with a
camera are gone. First of all, anthropologists and other ?thSLders never
really were inconspicuous. Secondly, in these days of global media
awareness, many people around the world are conscious of V\{hat a cam-
era can and cannot do, and are likely to have strong feelings abo%lr
wihether or not they want to be in your film. The chances are they will
make this quite cleat, either with vocal refusal or enthusiastic assent
whenever you statt rolling. Additionally, if you're filming in an urban
or densely populated atea, you may find, not only that you're una?le o
cut out unwanted background noise, but also that your recordmg}s
subject to electric interference. You may need as well to watch out for
the secutity of your crew and equipment. Finally, many national go.v-
ernments and regional representatives may require that you get special
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permissions to shoot in their jurisdiction. (See “Travel™ in chapter 6 for
more detail.)

PEOPLE

Finding the people to be in your film (your “subjects”) may rake some
rime and work, even if you're a seasoned fieldworker or filmmaker.
Flaherty cast his films by mixing and matching stereotypes. The families
featured in Nanook of the North, Man of Aran (1934), and Lowuisiana
Story (1948) were not real families: they were Flaherty’s conceprion of
an idcal-typical Eskimo, Irish, and Cajun family.

While casting (and narrarting) of this kind is certainly problematic in
a documentary, it is quite widespread. Just as the narrative structures of
most documentaries are curiously conventional (beginning with an in-
troduction to characters and locale, telling a story oriented to a goal and
climax, and ending with some kind of resolution), the relationships they
depict rend to be equally familiar. Relationships within and between
families, and berween generations, are the subject of as much documen-
tary as fictional representation. They derive their resonance from real
relationships that the viewers can relate to in their own society.

When James Blue and David MacDougall set out in 1972 to make
Kenya Boran (1974), they searched for a family that exemplified the
rapid social and economic change that Boran sociery was undetgoing at
the time. In the end, they couldn’t find one. Instead, they structured
the film around four characters, two fathers and their sons. The fachers
were from different villages, but knew cach other already. The sons
came to know each other during the filming. Kenya Boran ends up ex-
ploring relationships both between and within generations. It is an in-
teresting hybrid berween observational and participatory cinema. Al-
though some of the conversations involve subjects suggested by the
filmmakers—such as education or population control—for most of the
time Blue and MacDougall were simply sitting around waiting to see
what would happen.f

The process of casting usually involves choosing not only relation-
ships that will resonate for the viewer bur also subjects with particular
personalities. Much of the charm of Flaherry’s films comes from his
engaging characters. David MacDougall has noticed that ethnographic
filmmakers often “either seck out exotically interesting types in other
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societies of people who conform to familiar figures in their ‘own, at the
expense of people more characteristic of the soc;ety‘bel‘ng flmed. One
thinks immediately of those “stars’ of the ethnographic cinema-—among
them, Nanook, Damouré, Nlai and Ongka.””

Certainly these four celebrities fit the bill of the clsssic.hero or hero-
ine, someone slightly apart from his or her own communiry, on a quest
of some kind. Nanook is the romantic hero, bartling the forces of Na—
rure in order to feed his family, traveling miles to find an appropriate
place to build his igloo. Damouré also embarks on a journey: in Rouch’s
Jaguar he’s one of three young men off to seek his fortune in the Gold

Coast, and in Madame L'Ean, he’s one of three older men, off in search

of the bitrersweet benefits of applied rechnology in Holland. In John
Marshall’s Nias, the Story of a [Kung Woman (1980), Nlai strives to make
2 living for herself and her family, fighting against the forces of cultural
change. In Charlie Nairn’s The Kawelba—Ongha’s Big Moka (1974), a
flm about the Kawelka of Papua New Guinea, Ongla pools his re-
sources in order to hold a moka. a ritual gife-giving ceremony, only to
have it continually postponed. These are goals and struggles Western
audiences can relate to, and plots whose basics they already know by
rote. Add a little humor, a climax, and a resolution and you have the
trappings of a film thar will play in Peoria (or at least in Peoria schools).

Of course there’s nothing wrong with filming people who will appeal
to your audience. But you should ask yourself why they have that ap-
peal: if their personality conforms to your conception of an engaging or
extraordinary individual, does it have the same resonance in their own
society? Are they indeed representative in the way you suppose? Of
course, no one is ever wholly representarive, nor do you have to make
films about individuals who are more so than others. But you need to
query why it is you want to cast someone.

Some filmmakers have known their subjects for years. Jean Rouch
had been friends with Damouré for over a decade before they collabo-
tated on Jaguar. John Marshall has worked among the {Kung Ju/"hoansi
since 1951, and knew Ntai when she was a little girl. Echnographic
filmmaker Tim Asch raught scores of aspiring visual anthropologists,
telling them countless times, “Know your subject. . . . Spend time with
them, cultivating a relationship. If you can’t do that, then collaborate
with an anthropologist who has.”
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FIGURE 5 While filming among the Ju/’hoasi (!Kung}, John Marshall worked with
Nlai for over twenty years. T'he top image shows Nlai as a young gitl in the early
1950s; the botom image shows her in 1978.

Often rhe first people you meet when you start a projecr end up not
being involved at all. People have theit own personal and political mo-
wions to gravitate toward the camera, just as you do toward them.

\'t:
;‘locial fife itself has performarive elements, and filmmaking fits righr in
to them. (Warren Beatty takes chis to its logical limits in Truth or Dare
11991] when he discloses to the camera thar Madonna “doesn’t want to
ive off camera, much less talk. . . . There’s nothing to say off camera.
Why would you say something if it’s off camera? There’s no point in
existing.”) Since each conract you make can lead to another and may
provide you with deeper insights into your subject matter. you're not
necessarily wasting your time by getting to know the people you meer
righr off. At the same time, it makes sense to be wary of people who are
overly enthusiastic about being in your film. Ask yourself what’s in it for
them.

Bear in mind that film has the power to make ordinary people look
interesting and celebrities appear mundane. You'll wield an extraordi-
nary amount of control over your material while shooting and editing.
You don'’t need a star like Madonna to make a compelling film. (Nor
does a star guarantee that the film will be interesting.) As producer
Craig Gilbert says of An American Family (1972), his documenrary se-
ries about the Loud family of Santa Barbara, it “was based on the belief
that there is considerable drama in the daily lives of ordinary citizens.
The citizens themselves may be unaware of this, as the Louds were. but
it is there just the same, waiting to be captured by the peculiar alchemy
of the camera in the hands of anyone with the ability to see and the
patience to wait.”* While the filmmakers waited, a number of signifi-
cant events occurred in the lives of the Loud family: the parents, Bill
and Pat, decided to divorce; the oldest son, Lance, revealed that he was
homosexual; and the oldest daughter, Delilah, fell in love for the first
time. Yet Gilbert says that these developments had not been anticiparted.
He insists that “Wharever happened would have revealed, within the
conrext of the Louds’ daily life, as much about how men and women
feel about each other as those events that actually did occur.””

One final point about casting. Quite aside from the kind of represen-
tation you will go on to muke, the very act of filming is a political en-
deavor. In a small close-knit society, who you choose to feature, and
who not, may have significant repercussions, even changing the balance
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of power. Try to be as sensitive as you can to how your filming might

affect people’s lives and relationships ro cach other.

RAPPORT
T

What is now so clear to me is that you can tell people a thousand times that

you are making a film or writing a book abour their village, you can show
the film ro them or have it programmed on television bur what is essential
for them is you as a person. They said it to me quite clearly: *We agreed to
collaborate with you on vour film through the friendship that we developed

with vou.”

—Colette Plaule

The kind of personal investment by your subjects in your film that Co-
lette Piault is talking abour is truer of ethnographic film than your typi-
cal television documentary. If you will be on location for a substantial
period of time. or engaged in any long-term inreraction with your sub-
jects, it’s immportant to build rapport. Observational filming, in particu-
lar, can be very intrusive and demands considerable cooperation and
crust. This is not to say that once you're all commicted to making a film,
you're going to live together happily ever after. Thact is rarely the case.
Your relationships will probably fluctuate over time. Even if you build
rapport slowly and conscientiously, it may not always progress as surely
as you might like.

It's important to start off by establishing trust. People are often sus-
picious about outsiders coming into their community, and may be cu-
rious about what you're up to. Making a documentary is probably (but
not always) more innocent than many other hidden agendas they might
imagine. You should be both honest and ractful in explaining your cu-
riosity about their lives. You're better off telling people at the start why
you want to talk to them, rather than letting them find out accidentally
or at the end of your project. Be careful how you describe your interests.
If you want ro make a film about “gender relations,” and come in to a
community announcing as much, they may think either that you're off
your rocker or that it has nothing to do with them. It helps to articulate
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FIGURE 6 Timothy Asch being kissed by a Yanomamo friend.

your interest in individuals, or at least types of individuals, in a way that
expresses a concern for the specific community itself. As Craig Gilbert
notes, “Human beings do not like to be treated like guinea pigs. [f you
tell the subjects of a documentary thar their behavior and their lives are
being used to make a larger sratement about human behavior and hu-
man lives in general, they are more than likely going to be highly in-
sulted. We all tend to think of curselves as special and unique, with
problems, fears, likes, and dislikes different from those of every other
petson in the world.” '
Paul Hockings describes how he began work on The Village:

The best way to ger started was to tell everybody we could, ex-
actly what we were up to. We emphasized that we were from the
University of California and not Hollywood; hence our relarive
poverty. We visited the parish priest in a neighboring village,
wrongly believing thar an audience with him would win us ac-
ceptance in Dunquin. We allowed people to watch us filming
the most innocuous things, cows and hedgerows and hillsides,
50 that they could sec thar the camera was not really threatening
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even though it looked like an elephant gun. And most impor-
tantly, McCarty and I began taking Gaelic lessons every morn-
ing. [ can’t say we made very great strides in whar is perhaps the
most difficule of all Indo-European tongues, but we could make
small wallk in the bar.!!

While mastering Gaelic is hardly a prerequisite of cross-culrural docu-
mentary, knowing at least a little of the language of the people you're
filming can go a long way toward building rapport. Ideally, we would
be fluent in all of our subjects’ languages, but this is not always realistic.
Even if you still need to rely on an interpreter part of the time, learning
a few words of someone’s language testifies to your interest in and re-
spect for their community.

If you're going to be on location for any stretch of time, you may
need to be self-conscious about the role you set up for yourself. This
doesn’t necessarily entail establishing fictive kinship ties with everyone,
but it does mean forming an identity in the community. The most hon-
est and perhaps the easiest is to present yourself as the filmmaker(s) you
are. David MacDougall usually wears his camera brace and camera con-
stantly when he’s on location. Even when he and Judith are just “hang-
ing out” with their subjects, they’re ready to roll with a minimum of
fuss. As a result, from the point of view of many of their subjects, they’re
always filming. Their subjects know that they are there to film, thar this
is their “job.” Because the camera is always attached to the frame in
front of David’s eye, the dynamics of their social interactions change
little when they start rolling film.

If you come into a community with a crew, crew members, too, be-
come involved in local life (whether they like it or not). Anthropologists
Mariane Ferme and Colette Piault both recount stories of how their
sound technicians have been prized for their ability and willingness to
fix villagers” broken electronic goods. According to Ferme, the sound
recordist on The Mende (1990) “fxed countless radios, cuckoo clocks
and just about anything, you name it. Within a few days . . . the rumor
had spread in the chiefdom that this guy could fix. And people started
traveling. . . . People came from the neighboring chiefdom—a day’s
walk away—rto buing their old grandfather’s clocks which had long since
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ped working. And big ghetto blaster radios: . they came with all

stop
ectronic equipment. He was probably the most adored person

cheir el
on the whole film crew. S o

Any number of anthropologists warn against ~going, nauve. This
may be easier said than done, and obviously d’epends on your own pe,r—
sonality as well as the kind of community you'll be ﬁlm.mg in. (Ifyou re
flming in your own community, you’rc. already a native.) During the
filming of Az American Family, Craig Gilbert had to transfer one mem-
ber of his film crew, Susan Lester, from Jocation to the office, because
she developed too close a personal relationship with the mother, Pat
Loud. Apparently the two spent much of the rime ralking to each other.

S12

As Gilbert was shooting Direct Cinema-style, these interactions were
unusable. As Gilbert says, Lester felr that his “early admenition not to
get involved with the affairs of the Loud family was not only unwork-
.ble but inhuman. . . . She added that if there had to be a choice . . .
berween maintaining a friendship and the integrity of a film, she would
opt for the friendship every rime.” '

Situations like this involve difficult decisions and it may not always
be clear which way to go. There may be other contexts in which you
find your participation with your subjects leading you (consciously or
not) to make a puff-piece-—an advocacy film. If you find that happen-
ing, ask yourself if it's compatible with your conception of documen-
rary. After all, advocating—like attacking—a cause or a person is not
the same as documenting them and can lead to easy, and potentially

propagandistic, moralizing. As one ethnographic filmmaker exhors:

[ want to warn us (myself included) to withstand the tempration
to make “nice” films. One hazard which accompanies our gen-
eral ideology of cultural relativism is that we tend to make “nice”
films about people who are not very “nice” at all. We will too
often film the wedding ceremony with all its colorful gaiety, and
shy away from showing the conflicts, confusion and contradic-
tions which often precede and more often follow the ceremony
and feasting. Clearly, showing what the culture demands necessi-
tates a focus on both big and small events and on people and
activities which are both “nice” as well as not “nice.” '*
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ETHICS
I -

Ethical issues arc rarely discussed in film production manuals Ethics
make us uncomfortable. They seem to demand a hard-and-fast code of
right and wrong. But right and wrong are culturally and contexrually,
personally and professionally relative. Documentary filmmakers often
find themselves performing a balancing act between their erhical re-
sponsibility to their subjects, to themselves, and to their viewers. Also,
unless you alteady have a long-standing relationship to the community
you'll be filming in, you may well be identified in some sense as belong-
ing to the “media.” The joutnalistic search for the spectacular, as well
as the topical requirements of broadcast “news,” has pushed the limits
of the ethical in ways that implicate us as documentary filmmakers too.1s

The American Anthropological Association has tried to clarify the
professional responsibility of anthropologists with a Statement on Eth-
ics. Currently under revision, the statement does not specifically address
filmmaking. Here is an excerpt:

Anthropologists’ telations with their discipline, with the individ-
uals and groups among whom they conduct research or to whom
they provide services, with their employets and with their host
governments, are varied, complex, sensitive, and sometimes diff-
cult to reconcile. In a field of such complex involvements, mis-
understandings, conflicts and the need to make choices among
apparently incompatible values are constantly generared. . . |
Anthropologists’ first responsibility is to those whose lives and
culture they study. Should conflicts of interest arise, the interests
of these people take precedence over other considerations, An-
thropologists must do everything in their power to protect the
dignity and the privacy of the people with whom they work,
conduct research or perform other professional activities. Their
physical, social and emotional safety and welfare are the profes-

sional concerns of the anthropologists who have worked among
them.'¢

As with any code, this is more abstract than practical. How do you
define or determine “the interests” of other people? How do you protect
them? Above all, if there are conflicts of interest between various of your
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subjects, how do you balance them? Tn short, each case has to be evalu-
ared separately. o
When you're faced with concrete ethical dilemmas, as you inevitably
will be when making a film, a code can't provide you with the answers.
Echical problems will arise despite your best intenFions. They may even
emerge aftet your film is finished and in disrributlion. One of the most
famous examples is Tanya Ballantyne’s Nartional Film Board of Canac!a
Glm The Things I Cannot Change (1966). Intended as a sy.mpathe.tllc
portrait of poverty in Canada, the film was approved of by its partici-
pants after a screening, Yet when it was publicly shown, the family it

focused on was criticized by the community.

IMAGE-MAKING

Some ethical issues are specific to filmmaking. Regardless of the film-
maker’s intentions, filmic representations are often petceived as the
Truth: since you see it, it must be so. By the time you get to edit your
own films, you’ll see that nothing is fucther from the case. Cinematic
representations are as constructed as any othet. But, paraclloxical as 1t
may seem, film seems to connote both immediacy and tlmElCSSH?SS.
Events captured on film seem to be locked in time, virtually repeating
themselves at every screening. As film critic Brian Winston points out,
“these texts have extended, perhaps nearly indefinite, lives. Paul, the
failed salesman in the Maysles film of that name, is constantly cxposed
as such wherever documentary film classes are raught or Maysles retro-
spectives are held. The anonymous midwestern boy who spews his heart
up as a result of a drug overdose in Wiseman’s Hospizal (1970), spews
away every time the film is screened. Should it be played in the com-
munity whete he is now, one hopes, a stable and respectable citizen,
there is nothing he can do abour it.”'7 Similarly, the Yanomamo of
Mishimishimabéwei-teri erupt into violence every time Asch and Chag-
nons The Ax Fight is shown, and the Kung fall into drunken disputes
during each screening of John Marshall’s Nz:. While Asch and Marshall
probably never intended such a narrow interpretation, their films are
often shown in anthropology classes as films about these peoples (“the
Yanomamo” or “the [Kung”), rather than as films about certain individ-
uals in a particular place at a particular time.
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Some of these ethical issues stem not just from the public nature of
cinema but also from film’s indexical, lifelike qualities. The print-based
reports of journalists, historians, and anthropologists may also be read
years later, time and again. Some occasionally have undesirable repes-
cussions in the communities they represent. But on film, the impact of
representing a human being is very different. The midwestern boy in
Hospital might be unnamed in the hlm and named in a newspaper re-
port, but as we actually watch him throwing up, can he really be said o
be anonymous at all?

The ethics of the making of a film are manifested in various ways in
the film’s aesthetics. Most viewers sense the filmmaker’s attitude toward
their subjects—be it contempt or respect, compassion or cynicism, ar-
rogance or humility. Even a documentary reveals qualities of its maker
as well as its subject. The way subjects are framed, the shots they’re
juxtaposed to, the images theit voices are laid over, how long they’re
allowed to talk for and whart about, the revelation of a camera pan ot
tilt, whether the style disguises or discloses the filmmaker’s authorial
presence—in all these ways an audience pieces together clues abour the
filmmaker’s intellectual and behavioral point of view.

Among the quesrions, then, that you should ask yourself are the fol-
lowing: If you edit an interview tightly, are you cutting someone off?
That is, are you not giving them the time they deserve? Are you delib-
erately omitting lines that would round them out as a person or com-
plicate their position but diminjsh the dramatic impact when they are
juxtaposed to another person saying sorhething different? Are you edit-
ing them to say something that you know is not their opinion? Con-
versely, if you shoot and edit in long takes, ate you allowing your sub-
jects to speak their piece, or are you letting them ramble on long enough
to embarrass themselves? If you reassemble significant events in some-
one’s life in a quick montage, are you trivializing? Or might you be
“aestheticizing” them? If you show shots of a persun in extreme poverty
next to a shot of a rich person, are you implying that one is exploitative
of the other? Or ate you simply saying that one’s class is exploitative of
the other’s class? Even if you don’t deliberately intend either of such
possibly reductive readings, is it right to leave such a potential conno-
tation available to the spectators? If so, how do you decide whar’s fair?
Fair to whom?
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When considering issues like these, you need also to have your audi-
encels) in mind. In the later stages of editing {n and Our ofAﬁ.?m, we
sought to counter the reactions of some American anthropologlst (of
diverse backgrounds) who had seen earlier roug‘h cuts. They had hissed,
booed, or laughed contemptuously when certain cl?ar‘acrers -reappeafed
on the screen. We tried to foreclose such a moralistic reading, \.zvlnch
would divide the film’s subjects into two camps—good guys (Af.rlcans)
.nd bad guys (Americans)—and which impeded fu'rther reﬂect}on on
the issues we hoped the film would raise (one of which was precisely to
render such banal binary oppositions problemaric). Thus, even as you
may struggle against classic conventions of dramaturgy, you need to be

aware that certain viewers will still try to project drama of that kind

onto your film. o
At the same time, you shouldn’t forget that viewing should be an

active experience. Films are always susceptible to unanticipated intf:r—
pretations, and there’s no way you could or should preventall alternative
responses To your marerial. As ediror Dal Vaughan has insisFed, “We
cannot boast of leaving our films open-ended and ar the same time com-

plain if people draw from them conclusions we dislike.” *®

RESPONSIBILITY TO SUBJECTS

In photographic interactions, what do subjects consent to? To have their

picures taken or to have them used in some way?

— Lisa Henderson

Much of the debate around how best to protect screen subjects revolves
around a principle of informed consent: what are the conditions under
which consent may be given in which it is truly informed about the
contexts in which the material will be screened and the consequences
thereof? Your subjects may be “media lirerate” —that is, recognize fleet-
ing two-dimensional motion pictures for whar they are—and their un-
derstanding of your film about them has as much validity as any other,
but they probably won't be in a position to gauge how your representa-
tion of their lives will be received by others. Of course, none of us (sub-
jects or filmmakers) can ever be exactly sure, unless we sign a release
form limiting the viewers to those few people we personally know so
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well that we can predict with absolure certainty how they’ll respond.
Even then we might be surprised. When a documentary is broadcast on
television, how many of us feel confident in predicting how viewers wil]
react? When a film about people from one culturte is shown to an audi-
ence from another, the cultural distance between subjects and spectators
is such thar your characters ideas about the context of the film’s recep-
tion may be hazy, impressionistic, and perhaps alrogether wrong,

How, then, to decide whether consent is informed or uninformed?
Documentary film critic Calvin Pryluck suggests the following:

In the scientific lierature, there is wide consensus thar consent is
not valid unless it was made (1) under conditions that were free
of coercion and deception, (2) with full knowledge of the pro-
cedure and anticipated effects, (3) by someone competent to
consent. The requirement that consent be truly voluntary is a
recognition of the fact thar there is typically an unequal power
relationship berween investigators and subjects; the dispropor-
tion of status and sophistication is subtly coercive, . . . Consider-
able argument has developed over whar constitutes “informed
consent” but one point is clear. Consent is flawed when obtained

by the omission of any fact thar might influence the giving or with-
holding of permission, 1°

It’s easy to assume that we will all make films that are “free of coercion
and deception.” Or will we? The release forms that filmmakers rypically
ask their subjecrs to sign usually give the filmmakers the right to use (or
not use) the subjects’ image and words as they like, and bugger the con-
sequences. (For examples of release forms, see appendix 1.) Intended
principally as a protection for the filmmaker (in case of a subsequent
lawsuit), a release form also theoretically lets your subjects know what
their involvement in your film legally entails. Bur, in the U.S. ar least,
release forms tend to be written in such complicated legalese that few
people actually read them before signing. If they were to read them,
they might find that they had very nearly signed their life away. Indeed,
in much of the world, particularly in countries of absolutist stare power
or political corruption, simply signing a sheet of paper could be ex-
tremely dangerous. In such contexts, even asking someone to sign a
release could be an unethical act, Moreover, standard release forms do
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not take into account the fact that notions oFpro.perry—“intellecilj:;l’l’
image-based, and otherw:se—are. culturally variable. In ;OSS-CUS u
contexts, your subjects’ conception of morall)f acceptflhe us? n
abuses of their image may in fact be unreconcilable w1ltl ?10:;1 | :
Additionally, as a practical matter, release f.orrrlls are usually in be. an
uage of the filmmakers, and not necessarily in thc:se of'the subjects.
gome subjects may not even understand what they’re being asking to
sign—nhardly a guarantee ofinformled consent. N
Numerous documentaries, for instance, have been made.ov?r. i e
ears about the police in the U.S. Often the filmmakers establish initial
Zonract with the police and then enjoy access thereby to all the peo}[:le
the police come into contact with, Many sucllmlﬁlms have been shot
«gver the shoulders” of law enforcement auchorities. Ff:w people entan-
gled with the police have the time or presen'ce of mm(_j to turn to a
camera operator and ask them to stop shooting. And if a film crew,
buttressed by the police, asks them to sign a release, they probably won't
call a lawyet to look over the form. Can we really say that they were not
rced?
Coe(lji)frcion can take more subtle forms. When Albert and David Ma?f-
sles shot sales customers in their documentary film Salesman, they'd
show up at the door with the salesman and explain what they were up
to. “That took me maybe thitty seconds,” says Albert. “Most people at
that point would then say they understood, even though perhaps they
didn’t; but we would try to explain honestly what we were really about,
and that was enough. Then when the filming was over . . . they would
say, ‘Tell me once more what this is all about,” and I'.hCl’.l we”would ex-
plain and give them a release form which they would sign.” C.learly,
the aura of film equipment and the presence of a crew can frighten
people into signing. : o
Going back to the American Anthropological Assocnauon.s Sta.te-
ment on Ethics, and wondering how you can reconcile the various in-
terests of your subjects, you may have an analogous problem with con-
sent. Often some subjects agree to sign immediately, while ot}'lers are
more circumspect, even suspicious. Your willing participants, either (?f
their own accord or with your encouragement, may try to persuade tf%elr
skeprical friends and relarives to sign. In cases of true misunderstanding
or when there’s a need for translation, you may require the help of some
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filmmaker, are no longer there to watch and listen? The effects of the
finished film are even more difficult to predict. Once it goes into distri-
bution, it often leaves your control. The broadcast of The Things I Can-
not Change is just one example of a score of films that have had negative
repercussions on their subjects. On the flip side, many films have happy
real-life endings: people usually acttibute Errol Morris’s documentary
The Thin Blue Line with helping Randolph Haines go free, after years
of imprisonment for a murder he did not commit. Nevertheless, as
Calvin Pryluck cautions, “Ultimately we are all outsiders in the lives of
others. We can take out gear and go home; they have to continue their
lives where they are.” 22

REPRESENTING AND INTERVENING

While it’s impossible to be completely objective about the people and
events you film, it helps to mainrtain a certain amount of distance. Ob-
servational filmmakers in particular try to minimize their interference
with their subjects. But this is easier said than done, as the example of a
team of anthropologists/filmmakers dedicated to the principle of non-
interference shows.

The film A Country Auction (1984) follows the Leirzel family in
Pennsylvania as they prepare for and conduct an auction of their family
estate. It was made collaboratively by four men who had an equal share
in decision-making: Robert Aibel, Ben Levin, Chris Musello, and Jay
Ruby. Just before the auction, the Leitzels were sorting through the es-
tate, setting aside items they deemed worthless to be burned. At one
point Aibel intervened, advising them to save some papers that he
thought were historically and financially valuable. Musello objected to
this interference because he felt that it imposed the values of outsiders
upon the family and that the family should be permitted to make such
decisions according to their own symbolic values. As Aibel puts it,
“While my actions were motivated by a sense of responsibilicy to the
family and community, Musello felt that [ was potentially encouraging
the economic and historical aspects to dominate the symbolic aspects of
the family process.” In other words, Aibel was caught between what he
perceived to be the best interests of the Leitzels and what he imagined
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w0 be best for the film. Irreplaceaple “historical”.documents were at
stake, but the flmmakers were dedicated to recordmg and rep;esentmg
a5 faithfully as possible the social values of th«t: Leltzegs as they were
manifested in their estate auction. Eventually A‘.lbel decided tl"nat active
intervention “would inevitably lead toan undeS{rab%e level of distortion,
but . . - that we should be willing to give advice in response (o a re-
yest—a form of passive involvement.” *® Anf)ther poss1.blhty would
Eave been to highlight this clash of values within the film itself, and to
feature the dissent among the filmmakers. o
in human affairs, the principle of non-intervention is more or l?ss. ?
myth. Filmmakers influence events by their very presence. With Ve%'ltc
flmmaking, where the camera becomes a catalyst, a stimulus to action
(and acting), the problems are only compounded.. In Jean Rouch and
Edgar Morin's Chronicle of a Summer, the boundarlc.s between ﬁlmm.ak—
ers, technicians, actors, and subjects all blur. The kinds of provocation
at play in the film cannot be monitored _from afar, because t.hey are
being improvised and lived as they are being filmed; they are insepar-
able from the act of filming itself. Rouch has expressed horror at how
everything, all of a sudden and with no warning, can run out of con-
trol when the camera incites subjects to expose themselves, whether to
themselves, to you, or ro unseen others—ar, for example, Marcelirym’s
visceral response when remembering her deportation to a concentration
camp.? The literary and cultural critic Walter Benjamin compz‘l‘red .thc
camera to a surgeon’s knife, opening up what he called the “optical
unconscious.” In documentary, the caméra-stylo (“camera-pen”) can
unleash the psychic unconscious, the “soul,” and the filmmaker has a
lot less control over it than the surgeon has over the body. Thar's not
to say that you should recoil from such moments. They provide unpar-
alleled flashes of revelation, intimacy, emotional intensity, and self-
consciousness. However, you should always be on the look out for psy-
chosocial repercussions of the camera; it is an inscrument of trauma as
much as therapy.

Debating whether or not to interfere actively takes ona different turn
if you witness behavior that you find ethically problematic. If you rec-
ognize that the camera or your own presence is an incentive for the
behavior, then you are clearly implicated. The easiest way out might be
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to stop filming, for the time being or for good. You may have to leave.
Bur it may be too late. And it’s not always easy ro tell if you're an active
agent in it all. Tim Asch tells us that Napoleon Chagnon once shor a
2}4-minute sequence of a Yanomamo man beating his wife. Asch and
Chagnon decided not to use the footage in a finished film; they felt it
was too distressing to watch.?® Asch admits that, personally. he would
not have shot such a sequence, and that he suspects that in some cases a

camera may even encourage such behavior.?

There may also be occa-
sions when you decide the most ethical response is to make a filmic
record of your observations. How then do you edit the footage? If, like
Asch and Chagnon, you leave it on the cutting room floor, why did you
bother shooting it in the first place? (Besides, the camera can always be
a provocation in ways hidden to you.) If you leave it in, are you implic-
itly condoning it, or simply opening it up to the scrutiny of others? Can
you, or should you, be culturally relative in such cases? How can you
convey your point of view in the editing?

Robert Gardner’s film Rivers of Sand (1974) is about, among other
things, gender relations among the Hamar of Echiopia. It shows women
being whipped by men. At the beginning of the film, Gardner contex-
tualizes the practice by talking in voice-over of the women’s “familiaricy
with both physical and psychic abuse.” While this is certainly problem-
atic, we should also ask what the whipping means to the Hamar women
and men, and how is it experienced by them. Much of the film concen-
trates on the scarification of women’s bodies for adornment. The scari-
fication is performed by other women. We see some girls having teeth
extracted, also for aesthetic reasons. It is plain to see that there is a de-
gree of sexual desire and gratification involved in such practices. One
young woman smiles radiantly at the man who is whipping her. The
images make it apparent to a sensitive viewer that these women—at
least the ones that we are shown-—initiate this activiry, and also that the
whipping is ritualized. However, one of the two anthropologists who
worked on the film with Gardner, Ivo Screcker, protests that neither che
ritual nature of the whipping nor the fact that it was “initiated by the
girls themselves” is made clear in the film. Rivers of Sand is narrated in
part by a married Hamar woman, called Omalleinda, and she talks
abour the subordination of wives. Strecker tells us that she had never
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n beaten herself. Moreover, he says, “[llike Omalleinda’s account,

- i cual whipping belongs to the realm of the ideal, rather than every-
the “[».:l‘iry ... [while the film] presents the ideal as if it were reality.” ¥
(gﬁeremight ask: whose ideal? We see the whipping; it is real enough,
whether or not it happens every day. Admiteedly, alth(:?ugh the ﬁlx?'l d?cs
women are whipped daily, it does highlighrt the whipping
practices, SO most viewers probably would go away

b

not state that

2nd other corporeal rob
‘ g amar.
thinking they were relatively common among the

Part of the confusion here derives from the different orientatiox?s of
<tual anchropologist and a filmmaker. If Strecker feels thar the ntuz.d
e of the whipping and its initiation by the women thems?lves is
ot evident in the film, this is probably because, so. far as he is con-
cerned, nothing is considered cleac unil it is srated. in wor.ds. Bufathe
images “speak for themselves,” at least to the majority of v1ev?/ers.~ (It
is always possible that a foreign audience, new to I:Iamar physmgn?my,
would mistake grimaces of pain for expressions of pleasure, but neither
Srecker nor the film seem to imagine this to be so.) As with all your
material, then, but particularly when it is ethically explosive, you sho.uld
be aware of the ambiguity of images, and also of the diversity of possible
responses in your viewers. Estimations of morality and immorality are
themselves extremely complicated. In addition, how you choose to con-
textualize your representation is also indeterminate and, like life itself,

will always admic of a plurality of interpretations.

ate
nacur

CONTEXTUALIZATION

How, practically speaking, can we contextualize our films? One way is
to admit that our representations are partial, and limited to our own
perspective. Jay Ruby takes a forceful approach to the ethics of image-
making:

I believe chat the maker of images has the moral obligation to
reveal the covert—to never appear to produce an objective mir-
ror by which the world can sec its “true” image. For in doing s0
we strengthen the status quo, support the repressive forces of this
world, and continue to alienate those people we claim to be con-
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cerned about. So long as our images of the world conrtinue to be
sold to others as the image of the world, we are being unethical

Filmmakers (like writers) can hardly maintain control over every aspect
of the way their images are “sold” and “received.” First of all, at a cerrain
stage we lose control of the distribution process. Moreover, spectators
are active agents of their own, and it is their understandings of our films
that constitute the films’ meanings. Additionally, if we try ro fashion
films that are open-ended—that may be understood in a variety of
ways—this doesn’t mean that we are aware in advance of what all these
interpretations will be, and that we confer equal weight on each and
every one of them. In fact, nothing can prevent a spectator from deduc
ing from a film a singular and definitive “image of the world,” one tha
may or may not go against the grain of the distributor’s or filmmaker’
intentions.

Of course, the meanings we filmmakers affirm in our work may jue
as easily subdue the status quo, counteract repression, and empower out
subjects, as the opposite. However, this does not absolve us from ow
echical responsibility in contextualizing our films. After all, films 4.
constructed so as to authorize certain readings and to discredit others.
(To be impartial does not mean being equally partial to every view-
point.) Anthropologist and filmmaker Karl Heider has suggested that
filming and editing “whole bodies and whole people in whole acts” is
the preferable style for ensuring a representative, complete, and fair pic-
ture.’® One problem with this is that close-ups, fragments as they are,
reveal a whole lot more detail than relatively disinterested long shots. If
the camera is to provide a record of human events, it needs to get close
and be involved, for that is how we experience life itself. Another prob-
lem is: what is to count as a whole body, a whole person, or a whole act?
At a certain point the estimations become arbitrary. A precondition to
Heider’s holism is his exteriority, for wholes from one perspective are
fragments from another. Something is whole only if it is both closed
and viewed from the ourside.

Tim Asch and others have suggested that films be accompanied by
written study guides. Such guides can provide important background
information about the content of a film and how it was made. They can
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be useful in academic contexts, for ethnographic films in particular, btft
chey will hardly be adopted by all d(')cumentarFy filmmakers, and 1(;
wo;ﬂd in any case be 2 shame to limit our audience to scholars an

crudents, It is also more of a cinematic challenge to try to contextualize
ithin the film itself ' _ I

Many filmmakers today feel thar being reflexive ad('iresses some ;:
the ethical problems inherent in other S.t?(les o.f ﬁlm'makmg. That is, t -e
filmmaker tties to make his or her position vis-a-vis the subjects mani-
fest within the film iself. The audience may, for example, see them (or
at least the sound recordist) in the frame, or h.eatr them on the sound
wrack, making it clear that they are not some invisible master pupperecr.
Bur self-reflexivity is no more an assurance of authenticity or sincerity
than any other style. If, as Ruby says, we have “the moral o.bhgatlon to
yeveal the covert,” it is quite possible to dream up a reflexive morfment
or scene in order to dramatize, quite duplicitously, some such divul-
gence. On news shows we often see reporters introducing themselves to
people who evidently already knew they were com'ing: Onl).r the.ir bad
acting gives the game away. This staged self-revelation is antitherical to
the earlier promise of reflexivity.

Some filmmakers have responded to the ethical quandaries of docu-
mentary filmmaking by collaborating with their subjects. Although
there ate different degrees of sharing authorship and power with your
subjects, the idea is to level the playing field and admit the creative
contribution of film subjects to the film itself. However, Jike reflexivity,
collaboration has problems of its own. If you want ro collaborate in any
substantial way, are you ready for your filmmaking method, and even
your conception of the film itself, to be drastically altered? And are you
sure that collaboration is not a conceit? Perhaps your and your subjects’
perspectives really do not coalesce into some synthetic voice, and you
would be betrer off trying to make a film thar also reflects the differences
between you. Collaboration is a complicated issue. It is discussed in
more detail larer in this chapter.

Finally, even if you're not considering any formal authorial collabo-
ration, one of the most important ethical issues you have to address is
whether and how to compensate your subjects for sharing their lives
with you on camera,
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