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ABSTRACT : . "
i Designed for use as supplementary instructional . .
material in a cultural anthropology course, this learnin odule
examines concerns ‘that should be addressed when using.et%gggraphic
films to explore cross-cultural perspectives. Beginning with a brief -
discussion of the purpose of ethnographic gﬂlms, the filmmaker's =
perspective is discussed, stressing the need for viewer analysis of |
how a culture has been portradyed. The module further asserts that
since most ethnographic films,provide incomplete information about
sex and age roles, student viewers should be aware of the imbalanced w
presentation of those roles in many f£ilms. The cultural state (i.e.,
-the overall status and position>of a cultural group within the larger
society) and the ethnographic present (i:e., the culture's
contemporary situation) are discussed as important aspects to be - \
ipcluded in ethnographic films. Finally, the filmmaker's obligation -
to provide the viewer with information about special circumstances
affecting the £ilm's validity, and the educational usefulness of |
ethnographic films, are discussed. (LAL) l
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"Ihtroduction:

This nodule has been prepared as a“gufde to a specific area
within Cultural Anthropology. Your task will be to read the
materials, perform the tasks at the end of the module, and to
cross check your answers with the information in the module
upon completion of the performance activities. It will be your
responsibility to keep up with the reading assignments in the

. textbook, and to take lecture notes,and film notes. .
The module is designed to give you a basis for mastering a
speciflic amount of information, and has been field tésted with
over 1000 students who have demonstrated by their perfornance
on examinations, that the modular approach can increase the
probablility of# student mastery. The theoretical perspective
which 1s employed is based upon cognitive psychology, gestalt .
psychology,, behaviorism and programmed iearning. .

. Ethnographic filns are useful in exanining cross cultural .
perspectives. This module e{anines somn¢ Of the concerns that -
should be addressed when ethnographlc films are utilized, and
notes areas for student examination. Films can be likened to
the specimens uSed within laboratory classes, however, most '

films are not complete in regards to their treatment of all
" aspects of a culture. !

Dr. Peter Kassebaun -

College of Marin -
Kentfleld, CA‘ ’
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*

Anthropologists.utilize films to capture the spirit
of var%ous cultures. The underlying purpose of most ethno-

~ graphic film production is the documentation of a particular

group's way of life, -or the reccrding of a specifig event. :

Ethnographic films arer a traditional part of .undergradyate

r

anthropology curricula. However, student$ -often lack the:
anthropoloéical perspective znd film evaluation skills
necessary to understanding and utilizing the inforhation

contained in such films. As a result, students tend»to

w

judge ethnographlc fllms for their artistic and entertaln- -

3 EN
'

ment qualltles rather th/n<for therr usefulness in illus-

trating anthropologlcal models.

.

Many of the moxe recent ethnographlc films have been .

produced for popular consumption as well as for scientific

) . .
or educational use. As a consequence, films that are com- , .

mercially viable and attractive to a diverse audience some-

times exclude ethnographlc materxal that the general public
mlght con51der controversial, thus lesQEnlng the film's
value as & pure scientific document. Clearly, the needs of

1 -

anthEopologmsts are distinct from the viewing needs and -

tastes "of general audiences, Nonetheless, ethnographic fllms \ \
. ) s
can enrich the cragss-cultural knowledge of both students and

»

-
.

the general public.

The Film-MakefF's Pexrspective

There are numexous ways to film ehtf'graphlc subjects.
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In evaluating an ethnographic’ film; it. is important. to
'tt B P4
exdmine the wrationale for the pardigular film approach ° -

utilized. The viewer should aralyze how a culture, ‘society.
3 v . ’ s
or event has. been portrayed Some ﬁilms appear to be/objec4

tlve, clinical and detached' others- are obviously blased .
4 EE
In a number of 1nstances, 1nformatlon gained during the,
€ G
frlm-maklng process subseqﬁently has been used to mdnlpulate

behavioxr within the subqect culture. The Canadian govern=

‘ment, for instancg, has used film-making as a tool for® com~

®
munity  organizing and development. The resultant films are

L]
N

véétl& aigferént from the cdﬁmerciai, enﬂergainment—orientedu

productionsﬁ' Some fllms are too subjective for general use

.
-

in enthrqﬁology. '

- (x4
- . . ) . 1

Sex and Age Roles, |~ o .

LY

.The majority of ethngbrephic films provide incomplete
- - h A

k]

\ .

information about sex roles hy failing to give equal atten- =

tion to the tasks, status and traits of both sexes. Classic
films ar® no exception: mbst anthropologists would considei
%

films such as "Dead Birds" or "The Hunters" as valuable .

two cultures, and would recommend them foi educa—

-*

0

tional usel . However, unless student viewers are informed 1n

. advance that -the films are not adequately balanced in ‘terms-

of sex role.portrayal, thef may develép hightly inaccurate

impressions of life within these cultures. As with sex’

' \
roles, age roles generally are not accurately documented in’

ethnographic films. ZExamining.how the day to day activities,

Y
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standings, and blocking the dissemination of accurate cross- .
.. 'a:_\ 1.‘ . .
- cultural information. T )
¢ , Vo .
Ethnographic Present . v

! ) -

responsibilities, and expected-behdviors of group members

b3

are tied to both age and sex roles is vital to understanding

aky culture. ' ‘ ) ® ’
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It is important for film-makers to examine the overall
status and position of a culttral group witﬁin the larger T .

sociéty.l In recording the lifeways of a primitivéﬁgroup,
‘ . . to ) ¥ !
the‘ethnégraphic film-maker should portray any related social

and/or economic exploitation. Ignoring poverty, disease or
™ S N

oppregéion lessens the bye:gll value and validity of the - "

. production, and deprives the viewer of ‘an honest, 'accurate’

picture of the-present.reality, thus perpetuating misunder- .

N

The producer/exhibitor shouid provide the viewer with.

“'some ?éﬁtoricai inﬁbrmation about ' the culﬁure being recorded,
&

s well as‘iﬁformatiog\about the culture's'contembérary con-

"dition. This ﬁélps the viewer avoid tonfusion _about wihether

' »
.

the film gs based in the past or present. ‘Many viewers
S .
assume fhat life portrayed in ah ethnographic’ film represents
. *. . . 0 é . ,"
‘présent reality. Because the subject culture7may be vastly

1

e . . ¢ . .
differeht from the viewst's own, it is oftes difficult for

N’ -~

the viewer to find cues to helpahip/her determiﬁe‘whethér

-

the film is contemporar& or from an eaxlier time.
; &
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Summation
To maximize the educational utilityﬁof ethnographic
f£ilms, it is essential 'that the film-maker and exhibitor
pronde .the viewer with mformatlon about .any qpeclal ‘cir-
cumstances, motives or technlques that may affect the film's
valldlty and/or object1v1ty. It is also the studenQ:-VJ.ewer s
respons:.billty to utlllze ,the £film as an educat10na1 tool,

.

L and to analyze 1t’,: contents for anthrcpologlcal not enter—

. talnment, values. - ' N

~

¥Film Obsexrvations

b ' . . o 5

Anthropologists use ethnographic films as‘i tools, just .

.

~

as bioI_ggists use specimen slides and m‘icroscopes.'.' F'ilm;s
simulate both lab‘oratory and fieldwork experienee. Aﬂthr\g—
pologists have created conceptual categories to facilitate
the organ;za‘_lon of data. These classnflgzatlon tools ecan
be applied to information contained in ethnographic films.
Recqrding the ~behavio;é' and traits of a culture on a film ‘
observation guide, aud relating this infqrm‘atien‘ to cate-
-gories within an appropriate-ecomnomic m;qdel, dan incréase
the educational usefulness of ethnographic‘ films‘; for the .
student. F,llms iallow students to study a varlety of traits
_and make cross-cultural comparn.sons. In addltn.on,\ students
_cafi use films to practice &ata-—gatherlng.technlqmes, anfl can |,
observe actual fleld condltlons anq pract:.ces. ‘ Analys:.s of
*RF

the £ilms can be used to ~demepstrate the varlatlons in per-

- ’

"ceptions that occur when different individualssrerord and

A

interpret the same  information.
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. T Performanee Act1V1t1es
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Please £ill in the blanks: Po-

o - .
1. The underlying puxpo;e of most ethnographlc film pro- |
, duction is the D - of a particular-group's; ¥ |
o ) way of life. . o P '
- 2.. The overall status and p051t10n of the cultural group .\; |
, .within the L - . s 'is. 1mportant |
v, to examine. . S AU ~
3. Some H 'information about 'the culture' being . X
. Yecorded should.be prov1ded. e .\ LY "
. 4. (It is the student-v;ewer S responsibility to ~utilize .
> * ethnographic films as B - tools ;" not _ .
: ‘ merely for entertainment. W, . . .
AN 5. Students can use films to practlce D - - ' @' "
. G- . is techniques. i 2 oL
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