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SF: . . . Well f think it's pretty clear that there is'no uniquely 
divieable or non-arbitray taxadomy of th$e etuff as etudy objeets. For 
instance, no photograph/film is uniquely et,hnographtic, documentary, 
educational, or folkloric. Al3 photographs/f llms about humn1t)r a h  any 
or all depending on where you head ie at and what you do to contextualize 
the stuff. I agree with Sol Worth that it's a question of how you decode, 
contextualize, and "communicate about" rather than any content quee tion. 
But there are a lot of people In anthropology still haseling about what 
ethnographic' photography/f ilm is. Basically they end up withe the circular 
srotion that the film/photograph is ethnographic if what's in front af the 
c b r a  can be fit into a commonly accepted idea of what anthropologists 
are eupposed to look at. Does that make Fellini a noadethnographic film- 
maker? What'e more important, I think, is dealing with this stuff from 
the point of view of what's in,the head of the person behind the camera. 
How ie that person primed to observe and encode some experiential reality? 
What type of relationship exists between who's in frontcaf the camera and 
who'e behind the camera? I see intent and point of view as key. 

.. I - 
SO: The a& basslei i$vc -r&d in folklore as peoph begin to lobk to - 

' visual c ~ i c a t i o n  as a way of capturing something bigger or amre 
inclusive than what's found on the printed page. But because. folklo&' 
ie in a somewhat defensiye position vis-a-vis anthropology, the ~eseoab 
of us- vieual comwlnicetion in ethnography are largely ignored. * Academic 
folklotists &e fighting for a place in the university; in this situation 
it doesn't help folklore, as an independent discipline, if folkloriets 
call what they do ethnographic photography or filmmaking. Thus importance 
is attached to definins the folkloric photograph or film. But I think 
you are right in saying that such concerns wil l  get ue nowhere. There 

!eeens to be some conseneus ambag folwrbsts that whatlthey do fa Polklore; 
and one. of the things folkloriets do is to make photographs, ffims, 
and videot,apes. Folkloriets a q s ~  fook a@ $he etuff. Home mov5ee and 
photo album are part of theistuff of folklore. a Trying to define folklore 
according to whether the "folk" appear (or whether the abject of folkloric 
study is larger or smaller t4an the object of anthropoLogica1 study) 
doesn't get us baywhere. Redefin$og "text" as emething in a can 
(properly annotated, classified , and stored) isn' t helpful either. 

SF: There's a 4Zf ference to be made betwgen def inEng Issues and classify- 
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it@'$iuff. r cb't see the value of conetrucclng a taxonomy bf "kinds of 
pro&ts1' about "kinds of things and objects1' seen from "ldnds of 
diecipliaca/department&" Or of the "kinds of audlencea" that -11 
receive It. . . . That kind of lengthy discourse on haw Lo collect oux 
butterfllts kontributes little or no conceptual clarity about iseuea. 
What's at lahue ,ie h w  the aeodes of collection, analysie, and presentation 
articulate ih  order to address and explore some partlctlXat; 4ukstion or 
problem. , I - 

f 
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SO: The place of visual communication within the humanities and social - 
sciences is not the issue. What's at issue is how it fite and how it's 
used. For example, audio-visual recording devices impair analysia if 
they are used to draq, 2-illy-2i1?ly, th -ahole Pield eituation back in a 
can. To start with, it's not possible. Even if it were possible, you'd 
only be back where you started P- only one or more steps removed. 
Hence t!i% importance of knawing about the process by which the material 
was collected. Otherwise you don't even know what you've got. You'd bc 
better off to "bring back" less material -- only what ie pertinent to 
what you want to do. 

SF2 I agree, but I think that how you get stuff, where you keep it, what - 
you call it, how you arrange and file it ie all procedural -- not 
epistemic. The gulf I see is between taking deucriptions and cooking 
them into other kinds of deucriptions, on the one hand, and conceptuali- 
zing a way of collecting and analyzing that explicitly rgrapplea with the 
process of "knowing," on the other. 

SO: One of the classic paradigms of folklore is to collect and annotate - 
texts. But recently structural and contextual approaches have become 
popular. A good deal of argument ensues over doing more with less or 
less with more. Of course this bears on visual conrmunication. Film, 
for example, can be used as a means of restructuring and presenting 
evants as different meaningful wholes. Ae Richard Chalfen ha8 suggested 
for home movies, films can be analyzed using models adapted from socio- 
linguietics. Some contextualistr naively suggeet that whale events can 
be "captured" on film, that the way to avoid the reduction inherent 
in the older paradigm of collecting and annotating texts is to record 
the whole performance on film or videotape. 

SF: About text and context: one serious mieconception is that film is 
.Ic 

some magical inroad to "getting context." Context l a  not a function of 
a frameline -- not a function of having a wide angle lens or omnidirectlon- 
a1 microphone. That's mechanical reduction. If you have alwayr been 
dealing only with texts of tales, then the introduction of pictures/ 
sounds of a storyteller might be considered context. If you have always 
only been dealing with texts and a storyteller, then the Introduction 
of p~ctures/sounde dealing with performance and the audience mi~ht be 
considered context. If you have always only been dealing with texts, 
storytellers, perfomncee, and audiences, then the introduction of 
pictures/sounde of the social world in which these events are situated 
might be considered context. So what is context? Whatever it is, it's 
not a procedure you do with a camera and a recorder. (Certainly people 
who write in notebooks have done "contextual" ethnography.) My point 
is that context ia aociallg constructed and situated In relation to what 
you experience and what you want to know about experience. To say that 
your approach I s  contextual is really trivial if all you mean is that 
you've got a bigger pile of data -- new kind8 of angles -- than you once 
had before. ~hera' e certainly no a prior1 cause-ef f ect relatl on between 
using fdlm/photography and doing a contextual description. Context ie not 
inherent in film and tape -- but one can make a research dealgn about how 
to use the camera and recorder in order to do contextual ethnography or 
folklore. 



SO: Context is also tri-rial if It is based on the 3.dc3 of the contiguity - 
of events, that just bo,cause rwo or more things co-occur they ate in 
one another's context at sone significant level. 'Insofar as visual 
c o ~ i c a t i o n  is concerned, jxst because a couple of things are seeable 
together doesn't mean they are significantly co-related . . . a lot of 
context is coinciderlce. In any caee, mPny oimifjc& connec+~ans are 
fnvisible. Thus you don't necessarily ~ C n ~ r n o e  context as J O G  zoom 
'urther and further act. There's alx.7~ps something ~utoj3e the frame. 

SF: This n.11 the mare probl--nctic because it involves p. negative - 
definition: whatever isn't text is context. C1-early that's I a l e e  -- 
we are not talking about a signel-to-noise ratio. As op?osed to the~e 
reductive notions, I'd say that context involves a potential of knoving 
in relation to the way you circumecribe some facrs !facr,s tilat lie both 
fnstde -qd ocsnidc o? yoa) . Tn a sense, it ' s a quer tlon of Son :sty. 

SO: fza - 
are told 
times of 

n-tly. Context is ofee~ si.mply a formlaic hcadnot,?: folktales 
?t c.tght by peep,? of such and ouch a status during certai2 
the year. For example, if you're trying to determine whether 

statue and role are correlates of certain events, then it's relevant to 
1:now  rho's involved in che event. But you can't knox,~ before formulating 
a problem whether such information i~ relevant. Its perthence depends 
upon the issuee you' re addressing. 

SF: That's really right on and leads to understanding why film is thought - 
to be so contextual. All these extrinsic categories you mzntion, like 
age, role, time of day, etc., all of these things are visable. A picture 
of people doing something in the dark becomes the generic proposition, 
?.ales ate told at night." Context l o  thus equated with sight/sound 
typifications of who, when, why, where. Qbviovsly events and things 
have physical contexts which can be imzged/ recorded. But it must be 
taken as problematic that only a small portion of social variables are 
visual/audibie on film, i.e., film doesn1 t tell you where people's 
heads are at. ~ma~es/sounds,frozen or nzoving, do not directly create 
access to cognitive and symbolic realm. 

SO: Related to that is that many of the thinqs we're interested in - 
don't get tracsmitted except in ~wrds. YOU can't see them, they don't 
show up in photoy,raphs. Althorlgh life histories, for example, crv be 
elicited tising photo albums, the photographs in and of themselves are 
"incomplete utterances." Allan Qekula ic correct, I think, on this 
score. A photograph doeen' t have q meaning, it has a changing meaninp, 
dependins on hot7 the viever is related to the context of the nhotos~rph. 
For example, a fadly photo album means differetl?ly to a member of the 
family than it does to a stranger lacking experleace of the people and 
events pictured. F?lthout such experience the photographs arp_ siiqply 
records of u n h ~ m  people, costume, hairetyle, 2nd other tanpibles. 
Such records pay bs importmt, hut they are not the same 1:hing as a 
family album perceived by the family. Meaning must be constructed by 
the viewer. It's not inh~rent i n  the photograph itself. It depends on 
the socio-cultural relationship between the vlever and the photograph. So 
there's nothing magical about finding either meaning or context in the 
image. 



SF: Yeah, I agree about meaning not being i n t r i n s i c  t o  a bunch of dote - 
on a piece of paper o r  cel luloid.  Sekula and Worth a r e  both influenced 
by 8.  P. Grice's work on meaning; that's where some of the c r i t i que  of 
i n t r i n s i c  meaning comes from. I think you a re  r i gh t  i f  you a r e  saying 
tha t  photographic meaning -- the  changing meaning -- derives from 
inferences and symbolic s t r a t eg i e s  you bring t o  a s i tua t ion ,  a s  w e l l  
a s  the knowledge gained and generated i n  the  s i t ua t ion  i t s e l f .  There 
is a soc i a l  character t o  the way one learns  t o  look a t  and in fe r / a t t r i bu t e  
meaning i n  these contexts. It depends, a s  Worth and Gross argue, on 
whether a symbolic o r  a natural  s t ra tegy is invoked. An Encyclopedia 
Cinematographica time-lapse f i lm of a flower blooming i e  made fo r  the  
botanist ;  the "art" filmmaker's time-lapse f i lm of the  flower blooming 
is made fo r  the  stoned freak. Interpreta t ion of the  same images Involves 
knowledge of how t o  deal  with code and genre i n  both the botany classroom 
and the a r t  f i lm c in6math&que. 

SO: That d i s t inc t ion  between science and a r t  f i lms as i t  r e l a t e s  t o  - 
visua l  communication is another f a l s e  iesue t h a t  doesn't get us  anywhere. 

SF: I ' m  conetantly reading s tu f f  i n  visual  communications where people - 
get hung up on t ha t  art-science jive. I think i t 's f a i r  t o  say t h a t  i n  
anthropology, uptightness about being s c i e n t i f i c  has impeded doing and 
analysing v isua l  comsrmnication. This is because la  our own cu l ture  
visual  communication is  pr incipal ly  thought of as a r t  and entertainment. 
The soc ia l  science distance from f i lm a s  a r t  is cer ta in ly  moat readi ly  
apparant i n  the  accepted methodological s t a tu s  of the  locked-off camera 
idea -- using immobile cameras behind peep-holes o r  one-way mirrors. 
Carroll  W i l l i a m s  and I have argued t h a t  t h i s  is a s c l e n t i s t i c  wer- 
reaction t o  the conventional t hea t r i ca l  mode of f i lm translation, 
which relies heavily on condensing apace and t i m e .  

SO: It's i ron ic  t h a t  there  has been a long hietory of debate over - 
whether photography and f i lm are t o  be considered a s  a r t  o r  mechanical 
reproduction. As soon a s  human control  is recognized, as soon a8 the 
artist is seen t o  be i n  control  of the machine ra ther  than v ice  versa, 
then the  poss ib i l i ty  of recognizing photography and f i lm a s  creative- 
in te rpre t ive  media occurs. Photographing a cube, as Rudolf Arnheim 
suggests, requires not only an idea about "cubeness" but an a b i l i t y  t o  
t rans la te  t h a t  idea i n t o  an image which conveys "cubenees." Such a photo 
may suggest art o r  geometry o r  something else depending how you view it. 

SF: I n  American anthropology the irony is tha t  on the  one hand f i lm i e  - 
praised a s  "real  documentationn and on the other hand damned a s  "art" 
and "romanticism. " Jean Rouch ha8 noted tha t  i n  France, too, f i lm was 
not a l l  t ha t  w e l l  greeted when they fonned the Camit6 du f i lm ethno- 
graphique a t  the Mue6e de  lgHome. I think t h a t  t he  root of a l o t  
of t h i s  is i n  the soc ia l  science image of what natural  ecience i e  about. 
When soc ia l  s c i e n t i s t s  mimic natural  science they c rea te  ludicroue 
standards. Chomsky' a c r i t i que  of Skinner's ~eyohd Freedom and Dignitp 
i e  a t e l l i n g  example. There's nothing i n  the  s c i e n t i f i c  praxis which i e  
anti-creative o r  ant i -ar t  ful .  There a r e  mechanical, procedural and 



creative aspects of experimenting with the structure of the atom or 
experimenting with the combinatorial possibilitieo of cil paints. The 
lived reality is that we each use all of these proceoees all of the 
time -- making films or mixing molecules. 
SO: If my reading of Greg~ry Bateson is correct, one queation to ask - 
of "science" or "art" is the same: What wisdom is gained in creating 
or viewing a piece of work? What unconscious levels are made conscious? 
What does it tell us about ourselves as human beings? 

SF: I think that questsons like those derive their importance because - 
they transcend the labels. This is evident also in Cathy Bateeon's 
book, Our Own Metaphor, where she discusses how in order to perceive 
and logically code diversity, complexity, form, and beauty outside of 
yourself; you have to have a similar degree of diversity, complexity, 
form, and beauty inside of yourself. "TJndercta;idingl' in that cense is 
beyond trips like sciencelart because it links e concern with re-veri- 
fiable knowledge with a concern with the conditions of experiencing 
being a human. 

SO: The sciencelart thing isn't the only false dichotomy we have to - 
deal with,. There's the question of whether we are supposed to be making 
films and  photograph^ or whether its our business as scholars to analyze 
and criticize what technicians produce. Similarly, one hears arguments 
over whether the role of visual communication is to be in education or 
research. This gets stated in various ways but it seems to boil down 
to whether coaarmnicating scholarly concerns is the business of scholars 
or whether it is something which is left up to persons in, say, education 
or journalism. To some people these are issues, but I don't think it 
gets ue very far to debate them. I'm not implying that it's unimportant 
to conmntnicate research. 14hat I'm trying to say is that the communication 
of scholarly concerns is just as important/creative as research. It's 
a falee issue. It's as arid as the argument over whether photographs 
and film are objective or subjective. I think that one of the reasons 
that these false dichotomies come up so often -- in meetings, in the 
literature, in cocktail convereations -- is that they are, like you 
mentioned in relation to the sciencelart split, extrinsic to what we 
are trying to do. 

SF: There has always been a crowd of people who claim that film is - 
somehow more objective than other ways of doing things. In social 
science it comes out strongly in the locked-off camera trip that I 
mentioned before. Others have continually stressed that vfsualizing 
anything is an entirely subjective experience. One attempt at resolution 
is in the cingma-v6rit6 movement, where you have an explicit ideology of 
not staging or faking anything, shooting continuous first take actions, 
using lip syncronization instead of narration, and lightwei~ht equipment 
for on-the-move flexibility. The idea of the "truth in movement," of 
kina-pravda came from the Russian newsreel filmmaker, Dziga Vertw, not - 
from social science. The principle proponent of Vertov today, Jean 
Rouch, ie trying to create a synthesis of the concern with an objective 



cingma-v6rit6 (the French translation of kino-pravda) and a subjective 
"directed" documentary, for whom his model is Robert Flaherty. Rouchas 
cinh-direct is a synthesis of Vertov' s kino-pravda and Flaherty ' s 
authorahip. His recent films are very exciting for just this reason. 

SO: I would like to add to that chat this objectivity business insofar - 
as visual conrmunication is concerned reflects a so-called scientific 
desire to control for variables. The problem with many such attempts 
is that they desire control over the wrong variables. They attempt to 
acreen people out of the photographic event. As Paul Byera says, 
"cameras don't take pictures'."' You don't screen out people in order 
to understand them. 

SF: Once you realize that people make pictures, not cameras, it's clear - 
that anything that you image, movfng or still, is a subjective framing 
and arranging. Making a meaning %n photography means coding a message. 
Film is not a passive imitation of reality, but a translation system. 
So coding the message means translating via a culturally shared code. 
Poeple talk about the objectivity in this because of the obvious iconic 
realism; the illusion of reality is really powerful when compared with 
other modes of memory and description. But the realneee stops there, 
because, as Gregory Bateson so nicely puts it, there's no such thing as 
"raw" data -- all data are re-coded translations, memories, or descrip- 
tions of what once was in the experiential world. So the Image of the 
event is never the event. It's a translation of the event. It's real 
in the sense that it can be a very rich translation of someone's 
experience, but it'g never teal in the sense of "raw;" The synthesis of 
objective and subjective is simply that you can simultaneouely screen 
out biases which you consider dangeroue, and, film in a way that gets 
right down to your experience and intuitione. But f think it's bad to 
get hung-up about ascribing an ontological status of objective or 
subjective to the medium itself. It doesn' t make any sense. I think 
that invoking a11 of those garbage dichotomies is most directly a way 
of invoking closure. "I makc art films. You can't talk to me If you 
don't make art films.v1 It's really egotistical and self-eerving. The 
same clorure is created by defining "the folklore film" vs. "the 
ethnographic film.'' Closure is a blatant form of propaganda. 

SO: This closure serves as a justification for not learning from one - 
another. It's a way of arbitrarily limiting pour bibliography. It's 
like saying that you can only use one eize paint brush and two colors. 
The issues in visual commnication are not resolved by redefining the 
content. I think we ought to be very concerned that as more people 
become interested in using audio-visual technology that they do not 
artif ically circumscribe "the field. " New people shouldn' t have to 
make the same mistakes that have been made before. People shouldn't 
have to reinvent the wheel. 

SF: Uh huh. I guess you could say that this is about why you can't - 
make chicken liver out of chicken shit, to quote some traditional 
Yiddish wisdom. What I mean is that creativity and good thinking don' t 



result from the accumulation of a lot of bad thinking. The other 
thing I want to mean by that expression Is that you don't make a context 
out of closure. A context in which visual connrmnicatione problems are 
meaningfully dlscuesed won't result form maintaining departmental and 
disciplinary bureaucracies. The isaues ate common. The extent to 
which we quibble about their being "folkloric" or "ethnographic" is 
the extent to which we won't get very much accomplished. 
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