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Abstract
How can images be used as an expressive, yet clearly limited, tool to represent
“the other” in ethnographic films? Based on the objectives of visual anthropology
and visual communication, this article analyzes the four presentational traditions of
meaning construction. These traditions have been incorporated into the audio-
visual communication context to illustrate the similarities or differences between
ethnographic films and ethnographic texts in terms of traditions, structures,
features, and limitations. Through the analysis of the four traditions, the
relationships between visual presentation and text writing, visual patterns and
communication concepts, and visual potentials and ethnographic films have been
fully examined. In the context of Chinese ethnographic films, the four
presentational traditions have been well showcased and developed. These works, in
their different contexts, have constituted a meaningful visual text system of
contemporary Chinese anthropology.
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Introduction

Through the function of mechanical reproduction, the two inventions of photog-
raphy and cinematography have fundamentally tackled the persistent problems of
realism in visual representation, and released image production from its classifica-
tion as a “plastic art”. What distinguishes the two great inventions from others is
their objective “essentialism” – between the object world and visual representa-
tions, only one other entity plays a role. The aesthetic value of static documentary
photography and dynamic documentary cinematography lies in “revealing the
truth” (Bazin 2008). However, as visual technologies and audio-visual presenta-
tional methods constantly evolve, people have gained an ever deeper understanding
of visual communication: films have not only entered an “era lacking enlighten-
ments”, where they were reduced to marginal visual products compared with the
dominant texts; but also failed to present the essence of reality, thus resulting in a
crisis of trust over authenticity.

As a disciplinary product and research subject of anthropology, the development
of ethnographic films dates back to the emergence of modern ethnography. Unlike
ethnographies presented in the written form, ethnographic films in the narrow sense
are required to have the same “documentary and theoretical values” as written eth-
nographies in the strictly defined field of anthropological academic production.
Moreover, they are also expected to serve as a tool of mass communication, and be
of “promotional value” for anthropological studies: ethnographic films are viewed
as the visual appendix to the anthropological research text, in the hope of allowing
the general public to have a better understanding of these topics. On the one hand,
this article looks beyond ethnographic films and highlights the broader ideological
trends and communication contexts showcased. On the other hand, it elaborates the
relationship between the presentation context and the society-wide communication
of ethnographic films, focusing on dialogues and negotiations between texts and
images. I have found that ethnographic films are similar to textual ethnographies,
as they are closely related to contemporary epistemological perspectives. In
addition, they have established an intriguing relationship with the evolving tradi-
tions, methods, and concepts of visual communication—one which is intimate at
times yet distant at others.

Methods

As the discipline constantly evolves, anthropology has been marching ever closer
to the humanities, having departed from an essentialism and scientific paradigm.
During its theoretical development, each newly formed theory usually embodies a
tendency to reflect on the previous ones (Qu Ming’an 2009). To illustrate the com-
munication process of both ethnographic texts and ethnographic films, I have paid

X. Xiong, J. LiPage 2 of 17



due attention to the object filmed (or research object), the ethnographic filmmaker
(or writer), and the audience (or readers). Moreover, I have classified their socio-
cultural contexts into three fields: the object world, the world of communicators,
and the world of audience or reader. The object world means the group and society
being selected, studied, and filmed. The world of communicators stands for the
group and society of fieldworkers, anthropologists, and ethnographic filmmakers
(often including producing, editing, publishing, and so on). The world of audience
includes the obvious and potential audience of ethnographic films and the socio-
cultural contexts behind them. What is worth mentioning is that, the “distinctive”
boundaries among the three worlds are usually unclear and interwoven.

Through the perspective of that understanding, the author has classified the
existing ethnographic films, namely, the interpretation tradition, the narrative trad-
ition, the avant-garde tradition and the reflexive tradition. In each of the following
sections, the author will discuss in detail the relationship between the filmmaker
and the object filmed, the characteristics of the film text, the advantages and disad-
vantages of visual communication, and the transformation in the anthropological
cognitive paradigm behind them. In addition, different types of ethnographic films
produced by Chinese anthropologists in recent years are introduced to readers.

Results and discussion

Expository tradition and scientism

The expository tradition uses a combination of real-life clips to form an explana-
tory, rhetoric, or argumentative overall structure. The focus is placed on sound
logic, and authentic and sufficient evidence of the content being explained, rather
than aesthetic value, poetic elegance, dramatic properties, or visual impacts. More-
over, it does not need to represent realistic continuity in terms of time or space, or
portray entire events (Nichols, 2007). This tradition aims to achieve direct commu-
nication with the audience and emphasizes how effectively information is commu-
nicated. For static photography, this tradition can be seen in news photography,
documentary photography, press photography, and picture stories which emerged
after the establishment of modern photography. As for dynamic cinematography,
this tradition has been widely used in the explanatory or introductory structure and
forms of early-stage ethnographic films and documentaries about culture, nature,
society, and education, as well as the argumentative structure of many “visualized
political theories” proposed for promotional, motivational, critical, or disclosure
purposes. The emergence of expository documentaries dates back to the 1820s.
These documentaries, similarly to the book Argonauts of the Western Pacific, re-
main influential even to this day. Among the many channels of mass communica-
tion in use today, investigation-based news, in-depth reporting, biographic
documentaries, and documentaries about social realities, science, and education
have all continued to use the common practices and forms of the expository
tradition.
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Expository films tend to set out clear and direct social positions and realistic ob-
jectives. Communicators (the film makers) play an essential role in the communica-
tion process of these films. They have mastered the visual technologies involved in
“mechanically reproducing” a reality. They may occasionally or frequently “enter”
the object world to take shots of what they see or what they would like to see.
Through these films, directors are seeking to convince the audience that everything
they see and experience in the films are “real events”, thereby allowing the audi-
ence to directly relate the films to real life. In doing so, the audience steps into an
agenda that is pre-arranged by the directors, wherein they accept the information
provided, and agree on their hidden opinions. Therefore, many expository films
have an authoritative voice-over, which is known as the “Voice of God”; or, they
may make up for any gaps in the visual presentation using subtitles, to make room
for both conclusive explanations and abstract deduction. Inevitably, visual mate-
rials are often viewed as secondary, placed in a solely supportive or cooperative
role throughout the process. Nevertheless, due to their ambiguous and polysemous
nature, visual materials have to be placed together with texts as attachments in
order to disambiguate their meaning.

Behind the expository framework lies epistemology, which is best exemplified
by the famous sentence of René Descartes – “whatever I perceive very clearly and
distinctly is true.” This optimistic belief from Descartes was first exhibited in mod-
ern natural science in the late seventeenth century. When it came to the late nine-
teenth century and early twentieth century, the objectives and methods of rational
knowledge of the object world emerged in the field of humanities and social sci-
ences, which directly gave birth to the trend of scientism in modern ethnography
(Ruan Yunxing, 2007). Coincidently, Nanook of the North and Argonauts of the
Western Pacific were both published in 1922. The former has been viewed as the
first ever documentary film and anthropological film (although it is obviously not
an ethnographic work in the strict sense); and the latter is a modern ethnography in
the real sense (although its authority has been widely questioned due to the book A
Diary in the Strict Sense). As for the authors, the former was created by a mining
engineer who broke into the world of cinematography by chance; and the latter
was written by a doctor in physics who changed his major. It is fair to say that
their stories serve as a perfect metaphor of how the paradigm of scientism entered
center stage in the practice of presenting “the other”.

From then on, ethnographic films and ethnographic texts underwent rapid devel-
opment for nearly 50 years. As late as the 1970s, the paradigm of scientism still
played a dominant role in the epistemology of anthropology. In ethnographic texts,
daily lives are disrupted and reorganized. Isolated words are placed in the overall
structure as evidence – the logic of classification stems from a hypothetical
“whole”. For instance, in Bronislaw Malinowski’s seven monographs on the resi-
dents of the Trobriand Islands, the writer depicted every dimension of this
“other’s” society and culture. In the view of readers, a combination of all these as-
pects can help them reach that mysterious “other place” and understand the whole
society and culture of “the others” that live there (Bingzhong 2006). However, later
critics viewed this omniscient perspective as too self-important, and began to ques-
tion our confidence in our understanding of the world of the other.
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The practice of ethnographic films employs the same concepts and methods as
those mentioned above. Ethnographic film practices can be illustrated by the fea-
tures of “realistic ethnography” which was proposed by Marcus and Cushman: ex-
pository films seek to present either a panoramic view of a society and culture, or
a world or argument to be explained; the communicators act as the authority; the
special existence of individuals gives way to generalized role models; images are
used as as evidence (Yunxing 2007); certain specific matters are revisited as “typ-
ical cases” and so on. As for the differences, ethnographic films may appear under-
qualified due to their lack of a scientific foundation; while ethnographic movies
struggle to become scientific ideas themselves, most of them function merely as
just evidence or the “servants” of scientific paradigms and written logic. Typical
examples of ethnographic films include the “Documentary Film Series of China’s
Ethnic Minorities: Society, History, and Science” produced from the 1950s to the
1970s, and films on the society and cultural heritages of ethnic minorities in China
produced by the Institute of Ethnology (later renamed the Institute of Ethnology
and Anthropology), Chinese Academy of Sciences in the late 1980s.

Over forty years later, a number of anthropologists returned to the sets of the
above-mentioned films. They wanted to show their respect for the foundation of
this discipline and all the efforts made in the early stage. Moreover, they wished to
extend and carry forward the expository structure, reflecting and expanding the ex-
pository structure within the new context of presentation. For instance, through the
film The Story of Manchunman Buddhist Temple (1999), Tan Leshui reflected
upon and adjusted the presentational structure and ideological concepts in the film
The Serf Society of Dai Ethnic Minority in Xishuangbanna, created by his father
Tan Bibo 60 years ago. In the film Under the Shield of Gemu Goddess Mountain
(2008), Zhang Hai continued to focus on the marriage system shown in the ethno-
graphic film of Walking Marriage of Yongning Naxi Ethnic Minority in Lijiang
County (1976), while adopting a more balanced approach with multiple emic
views. Moreover, he chose to deliberately highlight the filmmakers’ “presence” to
offset the previously celebrated “objective” stance. Chen Xueli’s Four Chapters of
Masan Village completed in 2008 opted to no longer emphasize the spectacular rit-
ual ceremonies. Instead, he consciously turns the perspective of epistemology
based on the theory of objective features of the previous work The Vas (1957), to
the path of knowledge production based on daily-life interactionism. Since the
1990s, the Department of Visual Anthropology of the Institute of Ethnology and
Anthropology, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, has been dedicated to produ-
cing ethnographic films from a more theoretical perspective (Jingjiang 2014).
Through solid fieldwork, an emphasis on classic topics of anthropology, the use of
narrative film techniques, and the use of the researchers’ academic voice-over as a
narrative technique, the expository tradition has continued to this day as an effect-
ive interpretive voice, boasting both theoretical grounding and visual detail.

Evidently, the intrinsic mechanism of scientism contained within the expository
tradition enables expressions to be made from a broad and holistic perspective; and
the further development and impacts of positivism have also contributed to its le-
gitimacy. During the production of expository films, the layout of texts, as well as
the production cost and cycle, are more flexible and manageable. Hence, these
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films are usually favored by organizational and mass communication, with their
underlying logic affecting the audience. However, in the process of interpreting
“others”, we can easily see that the communicators take on a privileged “God” role
during the communication process, while the real object world and the initiative
audience find themselves lost in countless film fragments.

Narrative tradition and film production

Audiences enjoy stories, which is not difficult to see in written texts, including eth-
nographies. Representative works include Lin Yaohua’s The Gold Wing: A Family
Chronicle, Huang Shumin’s The Story of Lin Village, Levi-Strauss’s Tristes Tropi-
ques, as well as the latest No Fixed Abode: Ethnofiction, which uses dramatic nar-
ratives delivered through fictional characters and plots to offer readers a deeper
understanding of the culture that is based in experience (Jingjiang 2015). Apart
from the above-mentioned works, quasi-ethnographies can also be found in some
literary works such as the “Anthropology of Ancient Culture” series, “Anthropol-
ogy Notes” and novels on local history (Ting 2015). These works have all demon-
strated efforts towards story-telling, and the relatively strong effects of
communication.

Although such pro-story practices are not rare in written texts, another context
which affects the way in which ethnographic films are presented should stem from
the cinematic narrative tradition of feature films. After the magical 1920s, there
seemed to be a sound set of techniques which ensured the prosperity of silent
films. As Bazin puts it, “Be it plastic compositions or montage techniques, it is the
film that manipulates different means of event reproduction and imposes all these
on the audience.” (Bazin 2008) The German school was dedicated to promoting
plastic arts; later on, Soviet practitioners in the film industry began to explore the
possibilities of montage. By 1938, the relationship between space, characters, and
shots had been fully explored through practice, and the counterpoint relationship
between camera movement and plot structure had been gradually standardized. As
of now, the “classic mode” for narrative films is still the popular “story-telling”
type, constituting an important structural paradigm dominating the film industry
(Giannetti 2007).

As an operating procedure, classic narratives originate from the practice of
drama, in which the motivation of the characters/actions meets with an opposing
resistance to form a conflict, thus establishing a conflict arc running through a con-
flict structure. A typical film can adopt simple single-thread narratives or a number
of seemingly complex narratives: such as multi-thread narratives in a parallel or
intertwined structure, in a back-and-forth or flashback time order, or even more
complex, in a nesting or circulating order. No matter how complex these narratives
are, they can always be split into simple, individual narrative units. Generally
speaking, writing narrative scripts has become a standardized process (especially in
some giant industry chains such as Hollywood). The time-space settings and con-
flict arcs are similarly fixed, and visual elements such as colors, lines, spaces,
movements, and tones are used to strengthen this fixed structure. In other words,
this rule of standardization has nothing to do with the “art”. Through industrialized,
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large-scale, and globalized film production, it has gradually evolved into a medium
agenda powerful enough to guide, change, and control the world of the audience.

Ethnographies have to imagine the society and culture as a whole, and convey
the “overall imagination” to the readers through descriptions of the places seen, the
dialogues heard, and the people met by the authors. Similarly, in narrative films,
the world in disorder has to be viewed as a narrative clue of causality or potential
causality. To this end, shots should be selected and reorganized accordingly. In
fact, the narrative structure is a highly simplified form of holistic imagination
(which is more suitable for cross-cultural visual communication). The more inte-
grated the narratives are, the greater the “resonance” will be between individual
audio-visual elements (and between the audio-visual elements and the narrative
structure), and the better the effects will be in terms of mass communication
(Bingzhong 2006).

Through the globally popular media of visual communication, such as tele-
vision and films, the method of arranging visual elements according to the nar-
rative structure and the dramatic nature has formed a line of fire of repressive
“magic bullets,” which not only conveys the information relating to the story,
but has also facilitated the stylization of film narratives and subtly formed a
universal language system. This method has affected the culture of viewing
and visual cognition among the global audience in a comprehensive and pro-
found way, similar to the impacts of language on culture. Certainly, this has
also left a potential impact on anthropologists and ethnographic filmmakers, no
matter whether they are aware of the pressure imposed by this method, or
whether they plan to resist it. Similar to ethnographic films that have been in-
fluenced by “scientific ethnography” in the case of ethnographic films which
inherit the narrative tradition, when the filmmakers “observe” the object world,
what they have seen is mostly a world in conflict. When they do the “field
study”, what they have investigated is actually the drama and potential drama
occurring in the field. When they discuss the “field objects”, what they are ac-
tually referring to are individual “characters”. Thus there is a structured lan-
guage affecting our perceptions of the object world.

In the era of mechanical reproduction, the practices of commercial films and de-
mands of mass communication have generated a classic presentation paradigm
which is comparatively “conservative” in terms of structure, and an increasing
audience culture favoring “visual impact”. How to effectively combine the aca-
demic objectives of anthropology and the advantages of narrative films, and how
to expand the dimensions of film presentation, these two questions remain an on-
going problem in the field of visual anthropology. The above-mentioned method
emphasizes conflict and prioritizes plot. Even if professional communicators are
not answerable to the curse of television ratings, the “condensed narratives”, “stim-
ulated life”, or “rehabilitated life” they adopt to satisfy the demands of plot devel-
opment are merely the inborn restrictions of the classic paradigm itself. These
restrictions work to diminish the profoundness and openness that all ethnographic
films aim for, as well as the complexity and abundance of content which are neces-
sary for the audience to understand the culture – this is what Tim Asch mocks in
his ethnographic film The Ax Fight.
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However, the expressive ability of this set of film languages not only hits the
audience deep in their hearts, it has also become the Achilles’ heel of anthropolo-
gists who are used to written text. At the screening rooms of ethnographic films, I
have observed that some films were intolerable even for professional anthropolo-
gists, perhaps because their audio-visual presentations failed to pass even the low-
est acceptable standard for the audience. In addition, with their incredibly powerful
in-situ descriptions, well-developed narrative films can serve as a useful tool for
cross-cultural communication – they can convey the information directly, and em-
ploy rhetoric devices such as metaphor and symbolism. At the same time, the in-
born drama, uncertainty, and complexity of cultural events have all amplified the
strengths of narrative films.

The American direct cinema genre, represented by Robert L. Drew and Fred-
erick Wiseman, originated in the mid twentieth century. After the genre entered the
world of ethnographic film, many researchers classified these works into a separate
category, namely observational documentaries. These documentaries seem to con-
tain less intense dramatic conflicts. However, the film-based narratives and the pur-
suit of potential dramatic conflicts in daily lives, remain the prominent features and
objectives of such documentaries. Direct-cinema documentaries are quite similar to
ethnographic films – both of which feature long working hours, philosophies
around non-interference with the object world, the establishment of stable and close
relationships, and keeping the film as open as possible. This genre has had a far-
reaching impact on many Chinese professionals in the documentary filmmaking in-
dustry, who distance themselves from expository films. When it came to the turn
of the twenty-first century, observational documentaries were widely favored by
Chinese filmmakers and Wiseman also became a role model for them. The docu-
mentary No. 16, Barkhor South Street (1995) by Duan Jinchuan, a director who
was not an anthropologist, won the Cinéma du Réel Award. Duan recorded the
trivial but extremely rich administrative tasks conducted by the office of the Bar-
khor Neighborhood Committee in Tibet. In this documentary, all the mysterious
symbols of the Tibetan culture were nowhere to be found; instead, dramatic events
and cultural metaphors with ethnographic significance were found within the
everyday occurrences at the office. Furthermore, many documentary filmmakers
decide to adopt immersive, long-term shooting methods in order to present the dra-
matic stories, details, and metaphors in the constantly evolving social space. The
observational perspective, focusing on society and humanism, has made these
works more meaningful in terms of their anthropological value.

Anthropologist filmmakers have found that the structure of ritual, a core element
of ethnographies, is basically identical to the structure of a classic drama or narra-
tive film. Though it is a rare occasion to witness rituals that fully conform to the
classic mode, ethnographers who are skilled in using structures can still easily con-
struct the intrinsic narrative and symbolic clues needed to comply with the classic
mode (Henley 2013). Hence, leveraging and probing into this isomorphic relation-
ship between narrative and ethnographic film can help us explore more possibilities
and enhance the communicative capacity of ethnographic film. In recent years,
many Chinese scholars specializing in visual anthropology have adopted a
discipline-centered approach and produced substantial ethnographic films through
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the methods and techniques of both narrative films and observational documentar-
ies. For instance, over the past decade, Pang Tao, Lei Liangzhong, and others from
the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
have completed holistic cultural descriptions of Deng people, Monpa people, and
Lhoba people, and Sherpa people from the Luoyu Region of Tibet. Luo Hon-
gguang, Wu Qiao, and others from the Research Center for Socio-Cultural Anthro-
pology, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences have spent many years studying
nursing homes and the culture of Huayao Dai people in Yunnan Province. These
researchers have produced several documentaries in this regard, aiming to amplify
the magnificent cultural heritage through in-depth descriptions of some trivial
events. In 2010, the Center for Ethnic and Folk Literature and Art Development,
Ministry of Culture and Tourism of the People’s Republic of China, launched sev-
eral large-scale audio-visual documentation projects specially commissioned by the
National Social Science Fund of China, such as the Chinese Festival Video Record
Project, the Chinese Epic Video Record Project, and the Record on Tradition
Bearers of National Intangible Cultural Heritages.

During this period, a large number of excellent anthropological films have
been produced. Among them, works of Liu Xiangchen, Zhu Jingjiang, Gui
Shuzhong, Wang Ningtong, and Liu Guangyu, Wang Ningtong, Wu Xiaoqun
and Chen Jian have made significant contributions to the standard of
ethnographic writing and film expressions in terms of meaning construction
(Jingjiang 2020).

The third path comes from cross-disciplinary cooperation. For example, the
documentary A Year in Tibet (2009) by Sun Shuyun was jointly produced by
China Tibetology Research Center and Beijing Horizon Culture Communication
Co., Ltd., with Gelek from China Tibetology Research Center serving as the gen-
eral producer. Through fruitful and professional cooperation and the effective field
study, all the phenomena relating to Tibetan culture presented in this film are of
important ethnographic value. Among the works produced by the teachers and stu-
dents from the “Tsingying Film Studio” of Tsinghua University, most of them are
targeted towards mass communication. However, the anthropological methodology
and perspective persisting throughout the teaching and filming process have exem-
plified the possibilities of cross-disciplinary cooperation between anthropology and
communication studies.

Moreover, as for the ethnographic films with “fictional” narratives, there are
some acceptable “techniques of fictionality and performance” whose objective is to
break through the sense of reality deeply rooted in previous ethnographies, thus to
explore the possibility of experiencing the culture better (Jingjiang 2015). This is
an experimental method of practical and academic value. At the very least, there
would be fewer lies and illusions in “fictional” films than in “documentary” films,
because the author and audience are both aware of the distance between imagin-
ation and reality. For example, The Winter Solstice in the Valley of the Golden
Wing (2016) by anthropologist Zhuang Kongshao has been positioned somewhere
between film documentation and drama performance. This film has provided an ex-
perimental text on the dramatic interpretation and visual presentation of local
folktales.
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Avant-Garde tradition and sensory ethnography

In the realm of literature and art, the avant-garde tradition originated in the mid-
nineteenth century. Its development was driven by the questioning and criticism to-
wards the increasingly institutionalized modernism, and the linguistic turn in the
fields of philosophy, art criticism, and the entire academic system afterwards. Influ-
enced by the postmodernism trend, anthropologists, especially cultural anthropolo-
gists, began to reflect upon the discipline itself, and constantly questioned the etic
superiority in scientism and positivism. The methods of meaning construction have
been shifted towards the field of humanities: substantial terms such as ethnographic
writing, reflexive ethnography, interpretive anthropology, emic and subject, dis-
course and text have entered the academic field (Ming’an 2009). Just as “object-
ive” scientific research has been isolated from the subject of its knowledge and is
constantly under question in terms of its context, the self-awareness and subjectiv-
ity of individuals have also been re-examined. An individual’s thoughts and self-
expression usually take place during moments of “fragmentation,” “pause,” or
“spontaneity,” namely the moments for “poetic wisdom,” when they interact with
history and culture. At the same time, as the “common” wisdom, poetic rhetoric
devices are also becoming a means of tracing the humanities and social sciences
back to their source (Heng 2012).

As a presentation method with unique strengths in expressing poeticism,
dreams, spontaneous moments, and synesthesia, the “avant-garde” attempts and
practices in films have an even longer history. Due to the prevailing trends of fu-
turism, Dadaism, and surrealism in the field literature, painting, and drama, mod-
ernist photography emerged in the early twentieth century. As a part of modern
photography, modernist photography keeps a deliberate distance from practicality
and does not take films as a tool of mass communication. It is more like a ground-
breaking expression of ideas and visual experiment, and has been regarded as the
“avant-garde,” which embodies the attempts to use images to explore more possi-
bilities in the visual world and promote profound changes in people’s minds (Wen-
fang 2003). In the 1920s, as more and more professionals entered the film
industry, the development of “avant-garde” films had gradually transitioned from
the stage of France-centered impressionism (before 1925) to surrealism (after
1925). After 1927, the “avant-garde” filmmakers began to shift their focus to the
presentation of real life, leading to the “third avant-garde school” which was domi-
nated by documentaries. It is widely recognized that Berlin: Symphony of a Me-
tropolis is an “avant-garde” documentary which relies on rhythms, video
fragments, and polysemous expressions in the real sense (Wen and Lan 2010).
During the filmmaking process which aims to create poetic images from daily
lives, filmmakers have been fully committed to using different montage techniques
to “make a good coat out of poor cloth”. After watching those visually striking
films, the audience come to realize that what matters the most is not the forms and
flashy techniques, but the filmmakers’ ideas hidden behind them (Huimin 2014).
From then on, Dziga Vertov, Joris Ivens, and Godfrey Reggio have made many ex-
periments: the narrative structure was deliberately neglected; efforts were redoubled
in exploring the possibilities of montage techniques; and substantial metaphors and
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symbolic devices have been used. In doing so, the “avant-garde” films have been
carried forward in a textual form which is extremely subjective, forming a “poetic”
tradition. In the production practices of modern documentaries, “avant-garde” films
which were once a niche for elites have become the medium of mass communica-
tion, as in documentaries themed on humanities by Jacques Perrin and Ron Fricke.

The experiments of films and anthropological texts stem from different traditions;
yet, they may be attributed to the overall context and cultural trends of reflection on
how best to present the real world. As a result, aside from films, ethnographic texts
have also received great influence from poetic trends, and laid a solid foundation for
the revolution of ethnographic films through the concept of reflexive anthropology.
From a postmodernist perspective, ethnographies should either be poems or allegor-
ies. Postmodernist ethnographies are poems – in terms of the original contexts and
functions rather than the forms. Using completely different methods of expression
from those used in daily life, quasi-allegorical ethnographic works have aroused the
memory of national spirit (or ethos) and thus animated their audiences. Postmodernist
ethnographies have been striving to recreate the spiral presentation process of poetry
and rituals through texts. These boast the meaning of visual expression and religious
allegory, although there are no fixed narrative forms (Taylor 2006).

Since anthropologists stopped claiming that ethnographic writing belonged ex-
clusively to anthropology, ethnographic films have entered a bigger genealogy of
film expression, which contains shared film contexts and continues to influence
media practices. In fact, many expository documentaries, non-fiction films, and
news programs focus on just a small range of topics, and often interpret the world
by “talking heads”, which can hardly be experienced by the audience. Neverthe-
less, narrative films are usually confined to specific individuals and events, tending
for the most part to “see the big picture through trivial events”. They cannot do
better than ethnographic texts in terms of navigating the macro perspective, social
scenarios, and specific events.

In the view of another school of anthropological filmmakers, films are particularly
significant because they manage to create a subjective individual experience, and
have the ability to experience an entire abstract culture through visual anthropology
(Castaing-Taylor 2008). Therefore, the poetic tradition has once again seen an up-
surge, and batches of experiments in the field of visual anthropology have been car-
ried out on this topic recently. The Sensory Ethnography Lab of Harvard University
focuses on filmmaking that combines sensory aesthetics with ethnography. With the
help of “sensory ethnography”, the Lab aims to figure out how to convey anthropo-
logical thoughts, criticisms, and concerns towards the mainstream world through
“non-mainstream” audio-visual experiments. However, such concerns have escaped
the expository and narrative traditions of clue construction. No matter which film
shooting technique has been used, be it a super long shot as in People’s Park (2012)
by J.P. Sniadecki or the juggling montage in Leviathan (2012) by Lucien Castaing-
Taylor, the filmmakers still want to follow the “avant-garde” context – stay critical of
their own culture and society, challenge the traditional methods of narration and artis-
tic expression, emphasize returning to the film itself, commit to the holistic and im-
pressionist presentation of culture, and ensure that the film be experienced by the
audience with more sensory dimensions involved.
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Films of this kind boast comparatively higher subjectivity and experimentality.
In China, they are usually closely related to contemporary art, rather than anthropo-
logical studies. For example, in the experimental documentary film San Yuan Li
(2003) by Ou Ning and Cao Fei, the directors used a large number trivial shots to
restore the mixed reality of San Yuan Li, a famous urban village in Guangzhou,
and the metaphors behind those changes. In Disorder (2009), director Huang Wei-
kai collected materials taken by digital video enthusiasts to construct an urban sym-
phony full of black humor. Most of these works pay tribute to Dziga Vertov, and
inherit the structural and lingual traditions of “avant-garde” films. In addition, since
video production has gradually become part of the Chinese people’s daily lives,
automatic video capture devices such as surveillance cameras and user-produced
content such as smartphone videos have become a reality. The relationship between
the mediatized reality and visualized bodies has been keenly explored in some film
experiments. The artist Xu Bing produced a full-length feature film Dragonfly Eyes
(2018) with real recordings captured by surveillance cameras across the city, in
which all the plots and characters were fictional. In collaboration with the video-
sharing platform Kuaishou, “Tsingying Film Studio” screened and reorganized
hundreds of thousands of short videos. Through five split-screen film experiments,
the studio produced a cinematic documentary film full of spectacle and emotion –
This is Life (2020). By making great innovations in film language, this film is a
direct response to the era of nationwide video production in China. Nevertheless,
these works are usually faced with the same challenges as Leviathan – they are not
viewed as classic ethnographic films, but documentary films or experimental ethno-
graphic films from the perspective of sensory anthropology. Thus, these works are
quite marginal within anthropological knowledge production.

Reflexive tradition and reflexive ethnography

Films, which can be directly perceived by the audience, are quite different from
texts in terms of their capacity for self-representation. In 1839, Hippolyte Bayard
and Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre competed to file a patent for the photographic
process. However, Bayard failed. As a response to this injustice, Bayard created
Self Portrait as a Drowned Man, which happened to be the first ever “selfie” and
body language film in the world. Throughout the history of the film industry, real-
istic contexts featuring the objective and faithful reproduction of people’s daily
lives have been a presentational approach taken in film practice, as well as a theor-
etic school of film criticism. However, criticism of realism has always existed, and
the most important concept is “reflexivity”. Through the continuous examination of
the filmmaking process in terms of space and time — both in reality and in the
film — the identity of makers, and the role of cameras, these critics aim to question
the “realistic” nature of meaning construction and the fixed mindset of the audience
who have accepted these films (Yanming and Wencong 2011). In this process,
many filmmakers and documentary makers have been dedicated to tackling the
awkward or puzzling situation of “hidden cameras”. For example, Shirōyasu Su-
zuki, Imamura Shōhei, and Kazuo Hara have made several attempts to produce
“first-person documentaries”; Nick Broomfield, Agnès Varda, Morgan Spurlock,
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and Louie Psihoyos have also produced many documentaries from the first-person
point of view, including Driving Me Crazy (1988), Les Glaneurs et La Glaneuse
(2000), Super Size Me (2004), and The Cove (2009). Other renowned classic docu-
mentaries include Man with a Movie Camera and Chronicle of a Summer (1961),
as well as some works produced in China such as Treatment (2010) by Wu Wen-
guang and Using (2007) by Zhou Hao.

Interestingly, in the second half of the twentieth century, the field of natural sci-
ences began to see changes in how scientists explored objective laws. The experi-
mental results of Bell’s inequality in the 1960s supported the uncertainty principle
followed by the Copenhagen School. This shook the cognitive foundations of sci-
ence, which at the time were purely objective. Quine and Kuhn’s post-empiricist
outlook on the philosophy of science negated the value of positivism and the out-
look on research with neutral theory. Afterwards, the emergence of hermeneutics
laid a solid foundation for the end of Descartes’ era of scientism (Yunxing 2007).
Following basically the same timeline from the 1960s to the 1980s, phenomen-
ology, hermeneutics, and postmodernism began to escape from the knowledge pro-
duction paradigm of scientism. Paul Rabinow challenged objectivity and regularity
through his work Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco; and Vincent Crapanzano’s
Tuhami: Portrait of a Moroccan and Kevin Dwyer’s Moroccan Dialogues: Anthro-
pology in Question contributed to the development of reflexive ethnography
(Bingzhong 2006).

If “avant-garde” films mark the first attempt to break the established structure
from the hierarchy of visual presentation, postmodernist ethnographies focus on an-
other aspect – why and how anthropology can help people recognize the object
world. In the field of communication, “avant-garde” films impose challenges on
overly structured films from the perspective of the film itself and intuition, with
more attention paid to the subjectivity of filmmakers and the ontological legitimacy
of visual texts. If taking a step further, these films may discuss the possibilities of
synesthesia between the audience and communicators at a sensory level. However,
postmodernist ethnographies impose challenges on texts from the perspective of
the text itself and the logic. It is believed that discourses are superior to texts, and
texts are merely a form of monologue. Researchers’ objective observation of ob-
jects is no more than a form of stories or dialogues – ethnography is a dialogue by
nature (Yunxing 2007). The transition from “truth” to “dialogue” unveils the holis-
tic understanding of knowledge production and knowledge communication in the
human society. Therefore, across the entire chain of ethnographic studies (namely,
the object world – observer – communicator – audience), various kinds of powers,
relationships, and credibility can each be revealed and questioned.

In fact, endeavors in the field of postmodernist ethnography have gone some
lengths to solve an embarrassing problem faced by ethnographic films: since every-
one knows that the “realistic” nature of objective, authentic, and scientific ethnog-
raphy is questionable, ethnographic films may be no more “unreal” than
ethnographic texts. On the other hand, films used to be regarded as performance
and emotional thing attached to the objective reality; or, as I have heard on many
occasions, a lot of anthropologists think “ethnographic films have done a great job
in promoting anthropology.” Films are often marginalized in the field of research,
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because they are “overly superficial” or “not abstract enough”. However, films
began to be viewed with importance due to the debates that followed the represen-
tation crisis (Jingjiang 2011).

As manifested by Jean Rouch and Joshua Lincoln Oppenheimer through their
ethnographic works, ethnographic films which follow the reflexive tradition are natur-
ally reflective and critical. The filmmaking practice proceeds in two approaches as
follows. On the one hand, it challenges the mysterious God’s perspective by empha-
sizing the process and describes the construction of meaning in the film openly. In
other words, the filmmaking process and viewing process have been used as the film-
ing object, thus to describe the engagement during the formation of the ethnography
in specific scenarios, i.e., the empowerment and the sharing of anthropology advo-
cated by Rouch. This has reminded ethnographic filmmakers that communication be-
tween the cameraman and the subject should not be avoided. For example, Hao
Yuejun deliberately showed up in his documentary A Village in the Cave (1996).
Moreover, the reflexive ethnographic film has urged filmmakers to put aside their
own opinions and hear the voices of the object world. For example, Hu Taili invited
some characters in the film The Voices of Orchid Island (1993) to discuss the shoot-
ing plan and their expectations. On the other hand, such filmmaking highlights reflex-
ivity – in other words, encourages the legitimate self-representation of film objects. In
the films, even fieldstudy objects have various opportunities to present or determine
their own world. In this way, we can eliminate the shortcomings of scientist ethnog-
raphies that arise from seemingly scientific discourses. Sometimes, the established
boundaries between reality and fictionality may be further expanded through impro-
visation and performance. For instance, as Xiong Xun includes in The Last Lineage
Opera in Zhouguan Village (2017, RAI Film Festival) how he was “taken advantage
of” by the villagers to perform the last traditional Dixi opera, thus completing the
process of self-worth building.

The third form is the internal perspective of the holders of one culture, which is
highlighted through the rapidly developing “community films” led by institutions
with an anthropological background in the residential areas of ethnic minorities of
Yunnan, Qinghai, and Guangxi. Among them, local film institutions and organiza-
tions such as Yunnan FROM OUR EYES Rural Documentary and Culture Re-
search Center have played a significant role in promoting these films. For example,
Lanze, a herdsman from Golog Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture of Qinghai Prov-
ince created a documentary Yak Dungs in 2010. This film has presented how Ti-
betan people make full use of yak dungs and has interpreted the meaning of the
local culture. Another peasant called Sonam Nyima from Diqing prefecture of
Yunnan Province created Caterpillar Fungus in 2012. To find Caterpillar Fungus,
villagers have to constantly climb truly enormous mountains (Jingjiang 2020). The
documentary filmmaker Wu Wenguang launched a Villagers’ Digital Video Project
in 2005, which has enabled villager filmmakers to shoot and edit their own films
in their home villages. As of today, some villagers are still working on their films.
These works are not complete ethnographic films in the academic and theoretical
sense, and some filmmakers have chosen to use an external point of view as well.
Still, they play an indispensable role in presenting interwoven local knowledge and
interpreting the evolution of cultural meaning.
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Conclusion

Among ethnographic films with an expository tradition, the approach to construct-
ing meaning stems from modern ethnography’s tendency towards scientism and the
modernist context of visual communication. On the one hand, it is showcased
through the dominant role of communicators rather than the audience; on the other
hand, it is restricted by the logic of writing. Among ethnographic films with a nar-
rative tradition, the approach to meaning construction can be identified through the
interwoven audience-centered communication perspective and the classic narrative
structure. The narrative tradition in films originates from industrial production and
mass communication. Making full use of the strengths of audio-visual elements,
narrative films have become an important audio-visual medium with a strong cap-
acity for cross-cultural communication, giving birth to a set of effective and highly
simplified film presentation structures. Anthropological filmmakers have pro-
actively emphasized, or have been forced to realize the significance of films’ narra-
tive capacity in the field of communication. However, these works have been
criticized by many ethnographic writers because they are not abstract, realistic, or
meaningful enough. Therefore, they have been marginalized both in the fields of
mass film communication and academic production. Deeply rooted in deconstruc-
tion, the “avant-garde” tradition is quite similar to those “avant-garde” experiments
in painting, photography, and film. Ethnographic films may seem to have nothing
to do with this tradition; however, they are closely related to each other in terms of
the methods of expression and the origins of their concepts. Therefore, the “avant-
garde” tradition may be a promising direction for the future development of ethno-
graphic films. As for the reflexive tradition, it has always featured the context of
dialogue between ethnographic practice and anthropological theory. However, its
main objective is to arouse reflection upon the entire process of knowledge produc-
tion and communication, and to present and criticize the social interaction in every
part from a broader perspective. The approach to meaning construction in this trad-
ition has helped communicators shake off their self-imposed shackles and facili-
tated exploration in all fields across the communication process.
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