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Abstract

Ethnographic filmmaking stands at a critical juncture, perpetually negotiating the tension between its anthropological
imperative for truthful representation and its cinematic capacity for expressive form. This article argues that the ethical
and formal dimensions of ethnographic film are not separate concerns but are intrinsically and dynamically intertwined.
The central ethical challenges-informed consent, the colonial gaze, the authority of the filmmaker, and the politics of
representation-are not resolved prior to filming but are continuously engaged with and re-negotiated throughout the
entire filmmaking process, most profoundly in the editing suite. Through a critical analysis of the evolution of
ethnographic film, from its observational and participatory paradigms to contemporary reflexive and sensory
approaches, this paper demonstrates how formal innovation serves as a primary vehicle for ethical practice. It examines
how specific cinematic techniques-such as fragmented narratives, multivocality, soundscape design, and the
incorporation of the filmmaker's subjectivity-directly address ethical dilemmas. By presenting an original analytical
framework that maps ethical considerations onto formal choices, and by proposing a model of the "collaborative gaze,"
this article contends that the future of the genre lies in embracing a self-conscious, experimental formalism. It is through
this embrace that ethnographic film can move beyond mere documentation to become a transformative space for cross-
cultural dialogue, challenging power hierarchies and contributing meaningfully to the project of visual cultural
innovation.
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1. Introduction

Ethnographic film, as a practice situated at the crossroads of anthropology and cinema, has long been defined by a
fundamental duality. It is a tool for documentation and analysis, bound by the disciplinary ethics of anthropology, and
simultaneously an artistic medium, capable of evocative storytelling and sensory immersion. For much of its history,
this duality was treated as a conflict, with "scientific" value often positioned in opposition to "aesthetic" manipulation.
The early, expository mode of films like Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922), while groundbreaking, imposed
a narrative structure on its subjects that often obscured the complexities of their lived reality and the filmmaker's
orchestrating role. The subsequent advent of observational cinema, championed by David MacDougall and others,
sought to resolve this by championing a "fly-on-the-wall" aesthetic that prioritized non-intervention and long takes [1].
However, this approach, too, was critiqued for its hidden authority, presenting a seemingly objective view while
remaining silent on the power dynamics inherent in the filmmaking encounter.

This paper posits that the contemporary strength and vitality of ethnographic film lie precisely in its ability to synthesize
this duality. We argue that ethics and form are co-constitutive in the creation of meaningful and responsible
ethnographic work. The ethical imperative to represent "the other" fairly, collaboratively, and reflexively cannot be
achieved through methodological protocols in the field alone; it must be actively pursued and articulated through the
formal choices made during the editing process. The edit is where raw footage is transformed into a coherent statement,
where meaning is constructed, and where the relationship between filmmaker, subject, and audience is ultimately
defined [2].

The central question this article addresses is: How can formal innovation in ethnographic filmmaking-specifically in
narrative structure, sound design, visual composition, and the incorporation of reflexivity-serve as a practical and
theoretical response to enduring ethical concerns? To answer this, we will first trace the historical trajectory of
ethnographic film, highlighting how each major paradigm shift was driven by both ethical and formal critiques of its
predecessor. Second, we will delve into specific contemporary ethical challenges, such as the decolonization of the gaze
and the pursuit of genuine collaboration. Third, we will provide a detailed analysis of how specific formal techniques
directly address these challenges, using examples from seminal works by filmmakers like Trinh T. Minh-ha, Lucien
Castaing-Taylor, and others. Finally, we will introduce an original analytical framework and propose the concept of the
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"collaborative gaze" as a guiding principle for future work in the field [3]. By doing so, this article aims to contribute to
the ongoing discourse in visual culture innovation, positioning ethnographic film not as a marginal sub-discipline but as
a vital site for experimenting with new forms of seeing, hearing, and knowing the human world.

2. The Historical Trajectory: From Observation to Reflexivity

The evolution of ethnographic film can be charted through a series of overlapping paradigms, each offering a distinct
resolution to the ethics-form equation.

2.1 The Expository and Observational Modes

The early 20th century was dominated by the expository mode, where films were structured by a dominant, often
omniscient, voice-of-God narration that explained the images to a presumably ignorant Western audience. This form
implicitly established a hierarchical relationship between the knower (the filmmaker/anthropologist) and the known (the
filmed subject), an ethical stance reflective of the colonial context in which much early anthropology was conducted.
The images served as illustrations for a pre-determined argument, leaving little room for the subjectivity or voice of the
filmed communities [4].

In reaction, the 1960s and 70s saw the rise of Observational Cinema, or cinéma vérité. Influenced by technological
advances like portable sync-sound equipment, filmmakers like David and Judith MacDougall and John Marshall
advocated for a more humble and patient approach. The ethical ideal was to minimize intrusion, to "listen" with the
camera, and to capture events as they unfolded in real-time. Formally, this meant long takes, minimal editing, the
avoidance of narration and music, and a preference for sequence shots that preserved the temporal flow of social life.

While this was a significant ethical and formal advancement, its limitations soon became apparent. The purported
"objectivity" of the observational style was a myth; the filmmaker's presence, however discreet, still shaped the event,
and the choices of what to film and when to cut constituted powerful acts of directorial authority. Furthermore, by
refusing to contextualize or interpret, observational films often left audiences to impose their own, potentially
ethnocentric, interpretations, thus failing to fully escape the ethical pitfall of misrepresentation [5].

2.2 The Participatory and Reflexive Turns

The critique of observationalism gave rise to the participatory and reflexive paradigms. In participatory filmmaking,
most famously articulated by Jean Rouch, the encounter between filmmaker and subject became the very subject of the
film. Rouch's concept of ciné-transe-where the filmmaker, camera in hand, provokes and is provoked by the situation-
celebrated the creative, and inherently subjective, nature of the documentary encounter. Formally, this involved the
inclusion of the filmmaker's voice, interviews, and scenes that acknowledged the filmmaking process. Ethically, it was a
move towards transparency, making the constructed nature of the film visible.

This was radicalized by the reflexive turn, heavily influenced by postmodern and feminist critiques in anthropology.
Filmmakers like Trinh T. Minh-ha explicitly deconstructed the documentary form to challenge its claims to truth and
authority. In films like Reassemblage (1982), Trinh refused conventional narration, used discontinuous editing, and
focused on poetic and sensory impressions rather than explanatory facts. This formal experimentation was an ethical-
political act aimed at disrupting the "othering" gaze of traditional ethnography. It forced viewers to become aware of
their own position as spectators and to question the very process of representation [6].

Table 1. Paradigm shifts in ethnographic filmmaking.
Paradigm Key Figures Ethical Stance Formal Characteristics Key Critiques

Expository Robert Flaherty, early
NFB

Education of Western
audience; Hierarchical
knowledge transfer

Voice-of-God narration;
Images illustrate

argument; Staged scenes

Colonial gaze; Denial
of filmmaker's role;
Suppression of
subject voice

Observational MacDougalls, John
Marshall

Non-intervention;
Objective recording of

"truth"

Long takes; No
narration/music; Sync-
sound; Sequence shots

Hidden authority;
False objectivity;
Lack of context can
lead to misreading

Participatory/Reflexive Jean Rouch, Trinh T.
Minh-ha

Transparency;
Acknowledgment of

filmmaker's subjectivity

Interviews; Filmmaker in
frame; Self-conscious

narration

Can become self-
indulgent; May not
fully redistribute
power to subjects

Sensory/Collaborative

Lucien Castaing-
Taylor, Stephanie

Spray, Collaborative
projects

Embodied knowledge;
Decentralizing authorial

voice; Shared
authorship

Sensory aesthetics; Non-
narrative structures; Co-
editing; Community

screenings

Challenging to fund
and distribute; Can
raise new ethical
dilemmas around
internal politics

Table 1 It refers to the four main paradigms of comparative anthropological filmmaking from the past to the present.
This table systematically shows: The evolution of anthropological documentaries from "colonial knowledge transfer" to
"co-creation and sensory immersion." Each period has its own ethical considerations, filming methods, and
corresponding criticisms.
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3. Core Ethical Challenges in Contemporary Practice

Building on this historical foundation, contemporary filmmakers grapple with a set of persistent and nuanced ethical
challenges.

3.1 Informed Consent: A Continuous Process

The principle of informed consent, borrowed from biomedical research, is a cornerstone of anthropological ethics.
However, in filmmaking, it is often treated as a one-time event-a form signed before filming begins [7]. This is
profoundly inadequate. A subject may consent to being filmed in a given context but cannot foresee how a specific shot
will be framed, how it will be juxtaposed with other shots in the edit, or how it will be interpreted by a global audience.
A close-up that seems innocuous during filming can, through editing, become a powerful and potentially embarrassing
metaphor. Therefore, ethical practice demands a model of processual consent, where consent is negotiated and re-
negotiated throughout the filmmaking process, especially during the editing stage. This may involve showing rough cuts
to participants and being willing to alter or remove material based on their feedback [8].

3.2 The Decolonizing Gaze and the Politics of Representation

The critique of anthropology as a "child of colonialism" has profound implications for ethnographic film. The "gaze" of
the camera has historically been a white, Western, male gaze, objectifying non-Western peoples for consumption back
home. Decolonizing ethnographic film involves a conscious effort to dismantle this gaze. This is not just about who is
behind the camera but about the entire structure of looking that the film establishes. It requires questioning: Who has
the right to represent whom? Whose stories are being told, and for whose benefit? How can the film avoid reducing
complex individuals to cultural stereotypes? Formal innovation is crucial here, as it can disrupt conventional viewing
patterns that reinforce power imbalances.

3.3 The Authority of the Filmmaker and the Quest for Collaboration

The filmmaker, as the final editor, holds ultimate authority over the representation of their subjects. This authorial
power is perhaps the most intractable ethical problem in documentary. The move towards collaboration seeks to
mitigate this by sharing power. Collaboration can range from consulting participants to having them operate cameras,
direct scenes, or even co-edit the final film. Projects like the Yirrkala Film Project in Australia, where Aboriginal
communities held significant control over the filming and editing process, represent a radical attempt to shift authorship.
However, collaboration is not a panacea; it is messy, time-consuming, and can create new ethical tensions within
communities. Yet, it remains a vital ethical horizon for the field, one that directly shapes formal outcomes [9].

4. Formal Innovation as Ethical Practice

This section provides a granular analysis of how specific formal strategies in cinematography, sound, and editing can
enact ethical principles.

4.1 Narrative Structure: From Linearity to Fragmentation

The classical three-act narrative, while compelling, often imposes a Western logic of causality and resolution onto lives
and cultures that may not operate according to such principles. It can streamline complexity into a simplistic, and often
misleading, story.

Fragmented and Non-Linear Narratives: Filmmakers like Trinh T. Minh-ha and Patricio Guzmán use fragmented
structures to resist this. By refusing to provide a single, authoritative narrative, they force the audience to actively
engage with the film, to piece together meaning, and to acknowledge the multiplicity of perspectives that constitute any
social reality. This is an ethical choice that respects the complexity of the subject matter and rejects the ethnographer's
traditional role as the sole storyteller [10].

The Long Take: The observational tradition's use of the long take remains a powerful ethical and formal tool. By
refusing to cut, the long take preserves the spatiotemporal integrity of an event, allowing relationships, emotions, and
environments to unfold in their own time. It can be a way of "listening" rather than just "looking," reducing the
filmmaker's manipulative power and granting a certain autonomy to the profilmic event.

4.2 Soundscape and Multivocality

Sound is often the poor cousin of the image in film analysis, yet it is a primary site for ethical and formal innovation.

Displacing the Voice-of-God: The most direct ethical formal move is to eliminate the omniscient narrator. This
immediately decentralizes authority.

Polyvocal Sound Design: Instead of a single narrator, films can employ a multiplicity of voices. Leviathan (2012) by
Lucien Castaing-Taylor and Véréna Paravel immerses the viewer in a dense, chaotic soundscape of the fishing vessel-
the roar of machinery, the sea, snippets of conversation, and crew members' prayers. There is no guiding voice to
explain what it all means. The audience is placed sensorially within the environment, creating an embodied, rather than
an intellectual, understanding. This is a key tenet of the Sensory Ethnography Lab (SEL), which seeks to evoke the
lived experience of others through sensory immersion [11].

Visual Culture Innovations https://vci.cultechpub.com/index.php/vci

20



Direct Address and Testimony: Allowing subjects to speak directly to the camera, in their own language and on their
own terms, is a powerful way to grant them agency. However, the reflexive filmmaker is also aware that the interview is
itself a constructed situation. By including the filmmaker's questions or showing the setup of the interview, the film can
acknowledge this construction, achieving a higher level of transparency.

4.3 The Frame, the Cut, and Reflexivity

The most basic cinematic choices-what to include in the frame and how to join shots together-are laden with ethical
significance.

Reflexive Framing: Including the filmmaker's shadow, the microphone boom, or the film crew in the shot breaks the
cinematic illusion and constantly reminds the viewer that they are watching a constructed representation. This
technique,used extensively in reflexive cinema, is an ethical gesture of honesty.

The Ethical Cut: The edit is where the most profound ethical decisions are made. Juxtaposing two shots creates a
relationship that did not exist in reality. An ethical approach to editing considers the potential consequences of such
juxtapositions for the subjects. It asks: Does this cut reveal a deeper truth, or does it create a false and potentially
damaging implication? The work of editors like Mary Lampson, who often works collaboratively with communities in
the editing process, exemplifies this ethical mindfulness.

The relationship between these ethical concerns and formal responses can be visualized as a dynamic, non-linear
process, as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. The interlocking cycle of ethical-formal decision making in ethnographic filmmaking.

Figure 1 show this model demonstrates the feedback loop between ethics and form. Ethical imperatives (A, B, C) drive
the adoption of specific formal techniques. The application of these techniques in the final film produces ethical
outcomes (e.g., greater agency for subjects, a more critical audience stance), which then inform the filmmaker's ethical
framework for subsequent projects.

5. Case Studies: Ethics and Form in Action

5.1 Sweetgrass (2009) and the Sensory Ethic

Lucien Castaing-Taylor's and Ilisa Barbash's Sweetgrass is a landmark of the Sensory Ethnography Lab. The film
documents the last sheep drive in Montana's Absaroka-Beartooth mountains with no narration, no interviews, and no
contextualizing titles. Its ethical stance is one of profound immersion and non-intervention. Formally, this is achieved
through long, static shots that drink in the landscape, and immersive sound design that places the viewer amidst the
bleating sheep and the cowboys' weary, unguarded conversations. The film refuses to romanticize or critique; it simply
presents. This formal restraint is an ethical commitment to allowing the subject to exist on its own terms, challenging
the audience to experience, rather than merely comprehend, a vanishing way of life. The ethical power of the film lies in
its sensory form.
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5.2 The Iron Ministry (2014) and the Collaborative Sensorium

In The Iron Ministry, J.P. Sniadecki (another SEL filmmaker) spends three years filming inside Chinese trains. The film
is a sensory tapestry of sights and sounds-a collage of faces, conversations, vendor cries, and the rhythmic clatter of the
tracks. While Sniadecki is the sole filmmaker, the form he chooses is inherently collaborative with the environment. The
camera is often handheld, moving through crowded carriages, its gaze constantly shifting. It does not single out
individuals for a "story" but instead constructs a portrait of a collective, transient society. The ethical innovation here is
the rejection of the individual, psychological portrait in favor of a collective, atmospheric one. This avoids the potential
exploitation of individual stories and instead represents a social space as a shared, sensory experience.

5.3 Collaborative Indigenous Media: Atanarjuat: The Fast Runner (2001)

While a feature film, Zacharias Kunuk's Atanarjuat is a prime example of how formal control by a community can lead
to a radical decolonization of the screen. The film is not just about the Inuit; it is from within the Inuit worldview. Its
narrative structure, pacing, and relationship to the landscape are deeply informed by Inuit storytelling traditions and
cultural values, which are distinct from Western cinematic conventions. The film's form-its long takes of the Arctic
landscape, its emphasis on communal decision-making over individual heroics-is the direct result of its collaborative
and Indigenous-controlled production process. This demonstrates that the most profound formal innovations often arise
from a radical redistribution of authorial power, making collaboration the ultimate ethical-formal strategy.

6. Towards a "Collaborative Gaze": A Framework for the Future

Building on these case studies and the preceding analysis, we propose the concept of the "Collaborative Gaze" as a
synthesizing framework for future ethnographic filmmaking. This is not a single technique but an overarching
orientation that infuses every stage of production.

The Collaborative Gaze is characterized by:

1.Shared Aesthetic Decision-Making: Moving beyond consultation to active co-creation in cinematography and,
crucially, in the editing room.

2.Contextual Embeddedness: The film's form should strive to reflect, rather than translate, the aesthetic and narrative
sensibilities of the culture it represents.

3.Radical Transparency: The film makes its own conditions of production, its power dynamics, and its limitations
visible to the audience.

4.Embrace of the Fragmentary: It acknowledges that any film can only ever be a partial, situated perspective, and it uses
this limitation as a creative and ethical strength.

This framework positions formal experimentation not as an end in itself but as the necessary language for a more ethical,
humble, and profound engagement with the world. It calls for a filmmaking practice that is as much about the process of
relationship-building as it is about the final product.

7. Conclusion

The journey of ethnographic film from the confident exposition of Flaherty to the sensory fragments of the SEL and the
collaborative control of Indigenous media reveals a continuous and necessary struggle with its own form. This paper
has argued that this formal restlessness is not a sign of crisis but of health and ethical maturation. The central dilemmas
of representation-consent, power, and the decolonization of knowledge-cannot be solved by perfecting field methods
alone. They demand creative, formal solutions in the editing suite.

The long take, the polyvocal soundscape, the fragmented narrative, and the reflexive frame are more than aesthetic
choices; they are ethical instruments. They are the means by which filmmakers can share authority, complicate
simplistic understandings, honor the sensory dimensions of experience, and be honest with their audience. As the field
moves forward, the most innovative and culturally significant work will be that which most thoroughly integrates its
ethical ambitions with its formal expression. The future of ethnographic film lies not in finding a single "correct" style,
but in cultivating a versatile and critical sensibility-a Collaborative Gaze-that embraces the creative possibilities
inherent in the space between the field and the editing suite, transforming the very act of looking into an act of dialogue
and ethical commitment.
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