SM4134 Visual Ethnography & Creative Intervention

Linda Lai / September 14, 2007

Notes on Meeting One
*What is ethnography?

-a research methodology unique to anthropology

-BEING THERE…MAKING ‘DOCUMENTS’ (≠ objective records)

-What to observe, what to study:

a/ social processes (formalization of relations and abstract reasoning)

b/ rituals (everyday rituals unique to the group, proceduralism, situations that lead to the formalization of relations and abstract reasoning)

c/ exchange mechanisms (interactionism emphasized)

d/ self-narration (mythical dimension)

NOTE: all the above aspects are observable by the researcher’s being there.

Relevance:

-recent moves of cultural studies: sociology + literary studies + anthropology

-the significance of interactionism (sociology), materialist methodology (sociology), and positivist epistemology (cultural studies)
-ethno-methodologies… free but reasoned combination of methodologies

3 CIRCLES:

DOCUMENTARY
Narrative forms that present a form of persuasion (interpreted result turned into an argument) based on material captured on camera in real life situations

Emphasis: readily digestible
AVANT-GARDE ART’s impact on documentary and critical method

Suspicion on and interest in the function of language; tool/medium-conscious; critical of convention; urge to open up new ways to understand our existence (especially the micro, hidden, aspects)

CULTURAL STUDIES

Contribution from Cultural Studies’ POV: 以小見大
-Broad theses/discourses of culture and society / ideologies / common sense etc.


↕

Specific site with specific individuals and practices in everyday life dramaturgy

-Our (ethnographic) is a process of clarification to maintain differences via giving a voice to individual experiences.

Visual anthropology: concerns “the critical analysis of visual methods of anthropological documentation and with visual productions of the cultures under study.

Initial focus:

In 1970s on film and television as documentary methods
Critique of the term “visual”…

W.J.T. Mitchell’s essay, “There are no visual media” (2005) in Journal of Visual Culture provides a good counter-discussion… In the end, no medium involves solely one level of sensory experience
==========
AUTO-ETHNOGRAPHY
I. Linda’s own research story:

I-1 “True Love”《真情》
〈從長篇電視劇《真情》出發的日常生活網路探究三個本地主婦的“文化資本”應用〉(“Surveying the network of connectivity evolving from the reception of popular TV drama series True Love: a study of three local housewives’ mobilization of their cultural capital”), Gendering Hong Kong, co-published by Centre for Asian Studies (HKU) and Oxford University Press (China), 2004.

· how it began

· what my assumptions were…

· I began with deciding not to do textual analysis and, instead, that I need to focus on reception studies. I believe there would be good materials for discourse analysis. After the entire research process, I ended up focusing on the performative moments of articulation and the formation of subjectivities. I was very self-consciously juxtaposing the project with my experience elsewhere (my mother) (i.e. more articulation), and arrived at the performative function of narrativity. From there, I realized there’s more to what I found if I could continue the project via field participant observation. [create diagram with multiple-layer circles]

I-2 TWO critical essays resulting from long-duration film viewing - 

I-2-a “Film and Enigmatization: Nostalgia, Nonsense, and Remembering,” anthologized in At Full Speed: Hong Kong Cinema in a Borderless World, ed. Esther C.M. Yau, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), 231-50.

I-2-b “Wither the Walker Goes: Spatial Practices and Negative Poetics in 1990s Chinese Urban Cinema,” anthologized in The Urban Generation: Chinese Cinema and Society at the Turn of the 21st Century, ed. Zhang Zhen (Duke University Press, 2007), 205-37.

- What’s the difference between watching many films for critical writing and watching many films as ethnographic practice?

I-3 Question turned around: looking for films and other art works in which the work of ethnography is embedded –

I-3-a “Journeys of the Self: Auto-ethnography as Narrative Enquiry,” in the panel titled “Gendered Subjectivities Formation and the Everyday Life in Hong Kong,” presented at the 5th Crossroads International Conference for Cultural Studies, at the University of Illinois, Urbana Champaign, June 24-29, 2004.
I-3-b “Constructivist Animation for a Disappearing City: Hong Kong’s Mcdull Series OR, Constructivist Animation as Archive: a visual ethnographer’s site for cultural memory & dreams,” paper presented at the 2006 Conference, The Society for Cinema and Media Studies, March 2-5, 2006, Vancouver, Canada.
…Discovering Stella So’s works: 《好鬼棧》+ animated works and drawings… http://www.smstella.com/ 
I-4 Being there: virtual presence, virtual participation via ethnography (visual and textual)
My Ph.D. thesis: “Producing Heterotopia: Traces of the Cinema in the Thick Space of Governmentality, Localism and Citizenship in 1934 Hong Kong”
Two of the 6 chapters took a creative approach…I use 1st person, present-continuous-tense narration to describe what I see and hear as I walk through the busy streets of Hong Kong and Kowloon.
In the concluding chapter, I compare the role of the tourist and that of the ethnographer. I also argue for the importance of the work of ethnography in historiography. [over emphasis on the general story and interpretation; under emphasis in factual details to illustrate the argument…]
I-5 Collecting for collecting’s sake: looking for (the name of) the project

Many independent short videos I collected around 1997…

Collecting old cameras 1905 to present… and photographs made with those cameras.

I-6 Purposeful collecting
I-6-a personal video diaries from 13 years (footage: vhs, hi-8, dv)

I-6-b collecting fragments of urban landscape caught unaware or only as backdrop from HK films and films with a HK setting

I-6-c story-telling

II. Linda’s own creative intervention - creative response / articulations of my works of ethnography:
II-1 Narrativity: experimenting with narratives / auto-ethnography
[4748 Moons & 13 Elliptical Years] [I Told Them My Camera Was On] [story-telling talking heads] – installation, video…
II-2 Found-footage work: narrative games, narrative performance
[story-telling talking heads] [Door Game - melodrama]
II-3 Curatorial work
[urban space in cinema: a short visual lecture] [“Culture as Play” video program for the Microwave Festival 2005] [“Micro-narrative: invented time & space]
-------------

What aspects of everyday life, culture and society have interested you? 

What topics are you ready to turn into an ethnographic research?

Have you been an enthusiastic collector of anything?

----------------

Theorectical Exposition / Discourse in this class: a Summary / Perspectives:

[continuity, rupture] What existing elements of other CIL courses is this class deploying for integration?

[case studies that raise productive questions]

[clarifying the agenda] 
The FOUR key subjects in visual ethnography: 
A) Deploying audio-visual media in ethnographic research; 
B) Researching and collecting visual/audio objects to gain insight into culture and everyday life; 
C) Beyond anthropology: things, objects, systems, archives; and 
D) Ethnography and/in/for art-making: 
-from ethnography to creative collecting; 
-collecting and art-making as creative intervention

***Notes:

On-going practice of ethnographic research emphasizes participation, observation, gathering field data, creation of usable documents, and treatment of field notes (interpretation, organization, and, more recently, narrative method)… In this course, we want to examine what happens if we focus on the act of collecting, i.e. we do not look at collecting just functionally as the means to what is to be collected, but we assume that the act of collecting should be viewed as a meaningful activity in itself. ( The act of “collecting” is not only productive, but also constructive (constructivist), and creative (inventive). ( We need to consider “strategies” of collecting. ( We need to examine the meaning of performativity. (2nd half of the course) since “collecting” is no longer a supportive activity, but the enactment of critical enquiry ( We also need to examine the notion of archive since the strategic, critical aspects of collecting lead to the strategy of organization. (“Organization” in the conventional sense of the term implies reducing complex contents to a digestible summary plan.) We want to examine “organization strategies” that conjoins what is collected and at the same time preserves the individual collected items to show how they form different paradigms of relations (classification systems and family trees) and so that the individual items are retrievable for [re-]viewing.

The FIVE key questions of the course:

1. What is ethnography? What is visual ethnography?
2. What is the “everyday”? How has the term been defined at different moments and what is the significance of the changing definition?

3. What is the role of the “self” in visual ethnography?

4. What is the relation between art, anthropology and ethnography?

5. Why are objects relevant?

6. Why and how would visual ethnography be turned into something more than a research method? When and how would it become an action-based critical method?
Preparation:
-A feasible research project idea submitted the following week with a 1-page brief… [rules of the game, final project is a group project that involves multiple media… set up as a simple exhibition]

-Assignment for individual presentation: a film, a group of films/videos, an article, an art project

-Pick a person for a 24-hour study (Check out camera next Wednesday.)
Assigned reading:

Chris Barker, An Introduction to Cultural Studies
“Questions of methodology” (pp. 26-34)

“Culture, Meaning, Knowledge: the Linguistic Turn in Cultural Studies” (pp. 66-95)

Jon Prosser (ed.) Image-based Research: a sourcebook for qualitative researchers
Paul Henley, “Film-making and Ethnographic Research” (pp. 42-59)
Brian Winston, “‘The Camera Never Lies’: the partiality of photographic evidence” (pp. 60-68)
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