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Abstract- The present effort is a very brief outline on Visual Anthropology. The authors are inclined to provide a basic
idea about visual anthropology and its theoretical complexities and opportunities for the interested beginners about the
applied sub-disciplines of anthropology. The contemporary reflexive approaches towards the use of visual means in
anthropological contexts are also outlined here as opposed to the traditional and/or conventional practices of visual
anthropology.
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This introductory note on Visual Anthropology tries to focus the major criteria, the theoretical discussions along with its
historicity, and the changing academic landscape of this sub-discipline of Socio-Cultural Anthropology. The study endow with
an overview of the incorporation of visual means and aids to the anthropological traditions.
Further, being one of the major apparatus of ethnography, the role of visual media is highlighted with the discussions and
reflections of the theoretical complexes associated with visual anthropology are the core concern of the present endeavour.
Visual Anthropology in the contemporary research practices plays a significant role that deals with human behaviour and cultures
through the visual indicators, technologies and theories that incorporates the anthropological traditions of employing it and its
changing dimensions over time and space (Srivastava, 2005). The discipline includes use of ethnographic film and photography
as the methodological apparatus, and diverse forms of methodological innovations under the perspective of applied visual
anthropology (Lunacek, 2014; Pink, 2005; Hockings, 2003).
In case of the Contextual complexities regarding visual anthropology and its arena of study, Wright (1998) opined that-the
combination of the two words ‘visual’ and ‘anthropology’ is not clear so far. Apart from a long traditional history of documenting
culture through visual means, the contemporary researches are inclined to consider ‘ethnographic film’ into consideration to
reflect the multimodal trends of contemporary issues related with visual anthropology (Tomaselli and Shepperson, 1997). It is
the process of development and a speedy move of technology and upcoming achievements that directly instigates the growth
and expands the scope of visual anthropology (Urem, 2015).
As no uniform definition is possible for visual anthropology, Ruby (2005) pointed out three criteria to unfold and indicate the
significance of visual representation in anthropological practices that are as follows1. Production of ethnographic film and the use of it in case of teaching,
2. The study of pictorial media like- television and film, and
3. Anthropological intervention to study all forms of pictorial media and visual culture to understand the
anthropologically intended visual products and knowledge.
At this juncture, Pink (2006) expanded the richness with gigantic importance of visual anthropology by segmenting the area to
explore and framing culture i.e.
a) The wide and frequent use of visual ethnographic method and representations across the studies of humanities and
social science researches,
b) The dimensions of theoretical positions of visual means and its shifts and turns in ‘main-stream’ anthropology gaining
popularity for its methodological significance and acceptability as product of analysis,
c) The issues of revisiting and reassessing human experiences and realities that ‘images’ and ‘writing’ together can
effectively produce, and
d) The scope of enhancing the possibilities of current trends of anthropological studies about ‘senses’ through the analysis
of digital media.
Thus came, Visual anthropology studies the images including video and film to ethnographic studies, to add to the ethnographic
insights throughout the use of photography, film, and video, and to understand the culture of people who are studied and at the
same time the culture of those who capture the moments and images to explore the dimensions what are they seeing? and how
do they actually want to see it? (Cant, 2015).
The issues of historicity and theoretical critical analysis begins with two major corners as opined by Rapport and Overing (2005)
are- a) the so called ‘traditional’ or ‘classical’ anthropological view that reduced the importance of images for the claim of its

IJEDR1901059

International Journal of Engineering Development and Research (www.ijedr.org)

325

© IJEDR 2019 | Volume 7, Issue 1 | ISSN: 2321-9939
insignificant and unspecific role in anthropological ‘universal’ practices, and b) the ‘post-colonial’ views that directly counters
the western ideological control over the entire academia of anthropological uniqueness through ‘flimic’ attempt.
Pink (2006) illustrated a rigorous discussions about the past, present and upcoming future about visual anthropology. Further
Pink explained that starting from the 1960 when Mead coined the term ‘Visual Anthropology’, this visual documentations of
cultures have had gone through multiple theoretical lanes, but in contemporary ethnographic practices, the researchers must have
to think and ‘rethink’ about the ‘contextuality’ of their own cultural positions, the cultural contexts of the people and/or subjects
under study, and finally to make a deep sense about the essence and representation of such documentation for the sake of their
expected readers, viewers, and listeners.
The contemporary attempt of visual ethnography approaches in more reflexive ways as the contradiction and counter against of
‘positivistic’ attitude towards ethnographic films, like- ethnocentric attitude of the researchers, the professional motives and
ambitions, intellectual elitism, tendency towards sexism, colonialism and more profoundly orientalism (Tobin, 1988).
Contrastingly, Canete (2008) argued that unlike the conventional visual anthropological approaches, images are not just a ‘social
artefact’, rather is a product of the complex power relations between the subjective content of the image, the viewer, and the
photographer. The incorporation of multisensory approaches that includes the fantasies, hallucinations, dreams and more
significantly the role of ‘memory’ extend a fresh air to the ethnographic researcher as the storyteller (Schauble, 2018).
References
[1] Canete, A. M. L. 2008. Exploring Photography: A Prelude towards Inquiry into Visual Anthropology in the Philippines.
Philippine Quarterly of Culture and Society. Vol. 36, pp.1-14
[2] Cant, A. 2015. One Image, Two Stories: Ethnographic and Touristic Photography and the Practice of Craft in Mexico.
Visual Anthropology. Vol. 28, No. 4, pp. 277-285
[3] Hockings, P. (Ed.) 2003. Principles of Visual Anthropology. Berlin: New York
[4] Lunacek, S. 2014. Established Characteristics and Expected Directions of Visual Anthropology in Slovenia. Institute of
Ethnology, Czech Academy of Sciences. Vol. 101, No.1, pp-35-56
[5] Pink, S. 2005. Doing Visual Ethnography. Images, Media and Representation in Research. Sage: New Delhi
[6] Pink, S. 2006. The Future of Visual Anthropology: Engaging the Senses. Routledge: New York
[7] Rapport, N., and Overing, J. 2005. Social and Cultural Anthropology: The Key Concepts. Routledge: London
[8] Ruby, J. 2005. The Last 20 Years of Visual Anthropology-A Critical Review. Visual Studies. Vol. 20, No. 2, pp. 159-170
[9] Schauble, M. 2018. Visual Anthropology. In H. Callan (Ed.) The International Encyclopedia of Anthropology. John Wiley
& Sons Ltd. pp. 1-21
[10] Srivastava, A. R. N. 2005. Essentials of Cultural Anthropology. pp. 169-172, Prentice-Hall of India: New Delhi
[11] Tobin, J. J. 1988. Visual Anthropology and Multivocal Ethnography: A Dialogial Approach to Japanese Preschool Class
Size. Dialectical Anthropology. Vol. 13, No.2, pp. 173-187
[12] Tomaselli, K. G., and Shepperson, A. 1997. Course File for “Documentary Film, Visual Anthropology and Visual
Sociology. Journal of Film and Video. Vol. 49, No. 4, pp. 44-57
[13] Urem, S. 2015. Specific Features of Disciplinary and Institutional Approaches to Ethnographic Film- Milovan Gavazzi and
Andrija Štampar. Stud.ethnol.Croat. Vol. 27, pp. 247-305
[14] Wright, C. 1998. The Third Subject: Perspectives on Visual Anthropology. Anthropology Today. Vol. 14, No. 4, pp. 16-22

IJEDR1901059

International Journal of Engineering Development and Research (www.ijedr.org)

326

