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1 Audiovisual and digital ethnography at Leiden 

Cristina Grasseni, Bart Barendregt, Erik de Maaker, Federico De Musso, Andrew Littlejohn, Marianne Maeckelbergh, Metje Postma, and Mark R. Westmoreland
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The nature of this book: A practical and theoretical guide

Worldwide, courses and specialisations on audiovisual and digital methods are proliferating. However, many still rely on textbooks written several decades ago. The time is ripe for a manageable, up-to-date, theoretical and practical guide that addresses in a comprehensive way the methodological connections across established and emergent fields such as sonic ethnography, digital media and visual anthropology. At Leiden, over the years we have developed collective and individual expertise in these fields, as well as a collective stance on how to deal with data management. This book brings together this practical and field-based expertise in a coherent volume. In teaching and field research, students and scholars encounter (audio) visual and digital ‘data’ not as separate entities, but all at the same time; accordingly, we provide a broad but succinct epistemological framework regarding how to sense, mediate and listen while also drawing, videoing and digitally interacting with the field – as modern ethnographers do. In this book we accompany the reader as they ‘enskill’ their senses, learning to see, listen and mediate, whether by drawing, filming or other digital and multimodal methods. We ground our approach firmly in ethnographic field research practice, encompassing visual ethnography, skilled vision, sonic ethnography, skilled listening and digital developments as aspects of current field engagements.

The authors of this book are all anthropologists and colleagues at Leiden University. Each is an expert in visual, digital or sonic ethnography. We developed the project for a handbook together and have reviewed each other’s chapters.1 The chapters can accordingly be read either as independent essays on a specific field or as component parts of a holistic approach that covers in a connected manner the following aspects of audiovisual and digital ethnography: learning to see and listen in the field; the mediation of the senses; doing anthropological fieldwork with video-making and audio-recording; observational filmmaking; multimodal anthropology; digital ethnography; interactive documentary; and, finally, the ethics and management of audiovisual and digital ‘data.’ The objective is to offer a much-needed, up-to-date and concise starting point for the student or academic practitioner, providing a broad but accessible, theoretically informed introduction to the fundamental skills for audiovisual ethnographic research and production in line with our teaching and research practice at Leiden. Building on ongoing collaborations across a tight-knit community of practice, in which each of the above-mentioned areas of expertise is embedded, we showcase the unique academic knowledge we have gathered on the theory and practice of visual, multimodal and digital ethnography. Consequently there are also theoretical and practical aspects of audiovisual and digital ethnography that we do not cover in this book, such as ethnographic photography, interactive installations and digital social media. In other words, ours is not a digital ethnography handbook in the sense that it is not a guide for doing ethnography in the digital world. In fact, while Chapter 8 focuses specifically on the anthropology of the digital (online ethnography, ethnography of virtual life, ethnography of digital users and communities, and in general ethnography conducted via social media), other chapters (and especially Chapters 2 to 4) aim to reconsider offline worlds as places to recapture and reflect on what we take for granted as online experiences.

The chapters are structured logically, beginning with a theory of vision and its integration in a complex sensorium before turning to sonic ethnography, with practical exercises for students to learn to see and listen during anthropological fieldwork. This is followed by incremental steps towards increasing technical complexity, including, for example, drawing and sketching as practical engagements with vision, through to using footage for ethnographic analysis and making observational and interactive documentaries. Unlike books focused predominantly on the visual, our attention to sonic and digital ethnography deepens and broadens our engagement with the senses and with digital media, enriching and diversifying a multimodal core perspective that is shared across this community of practice. The guide is designed to provide an ideal balance between theoretical overview, methodological reflection and empirical tips for the reader within every chapter.

In particular, this project addresses the advanced process of digitalisation in our discipline, understood both in terms of the fact that the sociocultural phenomena we investigate are increasingly digitally embedded and mediated, and in terms of the fact that ethnographic representation and co-production is itself multimodally embedded in diverse media. Our concern here is not to offer an anthropology of this digitalisation or ‘the digital.’ Instead, we present and discuss methods for an anthropology with media (audio, visual and digital). We offer a methodology for constructing ethnographic knowledge with media that is steeped in both fieldwork and anthropological theory, preparing the reader to critically analyse or adopt the next new media from a strong theoretical standpoint. In doing so, we take mediation back to basics. Methodological sophistication does not come solely through the novelty of the media; rather, it emerges from modes of interaction and reflection by the user. This can occur with any media, and this approach has the advantage that it will not age as mediums evolve. We do address new technologies and multimodality, not for the sake of the newness of technology but rather because of the epistemological node we wish to address – namely, the key anthropological issue of deriving knowledge from fieldwork.

Accordingly, we pay special attention to the ‘doing’ of audiovisual and digital ethnography. For example, each chapter contains one or more text-boxes that address specifics in an introductory manner (for example, the use of microphones in sonic ethnography), suggest simple field exercises (on how to develop a reflexive sense of visual enskillment, for instance) or refer to in-depth analysis of additional readings and recommended viewings. Finally, we address in a critical but constructive way the increased encroachment of auditing agendas on anthropological ‘data’ (see Chapter 9), building on the leading stance taken with the Leiden manifesto on data management in anthropology (Pels et al. 2018), which resulted in the European Association of Social Anthropology’s statement on data governance (EASA 2020). We provide specific references to procedural examples of data management and informed consent, referring (with links and via the book website) to additional electronic materials such as film repositories and interactive documentary platforms, as well as relevant protocols and codes of conduct such as the Leiden Anthropology Data Management Plan.2

An open issue for our community of practice is how to assess audiovisual and digital outcomes of ethnographic research. The AAA Statement on Ethnographic Visual Media pledged that “committees tasked with appraising the significance of visual media as academic contributions to the discipline – to teaching, scholarly research and applied anthropology – can benefit from evaluative criteria” (AAA 2002, 305). This advice by the Society for Visual Anthropology helped acknowledge that non-textual forms of representation should be considered as valid academic outcomes of ethnographic research, but visual anthropologists and students worldwide still lack institutional agreements regarding academic standards for evaluating and accrediting audiovisual publications. These shortcomings complicate applying for academic funding, getting audiovisual productions acknowledged as academic publications (for example, for tenure cases) and discussing evaluation criteria for non-textual student productions. Since multimodality is increasingly central to anthropology, the need to find common ground here is crucial, as already discussed in 2004 by MacDougall, Henley, Ragazzi, Meyknecht and Postma in Leiden and in the 2013 IUAES Commission on Visual Anthropology forum. We build on these discussions for assessment of multimodal outputs developed at the Leiden Institute of Cultural Anthropology and Development Sociology.

Social science scholars wishing to train in audiovisual and digital ethnographic methods will also find here concrete examples situated within a well-informed theoretical framework, which can contextualise visual methods within the broad and increasingly complex canvas of sensory and digital specialist literature. Professionals and practitioners in the fields of design, development, social pedagogy and the creative arts might also find this book a good starting point for training in audiovisual and digital ethnographic methods.


The content of this book

Many significant anthropological insights into the understanding of vision as a form of skilled learning and situated practice come from professional contexts, as well as from broader terrains of daily schooling of the eye, which are more evanescent and difficult to pin down. Before we even begin to focus on the mediation of (visual) perception through specific technologies and recording equipment, we have to become aware that this process is part of a broader skilled interaction with our senses and our material, social and relational environments. There is more that connects than divides sensory, digital and (audio) visual in ethnographic practice. We begin with learning to see. In the theorisation of “skilled visions” (Grasseni 2004), Grasseni emphasised the plurality and diversity of modes of visual attention. Skilled visions (in the plural) are dynamic, transient, apprenticeship-learnt, context-dependent and difficult to pin down in analytical terms. A couple of decades later, learning to see is being studied in many multisensorial contexts, where both technology and embodiment “mediate” skilled vision (Grasseni and Gieser 2019). Participant observation in the field affords the development of a skilled vision approach when it focusses, for example, on the collaboration of two or more senses to achieve perceptual acuity, with or without the intervening mediation of specific apparatus. This in turn can consist of recording media but also tools for specific practices such as hunting, bird watching or carpentry (as we can see in detail in the work of a number of ethnographers mentioned in Chapter 2). This chapter seeks to introduce the reader to the notion of “learning to see” as a form of educated ethnographic practice. Learning to see in cultural and social ways results in the formation of aesthetic and ethical sensibilities, and awareness of them is therefore essential in the toolbox of ethnographic skills that an anthropologist develops in the field. The chapter also suggests some simple exercises to develop this sensibility.

However, sensing is more than seeing. During the last decade, critiques of the “despotism of the eye” (Henley 2007) have seen calls for a turn towards “sounded” anthropology (Samuels et al. 2010). Andrew Littlejohn’s chapter introduces students to the possibilities of “sonic ethnography,” defined as the recording, editing and presentation of anthropologically informed works of sound-based media. Although overlapping with ethnomusicology, sonic ethnography focuses less on music than the non-musical, other-than-human voices composing our shared acoustic environments. By contrast with written studies of these voices, sonic ethnography asks what we can learn by making, and listening to, ethnographies in sound itself. Examples of this include, but are not limited to, tape recordings, CDs, digital audio files, single or multi-channel installations and sound maps. Chapter 3 begins with a brief overview of sonic ethnography’s emergence from earlier traditions of documentary sound recording. Here, a number of key theoretical concepts – most notably “soundscape” – are also introduced and critically discussed. Littlejohn then theorises what kind of knowing sonic ethnography produces, drawing on recent work in sound studies (Goh 2017; Lavender 2017; Voegelin 2014) and ontological anthropology (Kohn 2015). Sonic ethnography, he suggests, is not only the exploration of how we generate and interpret soundscapes. It is also a kind of “ontological poetics” (Kohn 2015; Stevenson and Kohn 2015) opening us to other ways of perceiving and thinking the world and its composition. Composing such works, of course, requires basic familiarity with sound recording techniques. His next section details key technical considerations, including specialist terminology. He then discusses various considerations in the field –distance from sound sources, degree of focus, bodily movement, etc. – before providing several exercises easily adaptable to different projects. Finally, he gives examples from existing works that provide different approaches to editing, both aesthetic and technical.

Having considered learning to see and learning to listen, Mark Westmoreland introduces multimodality and particularly the notion of ethno-graphy. The etymology of ethnography as “people writing” is often used to highlight and problematise the role of writing in anthropology. In these discussions, ethnography has been alternatively described as “inscription” (Geertz 1973), “transcription” (Clifford 1990), “textualization” (Clifford and Marcus 1986) and “translation” (Emerson et al. 2011), which emerge through a process of reassembling various kinds of “fieldnotes” (Emerson et al. 2011; Sanjek 1990). But the Greek root grapho – “to scratch or carve” – necessarily broadens the categories of graphing to include drawing, painting, mapping and image-making in general, as captured in such words as photography, cinematography and cartography, not to mention the graphic arts, graphic design and graphic novel. Thus, at its root, ethnography suggests a much more diverse set of mediating activities than captured in the idea of “writing culture.”

Has multimodality somehow resolved decades of dead-end debates about words and images by simply putting them back together? Whereas many anthropologists are rightfully shifting debates about multimodality to new forms of digital accessibility and networked interconnectivity (Collins et al. 2017), it is also instructive to rethink the underlying techno-fetishisation within the multimodal discourse (Takaragawa et al. 2019). Shifting registers of image-making from automatic processes of film and photography to manual forms of documentation with pen and paper, through the modalities of writing field notes and making field sketches, this chapter discusses a series of pedagogical experiments that incorporate drawing as a method for cultivating “skilled vision” (Grasseni 2004). Chapter 4 offers a series of drawing exercises designed to show students new ways of perceiving the world, new insights about modes of mediation and new understandings about visual intelligence. A graphic approach is methodologically and conceptually generative: drawing offers a way of “being mindful and open to the unfolding presence of that which is perceived” (Causey 2016, 12); it helps “to reconnect observation and description with the movements of improvisatory practice” (Ingold 2016, 2); its practice cultivates “interrelations between perception, creativity and skill” (Gunn 2009, xix); and its polysemic potential is conceptually generative (Taussig 2011).

Several chapters then work specifically with the affordances of video. Contemporary ethnography stresses reflexivity, situationality and multivocality, while audiovisual technology has simplified the earlier cumbersome registration of sound and moving images. How has this redefined the potential of audiovisually supported event analysis? What are the current possibilities and challenges? In his chapter on “dialoguing events,” Erik de Maaker returns to his ethnographic fieldwork on funerals in the Garo Hills of India. There, funerals are a prime ground for staging social relationships. Engaging the dead as well as super-human entities, these rituals allow for interactions that are either an answer to preceding ones, or engaged in with the expectation of these being reciprocated at a later moment in time. While these interactions are heavily codified, they also provide ample room for diverging interpretations. De Maaker’s observations are participatory in the sense that he attended the funerals and made video recordings to then extend, refine and review his observations in the following weeks, months and years. Video recordings enabled close reading and analysis of attended events in dialogue with interlocutors. The audiovisual toolkit for “extended participatory observation” that thus came about allowed the events filmed to develop into dense ethnographic cases, which became central to his understanding of social cohesion among Garo. In Chapter 5, he discusses this research methodology and reflects on its implications, advantages and drawbacks.

Ethnography as a research method focuses broadly on the exploration of ideas, beliefs, conditions and sensations of research interlocutors. The ethnographer engages in a learning process with the intention to probe beyond one’s own frame of reference, querying for unknown perspectives, interpretations and significances. Participant observation, as the research technique that is central to ethnography, foregrounds presence and experience, assuming that “being there” can generate insights into ideas, values, emotions and sensations of the research interlocutors which cannot otherwise be obtained. Yet events are fleeting, easily rendering observation transient. From early on in the inception of anthropology as an academic discipline, anthropologists have eyed the potential of film (moving images, once technically feasible in combination with sound) for ‘archiving’ social events (Gerbrands 1971; Griffiths 1996; Mead 2012). In addition, decades ago ethnographic filmmakers had already tried to tap into the potential of film for the elicitation of culturally specific meanings that were key to the analysis of the participant’s life worlds.

This brings us to observational cinema as process, skill and method. As Metje Postma argues, most ethnographic documentary filmmakers (even those who do not label themselves as observational) agree that the practice of ethnographic documentary filmmaking as a fieldwork method centres on observational cinematic methods. This implies working as a (participant-) observer from an ethical stance based on collaborative relations that are negotiated with individuals or groups; unscripted recording and showing over telling. This approach focuses on following actions and events unfolding in time, as they are lived by one or more individuals or in the community. The positioning and presence of the filmmaker are also implicitly or explicitly made clear. Collaborative relations require negotiations and mutual agreement on the conditions of the protagonists, the anthropological interests and intentions of the ethnographer, allowing for the intrusive presence of a camera (person) and its one-way, inquisitive eye. From the perspective of the audiovisual ethnographer, the practice of observational filmmaking as a method consists of cinematographic considerations and of a reflective process that guides the selections in time, space and activity generating the film footage. Postma identifies several dimensions to this reflective process which, she suggests, are informed by ethnographic considerations, albeit through a process that is often experienced as intuitive, topical, analytical and cinematographic. It requires a socialisation and sensitisation of the body and the mind as result of the development of personal relations and ethnographic understanding, which will eventually produce the narrative structure and the film sequences. In Chapter 6, observational cinema is approached as a skill and sensibility that requires training and experience, on top of the needed technical skills and understanding of cinema, to appreciate the main factors that may play a role in the selection process in space, time and topic. The discussion of these factors is supported by concrete examples and film fragments by ethnographic filmmakers.

Shifting from video to digital methods, we consider the boundary between “documentary” and “fiction”. For example, Littlejohn is very clear that sonic ethnographies are fictions that are still “truthful.” The same can be said of observational cinema and of the ambition of interactive documentaries. Federico De Musso looks at the new affordances that interactive documentaries grant to ethnography. Chapter 7 first reviews the existing literature on interaction in both media and game studies; second, it offers key examples to understand the typologies and affordances of interactive documentary; third, it discusses the possibility that these affordances bring to anthropological research, with reference both to research design and publication. The chapter introduces the reader to the game, media and visual anthropology literature on audience and users’ interaction. Game scholars point out how digital gaming inaugurated new frontiers for experiential storytelling (Murray 2017) and for emotional – expressive and reflexive – users’ engagement (Michael and Chen 2005). Furthermore, media scholars argue that interactive storytelling offers a rich array of interactive modes, which reframe both the ways users link narrative elements with each other, and how interaction bridges the gap between the audience and their world (Gaudenzi 2019; Nash et al. 2014).

Interactive documentary users overlap with the ideally engaged audience that visual anthropology posits (MacDougall 1998; Taylor 1996), actively co-producing the narration of the documentary. Following the theoretical review, the chapter analyses interactive documentaries such as Highrise: Out My Window, Journey at the End of Coal, This Land, The Shirt on your Back and Pirate Fishing to discern diverse levels and typologies of interactivity. These examples help explain the differences between interaction levels, the storytelling they entail and the different construction of reality they support (Aston and Gaudenzi 2012; Murray 2017; Nash 2014). Reflecting on the existing media-scape provides the reader with practical examples they can follow to understand, plan and produce interactive documentaries. The chapter then proposes a methodology to bridge interactive documentaries and ethnography. Explanations of the research design process will present how to ideate potential media interactions through the lenses of fieldwork methodology, including examples of diagrams and workflows to map out the interactive media’s structure and plan for shooting accordingly. The chapter also explains how to incorporate voices, notes, images and side-texts from the field in experiential and multilinear documentaries, thereby reshaping the boundaries of ethnography as a genre. Dedicated text-boxes provide further information on how to draw the interactive architecture. One box proposes three different exercises to explore multilinear narrative strategies and reflect over the specific workflow of multilinear storytelling. Another box provides guidelines to experiment with immersive video making and to reflect upon its limits and potentials.

More generally, the ‘digital turn’ begs for inventive ways of ‘deep hanging out’ in the age of the Internet, as anthropologists refer to their immersive participatory method. It also calls for novel genres and formats to communicate the ethnographic experience of people and communities, now that all facets of life increasingly have become digitalised. In comparison with the fields of digital humanities and data science, however, we only recently see a burgeoning literature on digital ethnographic approaches (Hine 2015; Hjorth et al. 2017; Pink et al. 2016). Much of the early literature on digital ethnography focuses on the merits of anthropology’s preferred methodological tool kit – ethnography – next to using the affordances of social media analysis, data scraping and other “digital born methods” (Rogers 2013, 19). The Internet proves to be one of the most important and exhilarating sites when it comes to exploring the constraints and challenges of using the ethnographic method in order to continue studying how people make sense of their lives, especially now that so much of that life has been extended online. However, the ethnographic method may also help expose how seemingly immaterial phenomena such as 5G, algorithms or ‘the cloud’ have very physical implications and matter deeply to people’s everyday lives in ways that can and should be made visible. Moreover, a holistic approach can be retained in ‘following the user’ while they move from one social media platform or technological device to another, thereby studying which platform comes with which affordances and under which peculiar circumstances (see Madianou and Miller 2013, on “polymedia”). Bart Barendregt’s chapter explores some of these new challenges in representing ethnographic findings in digital formats, recommending and reviewing techniques for ‘deep hanging out’ in digital spaces as an ethnographer. Although extremely adaptive to new field sites, digital ethnography confronts us with new ethical matters and the need for reflexivity over the questions of who or what makes data, who owns it, and when and where to follow people or content online without prior consent. In separate text boxes Chapter 8 offers three comprehensive accounts of how to do digital ethnography in practice: first, by studying layman interpretations of how sophisticated technologies work; second, data walks through which participants defining and critique the data surrounding them; and thirdly, co-design that may help raise questions about users’ experience and the cultural values imbued in a product.

Finally, Marianne Maeckelbergh offers a narrative examination of the demands that are made of anthropologists working in the contemporary context of multiple research audit practices, and how these do, or do not, fit with an audiovisual and digital ethnographic methodology. Through a discussion of recent changes in the Dutch research audit context, Chapter 9 explores three different processes that emerged to control the way researchers relate to their research materials: the invention of a bureaucratic instrument called the “Data Management Plan,” the issuance of Dutch national guidelines for the archiving of academic research for faculties of Behavioural and Social Sciences and the passing of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) law in Europe. Maeckelbergh describes her experience of navigating these conflicting demands to reflect on how anthropologists can position themselves when faced with ethical and legal requirements that stem from very alien (to anthropologists) notions of what ‘data’ is, what research is and how research is done. She describes collective efforts made within the Institute of Cultural Anthropology and Development Sociology at Leiden University to translate and adapt a university-wide Data Management Plan to the discipline of anthropology, the efforts made by qualitative social scientists to define scientific integrity beyond a quantitative social science framework, and the challenges anthropologists face, especially visual anthropologists, if they are held to a highly restrictive data protection legislation designed for the likes of Google and Facebook. While the case described here is specific to the situation in the Netherlands (and Europe), similar dynamics exist anywhere anthropologists have to navigate their own sense of research ethics, the law and university policies – each of which may lead to different conclusions about what the ethical course of action is in the field. Drawing on examples from her own experience of doing research and making films among, with and about social movements, Chapter 9 illustrates the kinds of contradictions that these conflicting frameworks of data morality can generate for anthropologists.


Notes

	We wish to gratefully acknowledge four anonymous reviewers for the recommendations and suggestions received on our book project, and our colleague Jan Jansen for his support and advice in editing the manuscript. Cristina Grasseni and Federico De Musso acknowledge funding within the project Food Citizens? from the European Research Council (ERC Grant agreement No. 724151).

	The Leiden Anthropology Data Management Plan and statement on Approved Informed Consent Procedures in Anthropological Research are available at: www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/social-behavioural-sciences/cultural-anthropology-and-development-sociology/research/guidelines-protocols–policies#data-management-policy.
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Learning to see in the field

In my plot of over-seeded lettuce, in a Utrecht food allotment, I have made the mistake of sowing seeds too tightly, casting them single-handedly like I did with rucola, instead of seeding them one by one in thin rows, like chard. I turn to a senior gardener for advice, and the instruction is: pull up a clod at a time and thin out the individual seedlings, then replant them in the plot nearby. And weed them. As I try to do so, I notice how I can make out much better the pale green, slender leaf of a lettuce shoot, with its thin, short, fragile root, from the much thicker, dark green, rounded-leaved clover-type weed, which I wish to sieve out of my hopefully soon-to-be lettuce bed. Within a handful, weeds stand out. If instead I just look down on the uneven bed, spotted with choked lettuce in one area and thriving with greenery on the other, I find it difficult to tell where the lettuce finishes and the weeds start. I look, but I cannot see. It’s a question of ‘taking a fresh look.’ But not just that. It’s a question of following advice and procedure. Visual acuity will eventually develop if I manage to put in frame the right environment so as to be able to see: taking things in stages, not staring blankly at a whole plot, but sieving through a manageable handful. It’s a question of aligning one’s gaze with that of masters and peers.

For all anthropologists, fieldwork is a practice of participant observation that is trained and informed by methodological principles and techniques.1 As ethnographers (working with or without recording instruments such as videocameras or microphones), our tools are first and foremost our eyes, our bodies, our senses. We observe while we participate. This means literally looking, seeing, noticing, while working also with our other senses: listening, moving around, doing things and adjusting our bodily posture and behaviour (with or without tools) to produce particular points of view. These are both literal and figurative. We can literally see different things whether we contemplate a flock of sheep from outside a fence or from within the thick of corralling them. Similarly, we are more likely to appreciate the shepherd’s point of view, in the broadest sense, if we align our observation to their daily activities and concerns. Anthropologists strive to understand and represent other people’s points of view – usually people from different walks of life, provenance, everyday surroundings, routines, employment and convictions than our own. How is this even possible? Getting to see like other people (in this double literal and figurative sense) is a process of learning. In this sense, audiovisual and digital ethnography is not just about producing (audiovisual and digital) representations of sociocultural facts. It is firstly about learning to see.

We are situated, with all our senses, in social and cultural contexts in which we learn to perceive in educated ways. In this chapter we focus on seeing, firstly because seeing, in the literal and figurative sense outlined above, plays a paramount role in participant observation. Secondly, because vision and sound are the only senses that are literally included in the majority of (audiovisual) artefacts aimed at representing our understandings of the world. Thirdly, because appreciating the synesthetic ways in which we inhabit and comprehend the world should not impede or prohibit our analytical capacity to study how each of the senses is trained, interacts, reverberates and results in the literal and figurative ‘points of view’ mentioned above. I will return to this in the last section of this chapter, explaining how a sensory approach can be analytical, and how focusing on vision is not “oculocentric.”

Participant observation is about appreciating imaginaries and ways of knowing other than our own. As members of a society, group or community of practice, we have learnt to frame the world in just one of the many possible ways. Sensory engagement in fieldwork helps us to think about how other people see the world. For example, anthropologist Sarah Pink states that visual ethnography is “a practice and way of knowing and learning” (2013a, 17). We can use the camera (or audiorecorder), but also simply our own body, as in the opening vignette, as a tool for analytic observation of sensory engagement. Adding to a long history of reflections and practice of visual anthropology, scholars and practitioners have increasingly taken into consideration the role of soundscapes, proprioception and field collaborations in the construction of ethnographic knowledge. Innovative fieldwork techniques include walking with, eating with or drawing with field participants.2

This chapter introduces the concept of “skilled vision” (Grasseni 2004) as the process and result of learning to see. Scholarship and ethnographic examples will show that vision is a situated practice, and that we learn to see in socially and materially situated ways and contexts. Learning to see happens together with training in the use of certain techniques and working routines (such as shepherding or gardening) or perhaps together with learning a new language, a specific jargon or dialect, etc. It can, but it does not necessarily, entail learning to see with a camera. Participant observation is a practice that begins with acknowledging the limits of the anthropologist’s perspective, firstly in terms of their culturally situated point of view; and secondly, because of their actual, physical point of view (for example, is the anthropologist working with people who follow different physical routines in their work and everyday lives?). Thirdly, the duration of the fieldworker’s presence in the field determines its pace and rhythm, allowing (or not) the ethnographer to begin to share some of these routines.


Anthropologies of vision

The first examples of an anthropology of looking came from studying professional contexts. In his influential article “Professional Vision” (1994), Charles Goodwin employed a number of analytic audiovisual methods to describe in detail the ways of looking of different types of skilled practitioners. Goodwin explains in detail the function of “coding,” “highlighting” and the use of “visual grids” to direct visual attention to certain details and not to others, using two disparate examples: field apprenticeship in archaeology (during which a student learns to detect a change in pattern in an excavated section of the ground to chart it correctly), and the infamous Rodney King trial in early 1990s Los Angeles (during which a popular jury was instructed by a police coach to interpret visual evidence of the notorious beating of an apprehended black man as an example of professional conduct by police). In his vast analytical work as a linguistic anthropologist, Goodwin investigated the many ways in which people negotiate or are disciplined into selecting the relevant features of their environment, upon which they need to act in interactions with each other. This is true of “professional vision,” namely the kind of vision people develop in specific professions, but not only that. Simply pointing, for example during a conversation, either at objects in one’s surroundings, or to each other, or to other artificial or natural features outside the immediate environment of the interaction, structures the field of interpretation of what is actually being said (Goodwin 2003). Furthermore, nuancing and describing in words what one is pointing at influences the shared interpretation of what should be taken to have in fact been seen (Goodwin 1997).3

The work of Charles Goodwin falls within a broader style of investigation that studies situated human communication in an analytical manner, including (but not only) studying in detail frame-by-frame recordings and transcriptions of time-coded footage. Special attention has been given to the use of technology and communication across teams of collaborators in high-tech contexts, for instance in the works of Edwin Hutchins (1995), Lucy Suchman (1987) and the research of The Laboratory for Comparative Human Cognition. For example, Edwin Hutchins’ classic study of “distributed cognition” in ship navigation considers the “team as a flexible organic tissue that keeps the information moving across the tools of the task” (1995, 224). In other words, information flows in a social and material environment, including the use of their senses, and is retained and stored across interpersonal and person–artefact relations. Hutchins is interested in studying cognition as a computational process, a flow of information within which people are “special media that can provide coordination among many structured media – some internal, some external, some embodied in artefacts, some in ideas and some in social relationships” (Hutchins 1995, 336).

This is the point of view of cultural psychology, focusing on the investigation of cognition in practice. In cultural anthropology, visual analysis was pioneered by, among others, Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson as a methodology with much broader goals, using the film camera as a field tool and footage as field notes. In Learning to Dance in Bali (1978) and other short films produced in the 1950s, Margaret Mead comments in voiceover on the edited footage she collected with Gregory Bateson during their field expedition of 1936–1939. Mead and Bateson had the ambitious goal of accomplishing a visual analysis of the ways in which different cultures socially educate the body (a taster of which is Mead and Bateson’s folio volume Balinese Character: A Photographic Analysis of 1942). Mead focuses in particular on cultural uses of the body, in this case on the inculcation of styles of dancing and relevant movements and postures from an early age, specifically on the relationship of mimicry between disciple and master dancer. For Mead, an ethnography of apprenticeship (in this case, of dance) consists of analysing, cataloguing, providing schemes and classifications, comparing traits and providing cultural explanations. She comments on the simple movements and postures of young learners caught in everyday life, the highly formalised dance lesson given by a traditional master, and the reciprocal bantering of master dancers from different styles and traditions, who pay their respects to each other by performing at their best and then ‘jamming’ together a fusion of styles, in reciprocal mimicry. From the most limited gesture to the complex choreography of master dancers accompanied by a full gamelan orchestra, Mead’s editing choices, their didactic tempo and pedagogical assemblage, and especially the all-encompassing voiceover providing a narrative to what we actually see, influences our understanding of Balinese cultural uses of the body.

In broader terms, anthropologists and other social scientists have long been fascinated by how daily training results in the formation of specific aesthetic and ethic sensibilities. The same is valid for vision in a stricter sense: the schooling of the eye delivers shared ways of seeing. These are, however, much more difficult to pin down than in professional, highly structured settings of action. For example, do we all share the same ways of looking? When I first theorised “skilled visions” (Grasseni 2004), I emphasised the plurality and diversity of modes of visual attention among cattle breeders. I generalised from this, concluding that skilled visions (in the plural) would be dynamic, transient, apprenticeship-learnt, context-dependent and evanescent – namely, difficult to detail in analytical terms. In other words, a cattle breeder might well see different things than a sheep or horse breeder when looking at the same animal. This goes against the assumption that images (especially images made by automated means such as cameras) provide knowledge of how other people see (or what they see) in and of themselves.4 By now, a broad multidisciplinary scholarship acknowledges that learning to see is a form of situated knowledge and a process of becoming skilled (“enskilment,” to use an expression from Tim Ingold (1993, 221), as well as that this process happens in typically multisensorial contexts, where both technology (such as scientific instrumentations, digital control systems or ‘simple’ tools such as a rifle for hunting) and the body and its capacity to adapt around these tools “mediate” cognition and perception (Grasseni and Gieser 2019). To mediate does not mean here simply to pass on but rather to give shape, to allow and constrain at the same time. It is important to underline that this scholarship does not necessarily make use of cameras or audiovisual technologies, and that these arguments are not specifically aimed at “mediation” in the sense of audiovisual production.

In what follows I focus on learning to see as enskilment, namely on how certain ways of looking depend on processes of learning. In other words, only once we have come to embody specific skills can we have certain types of interaction with other skilled practitioners (in the case of vision we can think of them as skilled ‘lookers’). Next, I show how this results in the inculcation and reproduction of aesthetic and ethic sensibilities that characterise specific social circles. In the final section I refer to both classic philosophical readings about the nature of visual perception, of learning and knowledge, and contemporary ethnographic research to highlight both the collaborative, social aspect and the inter-sensorial nuances of skilled sensing, drawing on specific field examples of perceptual acuity and learning, for example in the work of Götz Hoeppe on fishing (2011) and Tom Martin on maritime carpentry (2019, 2021). I conclude that learning to see how other people see – both in the literal and figurative sense explained above – is important because by doing so one can ‘put oneself in the shoes of’ other people, with different opinions, from other walks of life, or with apparently odd views. The point for this section is that to cultivate awareness of this process of skilled learning is an ethnographic skill of paramount importance, which an anthropologist should develop in the field.


Learning to see is “enskilment”

“Enskilment” is a neologism introduced by anthropologist Tim Ingold (1993, 221). I employed it during my doctoral research to account for the processual and social nature of the visual training of the dairy breeders I lived with in the Northern Italian Alps over several periods between 1996 and 1998. I described their “skilled vision” as a continuous process of learning, both individual and with peer and mentor supervision. I further located it as a dynamic and ambivalent process of negotiation between local knowledge (which is often tacit and grounded in values and preferences inspired by the terrain, climate and specific routine of the animal) and the global standards for progeny breeding dictated by national and international professional associations for “breed improvement” (Grasseni 2004). The latter involves genealogy book-keeping; the evaluation of distinctive traits that are considered functional to the husbandry of a particular breed (such as Alpine Brown cow or Frisian cow); and the widespread practices of artificial insemination, embryo-transfer and – at the frontier of technoscientific research and ethical deliberation – animal cloning.

Building on my participant observation of how breed inspectors would educate farmers to perceive the body of their animals in terms of ‘functional beauty,’ I elaborated on this ‘breeding aesthetics’ as one form of skilled vision among many possible skilled visions. The accent is on the plurality of skilled visions one can acquire through forms of enculturation (namely, a social process of learning to become part of a community of practitioners). This is also a continuously dynamic, adaptive process. Just as we never cease to learn, we also never cease to learn to see in ways that depend on the functional, aesthetic, moral, social and practical engagements that each of us cultivates over life, never alone.

I emphasise ‘never alone’ because the ecological approach to the anthropology of vision does not posit an individual viewer who interprets stimuli and representations from an external world (Ronzon 2008). Building on the legacy of Gregory Bateson (1979), an ecological approach underlines the continuity between “mind and nature,” inside and outside, observer and observed, which were posited in Cartesian philosophy (and throughout its legacy in Western thought) as two separate substances. Furthermore, this continuity is social because, as anyone observing a child learning to speak can tell, one does not speak from silence. In other words, one does not look neutrally upon the world, and then develop an engagement with it. One speaks because one is spoken to. One sees because one looks: one looks for something, one makes out relevant faces and contours in one’s environment. One learns to repeat the same action in the same way to find, with relief, that who or what was there still is there. One quickly scans new environments to pinpoint one’s orientation to new features in the landscape, new faces in the room. We hold and develop, as a matter of fact and from the beginning, an active engagement with our environment, not a contemplative view. Perception, in other words, is an aspect of our inhabiting the world, a “dwelling” perspective, to borrow another expression from Tim Ingold (2000), which was inspired by psychologist James Gibson’s extensive investigation into visual perception (1979).

Gibson underlined how one sees not just with eyeballs but “with the eyes-in-the-head-on-the-body-resting-on-the-ground” (1979, 205). Through “direct perception” one explores the world to obtain relevant information: “looking around, getting around and looking at things” (1979, 147). As a psychologist, Gibson insists on the optical array that we pick up through an active process of action-oriented information. The “optical package” related to any specific object changes, accrues and becomes more nuanced as we move around it and capture multiple sightings as a way of active exploration. According to the type of activity for which we are probing, we will be attuned to detecting one or another type of “affordance” – namely, the functionality of objects, arrays of objects and complex environments to the type of activity we need to deploy. Among what one looks at, importantly, are others – both experts and novices. They often provide valuable information and the means to interpret it, as regards what goes on around us and how we should act upon this knowledge. As one develops a skill to read this “whole perceptual system,” including the directions, gestures and (sometimes, but not always) verbal instructions of others, one acquires an “education of attention” as Gibson called it (1979, 254). Social actors not only learn to detect affordances, they also share them (Gibson 1979, 412).

According to Tim Ingold, who devoted several essays to the nature of skill and skill-learning, “the foundation of skill lies in the irreducible condition of the practitioner’s embeddedness in the environment” (2000, 353). What is meant here by “embeddedness?” It has to do with the dwelling perspective outlined above: in other words, with ‘being’ in the world in an engaged way. Ingold emphasises the practitioner’s embeddedness in the environment, and in order to illustrate it he makes specific reference to resonance and relationality with animals, natural features, and our own senses and those of others as we, for example, learn to use a tool. His rendition of embeddedness is akin to Gibson’s affordance theory as outlined above, in the sense that it is focused on one’s immediate environment and much less on socio-historical context and conditioning. In the following sections, we will also discuss the socially constructed nature of (visual) evidence. Before we do, though, let’s consider which implications these points have for the ethnographer’s practice. In order to appreciate it, let’s exercise our learning to see, with simple practical exercises.

Box 2.1 EXERCISES


Work in Pairs:


	Step 1. Notice similarity. Make a compilation of about ten items that you would consider similar (for example ten different types of teaspoon), or comparable actions that differ in degree (for example walking, fast walking and running), similar uses of the same object (for example, how one holds a pen while writing, or a fork while eating), or body postures (for example sitting, squatting, or sitting cross-legged). Show your sequence to your partner.

	Step 2. Detect change over time. Make a sequence of 10 to 15 still photographs capturing a process: for example, making coffee, cooking, executing a Tai-Chi sequence. Make sure your sequence captures the beginning, development and closure of the process. Show your sequence to your partner.



Discuss and articulate:

	Step 3. What did you detect and notice? Did your partner notice the same differences and similarities as you?

	Step 4. Does your partner find the sequence meaningful? How did you select your subject and format for your photo sequence? What was in your mind’s eye … and what did you actually represent? Think, for example, about focus, framing and depth of field: they can tell the audience where to direct their attention. Have you brought the relevant part of the items or scenes into focus?


Additional complication: Does drawing (beforehand or after taking a photo) help you think about whether you were on target? Draw what you expect to photograph or show, and compare what you have drawn with what you actually get to see on your photographs.

This exercise will have raised more questions than can be answered at this point. There’s no right or wrong manner of executing it. It is aimed at activating the reader’s reflection on how we notice difference, how we detect change and how we represent a state of things. Note, for example, the situational context in which you made your observations: time of day, season, outdoors/indoors, conditions of illumination, conditions of heating/cooling, geographical location and situations (urban/rural, etc.). How does this influence the process and your perception? How would a variation of this environment influence the nature, speed or quality of the process? How would it influence your perception?

When it came to presenting your sequence to each other, did you consider how you were going to show each item: side by side, arranged in slides, etc.
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