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Anthropological Film: A Scientif 
and Humanistic Resour 

We would be wise to visually document the disappear 
varieties of patterned human behavior in the wor 

E. Richard Soren 

During the last decade anthropologists 
have become increasingly aware of the 
importance of film inquiry in discover- 
ing and studying the patterns and 
styles of human behavior which have 
evolved in the world. Understanding 
behavioral patterns and their develop- 
ment not only increases our understand- 
ing of human nature, but also increases 
our ability to improve human life, be- 
cause such patterns can be related to 
the well-being of social organization 
and to human health (1). 

The last decade has also seen a grow- 
ing realization that the behavioral and 
organizational diversity of the human 
species, as it has evolved in separated 
regions of the earth, is now vanishing. 
With it, considerable information on 
human adaptability and potential is 
also vanishing. 

Films that reveal the different ways 
of life of the world and the different 
ways of realizing basic human potential 
are of scientific interest and humanistic 
importance. The visual data they pre- 
sent reflect conditions important in cul- 
tural and behavioral evolution and re- 
veal special expressions of the human 
ability to adapt, interact, and respond. 
To whatever degree we allow such data 
to vanish, we diminish our ability to 
understand our own species. 

Our technological way of life, which 
has led to the accelerated worldwide 
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producing anthropological film records 
as a permanent research resource began 
to take shape (5). Initially employed as 
a way to study child behavior and de- 
velopment in primitive cultures, the 
research film emerged as a way to study 

lic and retrieve data from changing cul- 
tures (6). By the early 1970's this devel- 

ce opment had led to visual sampling strat- 
egies geared to naturally occurring 
behavior and social situations (7). 
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Dr. Sorenson has just been appointed director 
of the National Anthropological Film Center now 
being established at the Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C. 20560. At the time this was 
written he was engaged in studies of child be- 
havior and human development in cultural iso- 
lates with the National Institutes of Health, 
Bethesda, Maryland. 
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motion picture footage of human beings 
is anthropological in that it contains 
information which can become data for 

anthropological research and teaching" 
(16) has roots in the pioneering studies 
of Adair and Worth (17) and, in more 
general terms, Metz (18). Pots do not 
need to be made by an archeologist to 
be of value to archeology; neither do 
films have to be made by an anthro- 
pologist to be of interest to anthropolo- 
gists. Worth and Adair's study (19) 
showed that individuals in another cul- 
ture reveal some of their differences in 
cognitive and perceptual organization in 
the films they construct. Such film pro- 
ductions are culturally marked forms 
of communication and may be studied 
as artifacts. The recent founding of the 
Society for the Anthropology of Visual 
Communication of the American An- 
thropological Association reflects the 
current interest in this line of inquiry. 

Two distinct directions in scholarly 
inquiry are emerging from the various 
approaches to anthropological film- 
making which have evolved to date: (i) 
Films may be examined as "windows 
on the past," preserving information 
from nonrecurring events or changing 
conditions in the form of data which 
can be abstracted, organized, and re- 
viewed. (ii) Films may also be examined 
as "mirrors of culture," which contain 
information on the cognitive organiza- 
tion, interests, and values of the film- 
maker and reflect culturally specific 
communicative parameters. 

The Research Film Concept 

The basic research film method de- 
veloped in the 1960's makes it possible 
to increase the permanent scholarly 
value of anthropological film for either 
of the categories of research interest 
outlined above. Film records meant to 
be sources of data on past phenomena 
are richer and more useful when they 
have been systematically prepared to 
maximize identifiability and interpreta- 
bility. Similarly, productions that em- 
body the cultural habits and interests 
of the filmmaker may be more readily 
interpreted when viewed in the light 
of the systematically preserved and 
annotated pre-edited film record. 

What makes film such a powerful 
tool for inquiry into passing events is 
its unique ability to preserve a facsimile 
of visual phenomena by means of objec- 
tive changes in light-sensitive chemicals. 
Because of this quality, film preserves 
information which may not have been 
recognized or appreciated by the filmer, 
including the unexamined visible con- 
text of the subject being filmed. With 
the still camera we can capture items, 
positions, and accouterments not no- 
ticed or thought worthy of consideration 
at the time of filming. With the motion 

picture camera we can obtain informa- 
tion revealing patterns and subtleties of 

process and development in human be- 
havior and social interaction unnoticed 
or undetectable at the time of filming. 

With such a film record we can 

review any event in relation to its 
antecedents, consequences, or context, 
according to changing criteria. We can 
explore first one and then another 
hypothesis until relationships emerge 
and present our findings visually. For 
example, selected frames from the film 
Growing Up as a Fore (20) are shown 
in Figs. 1 to 4. 

In order for visual studies of vanish- 
ing culture and changing human orga- 
nization to be sufficiently interpretable 
to stand as a permanent scientific re- 
source, they must be shaped by meth- 

odological considerations which govern 
the investigation of nonrecurring phe- 
nomena. The basic problem is not 
deciding what sequences to keep, but 

making the full record recoverable and 
usable. 

In contrast to making the usual type 
of motion picture, preparing a research 
film principally involves ordering and 
annotation. It is preferable that all 

episodes be kept in their original chron- 

ological order and accurately identified 
as to time, place, person, and subject. 
The filmer's objectives, interests, and 
incidental observations must be included 
in the annotation, and the filmed data 
should be keyed to related observations 
and information of other kinds. Such 
annotation provides the basis for in- 

dexing according to time, place, per- 
son, subject, and object, while facilitat- 

ing evaluation of the subjective consid- 
erations influencing the filmer. 

By taking advantage of open-ended 

Fig. 1. Handling the young Fore child. Analysis of approximately 70,000 feet of research film records made of the way of life of 
the Fore people in the New Guinea Highlands by the author revealed the culturally specific practice of permitting infants almost 
continuous physical contact with the mother or one of her close associates. Infants and toddlers were not even put aside for resting 
or sleeping. Naps were taken as desired by the children on the laps of their caretakers, even when the caretakers were occupied with 
daily tasks. A youngster could cease nursing for a nap and reawake with the breast still at hand. Even after the birth of a second 
child, a toddler wishing to sleep. rest. or play against his mother was not put off, 
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indexing procedures not based on a 
particular taxonomic system, we can 
build from this base, increasing the 
comprehensiveness and sophistication of 
the index by adding to it discoveries 
and identifications made by subsequent 
scholars. Since video tape can be digi- 
tally coded, we can build visual data 
search systems providing automated 
retrieval of preselected categories of in- 
formation. The hardware for such video 
indexing and retrieval has also been 
provided by our modernizing tech- 
nological culture. 

When hypotheses, inferences, and 
statements are made solely on the basis 
of human observations of unrepeatable 
events, as is usally the case in anthro- 
pological field studies, review for veri- 

fication and substantiation is very diffi- 
cult. Yet such validation of findings is 
an important part of scientific practice, 
and it may be repeatedly required as 
new hypotheses change our point of 
view on complex phenomena. Having 
to rely only on the statements of a few 
observers retards the development of 
demonstrable knowledge. Insofar as a 
research film provides a window, how- 
ever small or incomplete, on a past 
event about which statements have been 
made, it provides a means for veri- 
ficatory study and review. It provides 
other workers with an interpretable 
visual facsimile of the original situation 
for repeated reexamination, and allows 
retrospective investigation in relation to 
the other documents produced. 

I 

Although anthropological research 
films can never be "complete" records, 
they nevertheless facilitate validative 
inquiry by (i) containing undifferentiated 
but discoverable information related to 
the statements made, (ii) possessing un- 
impeachable information permitting 
substantiation of statements made, and 
(iii) revealing biases which may have 
influenced the information selection in 
a study, and thereby elucidating forces 
and influences underlying the subse- 
quently derived ideas, data, and formal 
statements. Anthropological film, orga- 
nized and preserved as research film, 
-thus provides --new possibilities for val- 
idative inquiry and verificatory studies 
of past nonrecurring events of human 
behavior and cultural evolution. 

Fig. 2. Culturally specific early exploratory activity. From the research film record it was possible to isolate the characteristic Fore 
pattern of early exploratory activity. As their physical abilities develop, Fore toddlers begin to make brief exploratory excursions to 
nearby objects which have attracted their interest. At first these departures are brief, and the toddler does not go far from the accus- 
tomed sanctuary of the caretaker's body. 
20 DECEMBER 1974 10 t 



Value of Visual Inquiry in 

Contemporary Society 

Visual inquiry can be a potent means 
of examining conditions and changes 
in contemporary society as well as of 
reexamining vanished ways of life. In 
all cultures (including the most modern 
and technological) perturbations, inno- 
vations, and strains continually occur 
in response to new opportunities and 
challenges. Frequently fading only to 

reemerge in new forms, these behavioral 
forerunners of the future often leave 
no record behind to help us unravel 
the dynamics of the social evolution 
they reflect. Anthropological film in- 
quiry permits us to study in greater 
detail the components and patterns of 
human interaction and behavior char- 
acteristic of emerging social conditions; 
and it enables us to preserve them for 
sustained review of the dynamics of 
social and behavioral development in 

relation to the conditions which pattern 
such development. 

Such information on human behavior 
and organization is of fundamental im- 
portance to humankind. It allows more 
detailed and accurate views of human 
response and development, and it can 
tell us more about ourselves and our 
interrelations than we could otherwise 
know. For example, visual records can 
reveal behavioral kinship-the actual, 
nonidealized patterned social interac- 
tions that characterize social organiza- 
tion and daily life. With a knowledge 
of behavioral kinship, we can compare 
the actual patterns of social behavior 
in a community with the idealized con- 
cept reflected by their kinship termi- 
nology. In more complex and mobile 
societies, this may be a more meaning- 
ful approach to the study of social 
organization. Similarly, film inquiry also 
facilitates examination of disruptive or 
obstructive behavioral patterns, such as 
those which may be associated with 
mental or social disorder. 

Fig. 3. Body contact as refuge. The research film record also made it possible to 
examine the pattern of security-seeking activity typically resorted to by Fore toddlers 
when faced with something so unusual that they became frightened. Once the typical 
pattern was isolated, the film record was searched for this illustrative sequence. 
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Scholarly Use and Visual Credibility 

Our ability to manage visual informa- 
tion for research and presentation is 
now much greater than it has ever been. 
With access to reliable visual resources, 
the new video technology can be utilized 
to see and understand mankind better 
and to communicate observations and 
findings. Video cassettes have lowered 
the cost and space required for copying 
and storing filmed data. With the re- 
cently developed technique of Xerox- 
like duplicating from library masters, 
virtually anyone can select bits of visual 
information from a more extensive film 
record. Scientists may search for par- 
ticular categories of visual data; teach- 
ers may assemble their own educational 
films, or a group of their students may 
do so; graduate students may experi- 
ment with new methods of mixed media 
presentation; and scientists may inform 
their colleagues by using specially as- 
sembled report films. Video tapes which 
have been prepared can be retained as 
long as needed, and can then be erased 
and reused for other purposes. 

It will only be possible to exploit 
this potential seriously when an appre- 
ciable supply of reliably identified, an- 
notated. visual resources revealing the 
phenomena of the world becomes 
available. When the scholar, student, 
teacher, and filmmaker begin to have 
access to large visual data banks with 
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flexible review, cross-indexing, copying, 
and editing facilities, we can begin to 
realize the full power of visual images 
of the human condition as a means of 

understanding and learning. 
Much of the educational film seen 

today is dull-frequently because what 
is seen does not appropriately or con- 
vincingly support the spoken message, 

or because it is so obviously contrived 
to support didactic concepts as to be 

annoying or boring. One source of this 

difficulty is an insufficiency of coherent 

footage. Too often it is necessary to 
cover visual inadequacy with verbal 
construct. Without access to a wide 

range of accurately identified visual 
resources, it is very difficult for the 

low-budget educational filmmaker to 

escape this difficulty, but with such 
access he can begin to move toward 
the firmer visual coherence required 
by genuinely visual presentations. Be- 
cause such visual presentation is richer 
in the kind of phenomenological in- 
formation with which everyone has di- 
rect personal experience, a viewer can 

Fig. 4. Learning the Fore skills of life. The young Fore child's approach to learning those things which will enable him to become 
a functioning Fore adult was determined by examining research film records. Facial expressions as well as character of interpersonal 
interaction are often clues to interest, aversion, cooperative intent, competitive stance, and so forth. Relying on such clues and observ- 
ing children's activities at different ages made it possible to elaborate the behavioral patterns characterizing the Fore approach to 
child training. A Fore child enjoyed abundant opportunity to observe at close range the activities of his mother or caretaker, a conse- 
quence of the sustained physical proximity with caretakers enjoyed by the Fore young (top row). The lack of restraints placed on 
their exploratory behavior allowed children to pursue preference and thus gradually extend their interests, inquiries, and experiments 
into the larger arena of their hamlet and lands (middle row). As the children grew older, these initially exploratory impulses began 
to dovetail more and more with the socioeconomic objectives of their hamlet mates (bottom row). 
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more readily relate the insights and 
information being presented to his 
own sense of reality. 

As of March 1974, National Geo- 
graphic Magazine had a circulation of 
8,489,679. This is extraordinary for a 
magazine sold only by membership. 
Obviously the curiosity to know about 
the rest of the world is real, and the 
attractiveness and power of visual dis- 
play of humanity and the world is 
great. In part the success of National 
Geographic reflects the public belief 
that it is accurate, that its material is 
fully researched, and that misinforma- 
tion is shunned. Pictorial publications 
which have not achieved this reputa- 
tion have not been so successful. This 
is an important lesson. Filmmakers 
would be wise to work with accurately 
identified and annotated source materi- 
als when making films meant to be 
informative. 

Ethnographic Film Centers 

Before we can assemble visual rec- 
ords as a scholarly resource and make 
them accessible for study and use, there 
has to be a place to put and preserve 
them. Centralized accumulation and an- 
notation of visual records according to 
systematized indexing and retrieval 
methods provides the essential quantum 
leap from fragmentary, hard-to-inter- 
pret, hard-to-locate films to a genuine 
scientific and humanistic resource. With- 
out such facilities individual anthropolo- 
gists and filmmakers have no way to 
make their films accessible to others 
as sources of visual data. Very few 
have a way to even temporarily store 
their unedited original films where they 
will not deteriorate, become disorga- 
nized, and disappear. Usually one or 
two short films edited for public presen- 
tation are all that remain to mark the 
earlier existence of a much richer and 
more extensive body of potential visual 
information, and even these disappear 
over time. 

Although archives for feature films 
do exist, and there has even been an 
International Federation of Film Ar- 
chives in Brussels since 1938, there are 
as yet no ethnographic film study cen- 
ters where filming, as scholarly inquiry, 
can develop in concert with collection 
and annotation of the visible phenom- 
ena of changing and vanishing ways 
of life. As a result, only a fraction of 
the anthropological film presently being 
generated is being accumulated as a 
scholarly resource. Even valuable film 
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documents already made are not being 
preserved, in spite of such commend- 
able pioneering efforts as those of the 
Institut fur den Wissenschaftlichen Film 
in Germany and the Comite interna- 
tional du Film ethnographique et soci- 
ologique in France. 

In part this has been because the 
concept of film as a source of discov- 
erable data on past events has devel- 
oped only recently, and until recently, 
there has been a tendency to treat old 
anthropological films like the old ideas 
they were often constructed to demon- 
strate. De Brigard (21) has shown the 
importance of changing anthropological 
concepts and evolving trends in film- 
making in the movement toward realiz- 
ing the potential of anthropological film 
as a research resource. 

By overwhelming majorities in plen- 
ary session both the American Anthro- 
pological Association (1971) and the 
9th International Congress of the An- 
thropological and Ethnological Sciences 
(Chicago, 1973) passed resolutions call- 
ing for urgent programs to preserve the 
visible data of vanishing cultures and 
changing ways of life. The Anthropolo- 
gical Film Research Institute, Washing- 
ton, D.C., the International Commission 
on Ethnographic Film, Paris, and the 
Society for the Anthropology of Visual 
Communication are participating in an 
effort guided by Margaret Mead to 
establish and fund the needed world- 
wide facilities and programs. 

Until these facilities and programs 
come into being, we will continue to 
lose for all time information on those 
few remaining isolated societies which 
still embody independently evolved pat- 
terns of human behavior and expres- 
sions of human adaptability and poten- 
tial. And we will continue to lose 
information on our own evolving pat- 
ters of behavior as we adapt to meet 
the future. 

Summary 

More than a scientific endeavor but 
not strictly one of the humanities either, 
anthropology stands between these basic 
kinds of intellectual pursuit, bridging 
and contributing to both. Not limited to 
natural history, anthropology touches 
art, historical process, and human val- 
ues, drawing from the materials and 
approaches of both science and hu- 
manities. This professional interest in a 
broad understanding of the human con- 
dition has led anthropologists to adapt 
and use modern cameras and films to 

inquire further into the variety of ways 
of life of mankind and to develop 
method and theory to prepare anthro- 
pological film as a permanent scientific 
and humanistic resource. 

Until quite recently the evolution of 
human culture and organization has 
diverged in the hitherto isolated regions 
of the world. Now this divergence has 
virtually ceased; we are witnessing an 
unprecedented period in human history 
-one where cultural divergence has 
turned to cultural convergence and 
where the varieties of independently 
evolved expressions of basic human 
potential are giving way to a single 
system of modern communications, 
transport, commerce, and manufactur- 
ing technology. 

Before the varieties of ways of life 
of the world disappear, they can be 
preserved in facsimile in anthropological 
films. As primary, undifferentiated vis- 
ual information, these films facilitate 
that early step in the creation of new 
knowledge which is sometimes called 
humanistic and without which scientific 
application lies dormant, lacking an 
idea to test. In keeping with the two 
scholarly faces of anthropology, human- 
istic and scientific, anthropological 
films may provide material permitting 
both humanistic insight and the more 
controlled formulations of science. 

The lightweight filming equipment re- 
cently developed has been adapted by 
anthropologists as a tool of scholarly 
visual inquiry; methods of retrieving 
visual data from changing and vanish- 
ing ways of life have been developed; 
and new ways to reveal human beings 
to one another by using such visual 
resources have been explored. As a 
result, not only can anthropological 
film records permit continued reexami- 
nation of the past human conditions 
from which the present was shaped, but 
they also facilitate an ongoing public 
and scientific review of the dynamics 
of the human behavioral and social 
repertoire in relation to the contempo- 
rary conditions which pattern human 
responses and adaptation. 

How man fits into and copes with 
the changing world is of vital interest 
and concern. Visual data provide other- 
wise unobtainable information on hu- 
man potential, behavior, and social 
organization. Such information, fed into 
the public media, facilitates informed 
consideration of alternative possibili- 
ties. By contributing to a better in- 
formed society, such films will help 
make our future more human and 
more humane. 
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In this article I discuss the relation 
of technology to the green revolution, 
the role of plant breeders in inducing 
change in stagnant agriculture, and the 
tools required by production scientists 
to increase yields of basic food crops 
in developing countries. 

The words "green revolution" con- 
stitute an ill-chosen term applied by the 
world press to certain recent changes in 
the culture of wheat, rice, and, to a les- 
ser extent, other cereals. This term has 
unjustified overtones of magic or mira- 
cles. But, in fact, it describes the modi- 
fication and application of accumulated 
information developed over past dec- 
ades in North America, Europe, and 
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Japan to cereal production in the de- 
veloping countries. 

The green revolution is dependent 
largely on new varieties with higher 
yield potential. The new rice and wheat 
varieties resulted from two fundamental 
varietal changes: (i) a drastic shortening 
of straw to reduce lodging and to in- 
crease the ratio of grain to straw, and 
(ii) a marked increase in adaptability 
over latitude, elevation, and a range of 
other environmental factors. 

It is clear that the new varieties must 
be tied to improved husbandry. Seed 
alone induces little change. A complex 
of seeding rates, water and weed con- 
trol, adequate fertilizer levels and tim- 

Japan to cereal production in the de- 
veloping countries. 

The green revolution is dependent 
largely on new varieties with higher 
yield potential. The new rice and wheat 
varieties resulted from two fundamental 
varietal changes: (i) a drastic shortening 
of straw to reduce lodging and to in- 
crease the ratio of grain to straw, and 
(ii) a marked increase in adaptability 
over latitude, elevation, and a range of 
other environmental factors. 

It is clear that the new varieties must 
be tied to improved husbandry. Seed 
alone induces little change. A complex 
of seeding rates, water and weed con- 
trol, adequate fertilizer levels and tim- 

ing, and so forth was developed for 
the new varieties. The combination of 
new seed and improved cultural prac- 
tices is necessary to achieve the poten- 
tial for greatly increased farm yields. 

This package of varieties and husban- 
dry contains only the potential for 
change. The extension of this technol- 
ogy alone does not automatically stim- 
ulate production, especially in the im- 
poverished agricultural sector repre- 
sented by small, subsistence farmers. 
Thus, the final component essential for 
change is effective and sustained gov- 
ernmental commitment and incentives 
for bigger harvests. This includes at- 
tractive farm prices, credit, availability 
of inputs, transport, drying, and stor- 
age. 

What has the green revolution ac- 
complished? In the crop year 1972-73 
there were an estimated 27 million hec- 
tares in the new small grain varieties 
of which rice accounted for about 15 
million hectares. It is difficult to esti- 
mate the yield benefit of the new va- 
rieties because they are usually grown 
on the better land. Discounting this 
factor, it appears that the new varieties 
contribute an average of at least an 
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