
Video Ethnography Assignment 
 
Overview 
 

Sign up for and watch at least two videos, or more if necessary to add up to at least 75 minutes (1 
hour and 15 minutes). Write a roughly five page paper discussing and comparing the videos, 
touching on issues mentioned below. 
 

Video signup details 
 

Review the list of videos on the class website. Each has a brief description. There are multiple 
videos about some subjects, such as the Trobriand Islanders, the !Kung, India and Native 
Americans in general, and so on. You might choose two videos on related subjects to get 
multiple viewpoints and more information on one theme, or you might opt for different subjects 
for more variety. Select at least two videos to watch, totaling at least 75 minutes, along with 
some second choices in case your first choices are taken. To ensure diversity in coverage and to 
avoid scheduling problems, a maximum of six students may choose any given video. You can 
sign up on a list in class, or you may email me your preferences, including two second choices. 
Signups are first come, first served, so email may be a good idea if you have definite preferences. 
 

These videos range from excellent anthropological work to the distinctly mediocre, but all should 
give you material to discuss. If after seeing a video, you would rather not write about it, you can 
sign up for a different one that is still available. 
 

What to do 
 

Enter the video's title in Snoopy to get the call number. Borrow the video(s) from the library's 
Multimedia desk. Since other students may want to watch the same video, please do not keep it 
for the full three day loan period. Return it as soon as possible. You can always go back and 
check it out again. Consider watching the video in the library and returning it when you are done. 
 

You may watch the videos with classmates, but please overlap on only one video with any given 
person. If you watch video X with friend A, find a different friend B to watch video Y with. I 
don't want multiple papers that are all based on the same videos and conversation afterwards. 
 

Taking notes 
 

Take notes as you watch, or watch once straight through and then take notes during a second 
viewing. Consider stopping the video occasionally to write notes (easier to do if you are alone!). 
Taking notes will provide you material to refer to as you write your paper, and will also keep you 
intellectually engaged and active as you watch, since you have to be constantly deciding what the 
point is, and what observations might be relevant or interesting. Consider watching parts or all of 
the video a second time. Sometimes you see new things, or the same things more clearly, the 
second time. Try rewinding and re-watching bits. Since you will be comparing the videos, you 
might also consider watching one again after you have seen another. 
 

Here are some suggestions of things to take note on:  
 

• Generally, what happens 
• The story line or argument 
• The points being made 
• Does anything surprise you? Offend you? Amuse you? Strike you as strange? Why? 
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• Your emotional reactions 
• Your thoughts about the story, arguments, presentation, and so on 
• Any interesting observations about the people, action, dialog, or setting 
• Things that people do or say that seem different from our culture, and how they might make 

sense in their culture and situation 
• Things that people do or say that seem familiar, normal, or shared with our culture 
• Examples of ethnocentrism on the part of the people who are the subjects of the video or the 

people who made the video 
• Examples of cultural relativism or of multiculturalism on the part of the people who are the 

subjects of the video or the people who made the video 
• Explanations or claims that use the notions of culture as adaptation, meaning, or system 
• Use of language that reveals something about the subjects of the video or the makers of it 
• Any biases or assumptions by the subjects of the video or the makers of it 
• Anything that you can infer about the culture of the subjects of the video that is different from 

the main points that the producers explicitly made 
o can you tell anything from objects or events in the background? 
o what can you tell from the way people are dressed or the things they have? 
o can you learn anything from people's side comments or the way they say things? 

• The overall approach 
o Is there a narrator who explains everything, or do the subjects speak for themselves? 
o What is the video maker's apparent attitude towards the subjects? 

• Any anthropological ideas we have covered that might apply 
o Do linguistic or other socially constructed categories influence people's thinking? 
o Do you see any examples of conflicts between real and ideal culture? 
o Can you see any aspects of culture that can be "read" as a "text"? What meanings to you 

read, from what, and how might this function in the societies depicted? 
o Do concepts of reciprocity embedded in social relations play a role, and how? 
o Do you see examples of identities being constructed or maintained? 
o Does the video touch on issues of equality, inequality, or hierarchy, and if so, how? 
o Are ideologies of any kind relevant? What roles do they play? How are they legitimized 

and maintained? 
o Is kinship or family structure important? Are there kinship, marriage, childrearing, or 

other family values or practices that differ from ours, how so, and with what effects? 
o Are beliefs about religion, the supernatural, or magic involved? What are the beliefs, how 

are they handled (rituals, etc.), and what effects do these practices have? Does anything 
in the video suggest how people's beliefs are confirmed and maintained? 

o etc. 
 

As with the bus assignment, use these suggestions as a guide, not a checklist. Read through them 
a few times in order to prime yourself to be observant, then just actively pay attention. You won't 
necessarily see all of these things, and you may notice interesting things that are not mentioned 
in this list of suggestions; just be alert.  

 

Writeup 
 

Write a roughly five page discussion of the videos. First, briefly describe what each one is about, 
its general approach, and the arguments or points it makes. Discuss and evaluate each one, 
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commenting on the overall argument or content, and any additional observations you made. 
Apply any anthropological ideas that seem relevant; the hints for taking notes mention some 
possibilities, and your class notes and the readings include others. Can the ideas of culture as 
adaptation, meaning, or system explain or illuminate the subjects? Can any aspects of the 
cultures depicted be "read" like a "text"? And so on. Try to be creative and insightful from an 
anthropological point of view. Feel free to criticize or praise either the video itself or the subjects 
depicted, but please explain why as clearly as you can. Second, compare the videos. How are 
their subjects and approaches similar and/or different? Do they agree, parallel, or contradict each 
other in any ways (even if the specific subjects were different)? Does seeing one provide any 
insight into the other? Did one succeed in some way that the other(s) did not? 
 

What I am looking for 
 

In grading the papers, I will look for thinking that uses anthropological concepts and approaches. 
I will look for understanding of the videos and critical thinking about each one, and about how 
they compare or relate to each other. I will expect your writing to come from a position of 
cultural relativism, not ethnocentrism. Some videos may call for you to consider ethics, so recall 
that cultural relativism does not require ethical relativism. I will hope to see sharp observation, 
and reasonable attempts to explain aspects of the cultures and arguments, using anthropological 
terms and concepts where appropriate. 
 

Format 
 

Use 12-point type, double-spaced, with reasonable margins. Use a spelling checker, and 
proofread your work before submitting it. Recall that I require both a paper copy and a computer 
file of the same paper emailed to me or submitted on a diskette, CD, or USB drive.  
 

Turning it in 
 

Turn in your essay BOTH on paper, AND as a file attached to an email message to me. I will 
return the paper copy with comments and a grade on it. The paper copy is due in class on the day 
indicated on the class web site. The computer file OF THE IDENTICAL PAPER is due by 
midnight of that day. I must have BOTH versions to give you credit. Name the file in this format: 
 

203-06f-VideoEthnography-LastnameFirstname 
 

Your word processor may add a 3-letter file extension like ".doc" or ".wks". 
 

Drafts 
 

You are welcome to discuss your assignment with me or give me a draft to review before the 
assignment is due. My comments and suggestions may help you write a better essay and get a 
better grade. If you email a draft, please name the file as above, but add "-draft", like 
 

203-06f-VideoEthnography-SmithJohn-draft.doc 
 

Grading 
 

This essay is worth 200 points, out of 1000 for the course. 


