Whose screening? Reflecting on the audiences of ethnographic film festivals

What is an ethnographic film? What makes a film to be ethnographic? Those are questions long addressed by scholars and filmmakers alike, almost since the beginning of filmmaking. I’m not going to address this issue from a theoretical point of view, I’m pretty sure there are better prepared people in the audience than me to discuss it. The ambiguous and fruitful position described by Piault brings then new questions to the arena of visual anthropology, long intended to bridge and overcome interdisciplinary boundaries. 

If we turn back to the question of what’s an ethnographic film, we can answer that often, it is its inclusion in a particular circuit, that of ethnographic film festivals. Largely unknown to the general public, today ethnographic film festivals gather an ever increasing documentary film production. Among these, however, very few are the filmmakers that refer to themselves as anthropologists.

The films are presented to a quite motivated audience. Interestingly, the reference to anthropology is often elicitated, with filmmakers and producers explicitly reminding to the audience they are not anthropologists. Such was the case in the last Margaret Mead festival, where only ten of the 36 films screened had any kind of formal link with anthropology. Who are then these films intended for? Why are they selected ? 

Concern on ethnographic films and their impact and use within anthropology has been growing in the last decades. With the popularisation of digital media, the interest on filming has increased in anthropology, together with the interest on the discourses and narrations ethnographic films entangle. However, their impact on the audience remains a largely unaddressed issue. Drawing from fieldwork on ongoing research, this paper intends to reflect on whether the audience makes or not any difference. 

