Commentary on Doing Visual Ethnography

With the rise of the digital age and constant advancements in technology, social media and the internet has become a vital part of daily life for a vast number of people. Photography and film are commonplace, and Sarah Pink (2001) discusses their use within ethnography. Though written before the rise in social media, and the widespread use of images, this book offers insight that is relevant to this day. 
Within her book Pink notes that it is important when using visual images to avoid objectifying, and therefore trivialising, the subject within the image (2001:3).  The use of imagery within ethnographic research needs to be adapted to fit the context, situation and subject of the research, not only the research itself. New methodologies are needed to ensure that images are not merely a backup to the written word, but an equally powerful tool within ethnographical work (Pink, 2001:4-5). It is imperative to consider how an image will be interpreted by the reader or recipient of the research.
When conducting research into a particular group of people, the material objects surrounding their day to day lives are often an area of interest and are seen to be important in understanding a particular group. If the materials, objects and clothing for example are pertinent in researching and understanding a culture then surely imagery, both of and used by, said group should be just as important a tool in ethnographical research.
Pink looks at the use of photography within ethnographical research from the perspective of many disciplines (2001). Each discipline shows many advantages and disadvantages of the use of both ethnography and photography when conducting research. It could be argued that due to the complexity of the human race that no single discipline could hope to truly understand all there is to know about humankind, therefore an amalgamation of the benefits and advantages from each discipline would offer the best hope of true comprehension of such a complex topic. Many argue that the use of imagery in ethnographic research “are really only vacation pictures” (Becker cited in Pink, 2001:7), however there is a counter argument that use in the correct manner and adopting appropriate methods can lead to the use of imagery as an objective and useful method (Pink, 2001:7).
Two highly influential publications discuss two very different views on the use of imagery and of ethnography itself. Collier and Collier (1986) suggest that a clear distinction needs to be made between the use of photography and film within ethnography and the more common scripted use of photography and film within the media industry. They argue that visual technology should offer a supporting role in observing reality, and that this equipment and method cannot replace the observer themselves (Collier and Collier, 1986). This methodology relies heavily on the interpretation of the imagery in a realist manner.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Clifford offers an opposing view, suggesting that ethnographical works are that of “fiction” (1986:6). This is not to imply that ethnographies are a falsehood or a fabrication, but that they can only ever show a partial truth, that they can never be a complete vision of the reality they are based upon (Clifford, 1986:6). This seems to be a mindful way of looking at ethnography, as mentioned previously humankind are an incredibly complex subject matter, thus having an awareness of this partial truth element could lead to a more truthful and insightful ethnography. It instils the idea that no research could ever show the whole of a culture, only ever a piece of it.
Perhaps the most significant topic raised within Pink’s book is how entwined photography is within many cultures around the world, including the academic cultures most ethnographers are themselves a part of (2001). Photography and visual technologies have become a significant element to the daily lives of many cultures, and as such should surely be researched and utilised as a method. As technology moves forward at an alarming pace, any discipline studying humankind ought to attempt to keep up in order for their research to remain relevant. In the UK alone there are 45 million social media users (Battisby, 2019), image sharing is a huge part of this, therefore in order to properly understand almost any culture within the UK, the ethnographer would also need to understand this aspect.
Ethnographic film is a beneficial tool in engaging a wider audience in your research. Documentaries are widely consumed by the general population and could pose an advantageous manner of gaining wider understanding of certain cultures and societies. That being said, this does present a few ethical dilemmas. If creating an ethnographic film of a culture that is unaware of the culture into which it will be released, can they really give informed consent and to what degree are they actually informed (Pink, 2001:145). Politics and interpretation are substantial factors to consider when releasing an ethnographic film.
To conclude, Pink (2001) offers an insightful starting point in both methods and theories surrounding visual ethnography. There is an extensive list of references making it easy to continue more in-depth research into the subject. The book is easily read and set out in such a manner that it is easy to pinpoint any points of interest. There is a fair balance of the advantages and disadvantages of using visual ethnography, and a plethora of methods and theories discussed. Visual ethnography needs to be used in a well thought out and conscious manr so as not to objectify or diminish the reality of the subject of said imagery. As visual technology advances so too should ethnography.
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