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Christian Alexander Hurley 

Burning the Field 

A written companion to our visual project, “We Are Anthropologists.” 

 

Whilst reflecting upon our own visual project, it has become increasingly apparent that a 

supplementary explanation of the film is required if we are to justify its place within an 

anthropological context. Defining what constitutes an ethnographic film itself is a 

challenging task, and has left many writers to conclude that one can only say some visual 

texts are more ethnographic than others, or that films only become ethnographic by virtue 

of their use (Macdougall & Taylor, 1998:179). Subsequently, this dissertation will attempt to 

provide We Are Anthropologists (2011), with the appropriate academic foundations from 

which the film can communicate the powerful nature of the visual, and the seemingly 

infinite possibilities for expressing a diverse number of anthropological debates. It will also 

argue that if harnessed appropriately, ethnographic film can provide an engaging narrative 

that has the potential to propel anthropology into the consciousness of a wider audience. It 

must be noted however, that the use of reflexivity within anthropological discourse has 

many pitfalls, despite its empowering qualities. It should therefore be treated with a certain 

level of caution if we are to avoid succumbing to an academically camouflaged 

materialization of self indulgence and naval gazing (Bowman, 2011). It is these discussed 

dangers that are encapsulated by the leading characters within our own film We Are 

Anthropologists (myself and Joshua). The somewhat naive attempt to convey the reflexive 

nature of ethnography by wearing t-shirts with the boldly printed slogan “Being Reflexive,” 



provides an ironic depiction of our own difficulty in communicating what we believed to be 

an anthropological approach. It was only through the rigorous process of editing, with 

particular reference to the footage on the river, that I and Joshua found the unintended 

reflexive ingredient of our film. The undesirable and unattractive qualities that are 

documented throughout the visual text provide the platform from which we were able to 

achieve an unintended critique of ourselves as aspiring anthropologists. It is from our newly 

found position as architects of the narrative that we can differentiate between self 

indulgence and the reflexive, something that I believe has been communicated through the 

final product of our visual project. It must be noted that much of the theory that has 

inspired the narrative of the film and its supplementary written companion, was unearthed 

in our two and a half hour conversation with Glenn Bowman. It is to Glenn that we owe a 

great deal of thanks, in transforming our vision for an abstract exploration of the 

anthropological, into a physical reality. 

Dropping the Ball 

A very accidental moment in the filming process became a metaphorical device which has 

come to epitomise one of the underlying messages within the discourse of the film. As the 

heavily constructed introduction comes to a close, the footage launches the boat scene 

from which the remaining narrative of the film will be driven. We had acquired the services 

of our friend and fellow social anthropology student Evan Page, in order to shoot the 

segment of the film in which myself and Joshua would do reflexivity. Evan was under strict 

orders to only film us on the boat, doing what we believed would be an overwhelmingly 

impressive exercise in anthropological reflection. However, our newly acquired camera man 

had other ideas, and once he had mastered the art of pressing the big red record button, 



proceeded to film the ducks in the water and people on the side of the river, before finally 

switching his attention to us. On reviewing the footage it became overwhelmingly apparent 

that Evan had captured a natural moment which would later become imbedded in 

anthropological sentiment. A woman playing a simple game of catch had dropped the ball, 

followed by a panning shot that introduces the two aspiring anthropologists in the boat. 

Quite fittingly our very first utterances that follow on the river drop the symbolic ball of 

anthropological understanding. This brief scene in which I fail to explain the purpose of our 

presence on the boat, anticipates what is to follow. This is not to say that myself and Joshua 

have spent the last three years paying little regard to what is at the essence of the discipline, 

but rather to note that the portion of our personality which is captured upon the river is an 

uncomfortable critique of our ability to engage with our subject (Glenn) appropriately, on 

any sort of deeper ethnographic level. 

 

Accidently capturing the natural, amongst what for the most part is a contrived construction 

of intangible ideas, is what I would argue gives the text that desired anthropological 

integrity and reflexive quality. The idea that the camera can capture something in a natural 

state is of course a contentious notion in itself (Gardiner, 2009:43). Ironically, it is through 

the most artificial of all our preconceived perspectives of what constitutes reflexivity, that 

the most uncomfortable and strikingly poignant truth is revealed. It could be suggested that 

such a juxtaposition that bears itself in the form of a self-reflexive irony, offers the greatest 

insight into the televised representation of us. Such an observation could be suggested to 

catapult the film into the anthropological space, and underline the unwelcome 

contradictions that lie in searching for a valid truth in ethnographic endeavour (Fernandez & 



Huber, 2001: xi). Our initial idea that reflexivity would happen to us if we somehow merely 

wore t-shirts (which indicated that was what we were doing), was as unnatural as the 

unattractively damming assessments that we drew from the meeting with Glenn.  

The footage depicts me and Joshua encouraging one another to elaborate upon a 

hypothesis, which stems from nothing more than the imaginative speculation of two slightly 

recluse individuals. This suggestion that Glenn’s ethnographic article Fucking Tourists (1989) 

and its subsequent characters are a work of fiction, is merely one of several self fulfilling 

prophecies that Glenn ironically alludes to in the documented interview1. Glenn’s 

sentiments are subsequently echoed by Watson & Watson who suggest that the reality can 

become lost as the investigator constructs an obscure depiction of the individual from his or 

her self proclaimed authoritative position (Watson & Watson, 1985:97). Evan’s natural 

rapport with me and Joshua also allowed him to assume such an authority, using his ability 

to craft a leading dialogue which encouraged us to elaborate on our already self indulgent 

narrative. Despite it not being our initial intention, Evan acquires an active role within the 

film, assuming a Louis Theroux like status (the protagonist) which becomes increasingly 

pivotal to the discourse. He subsequently acts as a buffer between us and Bowman, 

exemplifying the ever growing distance between subject and observer in a superficial desire 

to engage with our perspective audience. 

Burning the Field 

                                                           
1
 “Let’s talk a bit about these nice anthropologists, who go and into the field and want to understand the 

other (and there empathetic). But also we’re veracious cannibals that go out and really want to make 
other people expose themselves to us so we can play mental games, and make sense out of what’s going 
on with them. So we can basically have the satisfaction of sitting down with our own heads and say I can 
do that” (We Are Anthropologists 2011). 



“I try in my work not to hurt anybody. I try in my work not to what they call burn the field, 

and burning the field means the next time someone shows up and says “I’m an 

anthropologist everybody goes like that (gestures the crucifix), and says well get out of here. 

But to me that’s ethics,” (Bowman 2011, We Are Anthropologists).  

 

We had initially hoped that the tranquil environment, and calming aesthetics of the river 

would juxtapose a manic assortment of abstract thoughts and theories, the reflexive boat 

trip however, did quite the opposite. What Glenn describes so articulately as burning the 

field is in essence the epitome of what our misguided attempt at being reflexive on camera 

illustrates. Truthfully, it was only upon reviewing the footage in which we made the 

allegations that Glenn’s engaging body of work is in fact fictitious, that we came to the 

realisation of how the office interview and our subsequent trip down stream intertwine. The 

excruciating manor in which the two scenes synergize is hopefully as humorous as it is 

detrimental to our claim to be anthropologists. It is through this observation that one is able 

to reflect upon how the relationship between observer and subject becomes increasingly 

diluted, as the ethnographer attempts to create a narrative that will engage with a wider 

audience. Rather than give a true representation of what can at times be a more trivial 

encounter of banalities and heavily theoretical discussion, we lose sight and perpetuate a 

rather dehumanizing account of human existence (Watson & Watson 1985:97). This is 

ultimately exemplified by the fact that we discuss the possibility that a certain Tobias 

Shneebaum (a name that we pronounce completely improperly), whom Glenn has discussed 

with us in a cut of the interview that didn’t make the film, doesn’t actually exist (Bowman, 

2011). In retrospect, we felt we had massively underplayed our respect for Glenn, and 



subsequently decided that it would be beneficial to look up such referenced characters in 

order to shed some clarity on the actuality of the situation. First of all, we found Tobias 

Schneebaum to be a distinguished author, most notably of a book that had later been 

adapted to a film (Keep the River on Your Right 1969). We decided to include this within the 

film as it would exemplify our own detachment from reality, and add to the aesthetics of the 

film as the subsequent text was placed to the audience’s right as we talked upon the river. 

Even more damming to the ever building representation of myself and Joshua as deluded 

film makers, was the fact that Mr.Shneebaum had died only a few years ago, for this we are 

sorry Glenn. 

Anthropology as a taught discipline 

One of our initial aspirations for the project was to demonstrate the discrepancies between 

anthropology as a taught discipline and as an active practice. It could be suggested that it is 

the frustratingly constrained nature of learning certain aspects within anthropology, which 

has resulted in a visual project that challenges the boundaries of reality and continuity in 

ethnographic film making. One of these perceived restrictions is the ethnographic criteria 

put forth by certain traditional anthropologists, who believe that for a film to hold relevance 

in anthropological discussion, it must adhere to the literal event of filming itself (Banks, 

1992:119). That is to say, it must conform to a generic schema that embodies a perceived 

obedience to chronology and an aspiration to remain transparent. As I have alluded to in 

previous essays on the visual, such aspirations are riddled in the contradictory nature of 

suggesting that any documented footage can stake a claim to being objective2. I would 

                                                           
2
 If the emergence of reflexive thought has taught us anything, it is that even the least intrusive form of filming 

will impact the events that follow and distort any sort of attempt to represent natural reality. Therefore, the 
idea that analysis cannot be enshrined within film and the visual must be supported by written text, limits the 
ability of the visual to express its own reflexive position (Hurley, 2010:3).  



further argue that if our film had merely regurgitated the captured events in a purely 

chronological fashion, that it would have in fact been less of a reflection of the reality, (not 

only of our vision for the project, but also the actual relationships that have been built in 

partaking in the film making process) and certainly far less engaging. The heavily 

manipulated editing techniques deployed within We Are Anthropologists, aspires to provide 

an insight into the powerful role that the ethnographer holds over the subject, and the 

moral responsibility that comes with such a position. In the words of Bowman himself, “its 

ethics in a much more pragmatic way, than a certain kind of checklist that says, well I can 

totally fuck you over with what I say and what I film, but your name will be on it so there’s 

nothing you can do about it,”(Bowman, 2011: We Are Anthropologists). 

It would at this point be worth wile to make a few remarks regarding the dynamics between 

ourselves and Glenn in shaping the visual project. Our desire to use Bowman as a focal point 

within the film had stemmed from our second year experiences with the former senior 

lecturer Peter Parkes, who was tragically in the midst of a nervous breakdown. During this 

moment in time, Peter would continually go off on a tangent about this man Glenn, who we 

had yet to encounter. This extremely odd period, was multiplied by our own tendencies to 

indulge in our own mental games of speculation. When we eventually were required to 

attend one of Bowman’s lectures, the damage had been done, and by pure association 

Glenn had been eternally tarnished with the brush of the slightly surreal, and positioned 

firmly on Peter’s spectrum of insanity. This inevitably led to uncontrollable giggling, 

sometimes at the sheer impressiveness of Glenn’s articulate demeanour, and of course 

further speculation of our newly introduced anthropological superior. I would therefore 

argue, that after more than a year of being taught by the man Josh has coined “our 



anthropology God,” that a substantial amount of respect had been built for the instated 

Punk of Anthropology. The one observation that has dramatically shifted since our interview 

with Glenn and the subsequent film is a perceived level of shared perspectives on how one 

can express the anthropological, in a less traditional way than I may have initially 

anticipated. 

Space Shuttle SE555 

In a written companion that aims to justify the existence of our film within anthropological 

debate, it would seem inappropriate not to explain the surreal nature of the ethnographic 

space mission that myself and Joshua embark on at the end of the film. The use of what is 

known as parallel editing, has been deployed as a tool to mediate between Glenn’s office 

and the reflexive river is a technique primarily used within fictional narrative (Thompson, 

1993:162). It has been particularly useful in constructing a representation of how we have 

become increasingly more and more dethatched from reality as the film begins to pull in to 

its symbolic destination. The use of editorial techniques that are altogether unfamiliar to a 

generic understanding of what constitutes ethnographic film, reveal a certain truth about 

the perspective from which myself and Joshua have embarked upon the task of creating a 

film. The introductory scene for example, reads like a music video drawing upon the 

notorious quick style MTV edit, in order to communicate a certain aspect of our film making 

motivation (Rosenberg, 2010:167).  The concluding space mission, we hope conveys our 

belief of the entertaining ways in which anthropology may be able to engage with a wider 

audience. It is also a metaphor of the impressively diverse and seemingly limitless 

possibilities for a discipline that I hope begins to assert enough authority to challenge the 

ethnocentric misconceptions of the natural sciences.  



Although, the advice to  build  a metaphorical vehicle by which we can drive our ideas, has 

been ever so slightly misinterpreted by our on screen characters, it is in essence a reflection 

of the alternative reality that myself and Joshua have gradually constructed over the last 

three years. It should be noted that for much of the essay I have referred to our on screen 

presence as if we were fictional characters. This was done with the purpose of 

differentiating between the aspect of our personality that is conveyed within the film, and 

the anthropological qualities that we were able to harness as film makers. Within another 

extract from the interview that unfortunately didn’t make the final cut of the film, Glenn 

establishes an argument that you are not truly an anthropologist until you hit the field 

(Bowman, 2011).  I would echo such sentiments that are reinforced by theoretical 

understanding in as far as; the conscious awakening in producing this ethnographic film has 

enabled me to further understand my own personal experience with anthropology 

(Atkinson, 2007:121). Although much of this dissertation has also critiqued some of the 

naivety with which Joshua and I pursued our vision, it must not be forgotten that this film is 

a labour of love. One which I believe conveys a truth about our own particular relationship 

with anthropology as a taught discipline, and hopefully speculates appropriately on the 

potential of bringing anthropology to a completely alternative audience, without alienating 

its loyal supporters. 
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