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“Seeing Glasses” - Developing “Camera Ethnography” 
 

 

Anja Kraus 

 

Paper at ECERPorto2014 

 

Whereas there is an enormous and even booming volume of technologically determinist 

research on digital media and technology based learning, only recently a research on the inter-

psychic as well as on the interpersonal processes of sharing and designing of digital media 

technologies has been initiated. (Cp. Livingstone 2009). The research project I will present is a 

part of the international scientific project DIGIT-M-ED focusing on reconstructing a first-person 

point of view of young people who reside in marginalized urban spaces by making use of digital 

means. 

Within this area of interest the research on the “visual cultures” (cp. Mirzoeff 1999 et al.) of 

children in using digital technologies is situated.  

Ethnographic “thick” description (Geertz 1983) is deeply linked to a research on gazes. “Camera-

Ethnography” (Mohn 1988) especially works on the entanglements of gazes exploring a whole 

claviature of possible interactional patterns, interdependencies etc. of gazes within videography.  

The empirical study uses this method by making use of an instrument developed by an artist: 

The “Seeing Glasses”, which records the gazes of the kids allowing for working out their “visual 

cultures”. 

In my presentation I will lay a focus on some methodological impacts of this project for 

Ethnography.  

My presentation is devided in four parts: first I will define the concept of “visual culture”; in the 

second part I will define “the research on gazes” within Ethnography and Camera Ethnography 

(Mohn 1988). Then I will outline the empirical study and in the end I will sum up the 

methodological impacts of the study for Ethnography. This aim corresponds to the fact that 

making use of a method in terms of a certain subject is to be seen as a relationship of 

interdependency: The research method follows the subject of research and the method effects 

the subject. That is to say, the method, here a certain technology, dictates in a way how to think 

of the subject, here “Visual Cultures”.  

 

1. “Visual Cultures”  
Imaginaries have always been significant for education and schools (cp. Buckingham 2003, 
Yelland 2006 et al.). For a long time the real things as well as ideas, dreams, fantasies ruled this 
imaginaries. Nowadays, this imagery is supplemented and in parts also replaced by the rise of 
virtual worlds. Digital information, communication and entertainment technologies create 
manifold imaginaries inside and outside the traditional borders of school. Heinz Moser (2006) 
points out the deep influence of the use of digital media on the schemes of everyday 
communication and aesthetics of the young people as well as on their general agency in their 
lives, communities and in society.  
The generalized concept of “visual cultures” (cp. Mirzoeff 1999 et al.) describes the mediation of 
life through visualization as well as the growing swirl of imagery in contemporary societies. 
“Visual cultures” are transmitted across national frontiers and contribute substantially to the 
globalization process.  
One of the outstanding consequences of the formidable rise of “visual cultures” is the 
phenomenon that not only imaginaries, but also human practices are more and more situated at 



the interface of visual technology and its events. However, a “visual culture” can neither be 
deciphered as only images or ideas, nor as actions, distinct procedures or as effects, but as a 
pattern of acting, proceeding and affecting.  
It is difficult to understand that there is a lack of empirical studies on the impacts of media-
related and virtual “visual cultures” of children in theoretical-analytical as well as in practical 
regards.  
In this contribution we investigate the “visual cultures” of children in terms of the implications 
of the effects of their gazes on social interrelations. Here we also take social interrelations into 
account, which are undesirable in pedagogical regards, such as “mobbing” (Olweus 1999) – 
cyberbullying, etc. The scientific research on the “visual cultures” of the acting persons in the 
field resembles the endeavor of Ethnography counting on observations and encounters as 
pertinent sources of research.  
 

2. A Research on Gazes in “Ethnography” and “Camera Ethnography” 
Of all “qualitative” methods in Cultural and Social Sciences Ethnography counts most radically 
on observations and conversations as well as on encounters and experiences as pertinent 
sources of scientific research. The ethnographer is supposed to be not only present and visible in 
the field, but also remaining so in the collected data and in the scientific results. In this research 
genre this methodological paradox replaces the clear division between data collection and 
interpretation. Neither the persons in the field nor the researcher can achieve a “thick description” 
(Geertz 1973) of his/her own without the other. Ethnographic description is linked to the 
investigating gazes, in the best case on both sides, which, in turn, are connected with what can 
be viewed in the field. Discovering/inventing and also completely designing such gaze-
entanglements characterizes the creativity and attractiveness of the ethnographic process of 
knowledge accumulation.  
“Camera Ethnography”, developed by Bina Elisabeth Mohn (2006), actively works on and with 
these interrelations. The method is supposed to enable the researching person to materially 
draft, design and reflect on the practices of focusing one´s objects in filming and editing. This 
methodology based on a permanent work on gazes offers a new dimension of video-analytical 
work to Social Sciences. This is to be understood as the possibility of using focused audiovisual 
presentations to make social phenomena sensorial visible. Mohn (2006) worked out a whole 
claviature of possible interactional patterns, interdependencies and entanglements etc. of the 
gazes within video-graphical social research. In her opinion a camera-ethnographic study or film 
is a study in itself and needs no further comments. 
 

3. Empirical Study 
In her film project „Through the Eyes of Others“ Heike Schuppelius (2001) equipped four 
performers with camera-glasses (a small, not visible camera, built into ordinary spectacles) and 
sent them out on foot. The resulting filmed sequences are determined by their fields of vision 
and their head movements. The scenes follow the subjective awareness of their path, determined 
by their actions and reactions, by their personal customs and interests. Also unplanned events, 
chance encounters and the urban environment are documented.  
During one week the boys and girls of a 7th grade wear camera-glasses, which I call “Seeing 
Glasses”. The research design of our study uses these as well as ethnographic participant 
observation on a daily basis and the multimodal analyses of the raw film material produced by 
the pupils with the aim of working out the patterns of acting or practicing, proceeding and 
affecting another acting person. In order to analyze the raw film material a map will be created 
showing the paths and focusses of the acting persons by means of the recorded images, activities 
and interactions. The first and prevalent aim of the empirical research project is to approximate 
the views of the children. The participating observations will stick to distinct research questions. 
By making uses of the analytical tools developed within the approach of “Camera-Ethnography” 
(cp. Mohn 2006) the course of attention of the youngsters, captured by the camera-glasses, is 
analyzed. Secondly, their “visual culture(s)” (cp. Mirzoeff 1999 and Rose 2012 et al.) that are 
developed in their editing of the film material will be worked out.  



To merely adopt the methodology and method of “Camera Ethnography” to the use of the 
“Seeing Glasses” is not possible, because of one, but anyway striking difference between the two 
forms of data collection: “Camera Ethnography” bases on the active, deliberate as well as highly 
controlled endeavors of the filming person to position him-/herself in a room with the aim to 
make it possible to successfully contact the research subjects in the field, e.g. in terms of a direct 
exchange of gazes. In contrast, the use of the “Seeing Glasses” is supposed to be spontaneous, 
unprepared and authentic (in terms of not professional). The means, the “Seeing Glasses”, is 
supposed to vanish.  
Anyway, we take the social interactional patterns, interdependencies and entanglements 
investigated, systematized and shown by the approach of “Camera Ethnography” as a basis for 
complementing them by unconscious, compulsory and by other tacit forms of associations, 
correlations and alliances. 
 

4. The methodological impacts of the empirical study for Ethnography 
The study aims thus on the description of “tacit dimensions” in a pedagogical and scientific field. 

Tacit influences on pedagogical practices, such as e.g. “visual cultures” do not only play a central 

role in practical pedagogy – marked out within the network “Tacit Dimensions of Pedagogy”, but, 

according to Hirschauer (2001) also in the field of “Ethnography”. Hirschauer points out that 

social dimensions are mostly tacit, they are not outspoken, they are hidden, habitual, 

unconscious, not articulated or beyond language etc.; that is to say, the horizons of sense that are 

relevant for a certain social situation are supposed not to be simply at hand in a verbalized or 

even in a visible way. The research on the “taciturnity of the social” is thus regarded as the 

central challenge of ethnographical research. Ethnographic notes transform something to 

language which has not been language before. Ethnographic research regards its observation 

notes as process-products of a continuing, never finalized work on meaningful viewing and 

showing. Not only the documental character of data, but their analytic potentials and 

performance regarding the work on gazes are decisive for their quality. – In other words, “the 

taciturnity of the social” in ethnography is “linguistificated” (or visualized) with the effect that 

meaning emerges. Ethnographic data (notes) are even regarded as initial formulations of social 

reality. A so called “dense descriptionˮ by Clifford Geertz (1983) is supposed to (so to say) 

screen a social occurrence by means of understanding it in as many ways as possible. 

Analogously, according to Mohn (2006), cameraethnographic video sequences embody various 

foci of a view on social happenings and situations.  

I would thus like to discuss with you about the interpretation of the “Seeing Glasses” as a means 

of documenting something, i.e. “visual cultures”, which can be transformed into language, but 

also stands for its own. My questions are: 

1. Can a film be an result of empirical research standing for its own like Bina Mohn argues? 
If yes, what about the film material that comes from the kids wearing the “Seeing 
Glasses”?  

2. What kind of “taciturnity of the social” are caused by “visual cultures”?  
 


