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MULTIMODAL ANTHROPOLOGIES

Heartened by Iconoclasm: A Few Preliminary Thoughts
About Multimodality

Richard PowisQ1

Washington University in St. Louis

In their article, “Multimodality: An Introduction,” Collins,
Durington, and Gill (2017) invite us to attend to multi-
modality as a productive disruption to traditional approaches
to research, analysis, community engagement and collabora-
tion, and dissemination. Multimodality rethinks and expands
upon what is considered legitimate knowledge and knowl-
edge dissemination. In doing so, it encourages novel forms
of engaging both the public and our research participants.
While multimodality, in the authors’ words, does not repre-
sent a “break from the past,” the emergence of “Multimodal
Anthropologies” within American Anthropologist, the flagship
journal of the American Anthropology Association (AAA),
represents a monumental shift in our discipline’s approach
to and endorsement of the processes of knowledge produc-
tion and circulation that, until recently, were considered to
be part of the fringe and were not taken seriously.

For me, multimodality means publicly documenting the
trajectory of my research through text, images, and video
across blogs and social media platforms like Instagram, Twit-
ter, and Facebook. My goal is not only to report the data
in near real time but also to demonstrate to my audience
the process of what I do as an ethnographer. My hope is
that I can successfully invite both my academic audiences
and colleagues in the United States and my interlocutors in
Senegal to engage with me and with each other in dialogue
about the research topic and the research design. While my
Senegalese colleagues (e.g., interlocutors and academics)
have been highly receptive to and enthusiastic about this
multimodal formulation, it has been met with a range of
skepticism by senior colleagues at home: from considering
my approach to be novel but ultimately extracurricular to
regarding my approach as potentially dangerous and ethically
unsound. Imagine my excitement to read that a multimodal
approach to research is now endorsed and encouraged by
American Anthropologist.

“Multimodality: An Invitation” builds on a long history of
disciplinary reflections and critiques, and makes me hopeful
and excited about the future of our discipline. Very recently,
in 2011, paleoanthropologist John Hawks wrote an arti-
cle for the online publication anthropologies titled, “What’s
wrong with anthropology?” that echoed similar concerns.
In his indictment of our stubbornly technophobic leagues,
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Hawks writes, “Anthropology’s hashtag ends in fail. If you
don’t know what that means, you’re one of the reasons.”
The essay was a call for routine integration of social me-
dia platforms into fieldwork—within our research design,
methodology, or public engagement—as well as for the
purposes of shortening the publication timeline that would
allow scholars to interpret and report data almost as fast as
it is collected. In the same year, Giovanni da Col and David
Graeber (2011) hailed the return of ethnographic theory in
their foreword of the first issue of HAU: Journal of Ethno-
graphic Theory. In their essay, da Col and Graeber note that
the spirit of HAU is one that inverts—or reverts—the order
of events: theory should emerge from research and extend
into disciplines outside of anthropology, as it once influenced
Freud, Wittgenstein, and Sartre, rather than be carried from
continental philosophy into the field, as it often is nowadays.
Tricia Wang (2012) later published the workflow of her “live
field notes” methodology, a system of data management in
which she organizes field notes and images, and strategi-
cally shares them across social media platforms. I was elated
to read these together as a junior in college preparing for
my first research experience in Senegal. They complement
each other, I believed, in that to report transparently about
data and collection means putting oneself in a position to
be held accountable by an audience in real time. It means
collaborating with local interlocutors and considering their
perspectives independent from Eurocentric interpretations
of human sociality. As I learned about such innovations and
disruptions, I started to feel that our discipline was on the
brink of a sea change.

“Multimodal Anthropologies” is a long-overdue in-
tervention that encompasses visual anthropology, net-
worked anthropologies (see Collins and Durington 2015),
participatory-action research, and experimental ethnogra-
phy to facilitate the use of both conventional and emer-
gent forms of media and art forms. It accomplishes three
things.

First, it destabilizes prescriptive and pedantic radical-
izations of “ethnography” (see, for instance, Ingold [2014]
and Shryock [2015]). Attending to the multimodal forces Q2

us to rethink idealized research timelines and geographies,
including the boundary between “field” and “home,” which
is already rendered porous by social media (Jackson 2015).
That boundary becomes indistinct when one asks, “When
does research begin, and when does research end?”
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Second, by confronting disciplinary doxa that demands
the publication of articles in high-ranking journals and the
production of monographs as a precondition for obtaining
tenure, multimodality offers new possibilities for the cir-
culation of our research with even greater prospects for
public engagement while providing novel opportunities to
make our work more meaningful to the interlocutors and
communities it represents.

Third, by engaging with nontraditional media, empha-
sizing transparency, and highlighting collaboration with our
interlocutors, a multimodal approach to research demands
that we confront new ethical considerations in an era of con-
nectivity, particularly with respect to protecting identities
and minimizing risk.

As a doctoral candidate engaging with various digital
media technologies, and getting ready to begin fieldwork,
the primary concern that I have heard from faculty, institu-
tional review boards, and grant-proposal reviewers is about
the afterlife of the media that I intend to produce. Posting
an image that I take during my research on Instagram or
tweeting about my experiences in real time, my senior col-
leagues and professors argue, places my research participants
at risk of being identified. In the event that my participants
decide that they do not want to remain anonymous, there
still exists a lingering paternalistic concern that a participant
might go on to regret their decision to be identified. These
concerns stem from the anxiety that “the Internet never for-
gets” (meaning you can never truly erase something from
the Internet). Allow me to take a multimodal approach to
addressing this concern.

First, the argument overlooks the even longer afterlife
of books and articles. Excepting new and very expensive
editions, authors and publishers cannot remove text, data,
or photos from books and articles once they are already
published.

Second, by positioning social media against conven-
tional forms of publications (a false and unproductive
dichotomy), the argument supposes that the ethical guide-
lines and criteria for what can and should be shared publicly
are different for the two mediums. A more appropriate
and democratic approach should be: if you would not
publish it in an article or a book, you should not publish it
elsewhere.

Finally, we must acknowledge that social media is not
the only medium that is changing in the academic landscape.
Books and articles in digital form—whether or not they are
behind a paywall—are still accessible to our interlocutors
by informal or illicit means. To believe otherwise is naı̈ve
at best and condescending at worst. But it also points to
the ways in which different forms of academic knowledge
are treated differently. Conventional publication practices
are virtually unquestioned, while multimodal productions
are treated with additional scrutiny and paternalism.

The advantage of multimodality is in its flexibility.
My research approach is a tripartite integration of conven-
tional ethnographic methods, publicly shared field notes and

photography, and participant collaboration. But my ap-
proach is not appropriate for all research projects. Nor does
it adequately address the different risks that research partic-
ipants might encounter in regards to the use of multimedia
during fieldwork. This elasticity means that research design
and publication can range from conventional to experimen-
tal, independent of each other, and that they can even over-
lap temporally. A multimodal approach encourages us to
be conscious of our interactions with our interlocutors, the
communities in which we work, our audiences, and each
other, and to employ all of the resources to which we have
access; how one uses those resources is up to the researcher.

As Collins, Durington, and Gill assert, a multimodal
approach to anthropological research and knowledge pro-
duction is available to everyone regardless of methodological
training and technical skill levels. Millennials like me are par-
ticularly well suited to take a multimodal approach because
we often keep up with cutting-edge trends in media produc-
tion in our everyday lives. We are not yet fully enculturated
into the doxa of academia and hence are better positioned to
challenge disciplinary boundaries. It is incumbent upon grad-
uate students, junior faculty, and young scholars like myself
to challenge institutionalized norms of research design and
publication. What we require from our senior colleagues and
scholars at the helm of our discipline is their openness, their
continued support, and carving out of a space in which to ex-
periment and innovate, and come up with new multimodal
approaches to research and knowledge production. For se-
nior colleagues who wish to be more engaged, multimodality
is an opportunity to participate in collaborative mentorship
with graduate and undergraduate students; while professors
guide students’ research design, students can introduce
professors to millennial modes of media productions and
engagement.

With their invitation and their editorial guidance of the
“Multimodal Anthropologies” section in American Anthropol-
ogist, Collins, Durington, and Gill’s efforts represent a push
towards the acceptance of the kind of innovative approaches
to research that inspire me. They urge us towards the
acknowledgment of the importance of creating a space for
the publication of knowledge that we produce with our
interlocutors. This opens new doors for the consideration
of unconventional forms of academic knowledge, both
produced and disseminated in unconventional ways.
Most importantly, multimodality renders our research
malleable and accessible to our interlocutors in ways that
allow our interlocutors to be heard more clearly by our
audiences. I look forward to engaging with the work of
multimodal researchers in this and other venues in the
future.
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