Asen Balikci interviewed by Mark Turin in Gaytok, Sikkim, India, 12th January 2003 – Part 3

0:00:05 Meeting with Douglas Oliver; proposal to change ethno-centric bias in teaching of social science in schools by using ethnographic film; to start with Eskimos; Douglas unaware of own interest in film; had heard of him from Arensberg; based in Harvard; told to emphasise traditional culture and make it simple enough for 7-8 year old children to understand and build conceptual model of a primitive society

0:04:07 Leave of absence from Montreal; daunting task but thrilled; wrote film plan and had extremely good producer, Kevin Smith, and had academic committee chaired by Margaret Mead; this was the only such project at the time; had cameraman, Doug Wilkinson, who had made other films in the Arctic for the Film Board of Canada

0:08:00 I was in charge of content but not supposed to tell cameraman how to shoot; not allowed to touch camera or to take a still camera; responsible for the structure of the films; had grant from Ford Foundation; spent two months at stone weirs though tensions between self and cameraman due to own impertinent attempts to teach the cameraman his job; committee delighted with films sent back and then got money from National Science Foundation and able to film over next three years

0:11:15 Filmed one family over a period of thirteen months; shot about half a million feet of film; Doug Wilkinson fell sick and left so left alone until joined by two men; the older of the two fell sick within three or four days and left with the other, Ken Post; got on well together for nine months; for most important shamanistic film producer wanted another cameraman; found two men, Bob Young who was working for the National Geographic and Flaherty’s cameraman; found Bob Young to be a great artist, painting with a camera; Ken Post remained as assistant cameraman

0:19:00 Eleven hours of film made for schools without English commentary but the children could follow; the committee had decided not to have any commentary; desire to bring Eskimo lifestyle into the classroom with as little artifice as possible; forbidden to use zoom; editing not easy and eliminated film on shamanism

0:21:25 Spent thirteen months over total of four expeditions so edited between filming tours; films released sequentially until 1969 as ‘The Netsilik Eskimo Film Series’; received enthusiastically; by this time Doug Oliver had retired; Jerome Bruner had replaced him and suggested making a unit for grade five using the films on the subject of what makes men human; aim to get children to discover this for themselves; Peter Dow, administrator of the project, wrote book about the project; teachers taught how to use the material; CBS television got self and Bob Young to edit an ethnographic special which was broadcast as ‘Eskimo Fight for Life’ and beat National Geographic in the ratings; spin-offs for BBC etc., over 200 television bookings worldwide in various formats though Dutch, German and Russian TV did full eleven hours; even now much used in museums

0:29:47 Then backlash from parent-teacher committees that their children had been greatly disturbed by watching killing of seals, eating raw meat, etc.; national debate reached Congress 11th May 1976 where accused of teaching anything-goes philosophy rather than inculcating family values; special commission investigated to which Margaret Mead went twice to testify; was in Afghanistan and returned to find reputation ruined and the educational unit disbanded; wrote an article for ‘Anthropology Today’ on the whole thing

0:33:40 Spent much time away from Montreal organizing filming; remaining in Ottawa Museum would have restricted me to Northern Canada but imposed discipline on work; without this discipline failed to do hard ethnography of the Eskimos; however, Eskimos also changing and becoming politicised and hated anthropologists as exploiters; did try to work under these new conditions but found I could only involve myself in land-right cases on their behalf; then frustrated in Afghanistan, a new field of study, by war; finally decided to go back to the Balkans after collapse of Communism 

0:38:49 Happy to leave North America for the Balkans as felt I could not make any further contributions there; if I had retired in Canada would have had no access to grants; now very expensive to work among Eskimos; in retirement in Sophia, making films in the Balkans; latest film on what it means to be Moslem in the Balkans in context of September 11th  
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