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To Dorothy Lemelson: With the deepest respect, admiration, and love

PREFACE

Photo 1

Anthropologist Robert Lemelson at a jathilan performance in 2006

In 1996, as a graduate student in psychological anthropology, I went to
Indonesia to conduct doctoral research exploring the inﬂuence of cultural
context on the experience and trajectory of mental illness. The question I
was interested in, addressed in a series of research projects by the World
vii
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Health Organization (WHO) (the International Pilot Study on Schizophrenia and the Determinant of Outcome of Severe Mental Disorders) in the
1970s forward, seemed straightforward enough: why people who have
developed a psychotic illness in the developing world have a better outcome
or recovery than those in the West. This has been termed “The Outcome
Paradox.” How could it be that people living in societies that had few
dollars, or national resources, devoted to the care and treatment of people
with serious mental illness, like Indonesia, would get better more quickly,
than in the West, where large sums are devoted to the care and treatment of
people living with mental illness?
The WHO researchers deﬁned outcome as the ability to return home
after an initial hospitalization, return to work, and have fewer severe symptoms, re-hospitalizations, and relapses. After engaging in the largest transcultural psychiatric epidemiologic research project in history exploring this
important public health concern, they identiﬁed a number of domains that
were related to differential outcome and recovery from mental illness. These
included attributional models of etiology for illness, labeling of symptoms
and syndromes, the relative ﬂexibility of daily routines; types of treatment
available and accessible, the degree and types of social support, and the
family emotional climate a patient returns to, among others. However, they
struggled to fully answer this question, in part because the clinical and
epidemiological emphasis of the research, while being able to identify
these important domains, in some ways lacked the textured speciﬁcity to
parse out these factors, in particular cultural places and times. One of the
needs cited for future research in the WHO ﬁnal report, in reference to
recovery factors for schizophrenia in the developing world, was a call for
greater integration of ethnographic ﬁndings. They called for qualitative and
anthropological research to tease out the contextualized speciﬁcs.
In addition to “The Outcome Paradox” seeming to be an important and
complex question with real life implications, it was this call for ethnographic
approaches that I responded to after taking a seminar on this issue with one
of my mentors, Prof. Robert Edgerton, who had done foundational work
on the relation of psychosis and culture. I picked Bali as a ﬁeld site, following
the suggestion of another of my mentors, Prof. Douglas Hollan, who had
extensive research experience on the neighboring island of Sulawesi, among
the Toraja.
Bali, Indonesia, is one of the most well-examined societies in the world
by anthropologists. For over a hundred years they (alongside the now
millions of tourists) have come to this beautiful and culturally elaborate
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society to explore a wide range of topics. In anthropology proper, Bali is
now seen as a place that is well understood, even overdone, and thus
perhaps lacking in contemporary ethnographic interest. However, since I
wanted to investigate the impact of culture on mental illness experience, a
well-examined culture such as Bali seemed a good ﬁt; there was already
ample information about the myriad aspects of the ceremonial, ritual, and
social life that might be relevant.
To conduct such a study I knew I would need to explore such diverse
areas as explanatory models, local ways of understanding unusual sensory
experiences, cultural shaping of putative psychiatric syndromes, and traditional and biomedical/psychiatric treatment systems. My conceptual toolkit
included participant observation of locally available treatments; utilizing etic
models such as psychiatric nosological and diagnostic systems to separate
symptom and syndrome, disease and illness; and exploring the lifeworlds
and life histories of my subjects via in-depth interviews. I also planned to use
clinical and ethnographic forms of data collection including culturally contextualized diagnostic interviews; structured, semi-structured, and openended interviews; person-centered interview schedules; and community
and clinical surveys. In my dissertation proposal, I brieﬂy mentioned that I
was interested in videotaping some of my research.
I was lucky at this early stage in my research career (1995–1997) to meet
a Balinese psychiatrist, Dr. Luh Ketut Suryani, who had been involved with
the WHO research and had done her own sophisticated work on culture
and mental illness. In the mid-1980s she had spent a year collecting ﬁrst
hospitalizations for acute psychosis, and had a sample of 115 cases, which
she investigated using a mixed method approach of clinical evaluation,
interviews, and structured questionnaires. After meeting and discussing
my interests with her, she agreed to have me work with four of her residents
to re-contact these original patients, re-interview them, and do one of the
ﬁrst ten-year follow-up studies in this area. Over the course of a year and a
half in 1996–1997, 95 of the original 115 were re-contacted and
re-interviewed.
Toward the latter part of this ﬁeldwork I received a letter from a colleague
who was a researcher at the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH),
who wondered if I would be interested in participating in a pilot research
program at the NIMH attempting to ﬁnd cases of neuropsychiatric disorders
in the developing world. The impetus for this research was the then-recent
ﬁnding about the pediatric autoimmune neuropsychiatric disorders associated
with streptococcus infection, also known as the PANDAS hypothesis. Brieﬂy,
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this was a theory that some cases of speciﬁc neuropsychiatric disorders, such as
obsessive-compulsive disorder and Tourette Syndrome, had their origins
in multiple streptococcus infections in children who were genetically
predisposed. The research team believed that in a place like Indonesia, with
high rates of infectious diseases, it should be possible to ﬁnd cases of neuropsychiatric disorders, and then link these back to elements related to the
PANDAS hypothesis.
After multiple presentations were made to local psychiatric professionals
about this research, one of the local psychiatrists, I Gusti Putu Panteri, who
ran a private psychiatric hospital in Denpasar, Bali, approached me about
collaborating on this project. He had been in practice for decades and had
an extensively documented clinical caseload; several dozen of these patients
were identiﬁed who ﬁt the NIMH criteria. We then spent six months
re-contacting these patients in their villages scattered throughout Bali.
Several months into this new research project, a friend and graduate
student in anthropology who had some experience in the ﬁlm world,
came to Bali to stay with my family for several weeks. We agreed she
would ﬁlm me conducting my ﬁeldwork. Beyond that, I did not give
much thought to how I might use these ﬁlms.
In the following few weeks, we gathered approximately thirty-ﬁve to
forty hours of video with a dozen or so of my research subjects. Some of
these were truncated interviews shot largely for their visual quality, while
others were more complete ethnographic interviews. Upon returning to the
United States, I put the videos aside and spent the next year and a half
completing my dissertation. While writing, I was contacted by a young
Javanese psychiatrist, Mahar Agusno, and his wife, psychologist, and
English teacher, Ninik Supartini, who were interested in my research and
potential collaboration.
After ﬁnishing my dissertation in 1999, I started a project with a geneticist who was exploring various aspects of the genetic basis of common
neuropsychiatric disorders. She was interested in ﬁnding cases of Tourette
disorder in Indonesia. My collaborators Mahar and Ninik assisted us with
this project, initially collecting cases drawn from Mahar’s clinical case log
and then conducting a community-based study to ﬁnd additional cases by
going through villages in Gunung Kidul, a poor region of Central Java
where Ninik was from and where many in her extended family still resided.
Mahar had just ﬁnished his residency in psychiatry, which had required him
to serve a large region of rural South-Central Java. This made him the ideal
person to do the required community surveys. In late 1999 and early 2000,
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they conducted a detailed survey of several regencies. Mahar and Ninik
videotaped some of their subjects for research purposes. The genetics
project soon foundered due to a lack of funding, but the anthropological
project, which was a logical extension of my work in Bali, continued.
At this point, I also began teaching at UCLA, and I thought about the
thirty-ﬁve to forty hours of ﬁlm footage gathered in 1997. Around the same
time, a young documentary ﬁlmmaker approached me, to give my anthropological opinion of a recent ﬁlm he was directing. I thought the material
and his approach interesting, and asked if he was able to work with me on
editing the footage I had into small teaching pieces, for my classes. He
agreed, and we produced several short videos. They turned out to be a big
success with my students, and I decided to go back to Indonesia, re-contact
the people in the footage, and follow them up, both for research and to
expand upon the teaching ﬁlms.
In the summer of 2000 I therefore returned to both Bali and Java. In
addition to the young documentary ﬁlmmaker, I worked closely with
Wayan Sadha, a cartoonist and journalist who provided an indispensable
lens into the daily life of the average Balinese, and later with his daughter Sri.
Unfortunately my collaborator on the neuropsychiatric research,
Dr. Panteri, had had a stroke in 1999, making collaboration difﬁcult. I
was also able to work with Dr. Made Nyandra, a much younger Balinese
psychiatrist “on his way up.” As a Christian, Dr. Nyandra offered some
interesting perspectives on the dominant Balinese Hindu community. In
Java, my initial collaboration with Mahar and Ninik deepened into what
became my closest and most longstanding professional relationship and
friendship in Indonesia. I discovered that Mahar was deeply interested in
the interplay between Javanese and Indonesian culture and the experience
and outcomes of the people living with the different forms of mental illness
he was treating on a daily basis. Ninik, as a psychologist with an interest in
cultural psychology, provided great insight into many different aspects of
Javanese culture.
In these early years, however, my understanding of ﬁlm and ﬁlmmaking
was still rather minimal. Having grown up on a television diet of documentaries made in the 1960s and 1970s, ranging from Mike Wallace’s Biography
series, to the Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom and National Geographic
specials, I had a very naïve understanding of just what good cinema or good
documentary, let alone good ethnographic ﬁlm, entailed. As an undergraduate and graduate student in anthropology I had been exposed to the
typical if rather sparse set of classic ethnographic ﬁlms, from John Marshall’s
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The Hunters to Timothy Asch’s A Man called Bee and The Ax Fight; a range
of other ethnographic snippets, typically focused on some aspect of technology, subsistence, or ritual life; and the occasional more complex ﬁlm,
such as Ongka’s Big Moka. But my understanding of ﬁlms was largely gained
through watching and discussing them with my friends, and through the
general diffusion of knowledge that permeates life in Los Angeles, where so
many work in the ﬁlm industry.
At this early stage, in 2000, I did not foresee the visual ethnography
becoming extended beyond short teaching pieces. I simply hoped that if I
could visually document the lives of my participants, this might bring my
students into the world I was immersed in as an ethnographic researcher.
Accordingly, as I traveled in Bali and Java continuing my ethnographic
explorations of culture and mental illness, I saw the camera as little more
than “an extension of my eyes,” recording my ethnographic encounters
while documenting the rich cultural life of the communities in Bali and Java.
In the following years, my experience, ambition, and love of ﬁlmmaking
grew. I returned to Indonesia every year once or twice a year for two to four
weeks at a time to continue this work. In the intervening months, footage
would be edited and assembled into basic narratives; as I ﬁrst began making
teaching ﬁlms with the materials shot, I designed the structure of the ﬁlms
around key research topics of interest in the ﬁeld, such as cultural differences
in the symptomatology and expression of illness, rather than around individuals or their personal stories and what was of primary interest to them in
their lives. Yet, through ﬁlming subjects on repeated trips, I developed
deeper relationships with the participants. Through these relationships I
began forming a new understanding of the issues brought to the ﬁeld with
research question and hypotheses; ultimately, I realized that the footage
collected was full of interesting personal stories, and that these stories
eloquently articulated not just themes of my original research but wider
issues in psychological anthropology.
With each successive shoot, my interest in ﬁlm and ﬁlmmaking deepened
and widened. Over the next ﬁve years or so, I began to read more extensively about ﬁlm theory, the history of ethnographic ﬁlm, explorations in
storytelling, narrative, and character development, and many of the related
technical issues involved in contemporary ﬁlmmaking. My understanding of
what “good ﬁlmmaking”—and more speciﬁcally, good storytelling and
good narration—entailed became more informed and nuanced.
Much has been made of the “Cambridge turn” in ethnographic ﬁlm, and
certainly a number of visionary ﬁlmmakers and anthropologists have come
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out of the Boston area. Los Angeles is much less known as a center for
ethnographic ﬁlmmaking. This is somewhat odd, as UCLA has an esteemed
anthropology program and a famous ﬁlm school, while USC has the visual
anthropology program initially founded by Timothy Asch, which remains a
rich source of young ethnographic ﬁlmmakers. Outside of these centers for
training in ethnographic ﬁlm, Los Angeles is also of course a global center of
the ﬁlm industry. Yet relatively few, if any, anthropologists have turned
toward the ﬁlm industry here as a resource or a source of knowledge,
let alone inspiration or collaboration. In any case, it was not difﬁcult for
me to ﬁnd thoughtful professionals in the ﬁlm industry with an interest in
ethnographic ﬁlm; some had taken courses in anthropology or even had
degrees in visual anthropology. Independent ﬁlmmakers in particular can
share concerns with anthropologists, committed as they often are to “telling
the truth,” about the difﬁculties of contemporary life and including the
voices and stories of those not included in mainstream ﬁlms.
In 2006 I founded the documentary production company Elemental
Productions, and have ﬁnished over a dozen ﬁlms: 40 Years Of Silence: An
Indonesian Tragedy (2009) about the long-term effects of the 1965–1966
mass killings; the six ﬁlms in the Afﬂictions series (2010–2011); Jathilan
(2011), a ﬁlm about possession performance; Ngaben: Emotion and
Restraint in a Balinese Heart (2012), addressing the personal experience
of funerary ritual; Standing on the Edge of a Thorn (2012), a ﬁlm about the
complicated pathways to sex work implicating personal vulnerability and
social response; Bitter Honey (2014), a ﬁlm about polygamy and genderbased violence in Bali; and ﬁnally Tajen (2015), on the Balinese cockﬁght,
and other audio-visual projects, with additional projects in various stages of
pre-production or production.
In 2009 I hired a graduate student, Annie Tucker, as a research assistant
and writer to help develop study guides for the ﬁlms. Annie received her
PhD at UCLA in 2015, researching the interpretation and treatment of
autism spectrum disorder in Java; her training in Disability Studies, experience living, working, and conducting research in Indonesia, and her ﬂuent
Bahasa Indonesia made her a natural ﬁt as a collaborator. She is the second
author of this book.
Through all of this, the project, most longstanding, foundational, and
closest to my heart, stems from the original research on culture and mental
illness in Bali and Java—the six ﬁlms of the Afﬂictions series,1 which are the
subject of this book. One of the main purposes of this book is to complement the stories told and themes explored in the Afﬂictions series with both
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a deep dive into a written ethnography and more practical guidelines about
ﬁlmmaking in general. While there are often linkages between ethnography
proper and ethnographic ﬁlm on the same subject, works that speciﬁcally
link the two are quite rare. Even rarer are efforts to not only connect these
two but toprovide descriptive, reﬂexive accounts of the projects themselves,
and the related issues of ﬁlm production, issues of ethics and participant/
collaborator/team relationships, and ﬁnally to advocate for ﬁlm as a potentially equal partner to classic ethnography.
This bringing together of ethnographic ﬁlm and the concerns and
domains of psychological anthropology we term “visual psychological
anthropology”.
One of the stated goals of a visual psychological anthropology is the
rendering of textured, person-centered life history narrative that instantiates
these elements into a multi-sensory expression that feels “lived” to the
viewer. Another is to connect the domains and the theory in psychological
anthropology to the actual lives of participants in our research, and embed
these in understandable and emotional stories. Tracking these themes and
story, over time, is also key. Linking the visual aspect to the written work, so
that each complement and add to each other, further strengthens this new
endeavor. Integrating the visual, whether whole ﬁlms, scenes and clips, or
related material, with the written in an interactive digital format helps bring
together the ﬁelds of ethnographic ﬁlm and psychological anthropology.
Another, more distal goal is to make the research of psychological anthropology available to a much larger, public audience, through the medium of
ﬁlm. This book attempts to address all of these issues.

NOTE
1. The ﬁlms are available, for a discount to purchasers of this book, at www.
elementalproductions.org
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Psychological anthropologists study a wide spectrum of human activity:
child development, illness and healing, ritual and religion, selfhood and
personality, political and economic systems, just to name a few. In fact, as
a discipline that seeks to draw the lines connecting persons and culture, it
would be difﬁcult to come up with examples of human behavior that fall
outside the purview of psychological anthropology. Yet beneath this substantive diversity lies a common commitment. The practitioners of psychological anthropology seek to answer broad questions about how peoples’
inner worlds are interwoven with their outer ones. And while psychological
anthropologists may focus on emotions or human biology, on language or
art or dreams, they rarely stray far from the attempt to understand the
mental and physical possibilities and limitations that ground human
experience.
Afﬂictions: Steps Toward a Visual Psychological Anthropology is a companion to the Afﬂictions ﬁlm series, six ethnographic ﬁlms about the experience of mental illness in various cultural settings in Indonesia. In
proposing visual psychological anthropology, the authors introduce a
sub-discipline centered on the implications of ﬁlm for theory, ethnography,
and the lives of the subjects who anthropologists study. As in much anthropology, the present book works simultaneously on two levels. The chapters
here reﬂect both on the ﬁlms in the series and on broader questions about
ethnographic ﬁlm, anthropology, and the practical and ethical implications
of ﬁlms that depict mental illness. The authors are attuned—among other
issues—to the humanizing possibilities of ﬁlms that remind us that their
xv
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subjects are examples neither of a particular culture nor of a diagnosis, but
rather that they are human beings with day-to-day lives in families and
communities. Overall, these chapters serve to consolidate and welcome a
new area of inquiry in psychological anthropology, one that will undoubtedly help to determine the direction of the ﬁeld in the coming years.
Tulsa, OK
USA

Peter G. Stromberg
Editor of Culture, Mind, and Society
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