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Reflecting on the Africa museum:  
Participatory video for transcultural studies 

 
 

We discuss the use of video as a means for transcultural studies based on two films we produced presenting 
‘non-westerners’ views on Belgians’ representations of African cultures in the Royal Museum for Central 
Africa.  Stereotypical representation and de-contextualisation of cultural elements are the major issues raised in 
the videos.  These can be understood given the socio-historical function of museums in nation-state building.  
Reflexivity is build-in into the videos by repeating images and sequences of images, to enable the viewer to 
make cross-references and to better understand the embedded messages.  By contributing to intercultural 
communication, the two films illustrate how participatory video is useful for transcultural studies. 

 
Film is the only method I have to show another just how I see him – Jean Rouch (MacDougall, 1999:27) 
 
Rats amongst the beavers 
Visual media, particularly photographs, films and 
videos are often used as illustrative material for 
research or educational purposes.  David 
Attenborough (2002), for example, shows us in the 
documentary series The life of mammals how 
beavers allow muskrats to live in their lodge.  The 
rats however seem to pay a rent for this favour by 
fetching fresh reeds during the winter.  Using 
special cameras inserted into the lodge, the BBC 
team were the first to report this intricate social 
behaviour between these two rodent species.  It is 
tempting to think that in a similar way 
cinematographic media could be used for studying 
social behaviour of humans.  Quite some 
ethnographic film projects have indeed been set-up, 
assuming such a ‘realistic’ approach.  Margaret 
Mead apparently favoured such an approach, 
arguing that cameras left to film continuously 
without human intervention would produce 
‘objective materials’ (El Guindi, 2004; Pink, 
2001a). 
 
Though cinematographic media, may be used as 
recording tools for studying both natural and social 
phenomenon, it is generally realised that such 
images are not merely mirrors of the reality, but are 
constructed representations (e.g. Conord 2002; 
Ruby, 1996).  Machin (1988) argues that this 
criticism can equally be made to many standard 
methods of anthropologic research while video in 
particular, offers the possibility to instantly review 
the data with the research subject using the 
playback facility.  In summary, we see four major 
constraints with the ‘realistic’ approach when using 
cinematographic media as research tool.  First, it 
seems naive to assume that people would be 
indifferent to the presence of a camera and act as if 

it was not there.  Alternatively, installing cameras 
without people knowing would, in general, not be 
acceptable on ethical grounds.  Besides, such an 
approach would result into an enormous amount of 
unselective footage, forgoing any principal of 
sampling.  Finally, a ‘realistic’ approach misses the 
point that by actively and knowingly involving 
research subjects into the production process of 
film making, people’s interests, insights, thinking 
and knowledge can be brought to light. 
 
In some of the participatory research work I did in 
Tanzania, we used video as a research tool, which 
provided villagers a forum for bringing to light their 
knowledge and skills on land management, while at 
the same time allowing for getting insights into 
parts of the social dynamics.  Drawing from my 
experiences in participatory research (Dondeyne, 
2004), I wanted to further explore the potentials of 
video as a research tool, particularly for getting 
insights into cultural aspects by focussing on 
transcultural perceptions and representation. 
 

Participatory video 
In participatory video, people are involved as both 
subjects and producers in a process of community 
reflection and action (Fabel, 1995).  With his 
‘Cinéma verité’ style of film Jean Rouch can be 
seen as a pioneer in developing such an approach.  
The advent of digital video together with the 
widespread availability of personal computers, has 
made video popular with some participatory 
development practitioners (Okahashi, 2000; 
Sateesh, 2000; Johanson and de Waal, 1997).  
Participatory video has also been proposed in social 
research (Kindon, 2003; Holliday, 2000).  
MacDougall (1998: 134) refers to participatory 
cinema when ‘the filmmaker acknowledges his or 
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her entry upon the world of the subjects and yet 
asks them to imprint directly upon the film aspects 
of their culture’, hence MacDougall still keeps a 
distinction between subject and filmmaker. 
 
The Africa museum 
Located 12 km east of Brussels (Belgium), the 
Royal Museum for Central Africa – or Africa 
museum for short – was founded in 1897 as the 
outcome of a popular exhibition on Congo Free-
state.  One of the most striking feature of that 
exhibition was an ‘African village’, putting on 
display persons brought over from Congo.  With 
the exhibition King Leopold II wanted to promote 
his colonial endeavour in Central Africa.  Today, 
the Africa museum is a research institution active in 
the fields of both the natural and the social sciences.  
It harbours some worldwide renowned collections 
and has, for example, 10 million specimen of 
animals (of which 6 million insects and 600 
thousand fishes), 180 thousand ethnographic 
objects, 56 thousand samples of tropical wood and 
more than 500 thousand films and photographs 
(Cappellemans, 2002).  To the wider public it is 
best known for its permanent exhibition displaying 
collections of both stuffed animals as well as 
objects grouped according to the ‘ethnic groups’ 
they were collected from. 

 
The management of the museum, very much 

aware of the colonial legacy, started a process of 
renovation.  Besides its function of conservation, 
scientific research and dissemination of knowledge, 
it aspires to become a forum for intercultural 
dialogue, to promote the interest in contemporary 
Africa and to contribute to sustainable development 
in Africa (Grysseels, 2002).  Our proposal for 
looking at transcultural representation of the 
museum was therefore much welcomed.  The only 
observation museologists made was that they 
wished to have some Congolese persons included in 
the project. 

 
The objectives of this study were: firstly, to get an 
insight into how people with a cultural background 
different from Belgians perceive what is presented 
on African cultures in such an ‘ethnographic 
museum’; secondly, to illustrate and reflect on how 
video can be used in such a research project. 
 
The making of the films 
Two fellow students, Ha Thanh Mai from Vietnam 
and Duru Christian Ebere from Nigeria, responded 
to my proposal of having ‘non-western’ students to 
use video for investigating how the museum is 
representing African cultures.  Initially, we had 
informal discussions on the idea and purpose, after 
which Mai and Christian both paid a first visit, as 
unlike myself, they had never been to the museum.  
Next, each of us elaborated a written proposal: Mai 

developed the idea of looking at how a 
multicultural group would see the museum, while 
Christian wanted to focus on how transcultural 
representation was done through some of the 
exhibited objects, and I elaborated on the idea of 
using video in such a project.  The proposals were 
discussed with two of the museologists, after which 
we were granted permission to film in the museum.  
We made one visit jointly to the museum, for 
getting to know it better and for sharing views and 
thoughts.  After this Mai and Christian worked 
more independently from each other, while I 
functioned as their cameraman, co-researcher and 
co-editor of their films. 

 
For the video Views on others culture we recorded 
in one day, 30 minutes of footage on statues and 
artefacts Mai found striking or interesting.  Later, 
two other students, one from Vietnam, one from 
Congo and who had never been to the museum 
before, joined on a visit.  We recorded their 
reactions and comments: first what they expected to 
see, than the visit and finally asked for their 
appraisal.  During this visit one hour and half of 
footage was recorded, which was subsequently 
mounted as a 14 minutes film.  Mai and I developed 
the structure of the film interactively; as the 
Congolese student had taken an important role in 
commenting on the exhibits, she was also involved 
in the editing. 
 
For the video Reflecting on the museum a first visit 
to the exhibits was made by Christian and myself. 
We recorded about one hour of footage whereby 
Christian took particular interest in the bronze 
statues in the entrance hall, in some of the 
‘ethnographic’ materials and some of the stuffed 
animals.  Later, an interview of Christian with one 
of the museologists was recorded, during which the 
museologist explained the historical background 
and organisation of the museum.  The interview 
was recorded as 17 minutes of footage.  The one 
and half hour of footage was used to create a film of 
9 minutes, of which 4 minutes are devoted to the 
interview.  The museologist reviewed a draft copy 
of the film, to make sure that nothing of what she 
had said was distorted or would misrepresenting her 
views. 
 
The videos 
Views on others culture 
The first part of Views on others culture gives an 
overview of what can be seen in the museum: the 
(old) permanent collections, besides two new 
temporary exhibits: one called Nature and culture 
in Congo, the other one Memory of Congo: the 
colonial era.  The second part shows the visit of the 
two fellow students starting from their expectations 
(Fig. 1.a and 1.b) and ending with their appraisals. 
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Figure 1 

 
The video shows the bewildering of the Vietnamese 
student, especially but not exclusively at displays of 
the old exhibit (Fig. 1.c).  In part, this was because 
in the old exhibits none of the displays have 
captions in English, but even so, these bear little 
information.  Essentially, the objects were so 
foreign to her that she could not relate to them.  The 
Congolese student1 however could easily relate to 
most of the objects, and could explain their uses 
and meaning by referring to her culture (Fig. 1.d).  
Initially she takes a neutral stand, explaining the 
meaning and uses of objects; gradually however, 
she shifts to a more outspoken position, on one side 
pleading for carefully contextualisation of a display 
showing half-naked women dancing (Fig. 1.e) and, 
on the other side criticising the segregating policy 
of the Belgian colonisers and their policy of 
‘training people to become civilised’ (Fig. 1.f). 
 
Reflecting on the museum 
Reflecting on the museum is more of an 
impressionistic document.  First we try to immerge 
the viewer in an atmosphere of images and sounds 
presenting our subjective impression of the 
museum.  To this end, we show a fast sequence of 
still images of striking statues, artefacts and 
animals.  To create an ‘African’ atmosphere these 
images are shown on the rhythm of Rwandan 
drummers music.  We altered the original colours to 
stress subjective feelings: black-and-white with a 
connotation of things belonging to ‘the past’ but 
also with a neutral connotation with respect to 
representation of others.  Hence, black-and-white is 
mainly used for stuffed animals but also for some 
of the outside views of the building.  A yellowish 
colouring is used to add a sense of warmth and 
positiveness, when showing the ‘white-men’s 
civilising’ actions represented by some of the 
bronze statues (Fig. 2.a), as well as when showing 
some of the artefacts and statues presented in the 
displays of the ethnographic collections (Fig. 2.c, 
2.e and 2.f).  In contrast, a green-bluish colouring is 
used to induce an effect of ‘strangeness’, almost 
‘scariness’, which we used to emphasis 
stereotypical representations of African persons 
(Fig. 2.b). 
 
The subsequent interview with the museologist 
(Fig. 2.d), allows the viewer to better appreciate 
what was shown.  Almost all of the images from the 
first part are shown a second time, now in their 
natural colours, to illustrate what the museologist is 
talking about.  In a last part, the viewer is given 
time to reflect on what has been shown and said, by 
showing once more the sequence of images in their 
natural colours, and with the sound track of the 
Rwandan drummers. 

 
Figure 2 

Discussion 
The two videos provide insights into how ‘non-
westerners’ look at representations made of African 
cultures in a Belgian museum.  Whereas the African 
participants could easily relate to the objects 
displayed, the Asian colleagues had difficulties 
making sense out of the materials.  Naturally, one 
would expect this for a person from Congo, but it 
also applied for the Nigerian student, despite 
cultural and historical differences between their 
countries of origin.  The Vietnamese students were 
however lacking both contextual and historical 
background to interpret the best part of the displays.  
Consequently, the participants raise concerns on 
stereotypical representation and de-
contextualisation of cultural objects. 
 
As ethnographic museums pretend to provide a 
window on other peoples’ cultures, it may seem 
surprising that the Vietnamese students found it 
hard to get a picture of how life in Africa may be, 
even when looking at the new, temporary and 
modernised exhibitions.  Indeed, museums are 
generally thought of as institutions for acquiring, 
safeguarding, conserving and displaying objects, 
artefacts and works of arts.  But, as Lidchi (1997: 
205) argues,  

Museums are also contestable entities that confer 
certain kinds of meaning and validity upon objects 
in line with specific or articulated discourses.  A 
museum will endow objects with importance and 
meaning because these come to represent certain 
kinds of cultural value.  

In our videos, this aspect surfaces in various 
ways.  As the exhibited objects are dissociated from 
their cultural context, it is impossible for anyone 
not familiar with Africa to get an idea on how 
people may be living there.  In the video Views on 
others culture this transpires clearly from the 
Vietnamese student’s reactions and comments.  At 
first this seems totally opposed to what one might 
expect from a museum.  It is however better 
understandable when considering one of the socio-
historical function of such a museum.  Macdonald 
(2003) points out that the creation of museums is 
linked to the building of nation-states.  By 
confronting the public with the ‘otherness of 
foreign peoples’, sentiments of belonging and 
brotherhood are induced amongst the public, which 
contributes to the building of a sense of nation 
identity.  One can see that this was crucial in the 
time of King Leopold II, though it would equally 
have been important during the colonial era and 
beyond. 
 
A justification for using video was that it would 
provide insights into how ‘non-westerners’ look at 
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‘westerners’ representation of African cultures.  
Inspiration for the assumption was found in Jean 
Rouch’s statement ‘film allows me to show you 
how I see you’.  Stereotypical representation of 
African people, de-contextualisation of cultural 
elements, linked to issues of subjugation and 
discrimination during the colonial era are the most 
important issues raised.  Seeing and appreciating all 
the clues of this discourse, may not be possible 
when viewing the films for a first time.  In the first 
part of Views on others culture, for example, panels 
are shown on the colonial educational efforts.  Even 
though the stereotypical character of some of the 
posters is self-evident (Fig. 3), the viewer cannot 
anticipate the additional connotations these will get 
when taking into account the Congolese student 
explanations on the Belgian policy on educating 
Congolese people to become ‘civilised’ and 
‘evolved’ – évolué2 is the French term used.  As 
MacDougall (1999) writes viewers never see the 
film the way the filmmaker sees it.  For the 
filmmaker, the edited film is a compression of his 
experiences: in our cases about two hours of 
footage per film, each recorded in two sessions, and 
mounted to 14 and 9 minutes respectively.  
Normally viewers would see the film only ones, 
during which a world is unfolding of which the 
viewer never knows where he is finally lead to. 
 

Figure 3 

 
A second, or subsequent viewing seems therefore 
desirable for appreciating the full meaning 
embedded in such a film.  For obvious reasons this 
will not happen during most screenings.  In our 
case, it can be anticipated that staff of the museum 
will take time to look more than once at these 
videos.  Advocates of adding reflexivity in the film 
often stress that the process of filmmaking ought to 
be included in the film (Borghs, 2002; Pink, 2001b; 
Ruby, 1980).  An van Dienderen (1998) for 
example applies this type of self-reflexivity in 
Visitors of the night.  Though this may be 
interesting and justified in particular cases, it bears 
the risk of resulting into self-indulging products.  El 
Guidin (2004: 149) even criticises this approach as 
being ‘the extreme extension of the narcissism 
component of postmodernism’.  In our two films 
we induced reflexivity by repeating images and 
sequences of images; in Reflecting on the museum 
most of the images on the museum are shown three 
times, though each with its own ‘colouring’. 
 
Ruby (1996) writes that visual anthropology has 
never been incorporated into mainstream 
anthropology but rather has been trivialized by 
some anthropologists as being mainly concerned 
with audiovisual aids for teaching.  In line with my 
experiences with using video in participatory 

research and development projects (reported by de 
Waal, 2001; Dondeyne et al. 1999), the two 
examples presented here show that participatory 
video can be a means for getting insights into 
peoples views and thoughts.  Such videos are not 
intended to plainly portray, illustrate or document 
people’s culture, but are tools for intercultural 
communication, and hence particularly useful for 
transcultural studies.  Anthropologists generally try 
to grasp the others culture, whereby the 
anthropologist has to take position between ‘the 
disinterested social scientist’ or the ‘native point of 
view’ (MacDougall, 1999).  Taking into account 
the uncomfortable colonial legacy of anthropology, 
to us it seems more appropriate to use videos for 
fostering intercultural communication rather than 
for grasping others culture. 
 
Conclusions 
In the two films we produced on transcultural 
representation of the Africa museum, issues of 
stereotypical representation and de-
contextualisation of cultural elements are raised.  
Though it may seem surprising that persons not 
familiar with Africa find it difficult to make sense 
out of the displayed materials, this can be 
understood when considering that such museums 
are not merely institutions for research and 
dissemination of knowledge – as they pertain to be 
– but that they are part of a discourse building a 
sense nation identity amongst its public. 
 
By repeating images, and sequences of images, we 
induced reflexivity putting representation of others 
into perspective.  Including reflexivity in such films 
is important, as it is almost impossible to 
understand all embedded clues and messages of 
such films.  Finally, the two films illustrate how 
participatory video can particularly be useful in 
transcultural studies, by bringing to light views 
from people of different background and cultures. 
 
Notes 
1 The same observation could be made for Mai and 
Christian, respectively. 
2 Evolués were people who had received formal 
training in ‘European manners’ such as using 
chairs, tables, eating with cutlery, etc.  Upon 
succeeding examinations, they were given a 
certificate of ‘civil merits’ (carte de mérite civique) 
and the status of ‘immatriculated’ (le statut 
d'immatriculé).  Though this status would not give 
the bearer equal rights as of ‘white’ people, it 
would give the person privileges ‘indigenous’ 
people did not have. 
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Figures: 

 
Figure 1: From Views on others culture: (a) and (b) Expressing their expectations. (c) Trying to make sense out 
of a display. (d) Explaining uses and meaning of displayed objects. (e) Raising the issue of contextualisation. (f) 

Explaining aspects of the segregating colonial policies. 

Figure 2: From Reflecting on the museum: (a) Missionary bringing ‘civilization’. (b) Stereotypical 
representation of an African man. (c) Statues in the permanent exhibition. (d) Interview with the museologist. (e) 
Statue and (f) Artifacts displayed in the exhibit on Nature and Culture. 
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Figure 3: From Views on others culture showing part of a panel on the colonial educational efforts, in the 

exhibit on the colonial era.  The caption of the poster translates as ‘Education means civilization’ 
 
  


