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Research Proposal
To what extent does social and cultural context influence individual understanding and interpretation during a Miawpukek First Nation Powwow
OVERVIEW

I propose to conduct qualitative field based research analysing the responses to Miawpukek First Nation culture, specifically in relation to the annual Powwow in July. I would like to invite a select group of individuals to witness and participate in the Powwow, and then analyse their interpretations of the Miawpukek culture and ritualistic practices. This would give some analysis into the influence of social and cultural context and potentially identify some issues with regards to misinterpretation and potential ways to mitigate this in the future.
DEVELOPING THE RESEARCH IDEA THROUGH LITERATURE REVIEW
I have always been fascinated with cognitive theory, specifically ethnocentrism and perception, and also animist religions and indigenous practices. Having spent substantial time considering ways in which these could tie together, it seemed that the more I researched into scholars such as Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-1917) and his interpretations of animism, which he deemed ‘primitive’ religion, the more interested I became in the idea of ‘misinterpretation’. 
Tylor was the first anthropologist to coin the term ‘animism’ within his book Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art and Custom. He believed that the evolution of religion was evident on the earth, as animism represented a ‘primitive’ religion in comparison to the more evolved monotheist religions of western civilisation. His approach was based on a Eurocentric worldview, and at the time, the idea of origin was a key focus in academic research, therefore it featured heavily in Tylor’s theories.
As discussed within the unit materials and Alan Bryman’s Social Research Methods, when considering the validity of research, the social and historical context of the researcher must also be considered. When I first began researching Tylor, my understandings of his findings and theories were that of misjudgement and a definitive misinterpretation of the data available to him. Later research had then been interpreted ‘correctly’ by modern scholars such as Irving Hallowell, Mary Black and Graham Harvey, which displaced Tylor’s theories. It was only when I began to delve deeper into literature available on Tylor, such as Tremlett et al’s Edward Burnett Tylor; Religion and Culture, that the importance of Tylor’s own social and historical context was highlighted. This book in itself was an excellent indicator of how Tylor’s theories had been questioned over time by new research undertaken by modern scholars. However, it also gave more credibility to Tylor’s theories based on the context of his research, thus highlighting areas where further investigation and analysis could be beneficial to increase understanding.
Andrew Lang (1844-1912) wrote three books, Custom and Myth, Myth, Ritual and Religion and The Making of Religion, which initially reinforced Tylor’s theories. Bearing in mind the similar social and historical context due to the time period, this is to be expected, however, interestingly as further research was undertaken Lang altered his perspective. On publishing The Origins of Religion and Other Essays he was outright challenging Tylor’s conclusions with regards to primitive monotheism. 

Again, highlighted within the unit materials and Alan Bryman’s Social Research Methods is the need to assess the motives of the researcher. It has been claimed that Tylor vehemently defended his dismissal of primitive monotheism, as any theories to the contrary would effectively invalidate his determination of origin. 
It has been said that the Edwardian modus operandi was to establish a theory and take ownership of that theory unbendingly, with a resistance to challenge or an acceptance of contrasting evidence. Tylor is an example of where the theories that he developed became far more important to him than the increased understanding of indigenous life, culture and religion. Further research was therefore led by these theories, and not as open minded as is required during modern qualitative research in the field. 
Margaret Susan Brock (known as Peggy Brock) conducted research into religious change that stemmed from within societies themselves, rather than as a result of the etic influence of missionaries. She discusses this within Indigenous Peoples and Religious Change, however this is not addressed in much contemporary research. This clearly shows the reluctance for academics to focus on person centred research at the time, highlighting the importance of theories rather than accurate representations of indigenous life and culture.

These examples alone highlight how different social and historical contexts, plus the motives and paradigms of the researcher, can have a huge impact on the research that is produced and thus the understanding gained from indigenous cultures. 

As time has passed and research progressed, I wonder therefore if these basic preliminary judgements of indigenous cultures remain within the human psyche generally, and what impact the social and historical context of an individual has on their understanding of a presentation of indigenous religion. Due to the nature of animist practice with many elements, such as ritual being so very different to most ‘modern’ ways of living, the reactions are likely to be quite varied, but also measurable. 
In developing an idea for research, I considered this further. My having prior knowledge of animism, tribes people and a vast amount of library research behind me would mean that my understandings of, for example, ritualistic practice are likely to be quite considerably influenced towards the current ‘preferred’ academic phenomenological viewpoint; open minded and considerate. However, from my own experience it has taken some five years to develop this way of thinking, to be able to separate the personal self from the academic self in order to best analyse the religions that I have studied. My interest therefore was not in my perception as an academic, but in the perception of others as general members of the public, perhaps without the background knowledge to influence and educate them on what they witnessed or partook in. 
FURTHER HONING THE RESEARCH IDEA
Having developed a broad area that I wanted to conduct research in, I contacted Graham Harvey, Anthropologist, to seek his advice regarding next steps. He advised that caution would need to be exerted, as relations between academics and indigenous tribes could be fragile, especially considering that, by all intents and purposes, my proposed research project would include a group of tourists visiting a tribe in the field. It was usual custom that researchers would give back to the communities that they visiting, participating in community life and rituals, rather than just observing. This presented some problems. I wanted my research group to really experience ‘indigenous life’ but did not want to offend tribes people or cause distrust. The importance of this is once again highlighted throughout the unit materials and also within Alan Bryman’s Social Research Methods. 
Bearing in mind that Graham Harvey has spent vast amounts of time with various tribes people across the world, I considered his advice on the subject as expert and thus invaluable. Graham suggested the possibility of taking a research group to a public event, such as a Maori tour including a Powhiri, Riddu Riddu in Sapmi or to a North American Powwow. As these events welcome tourists, they would provoke less scrutiny from tribes people but provide a distinct learning opportunity for the research group; the opportunity to witness ritualistic practice and also experience indigenous life. 

SELECTING A RESEARCH SITE

Having Graham’s suggestions in mind, I then approached my search for an appropriate research site. Instinctively I was drawn to the idea of a Powwow, as I had previously written assignment papers for my degree on the Mi’kmaq people of Newfoundland and Labrador. For the Open University several tribes people participated in interviews and recordings about animist life in Newfoundland and Labrador, and how their animist tradition was integrating with modern society. The research conducted came across to me at the time as very honest and open, including elements of how the modern residents of Newfoundland and Labrador interacted with the tribes people and vice versa. Reviewing the research a second time showed some detail of the annual powwow and how welcoming the Mi’kmaq were to tourists and other tribes. I saw real opportunity here for research purposes, not only was there learning to be had in terms of integration of tradition and the changing modern society, but it was clear that, by members of the Mi’kmaq people going on record to discuss their lives, they were already engaging with scholarly analysis, and thus the concerns regarding trust were perhaps lessened in my view.
The Miawpukek First Nation Powwow is held annually in July and takes place on the Conne River Reserve. The Reserve is roughly 14 square miles and presents a unique research opportunity; it is a self-sufficient community that represents and promotes traditional animistic values whilst enjoying strong community links with modern society and the wider world. The area itself is a largely untouched wilderness, steeped with traditional history and culture. The annual Powwow is well attended from people across the world and is viewed by many peoples of the First Nation as sacred. This is a unique opportunity for a research group to be fully immersed into an animist tradition. 
The Powwow itself includes traditional dancing, drumming and hosts spiritual leaders from across the Mi’kmaq nation. In 2018, the Powwow included cultural demonstrations as well as medicinal walks, traditional food tasting and feasting, sacred ceremonies as well as a unique insight into the material culture of the Miawpukek through animist arts and crafts. Traditional dress is encouraged, further enriching the experience. Ceremonies held include sweat lodge ceremonies, which promote spiritual purification and sunrise ceremonies.
The Miawpukek have said that they use the Powwow as an opportunity to teach future generations about Mi’kmaq First Nations culture and tradition in a way that they weren’t able to experience themselves. Therefore during the past 23 years that they have taken place, they have evolved to provide enhanced understandings of indigenous life. Therefore it seems the ideal introduction for a research group unfamiliar with indigenous practices.  

IDENTIFYING A RESEARCH GROUP

A vital element of my research will be the selection of the group of individuals that would attend the powwow, and which I would then analyse. I intend to select these people very carefully, based on the results from a questionnaire that would need careful development. This would include, as per suggestions throughout the unit materials and Alan Bryman’s Social Research Methods, open questions which would allow for plenty of narrative from the individual respondents. Although using open questions would limit the amount of data I’d be able to collect, it would give greater insight into the individual thought processes, opinions and understandings of certain areas in comparison to, for example, a multiple choice questionnaire.

When selecting this group of people, I am keen to represent a diverse range of people and perspectives, in order to get the most out of my research. Specifically this would include both religious and non-religious people, ideally persons influenced by media and those not as much, a selection of people from both sexes, different ages, races etc. This information would be ascertained through the use of a questionnaire, with an option for those completing the questionnaire to volunteer for further research if desired. This questionnaire would also seek to identify each individuals ‘base line’ and their understandings prior to any interaction with any kind of preliminary education or preparation for the powwow and could be repeated at intervals to show whether this understanding altered as their knowledge increased or as they attended the powwow itself.

COLLATING THE DATA

As well as the use of questionnaires to record data for analysis, I would like to invite each individual to record their thoughts on the powwow using either a diary or video/audio recording. This would enable individuals to record their findings, thoughts and feelings in a less structured way, opening up the potential for ‘ramblings’, which are often useful in determining a viewpoint of an individual or can lead to crucial information that wouldn’t be gained through more structured forms. I would of course make my own observatory notes throughout not only the powwow itself, but also on informal group discussions and the general conversations taking place throughout the trip.
I would also encourage more formal group discussions, depending on how research progresses, in order to increase the knowledge of the individuals during the powwow and to analyse how perspectives change, and whether different understandings develop from the same information provided to the entire group.

I would therefore ensure that consent is gained from all persons partaking in the research project, and ensure that they were aware that they would be under constant analysis and I would be taking recordings. This would promote a level of trust whereby they may feel more able to discuss their altering perspectives with me.

After the conclusion of the fieldwork, I would request that the group members complete the original questionnaire once more, so that direct comparisons can be drawn between the data.
It is important to note that my interest lies not just in how an individual interprets empirical data, from the initial first impressions, to more educated understandings, but also how feelings can change with those interpretations. Within religion the feelings and beliefs of individuals are just as valid, if not more so in some cases, than observable data. So this will be an important aspect of my research also.
LIMITATIONS AND AREAS OF DIFFICULTY

It would be crucial that the individuals within the group were all subject to the same information and observed the same practices. This would ensure that any change in perspective was not due to an individual having an entirely different physical and educational experience in comparison to another, but potentially due to internal factors. 
There is also the risk of tourists not being overly familiar with best practice or observing respectful ways of interacting whilst at the Powwow. This would need to be mitigated by appropriate background information and education given to the group prior to the visit, so as to minimise the risk of any offence being caused to either the Mi’kmaq or visitors. 

On the subject of background education prior to attendance at the Powwow, certain terms and language issues would need to be discussed with the research group. For example, the indigenous notion of ‘personhood’ is a very unfamiliar concept to many etic observers. Focussing in particular on western European understandings, a ‘person’ is deemed another human being. Whereas animists assign personhood to not only humans, but non-human persons too – flora, fauna, the elements etc. Without prior explanation of these kinds of terms there could be unwanted misunderstanding by the research group. 
It will obviously be a priority to make the research group feel as comfortable as possible, both with myself in order for them to establish trust and rapport and therefore be open and honest about their experiences, and with the other attendees at the Powwow. Therefore this requires careful management and prior preparation. Familiarising myself with the Miawpukek and establishing some links prior to the Powwow would be a vital aspect of this, as well as ensuring that expert knowledge is sought alongside.
It may be that there is no correlation between social and historical context and interpretations of indigenous religions. Although this has been quite obviously shown in the contemporary cases of Tylor and Lang, modern times are becoming ever more accommodating to marginal groups and therefore the differences may be less measurable. 
There could be a risk of factors such as drug use or alcohol consumption distorting perceptions of the powwow, however in this particular case it is a non-issue as both are prohibited at the Miawpukek First Nations Powwow. 
Finally there may be limitations with regards to funding available to finance the excursion to Newfoundland and Labrador, and I admit that this is an area that I need to investigate further in order to comment more fully on.
RESEARCH AIMS

In undertaking this research my aim is to identify if there are clear social and historical contextual elements that impact on understanding alternative, in this case namely indigenous, culture and tradition. For example, it could be that those who are religious themselves more fully understand one element of indigenous practice compared to someone who is non-religious. Or that women or men understand a certain ritualistic practice in a different way from each other. At this present moment in time it is difficult to hypothesise on what possible outcomes there could be from this research, but if such elements are uncovered, then it could go a long way in targeting future areas for research, and how to ‘market’ indigenous religions more appropriate to certain groups to promote a greater understanding. 
This research would aim to build on the research of anthropologists such as Hallowell and Harvey, which have investigated how indigenous religions are perceived by scholars, and how best that information is reiterated to those in academia, without a greater focus of bringing indigenous religions to the fore front of more general life. From personal experience, as a child the only information I had regarding indigenous tribes was when watching television shows such as Children in Need, where the poverty needs were reinforced for charitable donations. My understandings of totems were based solely on totem poles, rather than any kind of education on the wider indigenous understandings of totems as a clan and a sense of belonging; far more than just the material culture of a group.

With animist viewpoints being taken into consideration and challenging scientific understandings of the world – i.e. in relation to environmentalist theory – it would seem that there is still much that can be learnt and understood from so called ‘primitive’ religions. If this research can in any way contribute to ways in which the media project indigenous religions to the world, or increasing understanding as a whole, then I believe it would be worthwhile.
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