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[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay will discuss how anthropologists should approach the study and analysis of rituals. In order to execute a thorough and justified argument the essay will begin by providing a definition of rituals, the categories rituals can be defined within, and why rituals are seen as such a difficult paradox to analyse. This will then be followed by an introduction of the methods predominantly utilised by anthropologists within their field of work. This will include an explanation and definition on ethnography, participant observation, key informant interviewing and historical analysis. The essay will then provide a discussion in the context of how these ethnographic methods can be incorporated, why they are useful in the analysis of rituals, and the limitations that should be taken into consideration. The discussion on each method will also provide examples on how these methods have already been executed within ritual studies, prior to the closing of the essay with the conclusion.
Due to the multiple functions and meanings of rituals, Bell (2009) argues that is difficult to ascertain one clear and defined definition of rituals. However, one prominent definition in the study of anthropology is “Ritual is a culturally constructed system of symbolic system communication. It is constituted of patterned and ordered sequences of words and acts” (Tambiah, 1979, p. 119). Catherine Bell categorises ritual activities into 6 groups based on their attributes; formalism, traditionalism, invariance, rule-governance, sacral symbolism and performance. Bell goes on further to distinguish rituals by their types; rite of passage, calendrical rites, exchange and communion, rites of affliction, feasting, fasting and festivals and political rites.
Rituals are embedded with traditions, culture and unquestioned practices (Bell, 2009). When discussing rituals they are perceived to never change. However, in some cases this is deemed to be untrue,for example Baptism was previously a ritual of washing of the sin from a child, however, now it is seen as a celebration of life (Woodhead, 2012). Studies within rituals are currently done predominantly on oral rituals due to the fact they are perceived as rituals that have a tendency to remain the same, therefore anthropologists can rely heavily on historical analysis and do not require constant re-analysing (Bell, 1997). However, this isn’t always true, an example of an oral ritual society that has changed significantly in 150 years is the Tshidi, in Botswana, here Comaroff (1985) interprets and explains the appeal of Christianity and how the Christian ideas of universal rituals and ‘moral equality before God’ appeared enchanting to those with little or no power in the Tswana (now known as Botswana) community e.g. commoners or the young and also all women. With Christianity being brought to Tswana through missions bringing changes in ‘“consciousness”. This then develops through the 1970s with new impressions of the very same ideologies had a much larger appeal to the people living through the Apartheid era. As discussed by Bell (1997) some rituals are changing, this makes it increasingly difficult for anthropologists to study rituals as the changes means there is a requirement for further analysis in order to gain a coherent and reliable information on rituals.
Myerhoff (cited in MacAloon, 1984) attempted to analyse and describe rituals as all the same, however this does not provide an adequate portrayal of rituals, this is because rituals have their own exclusive dimensions and vary everywhere. For example, the ritual of lent is a Christian ritual, whereas Ramadan is an Islamic ritual. This is reinforced by Bell (2009) when categorising rituals into each of the 6 groups previously stated.
Willis and Trondman have defined Ethnography as a set of qualitative research methods used predominantly within anthropology. Ethnographic methods incorporate direct and social contact with the participants (Willis and Trondman, 2000, p.5). The ethnographic techniques principally used within anthropology and the study of rituals are participant observation, key informant interviewing and historical analysis.
Participant observation involves anthropologists obtaining their knowledge through living with the culture under analysis and interacting within every part of their lives (Hendry, 1999). An example of anthropologists using participant observation as a method of studying and analysing rituals is Cacciatore and Thieleman (2014) and their study and analysis of the rituals surrounding a child’s death in a Hutterite colony whilst utilizing Fetterman (1998)’s approach of focusing on culture and religion. The methodology used for their data collection was participant observation and key informant interviewing. Their participation observation lasted for 10 days where they observed the preparation of the funeral and the funeral itself to determine the rituals. Based on the results of the participant observation they found that rituals are an incremental part of a child’s death. The rituals that remain a part of Hutterites funerals surrounding a child's death included caring for the bodies at home and participating in traditional prayers and sermons to prepare the child for afterlife.
Davies (1999) suggests that the idea of Participation Observation is somewhat something of an oxymoronic expression as someone cannot be participating in both activities at the same time. Gold (1958, cited in Davies,1999, p.72) suggests that during their fieldwork that an ethnographer can be classified as occupying one of four roles: “complete observer; observer-as-participant; participant-as-observer; or complete participant”.These four roles are of a scale and depending on how accepted the ethnographer is by the observed depends which of the four roles they occupy. This needs to be taken into consideration by anthropologists who are undertaking participant observation because the quality of the results from the observation can be affected by the level of acceptance the observer receives. As well as this, Davies (1999) also states that anthropologists appear to stress too much on the amount of their participation as a manifestation of the quality of their research, however, the real indicator of positive research is down to the essence, quality and substance of the observation. It can also be argued that the information collected by anthropologists during their period of participant observation cannot be an accurate representation of the culture as it is based on the anthropologists’ interpretation of the ritual rather than what is actually happening  (Johnson and Sackett, 1998, cited in Bernard, 1998).
Key informant interviews are the most used method of analysis in social research and in particular myths and rituals (Davies, 1997). Key informant interviewing are in-depth interviews where the participants have a vast knowledge and are members of the culture that is being analysed (USAID, 1996). Primarily these interviews are non-structured and the interviewer probes the participants for information without offering leading responses, which enables new concepts to materialise (Hendry and Underdown, 2012). This is reinforced by Bernard (1995) who states that the main rule that should be followed by anthropologists whilst conducting key informant interviewing is to abstain from prompting the interviewees with leading questions.
As a method of studying and analysing rituals Davies (1997) hypothesised that key informant interviewing is significant as it assists the interviewer in acquiring knowledge that wouldn’t of been ascertained in other methods. An example of previous anthropological work that used key informant interviewing is Wellens (2010). His research was conducted on the recovering of rituals in two Premi ethnic groups in Southern West China post-Mao. Wellens’ research, using the ethnographic method of key informant interviewing, led to the results that highlighted both Premi ethnic groups’ attempt at reviving rituals (primarily in religion), however in two different ways. As well as using only one method of analysis for studying rituals, some scholars have adopted a mixed methods approach. For example as previously discussed within this essay Cacciatore and Thieleman (2014) studied the rituals surrounding children's deaths in a Hutterite colony. As well as participant observation key informant interviewing was used as a method of analysis. The interviews included unstructured individual interviews. The interview participants were all mothers in the colony who had experienced the death of their child. Due to the information discovered through participant observation being the analyst's perception of the ritual, key informant interviewing further strengthened the information gathered as it allows further insight and confirmation from the ritual takers themselves. However, Davies also discussed one scepticism that comes with key informant interviewing, which is that the knowledge acquired could also only be on certain areas that the interviewee feels is relevant and could miss out key information. Basso (1979) also argued that in certain cultures, for example the Apache culture, the use of key informant interviewing is seen as intrusive which determines that the information received on their rituals would not be entirely reliable. 
Historical analysis can be defined as a method of gaining information on a particular social phenomena using records from past events. Historical analysis includes sources such as historical texts, newspaper reports and previous scholarly work (Wyche, Sengers and Grinter, 2006). For example Bloch (1986)’s intention through historical analysis was to research rituals and social formation in the circumcision ritual of the Merina of Madagascar. In order to undertake his historical analysis effectively, Bloch (1986) researched back into 200 years of Merina history. His historical analysis found that the circumcision ritual itself had not changed, however, the symbolic structure had. Whilst discussing the historical analysis approach used he also discussed the advantages of this method  “A further advantage in this approach: It enables us to bring together the functional and the intellectual sides of the study of ritual in that it enables us to follow the interplay between the two aspects without reducing one to the other” (Bloch, 1986, p.11). However, Berg et al. (1986) identified within their University of Chicago Press book review that the claim by Bloch of the advantage is unrealistic. They further question Bloch’s choice of analysis by stating that if a ritual is unchanged over 200 years of history then history has little to do with it and other methods of analysis should be considered. This is strengthened by a previous section within this essay ‘Difficulty of Analysing Rituals’, due to the constant changes in rituals it is difficult to gain a reliable study and analysis of rituals using historical analysis as the ritual now can be different to 100 years ago. A mixed methods approach of historical analysis and another approach would make the results more reliable.
The purpose of this essay was to discuss how anthropologists should approach the study and analysis of rituals. The essay began with an introduction to the topic of rituals and also a definition of rituals. This was followed by a discussion on the difficulty of analysing rituals. This section found research that some anthropologists (Myeroff, 1984) perceive all rituals to be the same, however, this is dismissed by evidence highlighting the difference between Christian and Islamic rituals and Bell (2009)’s with the categorization of rituals into 6 groups based on their attributes;formalism, traditionalism, invariance, rule-governance, sacral symbolism and performance. The difference in rituals therefore means they are unable to be analysed in the same way. This section also discussed research by Comaroff (1985) and Bell (1997) that there was evidence highlighting the constant changes in rituals, this meant that previous work by anthropologists couldn’t always be deemed reliable and would need reanalysis. Once the difficulty of analysing rituals had been established the essay went on to discuss ethnographic methods of analysis, the research found three methods; participant observation, key informant interviewing and historical analysis. Based on the evidence discovered through research for this essay on these methods and previous anthropological studies (Davies, 1997; Davies 1999; Bloch 1986) it was found that each method has its advantages and its limitations. To conclude, based on the research on rituals and the ethnographic methods of analysis that can be utilized by anthropologists to study rituals, it is found that some rituals are changing and will need re-analysis in the future, it was also found that mixed methods approach would allow anthropologists to receive more reliable and concise results (Cacciatore and Thieleman, 2014).
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