How should anthropologists approach the study and analysis of rituals?

Anthropology and its methods of study and analysis have changed, evolved and developed over the decades, arriving at the aim of attempting to understand other social structures and social lives, through a sense of uniting philanthropy with intellectual motives (Corrywright & Morgan, P75). Anthropology as a discipline has adapted in this way to fulfil the need of allowing the voices of others to be heard, rather than the perhaps filtered misinterpretation of the anthropologist, derived from their own social biases and conditioning (Coleman & Watson, p32). In this essay we will be exploring how an anthropologist is to approach the study and analysis of ritual, with careful consideration in regards to the problematic topics that may arise when attempting to understand another society, such as; ethnocentrism, othering and cultural relativity (Bowie, p168).
The universality of ritual in human life, is why Anthropologists and other disciplines have always had great interest in studying it. Not only do ritual acts express the beauty of human diversity as we engage with them in such a variety, but they also give insight to the complexities of communities. Hence why Anthropologists have a great deal to explore and learn from them (Carrico). With ritual acts being symbolic, they are not to be studied as separate from the rest of the community but as part of a whole (Coleman & Watson, p43). Ritual activities and how people engage with them, can represent the different dynamics amongst social classes (economic), body (identity), gender roles and relations (kinship), power systems (political) and religious beliefs (ideology). Therefore by studying ritual, one has a doorway into understanding many other aspects of a community and how they are formed and function (Nye, p138).
Looking at the classification of Ritual, it is a term that is perhaps best left with no one universal, definitive definition, but perhaps a more holistic view coming from a variety of different outlooks, allowing us to see viewpoints that don’t necessarily derive from our own personal, social or cultural interpretation (Nye, 128). Scholars have attempted to come up with a range of definitions for the term ritual, some seeing ritual as being spiritually based such as; “an act of distinguishing the ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’ in life” (Nye, p127), “a non-technical behaviour applied on particular occasions with beliefs in non-empirical powers” (Bowie, p140) or perhaps “a union of communication between the physical and spiritual worlds “(Fletcher et al, 1999). Others have viewed ritual to be more practical; “pure activity” (Bell, foreword), “a ceremonial form” (Bell, p27), “activities that yield no practical result, probably function to reduce anxiety” (Bell, p71). With these definitions we begin to understand the sheer diversity of how one may perceive and study ‘rituals’. Whether it be in a social context of how ritual forms relationship between the individual and communal, or spiritual between the individual and God or supernatural. On a whole, and for the purpose of this essay, we can recognise that rituals are deemed to be specified activities, practiced with purpose and symbolic meaning in spiritual or secular contexts (Carrico)(Nye, p131). 
An anthropologist may also need to take into account not only the definition of ritual, but also the terminology in itself, which may bring with it a range of complexities. By giving ritual a term of its own we are faced with questions such as; is ritual a ‘thing’ that is separate and apart from ways of living? (Nye, p127) Similarly to the solidified term ‘religion’, which suggests that ‘religion’ and ‘ritual’ are ‘things’ separate from how one lives their daily lives, though the people who are being studied may not classify themselves as religious or performers of rituals (Bowie, p141). Anthropologists needing to be aware of the distinction one may put automatically between the natural and supernatural (Goody, 151). It is important that anthropologists use these terms with awareness that they may come moreso from the anthropologist and less so from the society or culture being studied. 
This necessity of opening to different viewpoints is central to the work of an anthropologist, in order to avoid ethnocentrism and biased information, which may come from one’s own social filters. The Anthropologist must in one sense become transparent in a way that one can view ritual from others perspectives, yet also pay close attention to one’s own personal judgements and biases, coming to know one’s own conditioning. One may be challenged with placing judgements such as ‘good ‘ or ‘bad’, in comparison to one’s own culture and social structure, but these are challenges that an anthropologist must face with awareness, as to not make one’s own familiarity superior to that which is unknown and perhaps ‘peculiar’. When an anthropologist studies Ritual therefore, they may find that they appear to be meaningless or even repulsive, if they have no idea of the meaning behind them. Emphasising the importance of questioning and understanding the symbolism from the community’s perspective rather than their own (Nye, P132). A common example may be the controversy around women being prohibited from entering Hindu temples during their menses, with the conclusion that it is somehow interpreted as ‘impure’ or ‘dirty’ in the European context. However when explored from within, and not solely from an outsiders hasty evaluation, the anthropologist may discover that it is much more complex than that, involving a cultures beliefs and personal practices and not necessarily anything to do with ‘impurity’ as an outsider may have jumped to conclude (Joseph, 2017). This emphases the importance of recognising that the Anthropologist is not to study ritual as separate from culture and society or judge them as being ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ from their personal viewpoint. As the French Anthropologist Boas, saw the importance of viewing that, as humans we are all equal, but different (Coleman & Watson, p32) and therefore an Anthropologist is to view other ways of living as equal to their own, however different they may be. 
How an Anthropologist is to do this, one may ask? Through undertaking fieldwork, anthropologists immerse themselves in the society and culture of which they are studying, therefore not only observing but perhaps most importantly, engaging and participating in the daily life. Participant observation being crucial to the bridging of philanthropy & objective study (Bell, p52). The understanding that forms from experiencing from within, rather than observing from the external as an outsider looking in (Coleman & Watson, p45). As Stephen Hugh-Jones describes the need to ‘be one of them’ by participating in everything that the community does (Coleman & Watson p45). The work of an anthropologist is not one of objective observation from afar but a complex interpretation of two cultures meeting (Coleman & Watson, p51). In regards to ritual activities, the anthropologist participates as one of the community, and is to question the purpose of the ritual and the symbolism behind it, therefore not only to observe the acts of ritual but to surrender oneself to the act itself (Coleman & Watson p45). The anthropologist may be challenged with ethnocentric views of viewing the ‘other’ as performing irrational acts, in comparison to one’s own familiarity, and in that case, must be aware of one’s personal judgements and give them up to be open to experiencing what the rest of the community engage and believe in. As a ritual can be found to be an expression beyond the instrumental use of objects, with a hidden meaning and myriad of symbolic gestures, material or immaterial (Nye, 129), the duty of the anthropologist is not merely to re-enact the ritual in its practicality but also to experience it deeply, to give themselves to it fully, in attempt to understand and experience all that the other participants do. For ritual is not only an act, but an experience, a feeling and an act of transformation (Coleman & Watson p45). As experienced by Stephen Hugh-Jones on his fieldtrip undertaking rituals with the Barasana Indians of Colombia, he was to participate in rituals taking hallucinogenic drugs, dancing and chanting. In certain rituals he was only to participate on the grounds that he abandon the note-taking role for the ritual duration and instead undertake initiation (Coleman & Watson p45). One must therefore behave accordingly, with respect for the community, their beliefs and ways of living (Nye, 137).
With regards to respecting the community of study, the anthropologist is also to pay attention to any subtle aspect of ‘othering’ and cultural relativism. Throughout the world we find divisions between different religions, races, social classes, gender etc (Powell & Menendian). Amongst these divisions there can be a sense of hostility towards the ‘other’ who are ‘different’, as they are perhaps perceived as a threat to their own personal group-identity (Powell & Menendian). As the anthropologists tend to search and analyse differences, it’s important to remember that the ‘others’ are humans, and thereby to refrain from alienation or ‘exoticism’ (Coleman & Watson p32). However tempting it may be to exoticise the ‘other’ for their differences as has been done throughout history, whether it be typecasting natives for clichés such as being the unclothed, uncivilised hunters, in comparison to the British/American high-tech, civilized societies, which tend to exploit and look down at the ‘others’ with a sense of fascination (Goldberg, 2018). There is the need to study a community and their rituals in their own right, as they are, without a comparison, however ‘strange’ the anthropologist may perceive them to be. If it is part of the community’s way of living and perhaps something very normal to them, the anthropologist shouldn’t place emphasis and dramatize it, which would be coming from the anthropologist and not from the community (Kapferer, p827).
Culturally and socially, the communities being studied are neither static or solidified but fluid and ever changing as all communities, and it is therefore best to abstain from grouping individuals and categorising them. Stating things such as “that’s just the way they are” or labelling a group of people to be a certain way, pigeon holds them. Labelling people as ‘refugee’s’ for example, creates a sense of division and othering rather than sameness and integration (Marsh, 2015). It creates that divide of ‘us ‘and ‘them’, which clouds over the ability to relate and see the other people as human beings (Marsh, 2015). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude, Anthropologist are wise to approach ritual activities as a web of complexities. Rituals differ from solely habitual automatic behaviour, if we take them to be acts of symbolism, meaning, intention and feeling. I find this an important point to finish with because the individuals motivations and intentions for the ritual, may shape their outcome and experience, therefore ritual may be experienced differently for each participant if we take rituals to be subjective and personal ( Nye, p128). An anthropologist may find they are able to study ritual with awareness of how to understand societies by avoiding ethnocentrism and othering, yet I believe it to be also important with regards to experiencing ritual, that one may not always be able to translate the phenomena back accurately to the academic world (Bowie, p10). One may find that to attempt to unravel what one has experienced, may be like describing a piece of music in writing (Coleman & Watson, p51). 
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