How should anthropologists approach the study and analysis of rituals?

'I have not proposed a new theory of ritual because I believe that a new theory of ritual, by definition, would do little to solve the real conundrums that the study of ritual has come up against.'
 (Bell 1992:140)

In the study of ritual there are two important areas to focus on. One being the theory that underpins the functionality and symbolism of the ritual, and the other being the anthropological method that guides us when we write ethnography. Ritual is often considered a key tool for understanding the social workings of a society, so it is important that we study it in a concordant way across the discipline (Eriksen 1995). Definitions of ritual vary depending on which scholar you ask, so it is necessary to tackle some of these definitions and the theories that come from them when exploring the approach to researching ritual practice. Since anthropologists started using ritual as a tool in ethnographic study, the attitudes to how we should conduct research and analyse ritual have changed. Early anthropological approaches to ritual attempted to create a universal theory that could encompass all ritual activity, but more recently the focus has shifted away from this. Some key scholars in the field include Christen Bell, Arnold Van Gennep, and Victor Turner. In writing about issues such as exoticism and ethnocentricity, an key scholar is Geertz.
Anthropologists should strive to accurately represent the process and experience of ritual practice in different cultural contexts without over simplifying this complex and varied phenomenon. 
Defining ritual is not an easy task, as ritual can be seen to include a range of practices from the mundane ritual of eating breakfast every morning to the complex, high profile coronation of a monarch. Evidently, there are different kinds of ritual. When hearing the word ritual you automatically think of some significant, exotic, practice that denotes some big change. We forget that we have many rituals in everyday life. We brush our teeth every morning, always use shampoo before conditioner, only have certain foods at specific times of the day, all different examples of everyday rituals that we do not even think twice about. Then there are more significant rites of passage rituals that we often forget happen in our own cultures too. At a glance ritual theorists seem to focus on these bigger rituals primarily (Van Gennep 1909, Turner 1970).
Before looking at some more recent discourse and theory about the how to approach studying ritual it seems important to look briefly at the roots of this area of study and some of the criticisms associated with the older approaches.
In a chapter summary of the development of the study of ritual practice Eriksen gives a definition for ritual;
 'Rituals are rule-bound public events which in some way or other thematise the relationship between the earthly and the spiritual realms’ (Eriksen 1995, 227).
 This, as he does point out later in the chapter, is a largely problematic definition. It excludes the private ritual, and any ritual practice that is functional as opposed to religious, but it does serve the purpose of showing where the study of ritual emerged from, and the early understanding of its purpose). Religious ritual is still a large area of focus within the field but no longer the sole area under study. Eriksen criticises this definition as highly simplistic and far too focused, but a valid definition none the less (Eriksen 1995, 227-228).  The key part to take from this definition appears to be the emphasis that rituals are 'rule-bound', therefore replicable, rigid, and largely unchanging. Whilst being 'rule-bound' a ritual can still be interpretive, but it does give way to study focusing on finding universal rules which can be applied to ritual. In reality it is not so clean cut.
In his 1909 book 'Les Rites de Passage' Arnold Van Gennep provides a potential universal theory for explaining ritual practice, but his theory is so heavily centred around rites of passage rituals that his three stages cannot be so easily applied outside of that context. We can provide substantial evidence, a good example being the boys initiation of The Sambia people of New Guinua, as written about by Gilbert (Herdt 1987). Stage one, Separation, occurs on the first day, when the boys are taken from their families before enduring a whole host of horrors in the second stage, Liminality, where they spend years being, for want of a better term, ritually abused. They emerge men in the third stage, Incorporation (Herdt 1987, Van Gennep 1909). Although this and many other ethnographic examples do exist, there are many examples that do not fit the theory, an example being the M'Buti's Molimo ritual (Turnbull 1962)
Scholars like Van Gennep have tried to look for nomothetic style themes that can be applied to any ritual. This may indeed allow easier study as a whole, but it certainly limits the study of ritual to only practices that fit into the potentially restrictive theories and definitions that these scholars try to apply to them. The Universal theory looks less and less likely, and most modern anthropologists appear to now be moving away from searching for this truly universal theory (Bell 1992, Eriksen 1995). The initial idea that a single theory may even exist, when a single definition does not seem to exist for ritual itself is problematic. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Anthropologists have noticed how rich in symbolism rituals usually are, this has led anthropologists to develop approaches to ritual that focus on this symbolism. Victor Turner focused on the significance and multimodality of symbols in both ritual and as cultural tools as a whole. He attempted to explain ritual as; 
'prescribed formal behaviour for occasions not given over to technological routine, having reference to beliefs in mystical beings or powers. The symbol is the smallest unit of ritual which still retains the specific properties of ritual behaviour.' (Turner 1970). 
Here he insists that you cannot have ritual without symbol, as it is itself a symbol, and that you cannot have symbol without ritual, as symbol is itself a constituent of ritual, being ' the smallest unit of ritual' (Turner 1970). Turners focus on symbolism is an interesting route to take when t comes to ritual practice, as although it may seem limiting it also appears to begin to search for frequent factors to ritual rather than attempting to apply some universal theory. Anthropologist Christine Bell has discussed moving in this direction with our approach. 
Bell has attempted to examine and re-model traditional approaches to the study of ritual by anthropologists. She makes a point to highlight the disparity between the description of ritual in ethnography and the limited theory and definitions which force it into categories (Bell 1992). When writing on this subject she states, 'Ritual is then described as particularly thoughtless action—routinized, habitual, obsessive, or mimetic— and therefore the purely formal' (Bell 1992:19). She discusses how scholars understand ritual merely as a tool, to symbolise religious belief, or to reinforce social integration(Bell 1992). Van Gennep, despite being one of the biggest names in the discussion of ritual theory, limits his study to just rites of passage, therefore appears to place his theory of ritual into solely the category of ritual as a social role reinforcer. By no means is it wrong to state that ritual can take on that role, but as mentioned previously, Bell argues that this limits the scope of what theory is and directs other scholars to take this same limiting approach (Bell 1992). Bell frequently talks of the 'dichotomy between thought and action' (Bell 1992:21), expressing how important it is to stop separating the two. Ritual gets pushed into the category of 'expressing thought' or of 'reinforcing desired actions (Bell 1992)
Bell proposes an inclusive definition of ritual in which she identifies a number of universal features. she works specifically to look at the framework of ritualization, finding common factors without giving them a specific direction. For an example, an area of focus is tradition; ritual can reinforce, create, or modify tradition, but it is always a factor (Bell 1992). In proposing such an inclusive definition of ritual, Bell provides anthropologists with a useful starting point for further study of ritual across different cultural contexts.
With this more recent development in the study of ritual, anthropologists can conduct ethnography in an educated, inclusive way. However even if a special effort is made to bear theory in mind, ritual can still be misrepresented or misunderstood if ethnographic writing is done poorly. Anthropologists in the field strive to authentically represent the ritual practices of the cultures they study. In doing this a conscious effort must be made to avoid ethnocentrism, exoticism, and to make clear their own cultural bias through expressing their subject position reflexively (Van Maanen 1995). Geertz offers a methodology for anthropologists that promotes a combination of careful observation with ongoing analysis and interpretation (Geertz 1973). He stresses how important it is to be constantly aware of what is being observed, the minute details being the most significant in order to get a 'thick description'(Geertz 1973). The better we practice observational participation as a method for ethnographic research of ritual practice, the richer, deeper data we can acquire. Some issues that arise from this revolve around how we then go on to present this rich data that we have gained, as our writing must avoid coming across as either a creative writing piece or a travel journalism article. The anthropologist's goal is to present the data as unbiased and as authentically as possible so as to not misrepresent a society and their practice.
An anthropologist called Miner did an exercise in which he highlighted the importance of avoiding exoticism in ethnographic writing. He heavily used ritual practice as an example, writing the article 'Body Ritual Amongst the Nacirema'. An interesting read about a culture with some unusual rituals, that is until you recognise that it is about American society in the 50s (Miner 1956).  Although now looking back one realises that some of the ritual practice we partake in is rather unusual, Miner’s use of descriptive language makes the culture seem utterly unfamiliar, despite being very close to that which we (in the UK) live in today. He still stays true to what actually happens during these rituals, changing our perception with the use of language alone (Miner 1956). This highlights how important avoiding exoticism in ethnographic writing truly is, especially when it comes to ritual practice. Anthropologists must strive to frame events in the cultural and practical context of which they occur, in order to portray ritual as accurately as possible. Misrepresenting a culture is, it seems, one of the biggest issues, and hardest challenges, that an anthropologist must face, as we strive to be as accurate as possible. An anthropologist must always keep authenticity in mind and actively, consciously avoid exoticism in their writing.
As a whole, the key issues discussed with relation to approaching the study of ritual practice are largely different to what they were when the field first shifted focus to ritual. There are still issues with conflicting or restricting theories, but following bells work in tackling these problems we have a much more solid foundation to explore ritual from. It is understood that universal theories are not the way to go but that they do have some basis in the truth, that truth may just be more niche than all of ritual practice. Thanks to Geertz and Miner the issues around wring ethnography have been thrown in to the spotlight, and we now have method and regulation that ensures we avoid problems like exoticism that could impair an otherwise representative study of ritual. the way to progress now may be to collect more ethnographic data and work towards further categorising theory, so we can be sure our study is more reliable, and our writing as authentic as possible.
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