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Essay 2: Participant Observation- How can participant observation be used in the study of religions? 
This essay shall firstly examine how participant observation can be used in the study of religion. This shall be facilitated through referring to a participant observation conducted to reflect the nature of participant observation as a research method and to use these finding’s as evidence during this essay.
Participant observation is a research method where one studies a particular group by immersing themselves in their activities through field research. Participant observation allows an in-depth experience and analysis of a group’s culture, practice and way of life; providing a view of the group which can only be found through experiencing it rather than analysing from a distance. Participant observation is a method which is popular particularly in anthropology (the study of human culture, society and its development), where it is referred to as ‘the process of conducting research by living within a community over a period of time, participating in its life and observing its activities and use of symbols’.[footnoteRef:1] This method achieves a deeper understanding of the beliefs and practices of a particular culture as they have been experienced by the observer internally rather than studied through external means. [1:  John R. Hinnells, ed, The Routledge Companion to the Study of Religion (London, New York: Routledge, 2005), p. 246.] 

One influential anthropologist with regards to participant observation is Bronislaw Malinowski who promoted the use of the method as an anthropological approach for studying cultures. Malinowski criticised the study of religion in isolation commenting on how this approach can lead to an inadequate understanding of the function religion has within society.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Hillary Rodrigues and John S. Harding, Introduction to the Study of Religion (London, New York: Routledge, 2009), p. 56.] 

The following will explain a recent participant observation I conducted in order to analyse the value of the method to the study of religion. The observation was centred on the research question age divisions within the church and whether churches are just for the elderly. As part of the observation, I made arrangements with Major Denise Cooper (Minister at the church) to attend a Salvation Army service in Llanelli to observe a Sunday morning service. During the service, I was able to observe closely the activity of the church and could analyse the impact this had on my research question. When I arrived at the venue to meet the gatekeeper (Major Denise Cooper), I was introduced to numerous members of the church including their welcoming committee who greeted people as they came in. This immediately gave the impression that the church members were welcoming, friendly and accepting of visitors which made me feel comfortable observing their service.	Comment by Grammarly: Deleted:e	Comment by Grammarly: Deleted:t
I had pre-conceived notions that the congregation would be mostly middle to elderly age and that there would be little young people in attendance. These notions were confirmed following the observation as the service was attended by a variety of people including uniformed members of their church and non-uniformed congregation and were of a mixed age. Approximately fifty people attended the service with around fifteen males and the remaining congregation being female. Although there were few young people in attendance, they were encouraged to take an active role in the service through the singing of songs and assisting the leader in a quiz. Also, during the course of the observation, I was informed through the gatekeeper that there are other youth services and groups throughout the week which are well attended by young people. 
One positive observation was that the congregation didn’t seem to be aware that I was there and I didn’t seem to stand out whilst doing my participant observation. Therefore, I would argue that my presence didn’t greatly influence the service, giving me a true perspective on the church and it’s service. Although I was introduced by the gatekeeper to the welcoming committee before the start of the service, my intentions were not explained to them as I was introduced as a visitor rather than an observer thus limiting my influence on what I observed. 
When conducting a research project such as participant observation there are many ethical implications that must be considered. For example, I ensured that I sought informed consent from the hierarchy of the church resulting in me gaining permission to carry out research. This included informing them about the research I was carrying out, asking permission to come to a service and observe, and finally having them fill out an ethics consent form. During this process, I also had permission from Major Denise Cooper to use her name in my research material as she wished not to remain anonymous, I was therefore sure that I could use her name and any observations related to her in my subsequent field diary and essay without incurring any ethical implications.
Having carried out a recent participant observation, this has given an enhanced insight into how research methods such as these can be used in the study of religion and the merit that these methods have. For example, the participant observation gave a personalised insight into the community of the Salvation Army and their church in Llanelli that would not have been experienced by looking at their group from an outsiders perspective. It is by observing that reflections and arguments can be made not only for the value of the method as a whole but for the research question relating to the elderly and church.
One realisation made following being involved in a participant observation is that there are many factors which affect one’s positions as participant observer and subsequently their position when reflecting on their observations. One’s cultural background may determine their position when it comes to factors such as beliefs and practices of religious traditions which are unfamiliar to their own. An example of this is that someone participating whilst studying beliefs similar to their own may react more favourably to them than someone observation a religious tradition which is unfamiliar. Although it is possible to observe religious traditions which are similar to your own, having been familiar with the beliefs and practices of the Salvation Army prior to the participant observation, it becomes important not to display bias in any pre-conceived ideas and subsequent observations in order to conduct a fair, accurate and successful observation. 
Also, depending on the religious tradition being observed other factors such as gender, age or social background/class may determine the extent to which one may be allowed to participate. For example, the experience of an Orthodox Jewish Synagogue for male and female participant would have different characteristics and observations due to them being kept separate from each other through a screen.
Furthermore, the importance of research before conducting a participant observation is crucial to ensure that one is prepared to undergo such a task and is also key to understanding the religious group/tradition that will be observed. Particularly when observing a religious service, ceremony or ritual, it is vital to research before the event in order to have an informed approach to what may happen at the event and what it signifies for the participants. For example, It could be that some rituals are for members only as they symbolise holiness or the belonging to a certain religious tradition and therefore the role as participant might be restricted by the characteristics of the tradition.
One recommendation when preparing research for a participant observation is to ‘Reflect on your own beliefs and values so that you know what you are comfortable with’, thus ensuring that the participant observer is not putting their values, beliefs or safety at jeopardy.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Stephen E. Gregg and Lynne Scholefield, Engaging with Living Religion: A Guide to Fieldwork in the Study of Religion (London, New York: Routledge, 2015), p. 99] 

Participant observations can be useful for the study of religion because it provides in-depth and personalised research which enables the researcher to be flexible in their research, keeping an open mind and adapting their observations as they gain an insight into a particular group through personal experience. 	Comment by Grammarly: Deleted:'
Furthermore, other research methods that can be used to either complement or replace participant observation’s use in the study of religion including interviews, where one might argue a greater insight is achieved through the asking of specific questions designed around a particular research topic. Also, the analysing of relevant media sources and their representation of a particular tradition might prove useful for the study of religion as this could provide an overview of how it is viewed secularly and outside of the tradition. These research methods can be used collectively to provide in-depth research of a particular tradition, service or group and provide data that can be further developed through other means such as scholarly material.
However, there are limitations associated with the use of participant observation as a research method. These include the reliance on interaction and communication with the community which can be difficult due to factors such as cultural differences or language barriers and therefore, one might prefer to rely on scholarly material rather than the material which relies on human interaction. Furthermore, research method’s such as these have a high level of subjectivity where one’s emotions might have an impact on their observations and their culture might influence pre-conceived theories about a community which otherwise might not appear prominent. 
Other examples relating to the limitations of participant observation as a research method include the unpredictable nature of an observation in that, a particular outcome could not be expected and factors outside of one’s control could influence a particular observation such as attendance. An observation of a religious community could be conducted once where there is little attendance, whereas one might conduct the research again with very different attendance and as such drastically different observational material to analyse. For this very reason, by the nature of the method, it is unrepeatable as observations and experiences can change given different circumstances and may alter one’s analysis of a particular religious tradition.
In conclusion, participant observation is a useful research method within the study of religion and has unique characteristics which add weight to its significance. It is a method which gives an intimate and in-depth insight into a community which could not be achieved through an external method of research. It is a method where prior research is key to understanding the beliefs, practices, and rituals of the individual tradition and the participant observer's role in this. Although it is a subjective method with many ethical implications attached, it is a method which can be used to great effect in the study of religion to analyse religious groups close up and to gain a deeper understanding of a religious tradition. Furthermore, this method can either complement or be replaced by other methods of research including interviews and media sources which can collectively be used to provide an abundance of comprehensive research on a particular religious tradition.	Comment by Grammarly: Deleted:'	Comment by Grammarly: Deleted:a
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Appendix: 
Participant Observation Field Diary
Date: 03 December 2017
Start Time: 10 AM
End Time: 11.10 AM	
Place of Observation: Llanelli Salvation Army. Sunninghill Terrace, Llanelli, Carmarthenshire, SA15 3DQ
Background: The Salvation Army is a Protestant Christian denomination and an international charitable organization. I attended their Church (Corps) service in Llanelli to observe a Sunday morning service.
Research Question: Age divisions within Church. Whether Churches are just for the elderly?
Observations: People in authority often older. Young people although few were encouraged to take part. The majority of people in attendance older generation.	Comment by Grammarly: Deleted:M	Comment by Grammarly: Deleted:,
Appearance: Clothing included uniformed members and non-uniformed members. The age of the congregation was mixed but mainly older. Gender was split however mostly females attended the service.
Interactions: interaction during the service was mostly initiated by the leader (Major Denise Cooper).	Comment by Grammarly: Deleted:through
I Arrived at the venue at 9:45 am to meet the gatekeeper (Major Denise Cooper- Minister of the Salvation Army). I was introduced to several members of the church including their welcoming committee who greeted people as they come into the church handing them a newsletter and songbooks if needed. I found a seat near the middle of the venue and chose this so that I could have a good view of the service whilst not drawing too much attention to myself by sitting at the back or front of the venue.
There were approximately 50 people at the service with around 15 males (the rest females). There was little segregation with the congregation as there was mix seating (male and female) and uniformed/non-uniformed members sitting together. A mixed age congregation attended, however, the majority were middle-aged to elderly with very few young people. There were some further divisions, for example, the minister (Major Denise Cooper) resided on the platform alongside the pianist who accompanied songs and their choir (songster) members who were placed to the side of the platform.	Comment by Grammarly: Deleted:h
The service centred on the theme of ‘Hope' for the first Sunday of Advent and had an informal and modern format. For example, the service included a quiz for the congregation where the true facts of the Christmas story as appearing in the bible where quizzed. The service was also enhanced with the use of PowerPoint, video, and songs.	Comment by Grammarly: Deleted:a	Comment by Grammarly: Deleted:through	Comment by Grammarly: Deleted:e
Although the majority of the congregation were middle to elderly age, the young people were encouraged to take part in the service be that through the singing of songs or helping with the quiz and this highlighted the acceptance of the church to those of all ages. Furthermore, there were few youth in this particular service however, I was informed that there is other services/youth group which take place on other days and are particularly well attended by young people.	Comment by Grammarly: Deleted:are
