Rel237: Religion in American Life

Duke University, Spring 2014

Instructor: A.T. Coates. 

Guidelines for Ethnography
Students will conduct an ethnographic visit of an “unfamiliar” religious ritual, ceremony, or service. This means that you must visit a community that is outside your previous religious commitments/experiences. You will write a three-page report about the visit. 

Specs: 3 pages. Double-spaced. 1” margins. 12-point Cambria or Times New Roman.
1) Observe. As you attend the worship service, prayers, darshan, mediation, or other ritual event, observe carefully what participants are doing. Do they all participate in the same way? Do men and women perform differently? Children? Do participants express a common racial, ethnic, gendered, class, or social identity? Is there are set of practices that people perform with special skill or training? What is the sort of thing they seem to know that you as an outsider do not?
Think about your own experiences with this group from start to finish. What do you see, hear, touch, taste, smell? How do people interact with you? How do they interact with each other? What are they focused on? What do they encourage you to focus on? What kinds of words or phrases do they repeat? Keep in mind: your experience does not necessarily begin when you walk through the door. It could begin on the bus, at home beforehand, on the freeway, in a parking lot, or long after you enter the building. Was there a high point in the religious activity? To what degree does the event rely on the expertise or authority of a leader, priest, guru, pastor, imam, cantor, or liturgist? Who is this person? Pay attention to dress, song, music, movement, gesture, and architectural setting. How does each of these aspects shape the worship experience? What role does the body play in the experience? Are there special ways to sit, stand, or move? Analyze the function of bodies, sounds, spaces, etc.

2) Ask. If you have the opportunity, introduce yourself to participants and ask them questions about what they are doing, who they are, how long they have taken part. Ask them to explain to you details or features of the worship service or community that you do not understand. If you aren’t sure how to describe something you’ve experienced, ask.
3) Analyze. Describe everything you observe. Ethnography does not evaluate the strengths or weaknesses of a religious activity or ask if practitioners’ experiences are real or not. For our purposes, ethnography aims to produce thick description. A thick description shows the fine textures of particular activities. You are trying to understand, as best you can, what this religious event feels like, what it means, and how it works to the people of this tradition. You are NOT presenting a general overview of the tradition. You also do not have to pretend to be a practitioner of the tradition. Explain honestly and thoroughly what this experience seems to be about, how it seems to work, why people do it, etc. 
Imagine how participation in the worship and community shapes the imagination and social life of participants. What does membership or practice do for them? Why are they there and what do they receive for participation? Try to recreate the specialness of the event through your writing.
