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�2
DOING RELIGIOUS

ETHNOGRAPHY

Are there particular challenges of doing ethnographic fieldwork that
focuses on religious lives and worlds? This is one way to phrase this
chapter’s central problem. To begin, consider a widely cited book
about an Afro-Carib healer living in New York City.
Mama Lola (Brown 1991) is “an ethnographic spiritual bio-

graphy” (xiv), of a Vodou priestess from Haiti living in Brooklyn.
The book is a product of 12 years (1978–90) of fieldwork and
writing. It has won two prestigious awards: one from the American
Academy of Religion and one from the American Anthropological
Association. Mama Lola has provoked debate and discussion since its
release, in part because of the intimate friendship that was forged
between its author, Karen McCarthy Brown, and its central persona,
Alourdes (“Ah-lood”) whose nickname is Mama Lola.
Vodou priests and priestesses mediate between “the living” (Brown

1991: 4) and the spirits. They construct ritual altars to honor and invite
the spirits. They use their body to host the spirits, channeling the
unique gifts and powers of individual spirits to advise and heal clients
who come seeking help. Vodou priests and priestesses assist people
“with health problems and with a full range of love, work, and family
difficulties” (5). Through her ethnography and her close relationship
with Alourdes, Karen McCarthy Brown decided that she could not
“remain a detached observer” (9). Three years into her research
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Brown accepted Alourdes’ invitation to become initiated into her
Vodou family, changing Brown’s personal and professional life. She
began assisting Mama Lola in healing rituals, rather than only observing
and documenting them. And, she started using Vodou when needing
healing for her own troubles. “If I persisted in studying Vodou
objectively, the heart of the system, its ability to heal, would remain
closed to me” (10). In a follow-up essay, Brown (2002) reflected:

My academic colleagues have raised questions. Have I lost my objec-
tivity? Has my friendship with Alourdes biased my account of her family
history, her daily life, and her spirituality? Has my participation in Vodou
colored the way in which I present the religion? The answer to all these
questions is a qualified Yes, although that doesn’t disturb me as much
as some of my colleagues wish that it did.

(129)

The example of Brown, Alourdes, andMama Lola does indeed raise
pressing questions. How do we manage the intense relationships we
forge through fieldwork alongside our scholarly research goals? What
does it mean to do participant observation, a hallmark of ethno-
graphy, in religious settings where the stakes of participation can be
especially high? What, if anything, is compromised or gained when
a researcher finds personal value in the religion they are in the field
to learn about? What is the proper place, if any place at all, for
notions like “objectivity” or “bias” in doing religious ethnography?
As students, in this class or in the near future, you will begin doing

the anthropology of religion by conducting your own research. When
you do, questions such as these will arise in your own efforts to enter a
religious community, come to understand some aspects about it,
and then try to present what you have learned. Our purpose in
this chapter is to give you a sense of the range of questions and
issues that professional anthropologists engage with when doing
religious ethnography and, in turn, prepare you for the same.

ETHNOGRAPHY AND RELIGION

The first major section of this chapter delves into a question that
Karen McCarthy Brown confronted head on: What is my under-
standing of, and relationship to, the religion I am researching?
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Before we go there, and to make going there more productive, we
should say a few words about ethnography as an anthropological
method and a way of knowing.
For cultural anthropologists, and for many scholars in religious

studies and the sociology of religion, ethnographic fieldwork is the
primary way we know what we know and the primary basis for
building the representations we build. As a methodology, ethno-
graphy is distinguished by some fundamentals. First, it is about
being there, wherever there is. Be it a short walk, a short drive, a
short ride, a short flight, or a long flight followed by a long ride and
a long walk, the ethnographer goes to the people they want to
know about. Second, ethnographic fieldwork is extended, or long-
term. Those are both relative terms; for some that means a year, for
others several installments of multiple months, for others it can
amount to several decades. In any case, there is no such thing as
hurry-up, in-and-out, drive-by ethnography. Lastly, ethnography
uses multiple techniques to collect data. I would wager that all
ethnographers use some technique that is widely practiced (e.g.,
interviewing) and some technique that is tailored specifically to the
unique details of their own fieldwork setting. But, all ethnographers
rely on a complementary set of fieldwork practices that allow them
to understand what it is they are studying.
To riff on an old joke: if you gather ten ethnographers in a room

you’ll probably get 11 opinions about how fieldwork ought to be
done. A little exaggeration, but a little truth too. Different ethno-
graphers frame the same methodology in different ways. Three
typical framings are science, art, and craft. While some identify with
only one of these, others combine two or all three. Personally, I like
to think of ethnography as equal parts science, art, and craft.
Those who see ethnography as a kind of science highlight the fact

that ethnographic fieldwork is conceived and conducted system-
atically. We are concerned with standards of reliability and accuracy.
And, we contribute to comparative areas of research in order to
advance theory. To see ethnography as art recognizes the human—
indeed, passionately human—ways in which fieldwork produces
knowledge inter-subjectively. In many ways, ethnographic success
and failure hangs in the balance of how well relationships with fellow
humans are established and nurtured. In Mama Lola, McCarthy
Brown describes her work as “a social art form” (1991: 2), tethered
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to vulnerability, trust, excitement, regret, curiosity, patience, and
other qualities that define relational life. Approaching ethnography as
a craft calls attention to a simple, but profound, fact: while we always
get better at doing ethnography, we never perfect it. Like the luthier
or the winemaker, the only way for an ethnographer to improve is
by constantly honing their craft. This has ramifications. For one,
ethnography is time and labor intensive; it cannot be rushed and
certain fruits come only through lengthy investment. Although it is
laborious, a craft is also fundamentally creative. Crafts are living
traditions; individual techniques become second nature, but the
tradition itself is open-ended, prone to invention and adaptation.
To dwell on the methodological and existential dilemmas of

doing ethnography, as we do in this chapter, reflects a sea change in
anthropology. The critical turn, as it is often called, casts a reflexive
eye on ethnography as a way of knowing. This turn emerged from
several sources that coalesced in the 1970s and 1980s. Post-colonial,
feminist, and critical race theories demonstrated how many meth-
odological and theoretical frameworks across the social sciences
reproduced dominant, often oppressive, ideologies (e.g., Said 1978).
Dedicated anthropologists sought to reveal how fieldwork is rife with
contingencies, ambiguities, uncertainties, and awkward relationships
that are integral to the knowledge we produce (e.g., Rabinow 1977).
Others reframed ethnography from being a research process where
the anthropologist discovers cultural truths (like buried treasure
waiting to be unearthed), to being an inter-subjective process in
which our knowledge emerges from particular fieldwork encounters
and dialogues (e.g., Dwyer 1982). And, a powerful critique emerged
around the limitations and conventions of anthropological repre-
sentations, primarily written texts (e.g., Clifford and Marcus 1986).
Anthropological critiques of anthropology and ethnography are

about improving the discipline, not dismantling it. Iron sharpens
iron (to pilfer a biblical phrase). The critical turn provokes anthro-
pologists to be as self-aware as possible of the decisions we make at
every juncture: what to research, why that topic/place/group was
chosen, how to be in the field, and how to turn the hard won
labors of fieldwork into words on a page (or, for ethnographic
filmmakers, images on a screen). Whether an anthropologist sees
themselves as an exacting scientist or a poetic humanist (or some
creative integration of both), these issues are unavoidable and the
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quality of our science/art/craft is dramatically improved when we
give them due attention.
The critical turn has been felt across the social sciences and in

every area of anthropological inquiry, but “the nature of religion
makes these questions especially biting” (Spickard and Landres
2002: 6). No ethnographic subject is uncomplicated, but anthro-
pologists of religion can claim a unique set of challenges that are
integral for producing successful work. Writing in the thick of the
critical turn, anthropologist Paul Stoller said it this way: “the adequacy
of applying social theory to anthropological data meets its greatest
test [in] studies of shamanism, magic, and sorcery” (1984: 93). Simon
Coleman, an English anthropologist who has published prolifically on
pilgrimage and global Christianity, wrote: “Religion is a particularly
difficult subject for the fieldworker to tackle, partly because of its
nonempirical nature, and partly because of the rationalist assumptions
of much social scientific scholarship” (2002b: 77). And Hillary Crane,
in her writing about doing ethnography in missionizing settings,
concludes: “Fieldwork conducted among missionaries is laden with
unique difficulties and ethical ambiguities that highlight and exaggerate
issues that arise in a variety of fieldwork contexts” (2013: 13).
There is something to this exceptionality. Anthropologists of

religion are drawn into matters of life and death, moral standards
and stigma, salvation and its alternatives, emotional ecstasy and
vulnerability, spiritual wanting and fulfillment, healing and suffering,
sacrifice and intensive dedication. All that is irreducible about religion
as a human phenomenon fuses with our daily ethnographic labor.
Moreover, some religious knowledge is understood in local contexts
to be quite dangerous knowledge to learn and possess. It is not to
be asked about or listened to lightly. Religious ethnography pushes
the limits of the anthropological imperative of total fieldwork
immersion. Ultimately, religious ethnography provides a sharp
reminder that fieldwork is not simply a research task and a social
endeavor, it is a moral, existential, and ontological project.

FOUR POSTURES

An enduring question in the anthropology of religion is what
Matthew Engelke (2002) calls “the problem of belief.” What do
we, as ethnographers, allow ourselves to believe about the religious
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worlds we study? And, how do we square belief, non-belief, or
ambiguity of belief with our anthropological goals of explanation,
interpretation, and understanding? As we see below, while this does
involve our personal commitments, it more crucially involves how
we engage the truth claims we encounter. The problem of belief
cuts to the bone of a central ethnographic tension: we are called to
cultural immersion, yet going native is widely considered taboo and
staying native even more so (Ewing 1994).
In response to this enduring question, we can distinguish four

postures that ethnographers of religion can occupy. As you consider
each, remember a few things. Each posture can be carried out in
the field through a range of strategies. Second, none of these four
postures offer any guarantee of success. Every one of them can be
practiced very well and very poorly. Third, these postures can
include or exclude several ways of obtaining information about the
world: intellectual, bodily, emotional, and spiritual. Remember,
too, that this chapter is geared toward doing anthropology: as you
read ask what methodological consequences are likely to ensue
from each posture. And, if you are actively doing research, ask what
posture you find yourself in.

METHODOLOGICAL ATHEISM

Our first posture deals with the truth claims of religion only in
social terms. “Methodological atheism” is an approach coined by
the sociologist Peter Berger in his book The Sacred Canopy (1967).
Berger explains it this way:

It is impossible within the frame of reference of scientific theorizing to
make any affirmations, positive or negative, about the ultimate ontolo-
gical status of [religion]. Within this frame of reference, the religious
projections can be dealt with only as such, as products of human
activity and human consciousness, and rigorous brackets have to be
placed around the question as to whether these projections may not
also be something else than that.

(100)

This posture insists on bracketing off religious truth claims on the
grounds that social science research does not recognize non-empirical
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explanations. Anything you cannot directly observe or measure
cannot be used to explain questions about religion. In practice, this
means that the anthropologist approaches religion solely as a human
product. Local religious explanations should not be accepted at face
value, but instead should be subject to explanations rooted in
empirical understandings of what is real, namely: social, economic,
political, and material conditions (cf. Bialecki 2014).
Methodological atheism works according to a strict social con-

structionist logic: our sense of reality is achieved from living inter-
subjectively (i.e., a social world that is shared because we interact
with other people). We form agreements about what is real and then
act according to those agreements (Berger and Luckmann 1966). In
the study of religion, this means that religious ideas and practices must
be traced to a human origin, the social locations where agreements
are made. Recalling Chapter 1, we can do this tracing work from a
variety of theoretical orientations (for example, Marxist sociology or
a Geertzian interpretive anthropology or an Asad-inspired genealogy
of power relations). Whatever theoretical path we use to trace, the
methodological atheist posture demands that tracing is the nature of
our task and that our endpoint must be definitively social. In
ontological terms, only humans and their products can be attributed
a status of real-ness. Otherwise, we cease doing social science and
start doing something else (theology, for example).
Methodological atheism need not be equivalent to personal atheism.

A committed Buddhist and a skeptical atheist can both perform this
posture because it is about leaving aside (“bracketing off”) questions
of truth altogether. Resolving the problem of belief means policing
what is acceptable as an anthropologically valid explanation for
religion as a human product. Berger, himself, was a committed
Christian, but was firm in The Sacred Canopy that extra-sociological
realities had no place in what he saw as a strictly empirical science
(Yong 2012).
Ethnographers have used a methodologically atheist posture to a

certain advantage while in the field. In a short, insightful article
David Gordon (1987) discusses his research on groups affiliated with
the Jesus People movement. Like many other evangelical Christian
movements, Jesus People members place a heavy emphasis on mis-
sionizing and making new converts. Gordon was not a Christian
and did not convert to Christianity through his research. However,
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he did not hide his non-Christian identity and, at times, would even
use it by engaging his consultants in “empathic disagreement” (248).
Like Berger, Gordon saw theological explanations as irrelevant for
answering his research questions. Rather than obscure his personal
commitments or stay silent about them, he used them to create pro-
ductive fieldwork moments. He describes several instances where he
actively argued with consultants as “good spirited affairs which we all
enjoyed” (276). His goal was to elicit as much cultural knowledge
and performance as he could. One strategy for doing this is to
engage adherents in friendly debate about religious questions.

METHODOLOGICAL AGNOSTICISM

Our second posture also brackets off religious truth claims, but for a
different reason. Ninian Smart (1973), a religious studies scholar,
coined “methodological agnosticism” as an explicit alternative to
Berger. These postures are similar in that they do not require
researchers to take a stance on questions of religious truth. But, they
absolve the researcher in different ways. Methodological atheism
sees religious explanations as off limits, whereas methodological
agnosticism declares questions of religious truth unknowable. The key
difference is that methodological agnosticism approaches ontological
questions about what is real as an ethnographic opportunity, not a
taboo line to never cross.
Smart helpfully placed methodological agnosticism in dialogue

with Berger, but this posture was already being used by anthro-
pologists of religion (Bowie 2000). In Theories of Primitive Religion
(1965) E.E. Evans-Pritchard (E-P) published a stinging critique of
psychological and sociological theories (think: Freud and Marx) that
approached religion solely as epiphenomenal (i.e., as only ever
reflecting other, more fundamental sociological realities). E-P writes:

There is no possibility of [the anthropologist] knowing whether the
spiritual beings of primitive religions or of any others have any existence
or not, and since that is the case he cannot take the question into con-
sideration. The beliefs are for him sociological facts, not theological
facts, and his sole concern is with their relation to each other and to
other social facts. His problems are scientific not metaphysical or
ontological. The method he employs is that now often called the
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phenomenological one—a comparative study of beliefs and rites, such
as god, sacrament and sacrifice, to determine their meaning and social
significance.

(17; emphasis in original)

While this does resonate somewhat with methodological atheism,
E-P differs on a crucial point. He maintains the focus on sociological
facts, but he gives phenomenology (“meaning and social significance”)
primary importance, not explanatory social conditions. (You might
also recall here the difference we discussed in Chapter 1 between
Weber and Marx and Freud.) Unlike Berger, E-P does not call for
“rigorous brackets,” he simply declares religious truth claims to be
unknowable. Consider an ethnographic example of methodological
agnosticism in practice.
In The Book of Jerry Falwell: Fundamentalist Language and Politics

(2000), Susan Harding uses ethnography and history to show how
evangelical Christians in the United States compete with secular
authorities for power, influence, and public loyalty. Harding openly
discusses how her own status as a secular person shaped her fieldwork.
For example, she recounts a car near-accident she experienced after
leaving an emotionally intense interview:

Halfway across town, I stopped at a stop sign, then started into the
intersection, and was very nearly smashed by a car that seemed to come
upon me from nowhere very fast. I slammed on the brakes, sat stunned
for a split second, and asked myself “What is God trying to tell?” It was
my voice but not my language. I had been inhabited by the fundamental
Baptist tongue I was investigating.

(33)

Her voice, not her language. As a non-Christian ethnographer
working among conservative Christians, Harding was constantly the
targeted audience of conversion efforts. In the interview preceding
her almost accident, her interviewee had turned their conversation
into an evangelizing session. Harding never converted, but she did use
her experience to better understand the performance of conversion
narratives (“witnessing”) as a vital ritual in evangelical culture. “The
first stage of fundamental Baptist conversion [is] to narrate one’s life
in Christian terms” (34). For her, focusing on how religious
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language gets internalized was a far more telling approach than
“social scientists [who] scrutinize the external psychological and
social conditions of converts” (35). By not denying or ignoring the
way she had been “inhabited,” Harding sought to challenge how
“social scientists and professed unbelievers in general do not let
themselves get close enough to ‘belief’ to understand it, or, for that
matter, to see what it is” (36).

METHODOLOGICAL LUDISM

Our third posture engages religious truth claims not as a question to
definitively answer, but as a role to play. For Andres Droogers, a
Dutch anthropologist, methodological atheism and agnosticism are
stuck, and therefore stick the scholar, at a standstill because they are
caught between competing imperatives (1996). The rub is that
methodological atheism’s commitment to explaining religion as an
expression of human social action cannot square with methodological
agnosticism’s desire to explain how religion works for adherents.
Droogers calls this impasse “the deadlock between reductionists and
religionists” (1999: 290). He coined his solution “methodological
ludism,” which he saw as a “both/and” solution, a way to incorporate
both social conditions and the experiential real-ness of religion.
Methodological ludism is grounded in the work of Dutch historian

Johan Huizinga (1955), who argued that the capacity for play (the
ludic) is a pivotal aspect of the human experience. Play is serious
business: vital for socialization, central to many social institutions,
and the source of much joy and creativity. Droogers defines play as
“the capacity to deal simultaneously and subjunctively with two or
more ways of classifying reality” (1996: 53). The subjunctive is key,
because it shifts the orientation from “as is” to “as if” (1999: 293),
invoking the kind of deep immersion that characterizes virtual reality.
Methodological ludism is about managing multiple realities: the
scholar’s personal biography, purely sociological explanations, the
religious worlds encountered, competing voices within religious
worlds, and secular critics. As fieldworkers, we can play by partici-
pating in each world as if it were absolutely real and true. The aim
is to pretend in a fully committed way—to get caught up—but
never lose sight of the fact that you are pretending. The ludist
entertains a reality, but does not fully accept it.
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For example, consider a co-authored article by Droogers and an
ethnographer, Kim Knibbe, who put methodological ludism to work
(Knibbe and Droogers 2011). Knibbe’s fieldwork focused on a
“Dutch spiritualist medium who claims to be a link between heaven
and earth” (283). Physical healing was central to the medium’s practice,
as was “a quite positivist emphasis on proof. She encouraged people to
be skeptical, to look for ‘evidence’ and record it” (284). As a scholar,
Knibbe puzzled over how to deal with the truth claims being made
by this healer and those who professed to having been healed. “Is the
healing real? How does that matter for my analysis?”
Ultimately, they argue that methodological atheism unhelpfully

“reduces beliefs to causes ‘invisible’ to the people involved, ignoring
their agency and consciousness” and methodological agnosticism
“meant ignoring what was right in the centre of what [the healer]
was about … the experience of ‘the other side’” (290). For them,
the ludic posture allowed and encouraged an experiential nearness to
the phenomenon: Knibbe could play as if the healings were really real
for the reasons the healer said they were. In this way, ludism responds
to Harding’s challenge of getting closer to belief, but on ontological,
not merely cognitive, grounds. Still, at the end of the day methodo-
logical ludism requires no adjudication from the anthropologist on
what really happened: if the “as if” was, in fact, the “as is.”

METHODOLOGICAL THEISM

Our fourth posture is not content to play as if religious truth claims
are real. Unlike the first three, the term “methodological theism” has
no exact point of scholarly origin. The core of the approach is that
the anthropologist can affirm the ontological reality of religious
worlds through their research, not bracket off, ignore, abstain, or
limit themselves to role play. This may strike you as provocative, if not
controversial. It should! Methodological theism directly challenges
some core social science tenets: to rely strictly on empirical data, to
maintain a critical distance from what you are studying, to be
skeptical of your own subjective experience.
One of the most vocal advocates for methodological theism has

been Edith Turner. Turner was one half of a famed anthropological
marriage. Her husband, Victor Turner, is a usual suspect in
anthologies on the history of anthropology, namely for his studies
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of African ritual systems (see Chapter 4). The couple began doing
fieldwork together in 1951 among the Ndembu of Zambia. In one
book that resulted from this research, The Drums of Affliction (1968),
Victor Turner analyzes the Ihamba ritual, a rite in which patients
afflicted by contact with the dead are healed. He argued that the
Ndembu use Ihamba as a social drama: a way to enact the political
dynamics necessary for social cohesion.
Two years a widow and 31 years after the initial fieldwork, Edith

Turner returned to the Ndembu in 1985 to research the Ihamba
again (1992). She intended this to be a study in culture change:
How was the ritual different three decades later? It all turned out
quite different when she participated in the ritual, “instead of
merely witnessing [and] saw with [her] own eyes a large afflicting
substance, some six inches across, emerge from the body of the
patient under the doctor’s hands” (2). Her book Experiencing Ritual
documents this experience and explains how affirming the affliction
as real provides a fundamentally different approach to healing and
religious ritual. Contra to her late husband’s social drama argument,
she was not content to view the ritual in functionalist terms. This
led to a second ethnography, The Hands Feel It (1996), a study of
Inupiat healers in northern Alaska. Here again, Edith Turner
engages the healing practices as real in every way the healers say
that they are.
Jean-Guy Goulet (1994) provides a second example, also set in

Native North America, among the Dene of northwestern Alberta,
Canada. He focused on Dene dreamers, “individuals who know an
animal and who develop the ability to travel to and from the ‘other
land’ through dreams and visions” (117). Goulet discovered that
Dene epistemology required that the ethnography be done with an
experience-near approach. “Dene informants are firm in their con-
viction that individuals, including ethnographers, who have not
directly experienced the reality of dreams and visions do not and
cannot understand Dene religion” (114). Because of this, Dene
“exclude those who are not perceived as knowing from those among
whom they discuss experiences of dreams, visions, and power” (ibid.).
Something like traditional ethnographic interviewing, disengaged
observation, and even uncommitted participant observation were
unacceptable. Goulet’s ethnographic success hinged on the fact that
he too shared the Dene visions. Moreover, he saw his written

DOING RELIGIOUS ETHNOGRAPHY40

Bielo, James S. Anthropology of Religion: The Basics, Taylor and Francis, 2015. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/kbdk/detail.action?docID=2011229.
Created from kbdk on 2018-01-25 03:10:21.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 T

ay
lo

r 
an

d 
F

ra
nc

is
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Template: The Basics, Font: Bembo,
Date: 14/02/2015;
Di r : / / in t eg raf s1 /kcg /2 -Pag ina t ion/TandF/ANRE_COR/Appl i ca t ionFi l es /
9780415731249_text.3d

ethnography as complete only when he put down on paper the
details of the visions and dreams he experienced.
Turner and Goulet both practice a version of methodological

theism, which critiques a strictly positivist scientific epistemology.
They are most critical of an anthropology that treats religious
experience as epiphenomenal: that is, by appealing to theories that
only ever explain religion as reflecting psychological, sociological,
symbolic, or materialist conditions. Methodological theism fosters a
deep desire to not contort every field experience to fit the conceptual
language of social theory, particularly those experiences that clash
most dramatically with rationalist empiricism. Methodological theism
is also quite dissatisfied with methodological ludism’s flirtations with
belief, but ultimate refusal to go all the way. As an ethnographic
practice, methodological theism elevates the importance of experi-
ence, insisting that anthropological understanding must integrate
intellectual, bodily, emotional, and multi-sensory ways of knowing.
To borrow some words from Paul Stoller, whose ethnographic
work in West Africa fits well alongside Turner and Goulet: “Just as
painters, according to Cezanne and Klee, should allow the universe
to penetrate them, anthropological writers should allow the events
of the field—be they extraordinary or mundane—to penetrate
them” (Stoller and Olkes 1987: 110). In this way, methodological
theism seeks a permanent collapse of distance between researcher
and researched, yet is firm that this collapse should not be dismissed
by tropes like “going native.”

CODA

In this section we outlined four postures that an anthropologist of
religion might follow (Table 2.1).
In Box 2.1 you can work on applying these postures to an

extended example. Before doing so, two observations will be
helpful.
First, these postures shine a bright light on the tight coupling that

exists between method and theory in ethnography. Each posture is
better suited for some research questions than others. Methodological
atheism leans in a stridently etic orientation: explaining religion as an
epiphenomenal expression of outside conditions (e.g., economic
markets, political hierarchies, social networks, ecological realities,
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psychological states). Quite the opposite, methodological theism is
stridently emic: understanding religion in local terms, with local
categories, and through local experiential registers. Methodological
agnosticism and ludism attempt to chart a third way, one that
integrates etic and emic forms of understanding and explanation.
One could be dogmatic about this, and argue that anthropologists
should identify with one posture and its appropriate questions. Or,
one could see this as a question of the right tool for the right job.
For example: What is the best way to study religious experience? Or:
What is the best way to study schism within a religious institution?
Or: What is the best way to study religious change over time?
Second, we can observe several points of contact and points of

divergence among these four postures. One point in particular is a
consistent way of distinguishing them: how they interact with the
truth claims that emerge from religious worlds. This is a question of
ontology. What is attributed the status of real-ness in the analysis? Is
it limited to human productions (as methodological atheism would
have it), or are non-human agencies recognized as well? After all,
religious worlds are prone to celebrate God, gods, spirits, angels,
demons, ghosts, the dead, ancestors, places, objects, spells, curses,
and more. This is a question of both agency and evidence. If
something is recognized as real in the methodology, what

Table 2.1 Four methodological postures in the anthropology of religion

Posture Ontological stance

Methodological
atheism

Bracketing: religious truth claims are irrelevant for the job
of the anthropologist, which is to approach religion as a
human product and explain religion by appealing to
social, cultural, or material conditions

Methodological
agnosticism

Bracketing: religious truth claims are unknowable for the
anthropologist, but this should not halt the search for
religious meaning in the lives of adherents

Methodological
ludism

“As if” play: religious truth claims should be engaged by
the anthropologist as a site of play, a role to occupy in
order to better understand religious experience

Methodological
theism

Experience near: religious truth claims are fully knowable
for the anthropologist, and should be sought as part of
doing ethnography
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consequences does that have for the analytical attribution of agency,
responsibility, and power? And, if we recognize something as real,
what evidentiary basis do we use? Do we follow Edith Turner and
listen to our sensual experience? In any case, it is useful to understand
ontology as a clear dividing point among these four methodological
postures (cf. Bialecki 2014).

Box 2.1 Being a (methodological) atheist, agnostic,
ludist, and theist

On your own, or with course colleagues, try applying these
four postures to an example. If you are doing research for a
final project in your course, you can use data collected for that
project. In addition, or instead of your own fieldwork, you
can select a documentary film from the list below. Each film
provides vivid examples of religion in practice:

� Holy Ghost People (1967; 53 min.): portrait of a rural,
Appalachian Pentecostal congregation that practices
snake-handling.

� Shadows and Illuminations (2010; 35 min.): portrait of the
spirit world in Bali.

� American Mystic (2010; 80 min.): portrait of three healers—
spiritualist medium, Wiccan priestess, and Lakota Sioux
traditionalist.

� Bad Friday: Rastafari after Coral Gardens (2011; 63 min.):
portrait of Jamaican Rastas and their collective memory of
a violent clash in 1963.

After you have selected a film and viewed it, consider the
following:

� For each posture, write one question about the religion
being studied. How does each question reflect the
assumptions and goals of the methodological posture?

� What kinds of data did you use to answer your questions?
Are these data similar or different across the four postures?
Did the questions require different kinds of knowing: did
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you rely on different senses? observations? emotions?
relationships?

� Ultimately, were you drawn to one posture over the
others? Did you use them selectively or combine them?
How comfortable were you working with each? Did any
challenge your personal commitments? How so?

� Finally, return to the different aspects of the category
“religion” we discussed in Chapter 1 (e.g., belief, ritual,
embodiment, materiality, power, agency, etc.). How did
these factor into your work with the four postures?

PRODUCTIVE REFLEXIVITY

In our opening discussion for this chapter, we highlighted the value
of being reflexive when doing ethnographic fieldwork. The goal of
this section is to think more thoroughly about the kinds of reflexive
questions and practices that arise in the anthropology of religion. On a
moment’s pause, we can see that decision-making plays a prominent
role in the day-to-day labor of doing religious ethnography: to con-
fess or not, join the ritual or stand aside, believe or not, stay or go,
sit or stand, close your eyes or keep them open, write the field note
or wait, record or remember, pray or pass, sing or hum, weep or
keep emotions snug to self. We will not tag every tree in this forest,
but we will gain a good sense of the forest’s scope and density.
Three areas of interest organize our discussion: the participant portion
of participant observation; the sometimes confusing, sometimes
ambiguous, always important relationships we make and rely on
during fieldwork; and, ethical dilemmas.

PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION

Our participation in the religious worlds we study can be limited:
sometimes because we make the choice to abstain or temper
the immersion, and sometimes because our access is curtailed or
denied. Being reflexive about these decisions and events fur-
thers our understanding of what we want to know about those
religious worlds.
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Katharine Wiegele (2013) studied charismatic Catholics in Manila,
the Philippines. Like other charismatic Christians around the globe,
the El Shaddai movement places a large emphasis on ecstatic worship,
bodily experience, and healing. While attending one of the regularly
held healing/counseling sessions, Wiegele confronted head on the
charismatic ritual of being “slain by the Spirit.” The ritual leader
called Wiegele by name to the front of the room, laid hands on
her, and slayed her:

I fell into the arms of the group members, who laid me gently on
the floor as they sang about the power of the Yahweh El Shaddai. It
felt exactly as others have described—a growing, intense heat in the
chest, a partial loss of consciousness wherein the ability to hear was
retained, and shaking, clammy hands as I gradually returned to full
consciousness.

(89–90)

Wiegele did not convert after this experience, or at any point later
in her work. She affirms the realness of the event in an experiential
way, not in an ontological way as Edith Turner does. She did,
though, use the event to reflect on the religious movement she was
trying to understand: “my slaying gave me an appreciation of how
complex such an experience is, how embedded its interpretation
must be in personal history” (91).
Wiegele fully participated in charismatic rituals, bolstering her

fieldwork in the process. This cannot always be the outcome.
Tamir Erez (2013) studied Messianic Jews in Tel Aviv, Israel. Erez
describes the congregation as religiously conservative, holding “a
total and exclusivist definition of reality” (41). The congregation
interpreted her ethnographic presence, defined by “empathic and
nonjudgmental listening” (47), as evidence that she was seeking
salvation. Initially, this eased the community’s welcoming of her, but
with time it became a problem. “The threat I posed by my empathic
but nonbelieving position was more difficult for them to deal with
than the regular stance of a critical nonbeliever” (49). On the one
hand the community did not have a ready category to make sense
of her continued presence but persistent non-conversion. Moreover,
her continued presence went against the grain of their hope and
expectation that enough time spent in the community would lead
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to conversion. After seven months, the pastor informed her that her
research could no longer continue.
When the fieldworker is a religious outsider, like Wiegele and Erez,

there can be a lot of fretting about how to do good ethnography
while still being respectful and not giving a wrong or unethical
impression. In her study of a Greek Orthodox pilgrimage site, Jill
Dubisch (1995) wrestled with where to draw the line in her parti-
cipation. She found it comfortable “to put money in the offering box
and light a candle” (110) because it “allowed [her] to blend with the
worshipers and neither stand out nor give offense” (111). However,
kissing icons and making the sign of the cross was not comfortable,
violating her personal sensibilities and signaling a false insider-ness.
These kinds of considerations are important: pragmatically,

methodologically, and ethically. Sometimes, though, our fretting is
for naught. In an essay about her fieldwork at a Taiwanese Buddhist
school, Hillary Crane (2013) explains how her consultants did not
share her worries. She hesitated about being a participant observer
for the performance of a chao shan (a pilgrimage ritual involving
strenuous mountain climbing). Her concern was that “as a non-
believer, I would somehow diminish the event” (14). The nuns and
fellow retreaters assured her that performing the ritual produces
good karma, it doesn’t matter what the individual intentions are.
The details of local religious life can also complicate our attempts

to properly balance our dual roles as participant and observer.
Matthew Engelke (2007) studied a charismatic Christian community in
Zimbabwe with a distinctive history and theology. The Friday
Masowe Church (“Friday” for their Sabbath day, “Masowe” for their
founding prophet) call themselves “the Christians who don’t read the
Bible” (Engelke 2007: 2). Their rejection of the written biblical text is
rooted in their general desire for an “immaterial faith” (3), that is a faith
cleared of material objects and focused on an unmediated connection
with the Holy Spirit. One result of this is that they rid worship spaces
of as much materiality as possible (no Bibles, no books of any kind,
no shoes, no buildings, only simple white robes). This included “any
instruments for recording what went on: pens, notebooks, tape
recorders, cameras, or videocameras. [He] was subject to the same
conditions of experience as everyone else” (35). In Engelke’s case,
losing some traditional tools of the trade was necessary to gain closer
access to, and a more robust understanding of, this religious culture.
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RELATIONSHIPS

Whatever else ethnography is, it is about building, negotiating, losing,
and celebrating relationships with fellow human beings. Very rarely
do we study communities that are absolutely new and undefined,
which means that the fieldworker will be placed into local roles and
categories. These can range from the humorous to the dangerous,
but in any case it is an integral part of our learning.
For those studying a missionizing religion, the outsider ethno-

grapher almost always becomes a focus of conversion. This could be
understood as an affront to ideals of neutrality and objectivity, but in
fact it is an excellent opportunity. Susan Harding’s work (discussed
above) is a prime example. She used the event of her interview being
turned into a witnessing session as the basis for understanding a genre
of religious language and its central role in the religious culture.
However, the target of conversion is not necessarily religious belief,
as it was in Harding’s case. In her work with North African Muslim
migrants to Paris, France, Jennifer Selby (2013) explains how the
focus was more on her body (e.g., fasting rituals, codes of dress, bodily
comportment). Her acceptance into the community hinged more on
abiding by these expectations than it did on professing a particular
religious doctrine. This makes sense in an Islamic context where “a
woman’s appearance and social comportment acts as an externalization
of her private, moral self” (46).
Being a religious insider is not the only role to consider. Erez

(2013), again researching Messianic Jews in Israel, was not merely a
religious outsider. Her broader social identity also mattered. Her pre-
sence was problematic, and eventually denied, because she reminded
the congregation too much of “a typical young secular Israeli who has
been exposed for the first time to [Messianic] beliefs but is not willing
to embrace them” (41). In other cases, multiple social identities are the
basis for confusion. Deana Weibel (2013) studied pilgrimage to a
popular site in southern France (Rocamadour). Along with Catholic
pilgrims, the religious history and natural beauty of the place draws
sightseeing tourists and pagans who come for the “metaphysical,
quasi-scientific energy” (Weibel 2013: 94). Her fieldwork relation-
ships were not simply built around an insider/outsider status, but
among these three common visitor roles as well as her own role as a
non-Catholic, non-pagan, non-tourist ethnographer.
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A local role that is not unique to ethnographers, but that has
proven to be a revealing opportunity, is that of the apprentice. As a
cultural newbie, the ethnographer is well placed to become a novice
learner. Apprenticeship is time-consuming and strenuous, because you
are expected to complete the same processes of initiation, develop-
ment, and mastery as locals. Paul Stoller combined memoir and
ethnography to write about his training as a sorcerer among the
Songhay of rural Niger (Stoller and Olkes 1987). When the Songhay
suspect sorcery or witchcraft attacks, they seek out a sorko (local
healers and praise-singers to the Songhay pantheon). When he first
started as an apprentice, Stoller’s teacher assured him, “you must
learn as we learn … we must teach you to hear” (Stoller and Olkes
1987: 29). Like all beginners he was considered quite ignorant
about matters of the spirit world. To advance from being a novice
sorko, Stoller “memorized magical incantations, ate the special foods
of initiation, and participated indirectly in an attack of sorcery that
resulted in the temporary facial paralysis of the sister of the intended
victim” (ix). He goes on to report how he became the focus of a
spiritual attack, which left him temporarily paralyzed in his legs.
Stoller sorts through this intense experience using a methodologically
theist posture, and he concludes that a root cause for being attacked
was his involvement in a master–apprentice relationship.

ETHICS

Many examples we have discussed in this chapter are thoroughly
ethical. Ethical issues and dilemmas are present in every stage of doing
anthropology: designing research, being in the field, making sense of
and producing a representation, and responding to your work’s
reception among multiple audiences (scholarly and not). Because
religious worlds more often than not involve moral and ethical
dimensions, scholarly ethics, personal ethics, and religious ethics
come into contact.
How do we respond when confronted with religious ideologies

that severely clash with our own worldview? This question can vex
the veteran and novice fieldworker alike. Jessica Falcone (2012) had to
ask this question in her work at a youth summer camp for funda-
mentalist Hindus living in Washington D.C. Hindu nationalism has
grown among Indian migrants to the United States, perhaps because
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this religious–political movement fosters a nativist connection to the
homeland and promotes ethnic solidarity among migrants living as
ethnic minorities. At the summer camp, Falcone observed teenagers
being taught an overt discourse of separatism that continually excluded
Muslims and African-Americans. Doing this work meant finding
strategies to tolerate “extremely uncomfortable” (184) interviews and
conversations that centered on differences of religion and race.
The anthropology of religiously conservative women has proved

challenging in this area. Saba Mahmood is a self-identified feminist
who struggled to understand the women she met in Cairo who were
involved in the Islamic piety movement (2005). From a Western
secular liberal perspective these women clearly experienced gendered
subordination and oppression on a daily basis. But, Mahmood was
not content with a simple liberal/conservative explanation or to
treat her ethnographic fieldwork as simply an extension of political
discourse. Instead, she used the lives of these Muslim women to
critically reflect on the nature of categories like freedom, authority,
and agency that are so vital to secular liberalism. In her book Mitzvah
Girls (2009) Ayala Fader wrestles with similar issues. Her research
explored the socialization of “nonliberal” (1) ultra-orthodox Jewish
women in Brooklyn, New York City. Like Mahmood, Fader
wrote against the grain of secular liberal ideas about gender equity
and individualism. Rather than use ethnography to critique Hasidic
life, Fader sought to understand what distinguishes Hasidic femininity
and why it makes sense to them.
Ethical struggles extend to the representational strategies we use.

Marion Goldman (2002) did ethnographic research with women who
had been part of the Rajneeshpuram community in central Oregon
from 1981 to 1985. The Rajneeshee was a sectarian movement, a
complex blend of spiritual philosophies and mystical traditions, led
by the charismatic Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh. Devotees “chose to
leave careers, friends, lovers, and sometimes families to follow a
radical spiritual path” (Goldman 2002: 146). Rajneeshpuram became
controversial soon after it began, becoming increasingly closed to
the public and militarized. Goldman feared a negative blowback on
the women if their identities were revealed. She decided to create
composite character sketches rather than give the women pseudo-
nyms, which is a common strategy to ensure anonymity. “I used
the 11 women’s own voices, words, and life experiences, mixing
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them to construct characters that protected the originals, without
adding unnecessary fiction” (147). Goldman knew this strategy
would lessen the legitimacy of her arguments among some scholarly
audiences, but she decided it was the most ethical method. (See
Chapter 5 for more on the Rajneeshee.)
Some anthropologists are religiously committed people, and it

is an ethical decision to marshal that identity in your research. In
a provocative essay, Brian Howell (2007) writes as a Christian
anthropologist who studies Christianity. He argues that his
Christian identity should be understood as a standpoint grounded in
moral and ethical commitments, much like a feminist, Marxist, or
secularist. Standpoint theory is itself a product of anthropology’s
critical turn, affirming that every view is a view from somewhere.
Howell does not merely argue that his Christian identity is not
an impediment to doing good anthropology. He goes further:
“a Christian standpoint productively informs the practice of
ethnography” (372).
As an illustration, he highlights his fieldwork with Filipino

Baptists. He used his own background in American evangelicalism
to understand how evangelical Christianity had taken on a distinctly
local character in the Philippines. For example, their use of “belief”
was not the same as what he was used to. They meant something
much closer to a durable form of trusting commitment, not the
individual affirmation of right church doctrine. As we discussed in
Chapter 1, “belief” should not be taken for granted. Howell’s
example recalls Evans-Pritchard writing in 1965, who also saw
personal religious faith as an anthropological aid (although, he was a
Roman Catholic studying African witchcraft, not an evangelical
Christian studying evangelical Christians). E-P quotes the Austrian
linguist, anthropologist, and priest Father Wilhelm Schmidt
(1868–1954):

If religion is essentially of the inner life, it follows that it can truly be
grasped only from within. But beyond a doubt, this can be better done
by one in whose inward consciousness an experience of religion plays a
part. There is but too much danger that the other will talk of religion as
a blind man might of colors, or one totally devoid of ear, of a beautiful
musical composition.

(Evans-Pritchard 1965: 121)
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CODA

Reflexivity, like theory, sharpens our ethnography. We improve by
surveying the attentive work of others and, of course, through
steady practice. What is at stake in all this? Being reflexive in religious
ethnography enhances the richness of our data and the reliability of
our analysis, in short: the trustworthiness of our science, the beauty
of our art, and the quality of our craft.
Being reflexive is also about taking the transformative power of

ethnography seriously. In her work with Pakistani Sufis, Katherine
Ewing (1994) insists that we must allow our fieldwork to be capable
of changing our vision of reality. I would add that understanding
what changes we experience requires knowing what our starting
points are. All the areas discussed here—participant observation,
fieldwork relationships, and ethics—require some self-inventory.
The first good reflexive move we can make is to ask who we are as
we take ourselves into the field. This is why so many ethnographers,
as part of their field notes or in a separate field diary, observe their
personal changes (e.g., bodily responses, everyday perceptions,
ethical stances). If you are working on a research project for your
course, you might find a field diary to be an excellent way to track
your own challenges to, and changes in, self.

Box 2.2 Religious ethnography and
professional ethics

On your own, or with a course colleague, review the American
Anthropological Association’s (AAA) most recent “Statement
on Ethics—Principles of Professional Responsibility.” You
should be able to find it at the following web address
(though, if it moves to a new url you should be able to find it
easily by searching online): www.aaanet.org/profdev/ethics/.
The AAA code of ethics is written for all anthropologists, but
how does it read using the particular eyes of a religious
ethnographer? For each ethical principle (there were seven in
the 2012 statement) consider these questions:

� Given what we outlined in this section, could religious
ethnography pose special dilemmas for following the code?
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� Do examples of religious ethnography exemplify the need
for this code?

� Could different religious cultures—say, conservative and
liberal expressions of the same religious tradition—require
different applications of this same code?

CHAPTER SUMMARY

In this chapter, we have explored the particular challenges of doing
the ethnography of religious worlds, lives, and communities.
Ethnographic fieldwork is the central methodology for cultural
anthropologists, and is also widely practiced in religious studies and
the sociology of religion. Anthropology’s critical turn has instilled the
importance of doing ethnography with a reflexive eye turned on
our own practices and decision-making. We do this for the sake of
sharpening our science, art, and craft.
All religious ethnography must confront the “problem of belief”

(Engelke 2002). There are four dominant postures that we might
choose from or seek to integrate: methodological atheism, agnosticism,
ludism, and theism. Each posture has distinct recommendations for
how ethnography should be done and implications for engaging the
day-to-day labor of fieldwork. Each posture also highlights the tight
coupling of method and theory. Perhaps the most telling feature
that divides them is their ontological stance—what their analysis
recognizes as real and anthropologically relevant.
Fieldwork is hard work, but it is also revelatory work. This is keenly

powerful for religious ethnography, as we confront matters of life and
death, moral normativity and stigma, salvation and its alternatives,
emotional ecstasy and vulnerability, spiritual wanting and fulfillment,
healing and suffering, sacrifice and intensive dedication. Fieldwork
revelations come, in part, through practicing reflexivity and we
highlighted three areas of reflexive inquiry: the dilemmas of partici-
pant observation, the formative nature of fieldwork relationships,
and the unavoidability of fieldwork ethics.
Ultimately, this chapter demonstrates the need to be conscientious

religious ethnographers. Each of the remaining four chapters has an
ethnographic imperative, and you will encounter a wide range of
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religious traditions, lives, worlds, and communities. As you read on,
return to the issues and questions raised in this chapter. What
methodological posture is at work? How is the method–theory
relationship visible? What fieldwork decisions set the stage and
allow for arguments and findings? What ethical dilemmas did the
anthropologist confront?

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

Along with the works cited in this chapter, consider these books and
essays as productive next places to go. To follow up on “Four
Postures,” one of the early ethnographic challenges to methodological
atheism and agnosticism is Jeanne Favret-Saada’s study of witchcraft
in rural France, Deadly Words: Witchcraft in the Bocage (Cambridge
University Press, 1980). Joel Robbins’ “Anthropology and Theology:
An Awkward Relationship?” (Anthropological Quarterly 79(2), 2006) is
an insightful essay on how anthropologists can engage with the work
of theologians. Jon Bialecki’s “Does God Exist in Methodological
Atheism?” explores the ontological implications of different metho-
dological postures (Anthropology of Consciousness 25(1), 2014). To
continue with “Productive Reflexivity,” I recommend three edited
volumes. Personal Knowledge and Beyond: Reshaping the Ethnography of
Religion (New York University Press, 2002) gathers 19 essays by
anthropologists, sociologists, and religious studies scholars reflecting
on the methodological and epistemological aspects of doing the
ethnography of religion. Extraordinary Anthropology: Transformations in
the Field (University of Nebraska Press, 2007) features 17 anthro-
pological essays on what happens when ethnographers have profound
personal experiences during fieldwork. Missionary Impositions:
Conversion, Resistance, and Other Challenges to Objectivity in Religious
Ethnography (Lexington Books, 2012) collects eight essays examining
the dynamics of fieldwork in missionizing contexts.
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