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Framing the Question

Read the newspaper or listen to radio or watch television – reporting on
religion seems to be everywhere. So, for example, we are now accustomed
to wide-ranging debates on radical Islam, while the Pope’s travels around
the globe are regularly described – two instances from a seemingly endless
choice.1 Reporting on religion is often accompanied by images. Two kneel-
ing and praying Asian women are shown at the memorial to the attack in
Barcelona on August 18, 2017, when a car was driven into a crowd, killing
thirteen people and injuring many others (Fig. 1). Flowers and candles –
the red candles usually used in cemeteries – were left in honor of the vic-
tims. The commentary below the image, published one month after the
Barcelona terrorist attack, explains that it is wrong to think that all religion
is backward; we must remember that our free world is a product of the En-
lightenment and also of Christianity.2 Yet this claim is dubious, and its de-
fense of religion, in this case Christianity, problematic.

First of all, the commentary immediately makes the two women Chris-
tian, yet they could belong to any religious tradition or grouping. In the
article and via the image, readers are given information about religion,
namely that Enlightenment is connected to Christianity and results in free
will. The newspaper has adopted the role of an authority, as a source of re-
ligious knowledge.

Secondly, in European countries knowledge about religion, specifically
of religious traditions and of Christianity in particular, is decreasing, a
phenomenon that has been described as “religious analphabetism.”3 The
implications for the role of the media are noteworthy. Scholars of religion
Kim Knott, Elizabeth Poole, and Teemu Taira have argued, “At a time

1.

1 Süddeutsche de GmbH Germany Munich, “Papst Franziskus als Friedensmahner,”
Süddeutsche.de, accessed October 19, 2017, http://www.sueddeutsche.de/news/pan
orama/kirche-papst-franziskus-als-friedensmahner-dpa.urn-newsml-dpa-com-20090
101-170910-99-991119.

2 Michael Rüegg, “Warum wir in Europa Religion brauchen,” NZZ am Sonntag, ac-
cessed October 19, 2017, https://nzzas.nzz.ch/meinungen/warum-wir-in-europa-die-
religion-dringend-brauchen-ld.1314055.

3 Monique C. H. van Dijk-Groeneboer, “Religious Education in the Secularised
Netherlands,” International Studies in Catholic Education 9, no. 1 (January 2, 2017):
17.
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when the numbers of people who participate regularly in religious
practices and have access to religious knowledge is declining, the media’s
role as an information provider, even educator, is potentially important.”4

Drawing from their comparative investigation of the representation of reli-
gion in British media in the 1980s and the late 2000s, they have concluded
that “[m]ore and more, people depend on the media – newspapers, radio,
television, and increasingly the Internet – for education, information and
news about religion.”5 The combination of these two phenomena – de-
creasing awareness of religious traditions and increased media reporting of
religion – hands to media a prominent role in defining broad public un-
derstandings of religion.

How, then, does the media frame its communication about religion? As
the photography and commentary related to the terror incident in
Barcelona make evident, the media’s approach is not neutral. Its informa-

4 Kim Knott, Elizabeth Poole, and Teemu Taira, Media Portrayals of Religion and the
Secular Sacred: Representation and Change (Burlington: Ashgate, 2013), Kindle Loca-
tions 4708-4709.

5 Knott, Poole, and Taira, Media Portrayals of Religion and the Secular Sacred , Kindle
Locations 4688.

Fig. 1 Two women praying for the victims in Barcelona (Image: Sergio Perez/
Reuters).
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tion strategy is to be compelling, credible, and appealing, and its approach
follows certain conventions to attract consumers. Because their reports and
commentary about religion have a factual base, when responding to a spe-
cific event or accounting for specific circumstances they define what reli-
gion is and how religion is performed. The media is concerned to ensure
that its consumers believe that it is conveying a reality, not an invention.
To that end, it adopts a documentary mode of representation, communi-
cating to consumers that what is seen, written, and spoken really hap-
pened. Religion is not overtly theorized; the media professional’s
hermeneutics is not explicitly addressed. To uncover the medial conceptu-
alization of religion, we must read between the lines.

And our follow-up question must be: What is, then, the media construc-
tion of religion? These questions provide the impetus for this book, which
examines media’s spaces of communication, namely spaces of production,
circulation and distribution, representation, and consumption.

Religious lifestyles in the media

Addressing media portrayals of religion, I use the term “religious
lifestyles”. The term draws from Max Weber’s highly influential The Protes-
tant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism and from other approaches that simi-
larly consider lifestyle a helpful category.6 It is noteworthy that the English
translation of the German term “Lebensstil”, used extensively and consis-
tently in Weber’s text, is never literal, so never “lifestyle” or “style of life”.
“Lebensstil” is rendered variously as “way of life”,7 “uniformity of life”,8
“type of life”9 and in other forms. One occasion on which Weber employs
“Lebensstil” is his explanation of how the Puritans’ asceticism and under-

1.1.

6 Laurie Ouellette, Lifestyle TV, Routledge Television Guidebooks (New York et al.:
Routledge, 2016), 55; Lynn Schofield Clark, “Introduction: Identity, Belonging,
and Religious Lifestyle Branding (Fashion Bibles, Bhangra Parties, and Muslim
Pop),”in Religion, Media, and the Marketplace (Piscatawa/NJ: Rutgers University
Press, 2007), 1–36; Barbara Hölscher, Lebensstile durch Werbung?: zur Soziologie der
Life-Style-Werbung (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1998), 16; Benjamin D.
Zablocki and Rosabeth Moss Kanter, “The Differentiation of Life-Styles,” Annual
Review of Sociology 2, no. 1 (1976): 269.

7 Max Weber and Anthony Giddens, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,
trans. Talcott Parsons (London, New York: Routledge, 2001), 111.

8 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (London: Routledge,
2005), 72.

9 Weber, 115.
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standing of work contributed to the development of capitalism: “Wir
suchen uns nun noch speziell die Punkte zu verdeutlichen, in welchen die
puritanische Auffassung des Berufs und die Forderung asketischer
Lebensführung d i r e k t die Entwicklung des kapitalistischen Lebensstils
beeinflussen musste.“10 Conduct (“Lebensführung”) and lifestyle
(“Lebensstil”) are two different but closely related terms in this paragraph.
The first is used with reference to daily routine; the second embraces the
more generalizing concept of how life is shaped within a broader world-
view. Even though it may seek conformity, “lifestyle” leaves more space for
individual variety.

In the approach taken in this study, religious lifestyles are understood as
located in that tension between conformity and individual preference. Ad-
ditionally, the religious lifestyles encountered here take account of the in-
teraction of media and religion. The media report on and inform about re-
ligious topics, and in so doing they shape religion’s representation within
the media space. The media are also part of the wider public space, where
they influence how religion is reconstructed, diffused, and understood.
These communication processes are constitutive of religious lifestyles.

Lifestyles, and how they are presented by the media, are understood to
be determined by a lack of social value coherence, a state described by Ben-
jamin D. Zablocki and Rosabeth Moss Kanter as when “members of a soci-
ety cease to agree on the value of the currency of the markets in commodi-
ties and prestige or at least come to recognize other independent sources of
value.”11 Religious traditions, their practices and often conservative world-
views have been one conventional source of shared values. A religious
lifestyle, however, is a product of an independent source of value more in-
dividual and less fully defined by traditional institutions. As Jörg Stolz has
shown for Switzerland, religion has become just one choice amongst
many, and its value is no longer distinct from that of other activities. Reli-
gion has become something to do during leisure time. An individual
might choose between going to the cinema, the gym, or a religious service.
In Stolz’ analysis, a majority of people see such activities or practices as

10 Max Weber, Max Weber, Schriften, 1894−1922, ed. Dirk Käsler, Kröners
Taschenausgabe (Stuttgart: Kröner, 2002), 211; Weber and Giddens, The Protes-
tant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 111. “Let us now try to clarify the points in
which the Puritan idea of the calling and the premium it placed upon ascetic
conduct was bound directly to influence the development of a capitalistic way of
life.”

11 Zablocki and Moss Kanter, “The Differentiation of Life-Styles,” 281.
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equivalents.12 But the person who makes that decision needs to be able to
defend their choice, which is more than just a simple option but bears in-
herent meaning. That meaning is encompassed by a lifestyle that provides
value coherence and is expressed in practices that might concern dress, food,
social interactions, or sexual relations.

Another angle to the interaction of media and religious lifestyle con-
cerns the portrayal of religion. The depiction of religious worldviews fol-
lows representation conventions like those of other realms of media depic-
tion, for sports or politics, for example. These realms are not simply in
competition, but might also intersect, for example in audio-visual parame-
ters like camera, light, and sound. When viewed in terms of media conven-
tions, religion is then just another cultural practice like any other human
activity, be it vegetarianism or sports. According to media representations,
there is very little difference between practicing religion or practicing
sport. Adapting everything to the same standards of entertainment and in-
formation results in a levelling and conformity of values. If values con-
verge, values start to blur, like a bland meal where everything tastes simi-
lar. According to Zablocki and Moss Kanter, such equalizing of values has
the result that “individuals will seek other means of attaining value coher-
ence.”13 The media has a role to play in establishing such value coherence,
deploying strategies that shape and express popular and global lifestyles.
Social-religious actors, media institutions, and consumers participate col-
lectively in this process of producing, representing, and consuming reli-
gion. Zablocki and Moss Kanter propose that “To the extent that a per-
son’s position in the markets for wealth and prestige will leave some de-
gree of freedom of choice, differentiation of life-style results.”14 Religion is
evidently captured in the media landscape as an element of lifestyle, as an
entertaining and informal mode of value coherence.

Documentary media and religion – and a Mormon case study

As the title suggests, at the heart of this investigation is the construction of
religion in documentary audio-visual media. The analysis is rooted in ex-

1.2.

12 Jörg Stolz et al., Religion und Spiritualität in der Ich-Gesellschaft: vier Gestalten des
(Un-)Glaubens, vol. 16, Beiträge zur Pastoralsoziologie (Zürich: Theologischer
Verlag Zürich, 2014), 57.

13 Zablocki and Moss Kanter, “The Differentiation of Life-Styles,” 283.
14 Zablocki and Moss Kanter, 293.

1. Framing the Question

19

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845294216-13 - am 20.01.2026, 12:27:45. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845294216-13
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


tensive research into Mormons in the media, which acts as a case study.
Five core issues are decisive:

(1) The effects of documentary media on how religion is perceived: How
do documentary media, in this instance commercials, television reporting,
television series, reality shows, and documentary films influence represen-
tations, public perception, and opinions about Mormonism, particularly
in light of a documentary’s need to be able to convince its audiences that it
depicts “real life” that is not in fact real but mediated.15 The study recog-
nizes that circulation and distribution for this media category are largely
via television and the Internet.

(2) The effect of media on religious communities and traditions: How
do Mormon organizations adapt to the logic of documentary media? This
question is examined in light of the construction of religion in the media,
which can be termed mediatization.

(3) The interaction between economics, religion, and access to media:
How does Mormonism – the economically powerful Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS) as well as other Mormon groupings –
adapt to and profit from the logic of the documentary, particularly in light
of LDS Church’s interests in mission and conversion? The LDS Church,
the largest group of Mormons, headquartered in Salt Lake City, Utah, has
more than 16 million members, more than nine million of whom live out-
side the United States.16

This critical analysis is accompanied by theoretical and methodological
reflections that explore two additional issues. The goal is to develop an ap-
proach to the interaction of documentary media and religion within the
study of religion:

(4) The scholarly conception of religion, and the need for its reevalua-
tion: What theoretical framework is most effective for an investigation of
religion as seen through the documentary lens? This study understands re-
ligion as a cultural phenomenon that interacts with other cultural fields. In
media studies, it can be useful to embrace religion through communica-
tion theory, a perspective that allows media and religion to be understood
as interactive systems where religious meaning is formed by media
practices.

15 Patricia Aufderheide, Documentary Film: A Very Short Introduction, Very Short In-
troductions (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 2.

16 “LDS Statistics and Church Facts | Total Church Membership,” www.mormon-
newsroom.org, accessed January 29, 2019, http://www.mormonnewsroom.org/
facts-and-statistics.
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(5) Methodological approaches to representation and self-representation
of a religious community: how can a diversity of sources and data most
effectively be systematized and analyzed? The book focuses on specific me-
dia fields, acknowledging the fund of symbols and codes that can be used
to address, process, and transmit ideas about religion and concepts of reli-
gion.

These five main concerns are examined in the context of a transdisci-
plinary approach to religion and media that I have refined over the last 7
years. The path taken by such research is winding, and may include dead
ends, but the view is always rewarding. The setting is scholarly, but also
personal. Readers will find it helpful to be aware of the hermeneutic hori-
zons that have accompanied and influenced this book.

Hermeneutic horizon of the researcher

My focus on documentary media emerged from the significant time I had
invested in the in-depth study of religion and fiction film, which generated
awareness of the neglect of relations between documentary media and reli-
gion. To extend and intensify my scholarly engagement with documentary
media, I took up a postdoctoral opportunity with Charles Musser at the
Film Studies program at Yale University. Before arriving in New Haven I
followed a friend’s suggestion that I plan a visit to Broadway to see the
most acclaimed musical of the year 2011, The Book of Mormon (script,
lyrics, and music by Trey Parker, Matt Stone, and Robert Lopez). I did in-
deed find the musical highly entertaining, although at the back of my
mind I wondered why the audience was so intrigued by Mormons and
Mormonism.

At Yale I was to produce my own documentary film, a very effective
hands-on approach to understanding the concept and its realization. It was
2012 and the presidential campaign was in full swing, with debates on tele-
vision and at the university. I recognized that Republican candidate Mitt
Romney’s Mormon affiliation attracted much media interest. The worship-
ing communities to which other candidates belonged were also part of the
election rhetoric – Barack Obama’s affiliations with the Black Church and
two vice-presidential candidates’ membership of the Roman Catholic
Church. In my 30-minute long documentary The Politics of Religion
(CH/US 2013), I conducted conversations with leaders within each of these
three religious communities, including Mormon bishop Steve Weber, and
attended their congregations’ worship. My first personal contact with the

1.3.
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Mormons left me with a sense not only of their friendliness and readiness
to talk but also of their political engagement. I came to realize that not all
the Mormons I met supported “their” candidate.

As a scholar of the study of media and religion, I wanted to understand
more about this community and launched an intensive exploration of
Mormon studies, a young and diverse scholarly field in which Mormons
themselves are very productive, especially in engaging their history. Their
drive to communicate is also given voice in the rich production of their
own media, be it for educational, missionary, political, or public affairs
purposes. Mormon media productions are distinctively elaborate and also
professional in terms of both quality and wages. Yet while Mormon the-
ologians have no specific academic home, Mormon historians are often
part of an official and well-financed church history department, staffed by
professionally trained historians.17

While living in the United States, I learned more of the Mormon groups
than are distinct from the LDS Church. While it was impossible for me to
develop personal connections with these groups, not least as some of them
exist in a precarious legal situation because they are polygamist, I did en-
counter them intensively in the media – in documentaries, TV reporting,
and the reality show Sister Wives (US, TLC, 2010–2020, 14 seasons) pro-
duced by TLC (The Learning Channel). TLC established a German arm in
2014, since when the Mormon reality show has also been accessible in Ger-
man-speaking European countries. The more I explored Mormonism, the
more apparent became the vital role played by audio-visual documentary
media for Mormon communities. Here one encounters both portrayals of
Mormons and Mormonism whose vantage point may be either internal or
external to the religious community.

Finally, in 2015, having made contact with the LDS Church to explain
my research goals, I visited the capital of Mormonism in Salt Lake City.18

(During this period I spent a year as a visiting scholar at MIT [Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology] and at Harvard Divinity School).19 In
Salt Lake City I was able to interview media professionals from the LDS
Church, to talk to people from the Public Affairs and Missionary Depart-

17 “Church History Library,” accessed June 19, 2019, https://history.churchofje-
suschrist.org/section/library?lang=eng.

18 I would like to thank Colleen McDannell who generously hosted me when I un-
dertook my research in Salt Lake City, UT.

19 I wish to thank my hosts Edward Schappa and Heather Hendershot, of MIT’s
Comparative Media Studies, and David Holland, of the North American Collo-
quium at Harvard Divinity School, for their support.
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ments, to visit the film studios that are closely related to the church (their
outdoor setting is a mid-19th century Mormon settlement), to experience a
VIP tour through the temple district with Swiss missionary Sister Myrtha
and Elder Weston R. Innes, to visit the missionary education center in Pro-
vo, and to be given a private tour at Brigham Young University in Provo.

Throughout my stay in Salt Lake City I was accompanied by the helpful
and friendly Karlie Brand Guymon from the Public Affairs Department
(Fig. 2). Guymon scheduled and drove me to the interviews, accompanied
me on the tour, and showed me Salt Lake City and parts of Utah. I was
able to talk about religious worldviews with Guymon and also with other
Mormons on many other occasions.

I identified myself as having been raised Roman Catholic and as married
with three children. The Latter-day Saints respected my background but
still referred from time to time to the advantages of being a member of the
church. The director of the Missionary Department, Stephen B. Allen, end-
ed our conversation with the announcement: “Now I’m proselytizing,”
and then presented, half seriously and half joking, the advantage of the rit-
ual of sealing in producing a marriage and family for eternity. “It’s possible
to stay with your family forever,”20 Allen encouraged me. I am really not
sure if this is a desirable perspective. The Christian concept of “till death
do us apart” certainly disposes of some advantages too. The members of
the LDS community whom I met in Salt Lake City seemed to perceive me
partly as Roman Catholic, partly as a Swiss mother, partly as a guest aca-
demic at MIT, and probably just a little bit as a scholar engaged in the
study of religion.

Another field trip brought me to Frankfurt/M., Germany, where I had
conversations and interviews with media professionals from the Public Af-
fairs Department of the German LDS Church. The experience in Germany
was quite different from my encounters in Utah, for although again very
polite, the LDS were more reluctant and less generous with their schedule.
They were also somewhat reserved. Perhaps their presence in Germany and
Frankfurt, where the European administration for the LDS Church in Eu-
rope is located, feels less firmly rooted. Their attitude was also more defen-
sive.21

In January 2016 I travelled back to Utah to visit the Provo City Temple
before its dedication with Karlie Brand Guymon and my daughter Zoë.
Karlie advised us “to dress in Sunday clothes as if going to a service”

20 See interview with SA1, Salt Lake City/UT, June 22, 2015.
21 See interview with SA7 and SA8, Frankfurt/M., August 19, 2015.
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(Fig. 3), which brought to mind the VIP tour of the temple district I had
been given in June 2015, when I had been the only woman wearing
trousers and a brightly colored shirt with a checked pattern. On being
shown the group picture taken during the tour in front of the famous stat-
ue of Jesus, a friend commented that my clothes reveal me to be a non-
Mormon (Fig. 2).

The tickets for the temple visit had to be bought in advance and they
sold out quickly, evidence of the immense interest in the renovated Mor-

Fig. 2 At Temple Square North Visitors’ Center, from left to right: nn, Marie-
Therese Mäder, Sister Myrtha, Karlie Brand Guymon (Image: Marie-Therese
Mäder, Salt Lake City/UT, US 2015).
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mon temple. When we arrived, many families – most were Mormon and
often had small children – waited in front of the entrance to the temple,
with the women in skirts and all well dressed, as if “attending a church ser-
vice.” The parents were showing their children the temple to generate an-
ticipation of the time when, aged 12, they will be allowed to enter the con-
secrated building (Fig. 4).

That step also requires a recommendation – based on an interview at
which the applicant is asked if they keep the commandments – from the
appropriate bishop and from the president of the stake. Baptism is also es-
sential. The visit to the temple was not unlike a quick stroll through an
over-crowded historic home, with many impressively quiet children. No

Fig. 3 Zoë Hofmann, Karlie Brand Guymon, Marie-Therese Mäder dressed in
their Sunday best for their visit to Provo City Center Temple
(Image: Marie-Therese Mäder, Provo/UT, US 2016).
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lingering was possible as the line of those still waiting would grow quickly,
and the rooms could only be accessed in single file. Temple workers pur-
posefully invited the visitors to keep moving. While more of the building
can be seen on the temple website than I was able to take in on my tour,22

the visit to this temple before its dedication was fully immersive and en-
lightening for a scholar of Mormonism.

In hermeneutic terms, then, this research has been approached with a
perspective drawn from the methods of the social science, media studies,
and ethnographic studies. The field work in Salt Lake City, Provo, and
Frankfurt was indispensable in generating a comprehensive view of docu-
mentary Mormon media spaces. Meeting Latter-day Saints and the oppor-
tunity to conduct rich conversations made me more sensitive to how docu-
mentary media and religion interact in the case study.

22 “Tabernacle to Temple: Provo’s Legacy of Worship,” accessed October 20, 2017,
https://history.lds.org/exhibit/historic-sites/utah/provo/provo-city-center-temple?
lang=eng.

Fig. 4 A Mormon family in front of the LDS temple in Provo, UT
(Image: Marie-Therese Mäder, Provo/UT, US 2016).
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Structure of this book

This book contains three parts. Part I, “Opening the Field of Documentary
Media and Religion”, consists of three chapters (chapters 1–3). The first
chapter, “Framing the Question”, introduces the research questions, which
address the interface of documentary media and religion, its effect on the
perception of religion, and how religious and non-religious agents interact
with documentary media. At this point the hermeneutic horizons of the
researcher are laid out, including academic background and field-work ex-
perience. The second chapter, “Spaces of Communication: Theoretical and
Methodological Framework”, locates the research in the field of media and
religion and expands upon the theoretical framing of the interface of docu-
mentary media and religion. There the heuristic concept of semio-prag-
matics is introduced as a research tool and linked with the understanding
of religion with which this study operates. The four communication spaces
of production, representation, distribution/circulation, and consumption
are presented and illustrated by sources used for this project. The multidi-
mensional concept of “crystallization” is also explained. It defends the idea
that the outcome of research is “inevitably situated, partial, constructed,
multiple, and embodied.”23 That recognition endorses the use of a diversi-
ty of theories and methods in qualitative research and the presentation of
the results in various forms. The methods drawn from social science,
ethnographic studies, media hermeneutics, and film analysis that are ap-
plied in this study are discussed in detail. These methods are systematized
in the spaces of communication of documentary media and partly eluci-
dated with examples from the study. Finally, the types of documentary
source on which the study is based are introduced: advertisements, docu-
mentaries, corporate videos, television reporting, series and reality televi-
sion shows. Chapter three, “Shifting Perceptions of Mormons and Mor-
monism”, considers existing approaches to Mormonism. We consider their
methodological exploration of the religious community, the sources they
have employed and the perspective from which the community is con-
structed. The chapter also provides necessary information about the histor-
ical and contemporary context of the community. The literature explored
here is focused on Latter-day Saints, members of the biggest Mormon
church with its headquarter in Salt Lake City/UT, but until 1890, when the

1.4.

23 Laura L. Ellingson, Engaging Crystallization in Qualitative Research: An Introduc-
tion (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2009), 13.
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community split over the issue of polygamy, all Mormon groups had a
common history.24

Part II “Interactions between the Communication Spaces of Documen-
tary Media and Religion” (chapters 4–6) explores the four spaces of com-
munication in light of a variety of sources and methods. Chapter four, “The
(Ex-) Mormon Image Campaigns”, puts video series from two different
production spaces in conversation. The media strategies found in I’m a
Mormon, an advertising series launched – and produced – by the LDS
Church between 2010 and 2016, are interrogated. Additionally, the chap-
ter looks at the I Am an Ex Mormon video series, produced by former LDS
members in response to the LDS campaign. The conclusion of the chapter
compares the reading modes generated by the series’ different communica-
tion spaces. Chapter five, “The Private is Public in Reality Shows about Re-
ligion”, looks in detail at the interface between religion and reality televi-
sion shows and explores how it blurs the boundaries between the private
and public spheres of religion. The chapter focusses on two reality shows:
The District (US 2006/2012), produced by the LDS Church, instructs mis-
sionaries for the field. Sister Wives (US 2010–2020), produced by the US TV
network TLC, entertains its audience with depictions and discussions of
the life of a polygamist Mormon family. The chapter aims to show how
the public and the private interact and considers how the shows address
their audiences with different reading modes. Chapter six, “Researching
Spaces of Production and Consumption of Latter-day Saints Media”, ap-
plies qualitative and quantitative methods to the spaces of consumption
and production. It explores how the semio-pragmatic approach can be
combined with an audience study. The audience study considers the effec-
tiveness of the communication of religion through documentaries and also
highlights cultural differences in the space of consumption, as it was con-
ducted in Switzerland (Zürich) and Spain (Barcelona). The second part of
the chapter considers how media professionals who are members of the
LDS Church understand their own work in light of their religious affilia-
tion. The results of the two approaches and their methodological implica-
tions and limitations are brought together and analyzed.

24 The case Reynolds versus United Stated (1878) is an important turning point in
the legal question of polygamy. The court decided unanimously that marriage is
a “sacred obligation” but regulated by law. People therefore cannot avoid a law
because of their religious convictions. “Reynolds v. United States, 98 U.S. 145
(1878),” Justia Law, accessed May 31, 2019, https://supreme.justia.com/cases/
federal/us/98/145/.

Part I: The Field of Documentary and Religion

28

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845294216-13 - am 20.01.2026, 12:27:45. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845294216-13
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Part III “The Ethical Space of Documentaries and Religion” focusses on
film’s ethical principles, moral reasonings, responsibilities, and power rela-
tions (chapters 7–11). Chapter 7, “Sensationalized Mormons”, introduces
the central questions of part III. Chapter 8, “The Ethics of Entertainment
and the Transmission of Information within Spaces of Communication”,
establishes the theoretical framework within which ethical questions are
located and systematizes them in the communication spaces of documen-
taries, where the role of values, norms, and ethical judgements are dis-
cussed. Responsibility and power relations are given particular attention,
as they are especially relevant for the ethical space of documentary media.
Chapter 9, “The Spectrum of Mormon Documentaries”, and chapter 10,
“Telling about Mormons”, consider the ethical space of ten documentaries
in light of the following categories: the hermeneutic horizons of social ac-
tors in the spaces of production, representation, and consumption, the so-
cial actors’ loyalties, the camera gaze, and the production context. Chapter
9 discusses documentaries by filmmakers affiliated with Mormonism,
mostly as members of the LDS Church. Chapter 10 examines documen-
taries that are produced by private or public television channels or inde-
pendent filmmakers. Chapter 11, “Religion as Sensation and Infotain-
ment”, provides concluding thoughts for this section on how religion is
defined in the ethical space of documentary media.

The conclusion, Part IV (chapter 12), “Approaching Religion in the
Communication Spaces of Documentary Media”, assesses the outcome of
this study by reconsidering the interface of documentary media and reli-
gion in light of a semio-pragmatic approach; asks how the different read-
ing modes reconstruct Mormonism; and looks again at the concept of reli-
gion as engaged in this study.
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