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Abstract 

After being a part of the Muncie Baha'i community for the last four years, the 
director attempted to step outside and analyze the environment he was living in through a 
documentary film. What started as a quest for defining the "averageness" of the 
Middletown Baha'is turned into something else. The director uses a profile of the 
religious community and their beliefs in unity to examine the community's opinion of 
itself Through an inquiry into the labeling of the Baha'i community, he found what the 
Baha'is considered to be important. Realizing that average cannot be easily defined, 
correlations between representations of the community compared to the American 
believers were made. The viewer is allowed to see the community portrayed from the 
believers' point of view, and draw their own conclusions on the state of the Baha'is in 
Muncie. 
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During the past semester I created my first documentary film. I set out to find out 

more about my local religious community, and ended up learning much more than I 

expected. I tried to include various methods within the research of my topic, and I feel I 

now know much more about documentary filmmaking. My goal was to see if the label 

that Muncie, Indiana has acquired as "Middletown," a town that is representative of much 

of America, applies to my local religious community, the Baha'is of Muncie. 

I began by researching the origins of the Middletown studies. I realized quickly 

that there were countless studies relating to life in Middletown, and that the first study 

was intended to be focused on religion. Robert Lynd had a degree in theology before his 

success in sociology. There are numerous works relating to religion in Muncie, but most 

seem to come from a secular and non-specific viewpoint. The Middletown Jews was very 

interesting, as the oral histories of many Jews in Muncie were described and recorded. 

Caplow's book (All FaithfUl People) was interesting as well, but it wasn't what I was 

looking for. It was easy to see there was a wealth of information, and I decided I would 

like to do something different to try to add to the field of study. There was little 

information on the Baha'i society as a whole available to me, so I visited their National 

Archives. I found some interesting tidbits of information on Muncie, but only bits and 

pieces of evidence at first. After I spent some time on the local Baha'i newsletters, I was 

able to get a basic understanding of the history of the community. The first organized 

community was thirty years ago, and the group has been quite consistent since. In a 

simple comparison of statistics it appears that the Muncie community of Baha'is grew 
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just as the Baha'i Faith did in America during the 1960's and 1970's. There was a large 

amount of growth, but then a surprising return to slower and consistent numbers. As I 

was able to make a few connections with Muncie and American Baha'is, I realized that 

the real strength of my film would not be in interesting numbers. Because I was 

portraying th(~ community interactions, I should focus on the activities that are a part of 

the group, with an emphasis on the Baha'is themselves. The Middletown Jews focused 

more on the actual Jewish people of the community, and with this idea I approached my 

film differently. I realize that relatively few people know about the basic facts ofthe 

Baha'i Faith, so I planned on using material previously created by Baha'i Media Services. 

After I had concluded a majority of my interviews with the Muncie Baha'is, I realized 

that I could attempt to let them describe their own beliefs and be effective. While I was 

able to draw some conclusions about the general American Baha'i community from my 

research, I realized that the Baha'is themselves would be the focus of my film. 

During my research into Middletown, I talked to Dr. Bruce Geelhoed, the 

Director for the Center of Middletown Studies. He reminded me that Muncie is viewed 

as "average," when the real meaning is that it seems to be a representative community 

and not simply average. One of the strongest correlations I found in local Baha'i 

newsletters w(~re the concerns expressed about challenges Baha'is face. It seemed that 

the challenges the Baha'is of Muncie face represent the same obstacles as American 

Baha'is. Through interviews, I found that this was at least a common perception among 

the Muncie Baha'is. 

During my course of study into the documentary, several filmmakers interested 

me. John Grierson and Robert Flaherty's works intrigued me, and I used parts of their 
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ideas for inspiration. I realized that I had been living within the BaM.' i community here 

for several ye:ars, and ifI could stay somewhat objective I could take a type of 

anthropological view as welJ. Flaherty lived with his on camera subjects for long periods 

of time, and in this way seemed to gain a better understanding of his material. I decided 

that in order to best do a film about the Baha'i community, I should record their 

community functions. These included their normal meetings every nineteen days, 

biweekly devotions, and occasional holy days. Through attending and recording these 

events, I felt I was able to grasp an idea of what community life was like in Muncie. 

I attempted to film whenever there was community interaction, and I created a 

large amount of videotape. With my increasing amount of interest and ability to show the 

community members in their typical environment, I leaned more towards interviewing 

local Baha'is than some experts who could describe them. While I know that I wasn't 

going to be presenting a pure oral history, I thought that using the ideas and words of the 

Muncie Baha'is could be very interesting. I attempted to tell the story of the Muncie 

Baha'is most1y through their own viewpoints, with a background given about 

Middletown. With so much work on the subject, I thought that telling the story from the 

Baha'is view might be unique compared to a usual host or expert. I was concerned that I 

would not be able to tell a story without using voice over or a central host to guide the 

story along. Through editing I tried to create a cohesive story, and one that most 

accurately represented the community I was portraying. While I used several formalistic 

editing techniques, I decided to only use music that came from Baha'i events. It is not 

necessarily the best music Baha'is have ever made, but I thought that it would add to the 

realism within the documentary. My lack of a budget also helped my initiative to use as 
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much original material as possible, but I believe that it could represent the community the 

best. 

During my course of study of the Muncie Baha'i community, my interests in their 

story changed. I alternated with different theories to approach their story, and I tried to 

use realistic ideals combined with an interesting formalistic form. Documentary work 

incorporates different areas of study and research, and I feel I was able to use many 

different approaches in the analysis of this community. While there are always 

improvements that can be made to my work, I feel that I was able to use what I have 

learned in the past few years and apply it to an exploration into my religious community 

through film. 
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