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My colleagues and I as initiate anthropologists, were assigned the task to conduct a study of Skanda Vale; a multi-faith ashram which is located in a secluded wooded valley in Carmarthenshire, South-West Wales. The ashram itself is within a half an hour’s drive from our University in Lampeter. I was in a unique position relative to my colleagues, owing to the fact that I had already previous experience of the community that we were going to visit. Thus the impetus of my study became auto-ethnographic, the focus of my study transitioned primarily upon myself, in regard to my existing relationship with our focus of study. I was aware I held personal sensibilities about the community and the activity which is enacted there. To achieve authentic accuracy when conducting an auto-ethnography, I was aware it would require an exercise of full reflexivity and thorough line of rational inquiry in regard to my experience of Skanda Vale and my held assumptions of the role that the anthropologist enacts. I became aware that my understanding of the role the anthropologist was incompatible and so inhered conflict, in relation to my understanding of Skanda Vale based on my previous experience. The impetus of my study then, was to discover why this was the case for myself.
This endeavours me to further elucidate Skanda Vale and the activity and life exhibited by the community living there. I have identified that it is a multi-faith ashram, which means that the community which live and run the ashram do not identify themselves strictly to any major religion. Skanda Vale opens their doors to people of all faiths and beliefs, predominantly however their practise follows the Hindu forms of devotive worship, collectively known as “pujas.” They do also perform Christian services but to a lesser extent. The community which live at Skanda Vale collectively identify themselves as brothers and sisters. Those that co-ordinate the activity of Skanda Vale, managing the estate and leading the periods of worship are the “swamis” which are the Hindu equivalents of priests. The Swami’s take Franciscan vows of poverty, chastity and obedience; obedience to God, the community and to self. This amalgamation of aspects from differing religious systems denotes the multi-faith identity that the community promote. The majority of pilgrims who venture to Skanda Vale are of the Hindu community travelling from all over the country to visit the ashram.
By exercising reflexivity I became aware that the idea of returning to the ashram assuming the guise of the “anthropologist” seemed to inhere conflict within myself, and my understanding of Skanda Vale based upon my personal experience of the place. So then the impetus of my line of inquiry became to discern exactly what marked the difference between my previous visits to the community as a pilgrim relative to my proposed visit assuming the role of the anthropologist. I was able to discern that it was my notion of ‘study’ exhibited by the anthropologist which was incompatible with the understanding of my experience of the community and activity of Skanda Vale. Establishing this then, I endeavoured to dissect my notion of study exercised by the anthropologist and sought to find an alternative, more compatible understanding of study approached by the anthropologist.
“Anthropology has been persistently compromised by its surrender to an academic model of knowledge production according to which lessons learned through observation and practical participation are recast as empirical material for subsequent interpretation. In this one, fateful move -- the entire relation between knowing and being is turned inside out.”(Ingold: 2013:5) Ingold elucidates a problem inherently supposed in regards to the ‘study’ that the anthropologist pursues in an attempt to gain an understanding of a community or way of life in focus. He argues that anthropology is transformative in its purpose and allows us to study with and learn from the people chosen as a focus of study. This differs from the notion I held in regards to study exhibited by the anthropologist; the study of people to ascertain objective conclusions. This definition I believe to be conventionally held within the academic sphere of the global west. The mark of difference between these two definitions pertains to the Euro-centric understanding of knowledge as objective and thus absolute. Knowledge is “reconstructed on the outside (of being/experience) as an edifice built up ‘after the fact’, rather than inhering in skills of perception and capacities of judgement which develop in the course of direct, practical and sensuous engagements with our surroundings.”(Ingold: 2013:5). This Ingold argues creates an inversion regarding our understanding of being and knowing; whereby we owe our being only in regards of our knowing. This clearly exemplified in Descartes renowned saying “I think therefore I am.” 
“By situating the observer on the outside of the world of which he or she seeks knowledge, it sets up what is often alleged as the paradox of participant observation, namely that it inquires of the anthropologist to be both ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ the field of inquiry at one and the same time.”(Ingold: 2013:5) Within this dynamic, the anthropologist as the ‘knower’ pursues the study of a community by analysing his experience and what he has learned, in relation to an objective and absolute epistemic modality, that which is ‘already known.’ In so being the anthropologist’s learned experience becomes only ‘qualitative data’ to be weighed and assessed relative to an “exogenous body of theory” as Ingold puts it. This exogenous body of theory is material-positivism; whereupon what is learned and experienced can only acquire validity through logical-positivist testing and inquiry.
Why then did this notion of study, to weigh my experience relative to this exogenous body of theory inhere a conflict with my previous experience and understanding of the community and activity of Skanda Vale? This is because my experience and what I learned from my sojourn with the community as a pilgrim does not comply with the exogenous body of theory which qualifies experience and understanding as true or valid. So being I did not want to assume this limited mode of ‘study’ for I felt it would mar my experience in contrast to how I had previously experienced the place; when I had assumed not, the guise of the “knower”- a role of an observer who is outside of his own experience. I understand that my experience of the community and activity of Skanda Vale is ultimately subjective whereupon I have not assumed myself or the activity I participated in, as objective and separate from my experience. 
I was able to discern that this outlook was shared by the community who live and run Skanda Vale upon enquiring into their experience of their activity and way of life. Upon asking Swami Govinda how the community manages to run the establishment with such few numbers and without expenditure, his response was thus: “*points skyward* God … the divine… I am aware that it may seem a cliché answer, but it is a reality. No one person is Skanda Vale, We are not Skanda Vale… we simply put ourselves in the right place and act to the best of our ability and things work perfectly. If we were looking for monetary gain or profit, this thing wouldn’t be working at all.” This answer was thoroughly subjective in his reference to “God” which is a notion that differs with each person’s understanding, and is regarded as one of faith and cannot be verified by logical inquiry or material-positivist evidence. ‘God’ is rendered as untrue within this epistemic mode of thought for God cannot be proven postivistically. Within this epistemic modality then Swami Govinda’s understanding of his way of life within the community he lives is rendered as ‘untrue’.
Upon reflecting upon my own experience at Skanda Vale I was aware that I experienced transcendent states of awareness while participating in the pujas. I define a transcendent state of awareness as a state of mind free from the limitations I had perceived in a previous state of awareness. However working within the material-positivist body of theory there is nothing to suggest that the participation within a puja should causally inhere this state within myself. Therefore then working within the dominant epistemic mode of the academic west; my experience hence becomes invalid and ‘untrue.’ 
I am aware that when talking with my colleagues they confirmed to experiencing something akin to the relation of my own experience and others did not. I am aware that my experience is ultimately subjective as is the experience of everybody else, and thus looking for objective, positivist truths within ones experience and the experience of others proves as a limitation to understanding life in its infinite variations. This is because if one assumes knowing as separate from one’s own experience, one cannot be fully be present in one’s own experience of life and its variations, and would even dare to claim another’s experience as untrue or invalid.
To treat one’s experience as ‘qualitative data’ to be analysed and assessed in relation to an exogenous body of theory is a miss-rendering of lessons learned through participant observation as Tim Ingold argues: “For participant observation is absolutely not a technique of data collection. Quite to the contrary, it is enshrined in an ontological commitment that renders the very idea of data collection unthinkable. This commitment—lies in the recognition that we owe our very being to the world we seek to know.” (Ingold: 2013:5) Thus Ingold postulates that we owe our knowing from our being and not the inverse way round, which renders the “knower” as separate from his being in the world. 
So then when the anthropologist exercises participant observation in order to gain an understanding of the community and the way of life one wishes to know, one must make an ontological commitment to be present in one’s own experience rather than assume a seat that is separate and absolute of it, as an outside “knower” peering in, as it were. This is surmised by the feminist, quantum-physicist Karen Barad “We do not obtain knowledge by standing outside the world; we know because we are “of” the world. We are part of the world in its differential becoming. (Barad: 2007:185)Ingold: 2013:5). For it is evident that we owe our knowing directly from our being and to assume the inversion of this fact breeds inaccuracy in an attempt to understand life in all its variation. We must recognise that if we owe our knowing from our being, then all knowledge and understanding is subjective and unique to each individual. If we assume knowledge as objective and absolute from our being and experience then we cannot truly exercise participant observation and cannot gain an understanding of any form of that life we seek to know. 
“The dilemma is that the conditions that enable scientists to know, at least according to official protocols, are such as to make it impossible for them to be in the very world of which they seek knowledge. It seems that we can only aspire to truth about this world by way of emancipation that takes us from it and leaves us strangers to ourselves.” (Ingold: 2013:5) This is why reflexivity exercised by the anthropologist is of the utmost importance, for one must first make themselves aware of one’s own epistemic and ontological bias to thus emancipate oneself from it, and make the ontological commitment to be fully present in one’s own experience in order to understand life with more authenticity and accuracy, in all its subjective variations. Doing this will allow us to cultivate a greater understanding of what it is to be in the world and to work in greater harmony with the various forms that life and all being takes shape and exhibits.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Word Count: 1953
Bibliography
(n.d.).
Barad, K. (2007). Meeting the Universe Halfway. Durham, NC.: Duke University Press. Page 185
Ingold, T. (2013). Making. Oxon: Routledge. Pages 4 &5
Skanda Vale. (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.skandavalehospice.org



