                                                                                                REFLECTIONS                                                                                                                                                                                           ‘’The riverbed, dried-up, half full of leave
Us, listening to a river in the trees’’
-Seamus Heaney, The Haw Lantern. 1987.

I saw but did not hear!
If there is anything I have learnt from reading the ethnographies of others, it is that we hear but a reflection of the people interviewed, the image that they wish to present to us (Okely 1983). That only by observing them, their facial features and movements can we gain a more accurate analysis of them and their lives. I have discovered that by not saying a word on a certain subject, people sometimes say so much. Often these were shared poignant moments where our gazes would hold, an emphatic moment, but sometimes it was an embarrassing moment where I overstepped some unforeseen boundary and where my gaze shifted uneasily away from the revealed truth.
 
A theory of control.
The issues of control are a contentious subject. Through my research participants I have observed the loss of control experienced by those suffering from cancer, which has resulted in my querying the hospice rhetoric of a ‘’good death’. Whist I was at the hospice I noticed how the onus is placed on control and the preservation of a patient’s autonomy, and how often they had recourse to ‘’the importance of effective management of symptom control’’, and the constant recital of Dame Cecily Saunders (1965) ethos of to ‘’live until you die’’. Though, I respect due to their religious ideals that this theory is of the utmost import to them, what of those of us who do not subscribe to the dogma of religion, and life being a gift from god? (Walter 1994). Does bureaucracy or religion have the right to control my final moments?  While at the Ashram I witnessed another form of control, that of ideological control, though this ideological control affected order within the Skanda Vale community, it was felt to be by no means repressive to them They felt uplifted by the fact that certain elements of control had been removed from their personal lives, and that other controls had been placed within it.

Journeying into the unknown.
Surprisingly, I suffered from no pre-trip nerves. We departed from the university in tolerable spirits and all very curious as to what we would see. The hospice itself was not as I had expected, my preformed ideas were cast to the winds when we pulled up outside what can only be described as a palatial, modern looking, gentleman’s residence. I had envisioned a more sterile medical appearing unit, perhaps a low bungalow with metal railings. The bright cheery yellow of the exterior was welcoming and despite the obvious gardening work that had yet to be done, the setting would be attractive once completed. The hospice itself is surrounded by bungalows giving it a very residential feel, with views at the back showing distant mountains rising up from sparse fields. Upon arrival, we rang the doorbell and waited patiently several moments passed uneasily before one of us took the initiative and embarked on a quest to find an alternative entrance. The back door was opened by a somewhat forbidding Sister, who I later discovered to be Sister Carol. She barked at us that visitors were to use the front entrance, we explained that we had rung the bell which was brusquely dismissed. Feeling slightly meek we then followed her into the building, here we were introduced to Cath, the medical sister/manager in charge of the facilities. Shortly after, we were shown around the hospice by Kiera the deputy manager who is also a medical sister, we followed one another around politely holding doors and speaking in hushed awed voices.

Nothing had prepared me for the encompassing peace, the treatment rooms were very atmospheric and we were told this was where Guru had died eight years previously, there was a quiet calm about the rooms this was probably heightened by the ambient lights, and the scents from the aromatic oils. Upstairs the rooms were nicely appointed in bright colours, though you could not escape from the medical apparatus it was by no means invasive, the hoist tracks were set into the ceiling and much of the futuristic and clinical looking bed was covered in handmade throws. All rooms had access to a balcony with far reaching views across the valley to the peaked mountains in the distance, which even on a cold February day were shot with glancing rays of sun. Back downstairs we made our way to the front of the building to admire the stain glass windows, and then through into the dinning and sitting area, this was decorated in palest yellow, with warm pine furniture and comfortable sofas. In every corner stood a potted plant and huge windows ran in an arc around the length of the room. The shape of the room and windows invited the sun in, so that it probed in every corner and nowhere was left in shadow.
 
We sat around a large rectangle table, mugs of tea and coffee in our hands. Cath sat at the head of the table in the position of authority, she described the vision of Guru, for a hospice, somewhere where people were not alone crippled with suffering with no one to comfort them. Whilst Guru was ill in hospital, he observed how the dying were left alone, that though the majority of their medical needs were met their emotional needs were not. Cath described the ethos of the hospice movement, explaining how they were the only hospice in mid wales. Guru’s vision took over twenty years to be realised at a cost of over two million pounds, some of the money was awarded via a grant, beyond that it was the dedication of the Skanda Vale community and pilgrims who achieved a truly individual hospice catering to the person. This is in opposition to the NHS formulaic way of caring, which focuses more on quantitative care as opposed to qualitative.  Cath reinforced the message stating that ‘’people are not a number, that death has been distanced from the community and that death like birth is a practical step that we will all undertake someday’’. Reoch (1997) states that ‘’death is a fundamental process in nature...from the moment of birth the cells in our body are endlessly dying’’. I think retrospectively at that moment I should have realized how emotionally taxing this research would become.

The Skanda vale hospice goes beyond offering palliative care it offers support and care to the whole family, helping people deal with the burden of death. Cath stated that there ‘’is no process of grief, no five stages to pass through and that grief is individual to that person’’. This ran contrary to the research I had read conducted by Kubler-Ross (1969) who theorizes that grief runs a specific course, however, further reading of Walter (1994) and Lawton (2000) confirmed Cath’s statement, concluding that the British hospice movement in general does not follow Kubler-Ross’ theory. Whilst Cath went on to describe how ‘’as a nurse she had never seen herself removed from that grieving process’’, one of our team suffered from an emotional reaction stating that the serene beauty of the place affected her. (personally, I had started to find the enforced calm stultifying). Whilst, some mentally removed themselves by staring pseudo nonchalantly out the window, myself and others tried offering vaguely comforting words with a small degree of success. 

All girls together.
At lunch, we separated into two groups, it was an unintentional move but one that continued for the majority of the field trip. Lunch, which was a delicious collection of vegetarian dishes was a somewhat uncomfortable affair from my perspective. Whilst the Sisters appearance did not reflect any of my preconceived ideas of long flowing white robes, (instead they all had on smart scrub like tops which related to their particular role within the hospice, there being a different colour for auxiliary, clerical or clinical nursing positions) neither did their attitudes, which I felt portrayed a remoteness. They displayed very little interest in us, though they were very tactile and affectionate towards the only patient present. The Sisters at the hospice all have designated jobs, one of the Sister’s jobs was to serve our food and clear our table. For them this may have seemed commonplace, however it made me feel distinctly uncomfortable. It created a division, casting them in what I felt was a subservient light, sitting there waiting, while they offered me a plate heaped with food. This accentuated my feeling of otherness. I felt like I was viewing them from the periphery.  After dinner, everyone had sat in their chairs lolling around, talking amongst themselves while the Sisters had returned to work. This inactivity was I felt restrictive so I resolved to help, carrying armfuls of plates I had entered the kitchen only to be met with a horrified stare, upon asking whether they wanted the plates by the sink, I was told to ‘’leave them by the side from now on’’. It would seem I had entered the chefs hallowed domain, he was the only male working indoors and appeared to have full run of the kitchen (only sister Jo was allowed in the sink). I had unintentionally breached some pollution taboo, stepped over the external boundary. As Mary Douglas (1966:161) would state ‘’I had become matter out of place’’ creating disorder, when I withdrew from the kitchen I noticed the slightly aghast looks on the Sisters faces. Having no place in their social order I can only conclude that by forcing myself upon their notice I was polluting their established calm and order.

Feeling that my attempt to conduct participant observations had gone sadly awry, I took myself outside where Brother Francis took me under his wing giving me an old cement bag he suggested that I pick up stones. With a little ironic smile he informed me it was a form of karma yoga, it appears there is a satisfaction and certain amount of contentment gained from physical work.  Being, I like to think a feminist I had asked him why apart from the chef there were only females involved in the internal running of the hospice, he stated that he ‘’supposed the men had control of the Ashram and so the women in turn had the hospice”. “That perhaps women were naturally more caring, more fitted to the role whereas the men tended to prefer the external work and the running of the Ashram”. He also stated that the female members of the community (all apart from one Sister who preferred to look after the animals and the gardens at the Ashram) ‘’had come to look on it as their project’’. I found him more approachable than the sisters, there was no reticence and no reluctance when a question was asked. Upon reflection, I now perceive that the monks were far more accommodating and accepting of us then the nuns.

Karma yoga with friends.
Whilst outside picking stones, both Katie and Chris came and joined me. The others opted to stay indoors and talk with Kiera. The process of picking up stones was quite relaxing and became almost a form of meditation with light hearted talk. Sarah then chose to join us and the undercurrent of amusement became communal laughter. I think in that moment a bond between us four was formed that remained for the rest of the field trip. After some hours of picking stones the sun was starting to go down and the cold was starting to seep into our clothes. Upon going indoors to join the others we were invited to remain while a staff meeting was conducted. This was a good opportunity to observe how the staff were structuring the needs and requirements that had to be met before they could become registered. Qualifications were discussed and bookings were made to ensure everyone was up to date. I was surprised to learn that sister Jo had not yet got her basic health and hygiene certificate. This reaffirmed my previous conclusion that my presence in the kitchen doorway was an issue, not because of health and safety grounds but because I did not fit into their social order having no designated role. The meeting also confirmed my presuppositions that the sisters stick to these pre-designated roles. It made me wonder if the lack of longevity to the stay would make developing a connection with them improbable, as I would be unable to establish a function within their society. Okely (1983) discovered how adopting a role within the community helped her research, as Geertz (1973) also discovered being accepted fully into the community is essential for full observation.

 After helping with the cleaning, we were given lifts to the Ashram, Sarah, Katie and I went with sister Jo, being very muddy and cold, also having worked the hardest I thought we were entitled to the first lift.  Sister Jo, became more open and friendly once we were in the car, she had studied anthropology at Lampeter, coming to the Skanda Vale community for her dissertation, some weeks into her study she had thrown away her field journal and asked to stay as a member of their community. She explained that ‘’she had found here something that she had been looking for’’. This seems to have been a concurrent form amongst the community, everyone I spoke to had been looking for something. From a functionalist perspective, it would appear that the community meets a need to conform to a particular way of life, operating around a general consensus of shared norms and values (Parsons 1968). Skanda vale is also typical of the Weberian framework of religious revival. Starting with a charismatic leader, who creates a promised land for those whose needs are not met by the more traditional, institutionalized idea of religion, he states that if a leader dies the movement must become less personal if it is not to become fragmented (Max Weber 1994).

The Ashram. 
We were dropped off at the Ashram, and left facing our first encounter with a Hindu deity, there was something otherworldly with the light shining behind him. The attractive foliage creating a shrine around him, we all stood there with our baggage piled around our feet peering up at Ganesh. It was a while before we noticed a Brother ambling towards us pushing a large barrel full of logs. He showed us into the communal seating area, pointed vaguely in the direction of the kettle and teabags and told us to help ourselves. We stood there watching him as he fed the fire, it was a red painted column of what appeared to be fireproof plasterboard with a small hinged door through which he shoveled wood. It was warm to the touch, and he smiled as we leant against it. As he talked it made me realise that this was his home. Despite the fact that they shun personal possessions, it would seem that through emotional investment that the Ashram partly belonged to him, thus creating a sense of belonging. He complained about the mess the visitors leave, the rubbish that’s left behind, and the state of the toilets that the women have to clean. That last statement made me think of Okely’s (1983) work with the Travelling community and their interior/exterior ethos (we had removed our shoes at the door) their pollution beliefs: food and menstruating women, and most importantly their notions of women’s work and men’s. 

Role play with Simon: the structuring of a hierarchy.
Simon was a providential meeting, he cooked and served our dinner that first evening. He is young, cherubic fair, with ringleted hair and a gentle manner of speaking. He was a former religious studies student at Bath Spa, who like many another in the community found themselves at Skanda Vale, he is a devotee. He described how Guru had set up Skanda Vale in a derelict farmhouse in 1973, and explained the strict hierarchy in the community. Before Guru died he appointed 7 swamis as council leaders, all of which are male.  You must live amongst the community for a year before deciding to take orders, and then you are a novice for 2 years. Decisions are handed down from the council, to whom you must apply in writing if you wish to reside at Skanda Vale. Brothers and Sisters have relegated positions within the community, there is a strong structuring of menial work, with much emphasis placed on a good work ethic. I also met Brother Danny during my stay at Skanda Vale, he was once a philosophy student at Lampeter, and he took orders last year. He described how work is designated to a person at meetings. The days at Skanda Vale revolve around work and prayer, he states that ‘’in this way no one has energy for anything else, that you forget about the complexities of the outside world, because everything you need is in Skanda, money becomes irrelevant, you are no longer a victim of the capitalist economy”. Everything is shared amongst the community, luxuries have no importance and the energy once wasted on fulfilling desires is re-appropriated into work.  I think the establishment of roles within the hospice and ultimately within the community was something I noticed quite keenly throughout my stay, the hierarchal structuring pointed strongly to it not being as much of a Marxist based community as I initially supposed.  It became easy to see the community within a structural functionalist framework, to make the community function hierarchy and designated roles are important. This ethos works for the community, though the element of control is always present, for Brother Danny the removal of the control that money had exerted was felt to be a release, enabling him to focus on religion.

Religious control.
The other reasons I struggled to place Skanda Vale within the Marxist structure, is that they rely heavily on donations from outside the community perpetuating the need for a capitalist economy in that they are not truly self-supporting. Marx’s (1848) famous quote I find is applicable ‘’religion is the opiate of the people/masses’’, though those amongst the community state that ‘’they are uplifted by religion’’, it appears to me that their religion acts as an opiate, for they expressed no interest in worldly matters. The community at Skanda Vale are perpetually hemmed in by the restrictions imposed upon them by their religion, with strong pollution taboos that subjugate the female due to biology (Douglas 1966): (Okley 1983): (Herdt 1983), there is also the segregation of the genders with only the male swami conducting services, and the dietary restrictions which limit personal choice (though I know this is partly down to their animistic ontology). The enforced sleep deprivation and lack of leisure time are factors condemned within the communist manifesto (Engels and Marx 1848) and yet make up a fundamental part of the Skanda vale ethos of hard work and dedication. The community is run along business lines with trustees and accountants. Though there is religious gendered inequality, one of the brothers informed me that ‘’they do not discern a person by gender, but that male /female is two sides to the same coin’’, this concurs with Lee’s (1979) study amongst the! Kung, revealing that even when using the Marxist framework, there are contradictions. It appears that within such systems the autonomy of the individual is acceded to that of the collective though not without constant readjustment. We as visitors, were requested to conform to their religious ideology before we even arrived by adhering to their notions of pollution taboos (Douglas 1966). we were requested to abstain from the consumption of meat, Brother Danny informed me ‘’that we would be considered polluted by the suffering of the animals’’, being a vegetarian this point of view resonated with me. The abstinence of alcohol I struggled with, though from respect I did adhere to their wishes, Brother Danny described ‘’alcohol as numbing to the senses’’.  Foucault (1973) states that the body has long been a managed element, (particularly in monasteries) through a control of activity, time and space, creating a coercive, docile subject. 

Attending pujas.
Despite my Marxist principles, I predominantly enjoyed the pujas. It was strange seeing Brothers Danny and Francis dressed in their Franciscan robes. Despite me spending time with them individually there was no recognition on their faces, it was as if once they donned their robes they became fully concentrated on their religion. The first puja I attended, I was forced to remain at the back where I could observe little of the service. I felt extremely uncomfortable and awkward when receiving that first blessing. Upon talking with the rest of the group I discovered their experience had differed from mine, I felt in some way that the enforced segregation was responsible for this.  The next puja I attended I was able to become more involved, sitting at the front, my gaze directed towards a myriad of candles, and surrounded by pictures of deities, with the strong smell of incense washing over me in waves. I could not only hear, but feel the rhythmic sound of chanting, it was an awakening of the senses. Then when the drums started I found myself gently swaying, my eyes closed gradually and my heart beat slowed and spiked in tune with the rhythm of the drums, my mind emptied of all thoughts and I felt uplifted. The light of the candles sparkled behind my closed eyes, and the chanting droned on like bees on a warm summers day then the clanging of the bells brought me round to consciousness, and with a start I realised the Puja was nearly over.

This has been described as an altered state of consciousness by (Durkhiem 1893): (Tart 1980). Observing Brother Danny’s reaction while drumming and Sister Jo’s while singing, it was easy to observe religion as a social phenomenon, there was a ‘’collective effervescence or consciousness’’ Emile Durkhiem (1893) according to Durkhiem the drum beats result in a synchronization of heart beats between the practitioners and spectators. Lee (1979) recounted a similar experience amongst the !Kung, though intense the levels of energy experienced during puja could not be equated to N’um. I spoke to Brother Danny about this shared social phenomenon, and he said ‘’the love he feels is all encompassing, it makes up for any deprivations of the body.’’ Okely (1983:77) states ‘’that participation through shared action brings vital insights and instrumental acceptance’’ and I must admit I understood what Brother Danny was saying, Evans- Pritchards (1937) stated that ‘’witchcraft amongst the Azande made sense at the time’’, this can be described as cultural relativity, in that it is relative to their society helping create cohesion. Now when I reflect on it, and envision it in my mind’s eye, the strangeness of the situation, of watching grown men in waterproofs stand in a pond pouring honey and yogurt over a statue, and then observing the encroachment of modern technology as they unwind a hose and wash it down can only be described as surreal.

Yoyo-ing.
Evans-Pritchards (1937) states that ‘’the ethnographic anthropologist exists betwixt two worlds’’. Nowhere did I notice this more than the transitory nature of the observational study that was conducted between the Ashram fieldwork site and the hospice, it created a disjointed feel. Finding myself at the hospice was like being brought back to a form of reality, though I felt a constructed one (Lawton 2000). While by day we were learning about soul midwifery with Kiera, and discussing in a focus group our death plans, at night we were being dressed up in saris by a mother and daughter who had travelled to Skanda Vale from India via the Isle of White, where they had been visiting their cousin/nephew. Sarah, and I had met them in the toilets when they first arrived and as ladies do in public conveniences had struck up conversation. They had ecstatically agreed to help us dress in saris, this was followed by us having our picture taken with them. Though Emily, initially feared that we were objectifying them, I think ultimately it resulted in us objectifying ourselves. Okely (2013:122) states that anthropologists quite often ‘’objectify themselves, even to the point of putting their bodies on the line’’. Okely (2013) also describes the event of dressing up as ‘’acting native’’. In the evening, we accompanied them to puja at the Maha Shakti temple, the sari made me feel very graceful, with the constricting movements of the material affecting the way we not only walked, but also the way we sat. Despite throughout the service being unaware that we had been observed by any of the Brothers, Brother Danny, later informed me that he had appreciated our gesture of wearing saris it was our attempt I suppose at Weber’s (1994) ‘’verstehen’’, wanting to know how it felt to wear a sari to a Hindu temple.

Resolving on a topic of research. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Travelling home after the final day, which had first been spent at the Ashram, and then again had been spent at the hospice, I realized that the majority of the information that I, personally had collated was centered on the Ashram. The unpremeditated obstruction to my research proposal being the realization that the hospice was not functioning at proper capacity. This resulted in the lack of opportunity to shadow a member of staff as I had first proposed, and meant that I was not able to gain the participant observations that I had desired. There was also the fact that there was no opportunity to discuss with a patient the care they had received, which I knew would result in biased findings. This has meant that I have had to rely mostly on my informants who are receiving cancer care through the NHS and Marie Curie. Being made aware of these shortcomings has resulted in my having to adjust my report. My unintentional perusal of literature that offers some critic to the hospice movement and the bureaucratization of hospital care (Walters 1994): (Lawton 2000) has also shaped my research proposal. Finally, and most importantly for me during the time of writing my field notes a friend of mine died, he was only 42, he died alone on the kitchen floor. I wished I had spent more time with him, because I knew he was lonely. To die alone and afraid seems to me like the worst kind of death. It also reinforced the question of how much control do we really possess, if any over our lives and deaths. This tragic experience has helped me resolve the topic of my research subject.
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