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This research explores the concept of secular meditation as a ‘liminal space’ and investigates its impact upon human well-being and mental health. Using data collected during fieldwork on a meditation retreat, this research indulges, in a sensory and autoethnographic approach, the positive effects of meditation as a liminal, embodied experience and space for well-being and mindfulness. By applying Van Gennep’s (1960) work on ritual and Turner’s (1969) developments of liminality, this study broadens the concept of liminal space, suggesting its vitality in enabling further awareness and research into mental health. This piece follows the experiences of meditation through the sensory experience of myself as the researcher as I examine the effects of meditation upon my own well-being. The discussions of this study suggest that liminal space as a figurative and academic concept, can be extended to explore the mental and spatial liminality that practices such as meditation can employ. Using participant voices as well, my research further examines the outward social impact and the importance of meditation to those who practice it daily. Furthermore, this research demonstrates and concludes that meditation is a transformative practice that enables one to transition into a positive liminal space inducing positive outcomes for well-being. 
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Introduction

In recent decades secular meditation has gained traction as a popular mindfulness practice and way of relieving stress and anxiety. Research and studies into the cognitive effects of meditation suggest a positive connection between the practice and well-being; describing meditation as an effective treatment for many mental health conditions. Well-being is often defined as being in a state of happiness, with reduced stress and a better quality of life as one’s ability to function on a personal and social level is enhanced (Mental Health Foundation, 2015). This study aims to explore within an auto-ethnographic approach the impact of meditation on well-being and explores the concept of liminal space within the context of liminality (Turner, 1969) and ritual (Van Gennep, 1960). 

To demonstrate my discussion into meditation and liminal space, I have chosen to present my data within an autoethnographic context. Inspired by Sarah Pink’s ‘Doing Sensory Ethnography’ (Pink, 2015), I chose to conduct my research using myself as my main informant and spent time in the field on a meditation retreat called ‘A work that reconnects’ led by the SanghaSeva meditation organisation (SanghaSeva, 2020) in Machynlleth, Wales. This enabled me to record the impact of daily meditation upon my own mental health as I explored the possibilities of finding a liminal space within the everyday. This piece explores the application of liminality as a theory on meditation. To do this, it is presented following the three-fold structure of ritual and rites of passage by Van Gennep (1960), who originally developed the concept of the liminal. I have chosen to present each chapter within the three-fold structure to argue the liminal experience of meditation. Beginning with my methodology, I then present my argument by discussing meditation as separation, transition and incorporation (Van Gennep, 1960) leading to my conclusion. I have also included two interviews with anonymous informants, from the meditation retreat and beyond, who kindly agreed to discuss their experiences of daily meditation and the impact of this upon their own lives and well-being. 

Liminality or the liminal refers to a middle phase of uncertainty and anti-structure where an individual may find themselves ‘in-between’ two circumstances. Originally, the liminal was a concept named by Arnold Van Gennep (1960) in his ethnographic work on rituals and rites of passage and was later developed by Victor Turner (1969) to address the moments in life where transition and change occurs. Across disciplines, Turner’s developments of liminality are becoming more applied to form a broaden lens of what is meant by the liminal or a liminal/liminoid experience. Moving beyond the foundations of ritual and rites of passage, liminality as a term is being given recognition in describing transition and change across the spectre. These can include political and social change (Thomassen, 2014) as well as identifying specific liminal experiences and places where liminality occurs (Shortt, 2015). My research attempts to propose that liminality can exist in both a physical and mental space and that through the creation of such a space, the transformation of the liminal can be induced. My research will attempt to address how meditation can be used as a liminal space and how this liminal space affects human well-being. 
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Chapter 1: Methodology

i. [bookmark: _Toc40443277][bookmark: _Toc40443444][bookmark: _Toc40443556]Field Notes and Reflexivity:

For the purpose of collecting data for my research, I intended for my main theoretical approach to be grounded on Malinowski’s (1922) participant observation. Participant observation as developed by Malinowski as a research method involves an assumption to participate in long term fieldwork where the researcher lives within their chosen community or culture and actively involves themselves in their daily routines whilst observing and taking field notes. Although my time in the field was limited to the nature of the retreat being only a week, I maintain my argument that I was able to in fact participate and observe within the group. As written by Russel Bernard, ‘participant observation involves immersing yourself in a culture and learning to remove yourself every day from that immersion so you can intellectualize what you’ve seen and heard, put into perspective and write about it convincingly’ (Russel Bernard, 2011, p.258). I decided that to gather in-depth and thorough data, I would fully immerse myself daily into all aspects of the retreat. This enabled me not simply to act on my role as a researcher but to adopt another role as a retreat member and participate in every class, workshop, work slot and meditation session as I could. It is important to mention here also that I had paid the cost to go on the retreat so that I could be as active as a retreat member as possible. As an ethical consideration however, I did notify the organisers of the trip of my intentions to research prior to the retreat which they welcomed. 

During my time in the field, I recorded field notes in a self-reflexive journal. Every day I made time to not only record the events of each day but wrote in depth my thoughts, feelings and overall holistic experience as my main method of gathering data. I was inspired theoretically to address any ethical issues regarding my own reflexivity whilst in the field. Reflexivity as defined by Davies (2008) is ‘a process of self-reference… [and] refers to the ways in which the products of research are affected by the personnel and process of doing research’ (Davies, 2008, p.4). By engaging in ‘reflexive ethnography’ (Davies, 2008), by the use of my self-reflexive journal, I maintained a level of awareness as a researcher of my own possible prejudices or misconceptions. My journal also became vital when recording my experiences of, in particular, each meditation session. This method allowed me to explain in detail the effects of each session which contributed to my overall research aims of examining the use of meditation as a well-being practice. Essentially, my journal acted as a field journal, a record of my own reflexivity, as well as a measure of my own mental health and well-being throughout the trip.

ii. [bookmark: _Toc40443278][bookmark: _Toc40443445][bookmark: _Toc40443557]Sensory Ethnography:

In the book, ‘Doing Sensory Ethnography’ (2015), Sarah Pink introduces a different methodology known as ‘sensory ethnography.’  Sensory ethnography as defined by Pink is a methodological approach built upon the knowledge of the senses (Pink, 2015). Pink argues for a new perspective to ethnography in which the use of the senses and sensory knowledge should be more recognised as a methodology within itself. She argues that fieldwork is not just participant observation or conducting ethnographic interviews and that usually the ethnographer will experience a form of sensory fulfilment and knowledge gain from the fieldwork itself. Traditionally within the discipline, the sensory experience that the ethnographer is met with, is often left behind or is given little recognition as a concrete way of understanding data collection. In ‘Doing Sensory Ethnography’ (2015) Pink brings this power of the senses to the foreground and suggests that by giving a priority to sensory knowledge, the ethnographer can begin to construct a more holistic and in-depth translation or interpretation of an experience felt during fieldwork. 

Pink argues that it would be ‘erroneous to see sensory ethnography as a method for data collection’ (Pink, 2015, p.5), but maintains the argument that it should be considered more as a methodology itself. As a researcher about to embark in fieldwork, I was inspired theoretically and methodologically by Pink’s Sensory Ethnography and it became the foundation to my own employment of methods to gather and collect data. Prior to my time in the field, I had decided to employ sensory ethnography as a methodology in that I wanted to put my senses as a researcher to the foreground as I participated in daily meditation and autoethnographically (Ellis et al, 2011) recorded my own experiences. As I allowed my senses to become more prioritised during my process of data collection, I decided to record primarily my thoughts and feelings and sensory experience rather than applying my focus onto the experiences of the other retreat members and fellow meditators. This also was in keeping to the limitations of my chosen field. My aim was to create a ‘sensory profile’ (Howes and Classen, 1991, p.257, cited in Pink, 2015), of how daily meditation affected me as an individual. 

Within the field, I allowed and enabled myself to experience the meditation through all of my senses and felt a sense of embodiment as I acquired a phenomenological approach to how I was interpreting and perceiving the experience. Pink writes, ‘the sensory ethnographer is trying to access areas of embodied, emplaced knowing and to use these as a basis from which to understand human environments, activities, perception, experience, action and meaning, and to situate this culturally and biographically’ (Pink, 2015, 54). I felt that for the purpose of my methodology, it was important to highlight the influence of Pink’s sensory ethnography on my research as it became the basis as to why I chose my methods, and methodological approach, and later on, decided to write autoethnographically (Ellis et al, 2011) as a part of a ‘narrative’  (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000) of my experience. 

iii. [bookmark: _Toc40443279][bookmark: _Toc40443446][bookmark: _Toc40443558]Autoethnography:

From the onset of conducting fieldwork, I had decided to research myself within my given field and wanted to become the main informant of research within an autoethnographic approach (Ellis et al, 2011). From before the retreat, it was evident to me that it would be unethical to conduct ethnographic interviews during the trip itself and this, therefore, directed my research aims and interest and further guided me towards my autoethnographic approach. Due to the very personal nature of attending a pre-paid retreat, alongside the practical problem of not knowing or able to contact retreat members before the trip, it would have been inappropriate for me to ask to observe or conduct interviews with other members on the retreat without prior consent. With the knowledge of this, I found that my methodology was pre-shaped to fall in line with the limitations of my fieldwork leading me to explore the strengths of writing autoethnographically for my research topic. 

‘Autoethnography’ (Ellis et al, 2011), refers to the ethnographic writing of the self. Similar to autobiographies, an auto-ethnography explores the telling of a narrative of experience/s that is personal to the author. What distinguishes an autobiography and an autoethnography, however,  is that usually the author will write personally about either an experience whilst in the field or recount their own personal stories from one’s life but relate it back to an audience and use the narrative to give insight on a theoretical position (Ellis et al, 2011). These stories may be seen as ‘epiphanies’ (Ellis et al, 2011) that are experienced by the autoethnographer, and within an ethnographic setting, these epiphanies may be ‘made possible by being part of a culture and/or by possessing a particular cultural identity’ (Ellis et al, 2011, p.276). As written by Ellis et al, ‘when researchers write autoethnographies, they seek to produce aesthetic and evocative thick descriptions of personal and interpersonal experience’ (Ellis et al, 2011, p.277). Clifford highlights in ‘Writing Culture’ (1986), ‘every version of an “other”, wherever found, is also the construction of a “self” (Clifford, 1986, p.23). Within the post-modern wave of social research, more ethnographers found that it was becoming almost deceptive to assume an objective position within research as the researcher could not remain separate from the field (Robben and Sluka, 2012). As researching the other constructs, the self, then it can be suggested that similarly researching the self, constructs the other (Ellis et al, 2011) as well as a solidarity created within the individual perspective between the author and the audience (Okely and Callaway, 1992). Auto-ethnography accommodates for subjectivity giving validation to the expression of experiences, that without, may have been forgotten about. 

When choosing my initial area of research, I primarily wanted to explore the concepts of meditation as a well-being practice. From the beginning, my research was personal and highly subjective and so it became apparent to me the usefulness of approaching fieldwork with the hope of writing an autoethnography after. Having to learn to live with my own diagnosed mental disorder, I have been for a while curious about the effectiveness of these well-being practises that I had seen advertised about from well-being and self-help books to hearing various strategies praised about in doctor’s offices and therapy sessions.  For me, meditation as a tool for helping mental health, kept cropping up in my life and admittedly I had a level of scepticism towards it. As a person, I had wanted to attend a meditation retreat to settle the curiosity arising towards it within my personal life. Therefore, as a researcher, I began to embrace the topic and eventually found a meditation retreat to become my field-site. It is written that ‘experience happens narratively’ (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000), and for myself, my research begins with the experience of my own mental health and the impact that daily mediation during the retreat had on me. I wanted to explore through the realms of Pink’s sensory ethnography (Pink, 2015), the side of ethnography that focuses on the researcher’s experience and therefore I decided position myself as my main body of data, leading me to write autoethnographically. 

iv. [bookmark: _Toc40443280][bookmark: _Toc40443447][bookmark: _Toc40443559]Email Interviews:

Initially, my fieldwork centred upon a methodological approach that was influenced by, ‘Doing Sensory Ethnography,’ (Pink, 2015) autoethnographically (Ellis et al, 2011). For my time spent in the field during the retreat, my main method of data collection was my field notes and journal and I, for the most part, did not make any major references to the other retreat members. However, this isn’t to suggest that my research was not influenced by those who I had decided to stay with during the retreat. Through the very nature of doing participant observation and living with others for a week, it was inevitable that I as a researcher could not escape or be separated from the experience of others on the trip as it intertwined and became woven within my own experience. During the retreat, I found myself wanting to explore the reasons as to why those around me had decided to spend the week meditating in rural Wales. I was also more interested in the fact that I seemed to be the most inexperienced meditator within a group of 15 people. Furthermore, it became clear through dinner time conversations and communal times together, that this particular group of meditators were all environmental activists in their own ways, and many were actively involved in the group ‘Extinction Rebellion.’ Some members even knew each other and were a part of a bigger movement of people within the UK that practice daily meditation as a ‘life ritual.’ It is for this reason that in the months after the retreat, when analysing my data, I decided to break the focus on myself slightly and re-connect with the retreat members with email interviews. 

As my only source of contact with the other retreat members 5 months later was through an email thread, my best method of seeking interest in participating in my research as well as consent was by emailing. I initially emailed informally to explain my changing process of research and asked if any members would be open to an interview. Due to response rates and time constraints, however, with the initial email being sent in the lead up to Christmas, I decided in January to follow up again and asked if any members who wished to participate to write and email me their own accounts with my research aims in mind. I also emailed members of a local ‘Extinction Rebellion’ Meditation group with similar aims. These research aims included asking of their use of daily meditation as a practice and what this meant for them as well as their experiences as environmental activists. I chose to keep the email interviews informal, semi-structured and open-ended (Russell Bernard, 2011). I wanted to keep the experience informal to enable me to maintain my healthy rapport and inviting manner. My email interviews were semi-structured in the sense that I invited my interviewees to write under the influence of my research aims but ultimately gave them the freedom to explore these concepts as much or as little as they wanted. This allowed me to conduct an in-depth analysis of their ‘lived experience’ (Russel Bernard, 2011, p. 158) rather than the structured responses that research questions enable. They were also open-ended in that I invited interviewees to discuss any other experiences they thought might be relevant. 

v. [bookmark: _Toc40443281][bookmark: _Toc40443448][bookmark: _Toc40443560]Limitations:

There were many limitations that I encountered during fieldwork and throughout my research process that I feel significantly shaped my overall methodology and the outcomes of my research. To begin with, my time spent in the field was very short. For many ethnographers, the method of participant observation (Malinowski, 1922) usually refers to a more substantial and significant time in the field. This method is usually used for up to a few weeks or a few months and can extend even up to a few years (Russel Bernard, 2011). Although the very fact that the retreat being only a week was a variable that I could not control, I could have perhaps done more than one retreat in order to gain more substantial data and a more in-depth experience of the culture of meditation retreats. This would have also enabled me to cross compare different meditation retreats to broaden and strengthened the impacts of the practice that I was assessing. Furthermore, during data analysis, it became apparent that conducting ethnographic interviews during the trip would have given me a better foundation of data as I applied a theoretical stance to my research. Due to ethical consent being difficult and inappropriate to attain from other retreat members before and during the retreat, I became more aware in the months after that it would have been better to conduct various interviews with the retreat organisers themselves whilst in the field. 

A significant limitation that occurred throughout the research and writing process was the need to overcome vulnerability. As an autoethnographer, one from the onset becomes their own participant and the centre of the data that they aim to represent. Without a boundary or the safety net of objectivity and with the personal depth of subjectivity, during the entirety of the research process, the researcher finds themselves within a paradox in which they are researching themselves. They are holding a mirror up to themselves and are analysing their own actions, flaws and exposing their own vulnerabilities from the beginning. In ‘The Ethnographic I,’ (2004), Carolyn Ellis makes reference to the self-questioning that autoethnography demands. She writes of the ‘fears and self-doubts- and emotional pain’ (Ellis, 2004, p.xviii) that revealing oneself generates. For Ellis, the fear also resides in not having control over how the reader interprets the story. Furthermore, there can be great difficulty in how one represents themselves to their audience. In autoethnography, this problem of representation is magnified. In Sarah Wall’s paper on writing an autoethnography on her experience as an adoptive mother, she claims to have experienced a ‘persistent anxiety’ (Wall, 2008, p.41) of how honest she should be when representing herself and retelling her own thoughts and feelings of her experience. Within my own research process, my field notes reflected back a version of myself that highlighted my own struggles with my mental health. As I wrote about using daily meditation as a well-being practice, my own well-being was being put into the ‘spotlight’ causing great vulnerability for myself during data analysis. Furthermore, there has been a lot of anxiety within the writing process as I experience frequently the fear of exposing myself as I delve into such a personal topic. Still, I choose to reflect on the strengths of the autoethnographic process and the rich data that the telling of one’s lived experience brings. 

A further limitation during my research process was the use of using email interviews as a core research method. Instead of being able to conduct ethnographic interviews during my time in the field, I attempted to rely on email interviews months later. This proved to become problematic and shifted the angle of research that I became eager to explore during data analysis. After sending out an initial email asking for participants, I was met with a substantial amount of replies from the retreat members who carried a heavy interest in being interviewed. Unfortunately, due to the timings of the initial email being sent, which was just before Christmas, when I invited members to write on their experiences, I received little response. This significantly affected the type of data that I wanted in order to be able to continue the research process. As I was approaching writing, I decided to abandon the email interviews and to work with the data that I did receive from 2 informants who responded to the email. This limitation pulled me back further into my original autoethnographic approach. 
[bookmark: _Toc40443282][bookmark: _Toc40443449][bookmark: _Toc40443561]

Chapter 2: Separation

Within Van Gennep’s (1960) three-fold structure on rites of passage and ritual, there is the first stage known as ‘separation.’ Van Gennep argues that this stage is ‘preliminal’ (Van Gennep, 1960, p.20), which in definition refers to the beginning of a rite of passage or ritual where the transition period has not yet occurred but is imminent. Within the pre-liminal there is a separation. This separation is from the ‘previous state, place, time or status’ (Bowie, 2006) and refers to a symbolic disposal of the old in order to enable movement through to transition in the liminal stage, and later into the incorporation stage. Meditation, and more so the meditation retreat that I visited, I argue, incorporated the separation stage from the moment of my arrival. During the retreat, as I learned about what it means to find a liminal space within the everyday, I was finding myself being separated from my ‘norm’ as my mind and body grasped the ‘anti-structure’ of the liminal (Turner, 1969). 

[bookmark: _Toc40443283][bookmark: _Toc40443450][bookmark: _Toc40443562]Separation in the field:

The meditation retreat that became the epicentre of my fieldwork was held at the Centre for Alternative Technology (CAT), just north of Machynlleth, Wales. The Centre itself doubles as a sustainable teaching community turned into an informative attraction that welcomes guests to learn about alternative technology and promotes a sustainable way of living. It is situated within a disused slate quarry and is lined by mountains, valleys and the hillsides of the Snowdonia National Park (Centre for Alternative Technology, 2020). As a sustainable community, the centre boasts a natural picturesque scene throughout. At any point within the centre, you are surrounded by gardens and allotments as well as the forests covering most of the hillsides. As my fieldwork was conducted during the retreat set in July, there was an overwhelming presence of wildflowers within a blanket of ‘green’ that seemed to cover the ground whilst a clear blue sky contrasted above. It was the perfect time to be at the centre. The retreat, for which the Centre acted as ‘host’, was to be held in one of the two ‘eco-cabins.’ These cabins were sustainable, self-sufficient, wooden built accommodation blocks that sat on the hillside overlooking an allotment beneath it. At its heart, cabin life was fully communal. There was one large open plan kitchen-diner which included our meditation circle that was marked out with cushions and meditation stools lining the floor. We slept in groups of three or four in small rooms with two bunkbeds on either side and shared the few bathrooms within the cabin. For the week, 15 people, most of whom hadn’t met prior to the retreat, were to live in close quarters together.
[image: ][bookmark: _Toc40442233]Figure 1: Meditation circle inside the Cabin. (2019).


















From my arrival onwards, I felt a distinct separation from the norm, both geographically but also a separation from the structures I had previously lived within. In the two-hour drive between my house and the centre, the beginning of this separation had already begun to occur. As I drove through the valleys and alongside the mountains, I felt ‘cut off’ from my notion of home. Even though, the centre was in the same country as me, for the remainder of the week I felt far away. Upon my arrival, I walked around the centre with a few retreat members who had also arrived early. As a group, we couldn’t help but marvel at the views and the overwhelming feeling that we had just stepped into a scenic green painting. I walked around immediately making field notes at the surrealism of it all, making reference to Geertz’s ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973) as I attempted to describe the beauty of the place. The sustainable green world that the centre projected felt parallel to our own and yet just outside of its gates, ‘normal’ life continued. As Clifford writes, I felt within ‘the ethnographic surreal’ (Clifford, 1981, p.540) as my reality had no longer taken form in an environment that I recognised. This was perhaps felt more presently however within the other retreat members. A few had travelled to Wales from London and so the contrasting views and the overwhelming ‘green’ may have pushed them further into the realms of separating from one’s norm than myself. Just as a holiday would, the retreat and the centre acted as an escape [image: ]from daily life; to break away and reset.[bookmark: _Toc40442234]Figure 2: View of a garden at the Centre. (2019).



[bookmark: _Toc40443284][bookmark: _Toc40443451][bookmark: _Toc40443563]Pilgrimage:

In the book, ‘Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture’ (1978), Turner describes a pilgrimage as a liminal experience where Van Gennep’s (1960) rites of passage and models of ritual can be applied. Turner writes, ‘for the majority, pilgrimage was the great liminal experience of the religious life’ (Turner, 1978, p.6-7). If one removes the religiosity of traditional pilgrimages and focuses on the very act of going away and journeying through a 
transition of the self, then the concept of a liminal pilgrimage becomes the same as the liminal of a meditation retreat. Another definition of pilgrimage is ‘a universal quest for the self’ (Coleman and Elsner, 1995, p.198). This definition, I argue, can also be applied to my experience of the retreat. Similar to the act of going away on a pilgrimage, going away on a retreat provides the separation required in order to enable a liminal space where one can pause, remove themselves out of the everyday and reflect. 

The purpose of a pilgrimage is suggested to be about a transition that is ‘potentially transformative’ (Bowie, 2006, p.259). It is a journey that requires movement usually physically as well as psychologically and/or spiritually. Bowie describes pilgrimages as like a rite of passage in itself and ‘a physical and emotional act’ (Bowie, 2006, p.259). Going on a pilgrimage refers to a movement. Going on a retreat, however, requires movement to the extent of going away, but then usually leads one to think of pausing and stopping to reset. In ‘Being Alive’ (2011), Ingold writes, ‘knowledge is integrated not along paths of pedestrian movement but through the accumulation of observations taken from successive points of rest’ (Ingold, 2011, p.45). Retreats offer a separation where one can pause in the liminal to reflect. As Ingold suggests, this can lead to an incorporation of a newfound knowledge that one can go onto apply into their life. In my argument, I suggest that this is parallel to the transition found in rites of passage and ritual as there is the potentiality for an incorporation of new knowledge when one returns back to their norm. This is similar to the concept of pilgrimage being about movement. Both a pilgrimage and a retreat imply a separation, a movement and a transition. Liminality offers the intermediate with both the departure and the return (Kakalis, 2014). 

Similar to the traditional ideals of separation within a pilgrimage, the retreat required separation in various forms. For the week, we were encouraged to be off our digital belongings including phones. Within the centre, there was also little phone signal and the cabins did not have Wi-Fi. With having little to no connection outside of the retreat and centre itself, this in turn made me feel even more ‘cut off’ and separated from my life and norms outside. Furthermore, I also experienced living on a vegan diet for a week for the first time. Even though a diet change may seem minor or insignificant, it was another separation from the previous structures within my life before the retreat and therefore, the new food I was eating contributed to the transition and feeling of being within a new reality. 



[bookmark: _Toc40443285][bookmark: _Toc40443452][bookmark: _Toc40443564]Retreating from the ‘norm’:

For the entirety of the retreat, every member was invited to take part in a daily routine and structure built around meditation sessions, volunteer work slots, workshops and times of silent reflection. Following the work of Buddhist Scholar Joanna Macy’s, ‘The Work that Reconnects’ (Macy and Brown, 2014), each day had a different theme. For example, one day was themed ‘gratitude’ where we were invited to reflect on things in our lives to be thankful for. Every day we followed a similar structure and each day gave opportunities for members to take part in various activities and workshops. As a researcher and a retreat member, I tried to do as much as I could. 

A typical day would begin with a 45-minute meditation session at 6:30 in the morning followed by a silent breakfast. Usually members would have been in silence since 9pm the night before until the morning workshop at around 9. In this morning workshop, we were invited to share any reflection on our current state of mind, and we would discuss the theme for the day as well as the practicalities for that day’s volunteering. At 9:30, we would begin to assemble to go to the first work slot. For the week we used these times to garden and volunteer in the various allotments and gardens around the centre. The first work slot would lead until lunch at around 12:30, when we would go back to the cabins for sandwiches and salad. Afterwards we would return to work until about 4pm. From 4pm until 5pm was deemed wash time and free time and for a few days, a group of us went down to the river in this time for a swim. At 5pm we would have another meditation session for 45 minutes before going to the centre restaurant for dinner and the day would close with another workshop at 7:30 followed by a short 15-20-minute meditation. The day would eventually end at 9pm with everyone going into silence and going to bed. As a researcher, I had permission from the retreat leaders to write ‘after hours’ and after the last meditation session I would go down to sit in my car and write before quietly returning to the cabin and going to bed.   
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[bookmark: _Toc40442235]Figure 3: Working in the 'Kitchen Allotment.’ (2019).


[bookmark: _Toc40442236]Figure 4: Making camp during break time. (2019).
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Van Gennep wrote about the ‘preliminal’ (Van Gennep, 1960, p.20) as a symbolic separation from what was known previously. His exploration into transitionary rites (1960) suggests an emphasis on the ‘movement’ between stages, much like I discussed before under the subheading of ‘pilgrimage.’ The separation phase can be symbolic both psychologically, and spatially and temporally. The meditation retreat physically removed myself and others from our own lives that we knew previously and put us into an unfamiliar environment that was both temporary and liminal as we lived within our new reality for only a week. The retreat was separational in the spatial within the act of physically going away to the centre and also separated us in the temporal as our use of time was re-structured and contributed to create our new reality. As the retreat acted as the crucial separation that propelled myself into my exploration of liminality, I found that there were also moments of further separation within my experience of meditating.

When meditation sessions were due to begin, a chime would be heard throughout the cabin signalling to members to assemble in the meditation circle. We would gather within a circle and would posture ourselves into our comfortable meditation positions, which differed from person to person. Some would use meditation stools, other’s cushions. The meditation leader, usually one of the retreat leaders, would chime the bell once more and within an instance a sudden silence would fall upon the room. Sometimes the meditation would be silent from beginning to end. Sometimes the meditation leader would guide the members into a meditative state at the beginning. They would call out instructions such as inviting the group to take deep heavy breathes, to feel their body sink into the ground, to release any anxious thoughts or fears and to be present within the moment. From the chime of the bell, I felt my mind separate from all structure. I would actively try to not think, but simply be. I felt a separation from the racing thoughts, fears and anxieties that occupied my mind just moments before. The deeper I fell into my meditative state, the further away I felt from the routines of my life and the thought patterns that engulfed it. It was a paradox; on one hand I became truly present within the moment, but on the other hand I separated from the performativity of my ‘norm’ and found myself existing within a new, liminal realm. 
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Chapter 3: Transition

After separation in Van Gennep’s (1960) threefold structure, there is a transition within the ‘liminal’ stage. This middle stage, Van Gennep argues is ‘neither one thing nor the other’ (Bowie, 2006, p.139). Within the liminal, structure no longer applies as the individual or group has separated from what was known previously. Turner defines this phase as ‘betwixt and between’ (Turner, 1969) and focused heavily on this stage which birthed liminality as a theory. To find oneself within the liminal means to be suspended in a temporary ‘place’ where the norm has separated and there is a movement and transition on a personal individual level. This middle stage is vital to move into an incorporation of a new knowledge found within the liminal (Van Gennep, 1960). I argue that the practice of daily meditation creates an opportunity for a daily liminal space. 

[bookmark: _Toc40443287][bookmark: _Toc40443454][bookmark: _Toc40443566]Experiencing meditation:

Each day, during meditation sessions, the chime of the bell symbolised the separation within my mind from the structured patterns of my own thought. As my mind settled, and I found myself falling further into a meditative state, I would transition, I argue, into a liminal space. From the beginning of the retreat, I had little meditation experience. I had for a few years practised breathing techniques, as a form of stress relief, which resembled the heavy breathing that many do when settling into meditation, without in fact practising meditation itself. When I joined in on the first meditation session of the retreat, I didn’t know what to expect. To begin with, I didn’t know what posture to have. The other members, who mostly already practised daily meditation, had brought their own stools and cushions and seemed to have their own personalised positions. I sat, cross-legged, on the hard wood floor which I soon found to be completely ineffective as my mind became preoccupied with the painful cramps I was enduring within my legs. By the time the next session started, one of the retreat leaders lent me a meditation stool and taught me how to position myself. Although the first session seemed almost wasted for me as I could not truly meditate, I began to find myself becoming more aware of my body as a result. 

At the beginning of every session, I would strive to position myself properly as I would be concerned about body cramps. When the bell would chime, I followed the guidance carefully. I would slow my breath, feel my body sink into the ground, and cleared my mind as I ‘became present’. I would allow myself to simply ‘be’ and no longer felt restricted with the overthinking of my every day. I felt an enhanced inter-connectedness between my mind and body. I became more away of my legs and feet as I would feel the ground beneath me. As I closed my eyes, I was no longer concerned of my surroundings but more aware of it within myself. I would notice the draft in the room or the birds chirping outside which wouldn’t occur to me or be as loud to me outside of our meditation sessions. My understanding of my body changed as well. I found myself fixating on the use of my breath. My relationship and perspective of my body’s breathing had changed. The meditation leaders would often guide us to think about the oxygen we were inhaling. They would speak of it as almost a different entity that comes from the earth and moves through us. I also felt that with every exhale, I was also exhaling anxieties, fears and negative thoughts that I had allowed to stay within. Even though scientific reason tells me I was exhaling carbon dioxide as a toxin from my body, my mind began to believe I was also releasing toxicity in the form of my thoughts. My body was informing my mind as much as my mind informs my body. I felt embodied.
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Embodiment as a term refers to the concept that there is no divide between the mind and body; accounting for the mind, body and spirit/soul dichotomy. As a core characteristic within Turner’s theory of liminality (Turner, 1969), embodiment recognises the influence of the experience of the body upon the mind through the transitioning of the liminal. In transitory rites of passage and ritual, both Turner and Van Gennep account for the physicality of the process, referencing the ‘psychobiological urges’ (Turner, 1969, p.105) and the ‘physiological process’ (Turner, 1969, p.107) of moving into and through the liminal. Consequentially, to have a liminal experience often refers to experience an embodied one. The body, therefore, plays an essential role within the transitioning through Van Gennep’s (1960) threefold structure as it informs the mind for incorporation. 

Sarah Pink refers to the body as a ‘site of knowing’ (Pink, 2015, p.26). In ‘Doing Sensory Ethnography’ (2015) Pink argues for the use of the senses as a pathway to doing research and explores the concept of embodiment to support the notion that the body can be used and is used daily as a source to gain knowledge. Just as I discovered an over-whelming sense of connectedness and embodiment during meditation, I also found that my senses were enhanced within my present being as my mind enabled myself room to conceive my surroundings more. Thus, suggesting that in my moments of deep meditation, my surroundings were influencing my body which was influencing my mind as one organism (Ingold, 2000). I refer to this as an integral part within my own liminal experience as I grew into a heightened awareness and insight into my relationship with my own mind; a paradox for myself when referring to mental health as something that can be informed as it equally informs me. This shift in my own perspective applied agency over experience of the body, rather than a fixation on the agency of one’s mental health and mind. Ingold also explores the concept of embodied knowing:

 ‘If mind is anywhere, then, it is not ‘inside the head’ rather than ‘out there’ in the world. To the contrary, it is immanent in the network of sensory pathways that are set up by virtue of the perceiver’s immersion in his or her environment’ (Ingold, 2000, p.3). 

During meditation, I became aware of my own embodiment. Within the liminal, I would encounter a new phenomenological perspective of myself. My mind and body became, within the present moment of my meditative state, one within the other and my surroundings became an extension of myself as they influenced and informed my body and mind through my senses. I found myself adopting an ‘Ingold’ perception of environment and the world and reality (Ingold, 2000). This approach to viewing life, in turn, shifted my perspective of my mental health. When exploring embodiment and cognitive science, Gibbs writes:

 ‘the mind (its images, thoughts, representations) is created from ideas that are closely related to brain representations of the body and to the body’s continued activities in the real world’ (Gibbs Jr, 2006, p.10).

Embodiment as a perspective offers a movement away from the Cartesian dualism (Gibbs Jr, 2006, p.4) that suggests a separation between thought and the physical world. Zuesse (1975) applies this to ritual and suggests that within a ritual there is an active meeting between reality and consciousness, arguing that the body acts as a ‘bridge.’ Csordas (1990) discusses the ‘paradigm of embodiment’ when exploring embodied theories and religious experience. He argues that ‘on a perception level it is not legitimate to distinguish between mind and body’ (Csordas, 1990, p.36) and that the duality of mind and body only becomes preserved when thought and reflection on the matter objectifies both as a way of discussing and explaining. Zuesse argues that ‘ritual occurs in a dual mode; it is both consciousness and body’ (Zuesse, 1975, p.518). As previously discussed, embodiment provides a notion that the mind and body act within and through each other. In meditation, the connection between the two gave me an outward perspective of the self. After meditation, there was a strong sense of fulfilment and an enhanced view of the world and my body within it. Zuesse writes that a function of ritual is ‘the guarantor of mental health… for through it sensation, emotion and the other reflective consciousness are brought into harmony with clear thought and culture’ (Zuesse, 1975, p.519). The feeling of being present and still and separate from structured thought allowed me to renew and reset, to feel connected to my body and my environment, which in turn had a positive impact upon my well-being.

[bookmark: _Toc40443289][bookmark: _Toc40443456][bookmark: _Toc40443568]Liminal Space:

In ‘Rites of Passage’ (1960), Van Gennep defines the liminal period of initiation rituals as a ‘transition.’ As previously discussed, this middle stage is a symbolic temporary movement between separation and incorporation where an individual or group are in a state of ‘becoming’ (Van Gennep, 1960). Turner (1969) extended the concept of the liminal and explored key characteristics that create this transitory phase, including ‘communitas’ and ‘embodiment.’ At its core, however, liminality or the liminal is transition. In studying ritual and rites of passage, Van Gennep viewed the liminal as an active coming away from a former ‘life’ or mindset and moving into a renewed state. In this manner, normal behaviour and rules are suspended. There is a sense of liberation and freedom as the liminal is the ‘anti-structure’ (Turner, 1969). In traditional rites of passage or ritual, the liminal transition is at its core symbolic. For example, within a traditional ‘westernised’ Christian wedding, the honeymoon can be viewed as the liminal period within a marriage (Bowie, 2006, p.150). It symbolises and marks the transition of two people as they enter into married life. The liminal can be unfamiliar and can provoke a change in behaviour. It is temporary because it relies on a sense of movement. Thus, suggesting that in order for a state or phase to be liminal, one must move through this period where a change of some form is enacted, and then one progresses back out of the liminal. 

Many theorists suggest that as human beings we are always in a state of ‘becoming’ and moving through liminal periods and phases throughout life (Thomassen, 2014). There’s an increasing awareness of the concept that as beings we are constantly in transition and moving. An enhanced approach that nothing stays stagnate within the meshwork of living organisms (Ingold, 2011). Turner’s (1969) concept of liminality is being increasingly applied by social researchers to address the transitions found in all walks of life in attempts to explain our humanly nature to evolve and adapt socially, physically and psychologically. To be within the liminal, means to embark through a change and to separate from an old mindset creating room for a ‘new’; in whatever form that may take. Often, current research into the liminal refers to a figurative period of time that is usually felt on a psychological basis suggesting that outside of ritual and rites of passage, the liminal can be felt and not just physically enacted. For example, liminality has been applied several times to the journey felt by Cancer patients; such as ‘Liminality as a Descriptor for the Cancer Experience’ (2007) by Kimberly Thompson. Although the liminal is often a temporal and symbolic as well as figurative change, it can still be a physical act in itself where a liminal ‘space’ may occur.

Van Gennep (1969) focused heavily on the physical separation and transition of rites of passage and ritual. ‘Liminal’ as he originally named the stage, derives from the Latin ‘limen’ meaning ‘threshold’ (Bowie, 2006). Van Gennep viewed this threshold frequently within a physical framework; for example, doorways or borders (Shortt, 2015, p.638). With a focus on the physicality and spatial dimensions of the liminal rather than just the temporal, the argument for liminality encompasses the prospect of physical ‘liminal spaces’ that can be created rather than simply occur. Harriet Shortt in her 2015 study explored the concept of liminal spaces within the workplace. She found that workers often created liminal spaces or a ‘dwelling place’ (Shortt, 2015, p.644) of their own to reset and renew during the stresses of work. These were physical removals away from their duties but within their original workplaces. For example, she found that the hairdressers, in the hair salon where she conducted fieldwork, often used ‘cupboards, toilets, stairwells and doorways’ (Shortt, 2015, p.642) as their liminal spaces. My research, however, attempts to take this further. After each meditation session, I felt a positive impact upon my well-being. Within the sessions, there seemed to be a transition and a renewal within myself, as found through my embodied experience. I began to associate meditation as a way of separating from anxiety and a practice that would help me to begin to overcome the negative symptoms of my own disorder. Meditation, for me, was a moving and transitory experience. It enabled me every day to physically and mentally position myself into a space where I could leave structured thinking behind and ‘detox.’ Each meditative experience upheld my argument that meditation is a practice that enables one to enter the liminal and to come out of it with a positive outcome. Daily meditation became my daily creation of liminal space. 
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The third and final stage of Van Gennep’s rites of passage and ritual is ‘incorporation’ (1960). In this stage, the individual or group are reintegrated back into society but ‘transformed.’ Within incorporation, as one returns back into the normality of their society or life, one is often ‘a mirror image of the first stage’ (Bowie, 2006, p.151). One may present as the same as before but are often changed or transformed on some level. ‘One is not exactly the same as the person who embarked on the rite of passage’ (Bowie, 2006, p.151) or ritual. After meditation, a person will return back to their daily activities but for many, including myself, the re-emergence back into normal day is met with a transformed renewal or resetting that the slowing down of the liminal brings. A feeling that often increases overtime as meditation becomes a daily practice. 
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For the duration of the retreat, I reflected at the end of the day how, for the most part, grounded and calm I felt. As my first trip away alone, I was surprised at how happy and in control my mind was. After every meditation, I would discuss with the group how ‘good’ I felt afterwards, and this was found to be a similar feeling felt by most group members after a session. I think it’s important here to state that there was probably a combination of factors that contributed to my heightened well-being for the week. Although, overtime, I have come to recognise that I benefit hugely from regular meditation, I want to be careful to not over romanticise the experience and present it as a tool to ‘fix all problems.’ 

For the week, I was away in a beautiful spot during a beautiful time of the year. I felt safe and comfortable within the group and I was partaking in therapeutic activities such as gardening as well as meditation. The very nature of a retreat usually implies a period of relaxation, however, as anyone has ‘bad days’, the retreat didn’t fully cure me of the turmoil of negative emotions as I wouldn’t expect it to. A few days into the retreat, for the first time during the trip, I woke up feeling low. Just as any average person might wake up feeling sad for no reason, I continued as normal with the day’s activities. Halfway through the morning, however, I knew something wasn’t quite right. I had a strong feeling of panic and dread and felt lower than before. I decided to skip the morning work slot. Instead, I found the most secluded bench I could within the centre grounds. It was in a quiet spot of the forest, away from any of the working gardens. I began to feel safe again. I meditated until the feeling of panic in my gut had eased. This was perhaps the moment when my ideas of the liminal dawned upon me. I needed to retreat away and separate; just as the group went away on a retreat. Within this, the very act of closing my eyes and meditating, allowed me to temporarily ‘stop thinking.’ I was able to create a space where I could have a better grasp over my negative thoughts and remove myself from a situation that induced fear and panic. After spending a couple of hours sat on the bench writing my realisation down, I re-joined the group, once again feeling ‘calm and collected.’ 

As the week progressed, it became more apparent to me that the notion of finding one’s liminal space was an integral part of my day. I recall, after a particular meditation session, telling another retreat member that I understood why many so many see it as a vital practice. On the fourth night into the retreat, I had another experience that enlightened me further of the benefits of meditation and finding the liminal. 

I had gone down to my car to write after hours, which I did every night. On this particular night, whilst writing, I was hit with a wave of panic and paranoia. My car was parked down a hill, a walk away from the cabins. Between, was a forest that every night I scrambled my way through with a torch. This particular night, however, I could ‘feel’ the distance and immediately felt in danger. I had become convinced that it would be unsafe for me to leave the car and return to the cabins. Paranoia kicked in. Soon I was fighting a delusion that someone was outside of my car, waiting to harm me. It is important to explain here that a key symptom of my disorder, under heightened stress, is paranoid delusions. Uncontrollable paralysing beliefs that I am in danger; which is what happened that particular night in my car. I was having a panic attack and struggling to breathe when soon I found myself practising my breathing techniques as if I was about to settle down to meditate. I eventually managed to meditate for a short time which I believe gave me the strength to leave the car and hurry back up to the cabins. In that moment, although the delusion didn’t go away, meditation gave me an escape from the fear I was fighting. I focused on slowing down and being present, attempting to remind myself that I was in fact safe. 

Throughout my research, it became clear to me that meditation had an enhanced effect on my well-being and helped to control the symptoms of my mental health disorder. Many studies conducted on the effects of meditation for well-being, also suggest that there is an indication of ‘a healing relationship’ between the practice and mental health issues (Bilican, 2016, p.1981). Between 2009 and 2011, Neely Myers (2015) conducted ethnographic fieldwork and interviews with meditation teachers and students in the US; focusing particularly on meditation as treatment for trauma. Myers writes, ‘the practice of meditation enables one to focus on the lived present rather than traumatic memories, to accept pain and “open” one’s heart, and to make use of silence’ (Myers et al, 2015, p.2). The study also highlights the benefits of embodiment found through meditation. Myers demonstrates that the body helps the mind to stay present and shows how for many trauma patients, meditation changes perspectives and enables patients to relate to their traumatic memories differently from before (Myers, 2015). This was a similar occurrence found within my own research. 

[bookmark: _Toc40443292][bookmark: _Toc40443459][bookmark: _Toc40443571]“In space and time”:

After leaving the retreat, my walk with meditation continued. I had discovered that daily meditation was a vital time of my day and gave me a space where I could feel strengthened within my embodied present. For this reason, I continued to use meditation as a part of my own therapy. Although I have primarily and heavily focused on meditation as a tool for well-being, I encountered another common theme from my research. As I furthered my study into the practice and met more meditation users, I found that many were heavily involved in environmental activism and attribute meditation for ‘helping’ with their activist lives. The retreat itself had an environmentalist theme and therefore it was no surprise to me that most people within the group were environmental activists and enthusiasts. A group of the retreat members were actively leading within the climate change action group ‘Extinction Rebellion’ (2020). Through various conversations that I had with these members throughout the retreat, it became clear that there was a direct link between the practice of meditation and their activism. Months after the retreat, I contacted those I had met as well as members of an Extinction Rebellion meditation group to find out how and why practicing daily meditation may be important to them. One retreat member said the following:
 
 “For me, the meditation/reconnection aspect has two effects: one is to see the bigger picture, feel part of the web of life, in space and time; the other, perhaps more important, is to make sure the action comes from the ‘right’ place, e.g. not from a place of anger, or righteousness, but from a place of true love and compassion” (2019). 
Time to separate from the anxieties of climate change through meditating, it is suggested, directly helps to ease the overwhelming load of environmental activism; to calm the stresses and fears of fighting for a cause that has not yet seen a major breakthrough perhaps. As a keen environmental activist and Extinction Rebellion member myself, I also made this connection on a personal level. 

On a contrasting note, a member of a local Extinction Rebellion meditation group explained to me that they did not believe that meditation had largely or directly impacted their activism but that it seemed to be more of a personal tool for managing well-being within being an activist through struggling times. They said the following:

 “So far I guess I’m saying meditation hasn’t figured largely or directly in my activism. But it is a very important part of my resilience. It underpins everything. Mostly, when possible, I sit outdoors (even today). The effect of being in the natural world is so powerful. The connection to the trees, the wind, earth- all of it- is utterly strengthening” (2019). 

Similar to my own experience of meditation acting as not only an escape but a way to ‘filter’ out my own negative thoughts and feelings, there seems to be a common concept of meditation bringing one into the present, “in space and time”, where the mind can open up to indulge in new perspectives and creativity. Meditation seems to provoke not only a ‘safety net’ for the mind but induce a sense of purpose, hope and change. As the above member also said, “the clearest thought is that meditation is utterly essential as the way forward unfolds” (2019). 

Both my ethnographic field notes/reflection and the data collected from my email interviews present to me evidence portraying the act of meditation as an immersive, embodied and transformative practice. For myself as a researcher and as a person, daily meditation acts as a daily ritual where I find myself propelled into a liminal space before incorporating back into daily life with a renewed perspective. Ritual and liminality include finding a transformative power (Alexander, 1997). Although the source of this ‘power’ may differentiate from the type of ritual or liminal space, liminality invites a transformation and, as Turner writes, may be ‘capable of unlocking energy sources in individual participants’ (Turner, 1986, p.43). To many of the retreat members, meditation contributed to their ability to continue within their environmental activism. As Thomassen writes ‘…liminality represents an unordered, chaotic element of creativity and freedom in a modern world that was drowning with too much rationality’ (Thomassen, 2014, p.227). Their liminal spaces created opportunities for not only well-being but also to fixate on their surroundings, the environment and their own relationship with activism and action; often enhancing it. Thomassen argues that ‘liminality involves a potentially unlimited freedom from any kind of structure. This sparks creativity and innovation, peaking in transfiguring moments of sublimity’ (Thomassen, 2014, p.1). Therefore, I suggest that liminality within meditation can be transformation and innovation for one’s well-being as well as more. 
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[bookmark: _Toc40442237]Figure 5: A retreat member shows me her 'Extinction Rebellion Handbook' (2019). (2019).



[bookmark: _Toc40443293][bookmark: _Toc40443460][bookmark: _Toc40443572]Chapter 5: Conclusion

Throughout my discussion, I have attempted to argue and suggest that the act of meditation is a practice that can be used to create a liminal space within daily life. By comparing meditation and ‘ritual,’ I have applied Van Gennep’s threefold structure (1960) of rites of passage and transitory ritual to suggest that meditation can also be an embodied liminal experience. Developed from Van Gennep’s rites of passage and insight into ritual, Turner (1969) produced the applicable theory of liminality that has since been used to demonstrate experiences of transition and the ‘in-between’ moments found in life when structure is liberated, and transformation occurs. Throughout my time in the field on a meditation retreat, it became apparent to me that meditation upholds the unique, anti-structural, moving characteristics of the liminal. Meditation requires a separation from daily routine and the structured patterns of thought and emotion that exist in a constant flux forming the stresses and anxieties of life. It invites the slowing down, embodied interconnectedness of being in the present. Furthermore, it enables transformation; both an inward and outward view of the self and the world, improved mental clarity and an enhanced well-being. 

In recent decades, research and studies on the effects of meditation suggest a direct positive impact of regular meditation on psychological well-being and mental health conditions (Bilican, 2016). Within my own walk of life, meditation was a frequent advertisement given to me by doctors and therapists as adequate and effective treatment. During fieldwork and after, my level of scepticism towards the practice lessened and diminished. Overtime I discovered that meditation as an act allowed myself and others around me to ‘escape’ on a temporary basis from the hardships and struggles of life that bound us. For myself, the discipline improves my awareness, helping me to feel grounded and safe and contributes to lessening the negative symptoms of my disorder. Throughout my argument, I have attempted to demonstrate that meditation embodies the separation, transition and incorporation of a liminal experience. Both as a researcher and as a person, the liminal experience became a vital enhancement upon my well-being and in turn, has become an effective treatment for myself overtime. 

As previously explored within my discussion, liminality and the liminal often refers to an experience over an expansive time frame. It is more so temporal than it is spatial. My argument is that a liminal experience can also be induced by creating a liminal space. Further research into the concept of liminal space can broaden the ideas of retreat for mental health and expand the horizons of liminality and what is meant by a liminal experience. During my research, meditation acted as my liminal space. From the notion of settling down into a meditative posture and state, to the closing of my eyes and the awareness of being present, it became both a physical and mental space with transformative results. Daily meditation, I conclude, provides a daily liminal embodied experience; a liminal space for well-being. 
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