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For my chosen research, I decided to go into the field at a meditation retreat called ‘A work that reconnects’ run by the meditation group, SanghaSeva. The retreat took place at the Centre of Alternative Technology (CAT) in Machynlleth, Wales and involved a week of meditation, reflection and working within the allotments and gardens at the centre. For the duration of the retreat, a group of 15 of us followed a daily structure of meditation up to 45 minutes, 3 times a day, as well as, silent times, teaching sessions on the practice of mediation itself and reflection, and work slots gardening in the various allotments around the centre whilst maintaining a vegan diet throughout the week. The focus point of the week was to combine meditation with action and each day the group discussed their thoughts and feelings surrounding climate change and how to overcome some of these problems individually and within our communities. 

The retreat closely followed the meditation course ‘A work that reconnects’ by Joanna Macy which aims to renew concepts and perspectives of how we, as people, can reconnect to the environment and our place as beings within the natural world in the hope of tackling climate change. As a keen environmentalist myself, this idea of combining meditative practices and environmental action became an interesting research area. Furthermore, I was eager to conduct research on the act of meditation itself; the process of it, the discipline of doing it daily, it’s outcomes, as well as its usefulness as a well-being tool and act of therapy. Over the recent decades, secular meditation has risen as a mindfulness practice in reducing stress and anxiety and improving well-being. It is now highly recommended by most therapists and mindfulness practitioners as a way of improving mental health and clarity. For myself as an individual as well as a researcher I wanted to reflect on how a week of daily meditation affected my own mental space as it has also been recommended to me personally as a way of calming the symptoms of my own diagnosed mental health disorder. This led me into initially conducting my research in the manner of being autoethnographic and self-reflexive. My aim was to see how a week of daily meditation combined with therapeutic gardening, living without digital gadgets such as my phone and eating a vegan diet affected my sense of well-being. To do this, I did participant observation as an individual within my group where I fully immersed myself into the role of a retreat member first before my role as a researcher. This meant attending meditation sessions, teaching and work slots as much as possible. Throughout the week I kept a self-reflexive diary. This became the foundation of my data gathering as we were encouraged not to use digital devices. I used my diary to record my day to day experiences as well as my thoughts and feelings and used it as a method of monitoring my mental health symptoms to see if there were any changes. As this initial phase of fieldwork was autoethnographic, I didn’t conduct any interviews with other retreat members, however, I became inspired by how many of the members were heavily involved with ‘Extinction Rebellion,’ and openly discussed in group meetings about how they use meditation retreats as a way of refocusing and calming their anxieties. This led me to conducting open-ended, unstructured email interviews with the group some months after the retreat discussing their experiences of using meditation not only as a mindfulness practice but as a way of helping them draw their attention to the environment and the climate change emergency. 

Upon doing fieldwork and gathering data, my research led me into understanding the sole purpose of meditation and the nature of these specific types of retreats. My research provided me with a cross-layering explanation as to why people feel the importance to meditate. My experiences during my time in the field as well as my recorded experiences of others has allowed me to expand on the notions of ‘liminality.’ Liminality was first presented as an applicable theory by Turner (1969), who developed ideas made by Van Gennep (1960) in his studies on rituals in, ‘The Rites of Passage’ (1960). Van Gennep designed a three-fold structure that makes an event deemed as a ‘ritual.’ Within this threefold structure, Van Gennep argued about a middle phase which he defines as a transitioning point, a threshold where structure is no longer applied and an individual or group are ‘in between’ (1960). This mode of being became known as a liminal space and was developed further by Turner (1969) to be a profound necessary transition found in all walks of life. Within my research, I found that the very act of meditation and the retreat itself was a liminal experience. Meditation for myself and my participants proved to be a way of removing oneself outside of their daily structure to ‘refocus’ and ‘re-ground.’ It became apparent for me as a researcher for the duration of my fieldwork that this need to find ‘my liminal space’ 3 times a day during meditation had a direct impact on my mental clarity and sense of well-being. The retreat itself was also a liminal experience for myself and more so for my participants as it was a complete removal from the ‘norm’ as many on the retreat had left the busy streets of London to meditate for a week in a Welsh valley. Furthermore, my data holds grounding in the idea of a liminal space being used for ‘incorporation and reaggregation’ (1960), which is the final phase of Van Gennep’s threefold structure as the retreat boasts meditation being used to create action. In this particular group, this action usually resulted into their work as environmental protesters as well as a way of calming anxiety. 

As well as the theory of liminality being applied for an argument into the importance of meditation, my data also allows me to expand into theories surrounding embodied knowledge and the direct correlations between using the body to influence the mind and emotions and overall mental health. To do this, I will also be applying Sarah Pink’s ‘Doing Sensory Ethnography’ (2015), as a part of my methodology into how I recorded data autoethnographically focusing on my experiences of using my body and senses during meditation.   
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