“At Least There’s Tea”
Reflection on my Experience of Ethnographic Fieldwork at Skanda Vale
By Thom Kelly

Introduction
My week at Skanda Vale conducting ethnographic fieldwork was a challenging experience, throughout which I dealt with a broad spectrum of thoughts and feelings. In my diary I have reflected on these feelings, their origins and how they affected my research.
Here, I have extracted the key issues and questions I encountered:
· Adjustment
· Subjectivity/Prejudice
· Focus/Motivation
· Technique
· ‘Going Native’
· Guilt/Deception

Adjustment
The first challenge faced when entering the field was adjusting to being in a new physical and social environment. As this was my first experience of fieldwork, I had little idea of what to expect and was extremely anxious in the time leading up to my arrival at Skanda Vale.
Naturally, the difficulty lay in experiencing things which I had never experienced before. The daily routine was entirely unfamiliar, and things to which I had given little thought proved to be the larger of the challenges I faced. For example, I directly noted the cold weather no fewer than 22 times, and on Day 2 I wrote that “Brother Andy said the hardest part of being here is having to live through all of your own crap [by which he appeared to mean emotional baggage]. That’s what I thought until I came here; now I realise the hardest part is that it’s absolutely…ridiculously cold!” This extract is a perfect illustration of how incorrect my expectations were – I had expected to struggle far more with being separated from my phone and laptop, yet in reality this barely affected me, while the issue of the physical environment was in fact more of an issue than I had thought prior.
Of course, whilst the change in lifestyle from outside to inside the field did not have the potency I anticipated, it would not be fair to say that I experienced no difficulty in adapting to a new cultural environment, or that I was able to seamlessly transition from one set of appropriate behaviours to another. For instance, on the first day I “did briefly feel angry” at the separation of men and women in the temples. And on Day 4, while helping to repaint the Lord Murugan temple, I placed a painting on the floor, and was promptly informed by Sister Carol that it was not appropriate to do so.
Kalervo Oberg (1960) talks about the difficulties of entering new social environments, writing that he believes “culture shock affects wives more than husbands. The husband has his professional duties to occupy him…” Minus the obvious gender bias, this point is quite pertinent to my experience at Skanda Vale; being given work throughout the day not only distracted from other concerns presented by being in the field for the first time, but also meant that knowing how to behave within the particular social context was more straightforward.
In the main, the ease with which I was able to adjust to being in Skanda Vale far surpassed my expectation. Two days prior to my arrival, I marked that I was “bored out of my mind” because I had no internet connection, and was dismayed at the notion of spending a week without electronics. But by Day 6, these preoccupations had dissipated; I described that “it’s weird how little I care about my phone and the internet”. Nevertheless, as I left Skanda Vale I did note that I struggled to imagine coping with the lifestyle permanently.
Subjectivity/Prejudice
Setting aside my own ideas and beliefs presented a problem during my fieldwork, and raised a concern about whether my interpretation of the information I was gathering was accurate.
The often extreme difficulty of participant observation is given by the necessity for…not only learning…but also having to cope with the existential dilemma of unlearning or challenging everything that was considered to be objectively normal about one’s own life before undertaking fieldwork research. (Evans, 2012)
The initial obstacle I faced was attempting to strike a balance between openness to the ideals of others and preservation of my own. Indeed, during a pooja on Day 1, I reflected on my own capacity for closed-mindedness and what I referred to at the time as arrogance, but I think would more accurately be described as obstinance. Ensuring that I maintained a level of openness throughout my fieldwork was a constant challenge, not least because of the latent apprehension that I must also maintain a certain professionalism or restraint therein.
My thoughts on how best to approach this dilemma changed regularly over the course of my fieldwork. When I first arrived, I entered the pooja with no expectations and entered the mindset of a pilgrim (as opposed to that of an observer) with surprising ease. I did, however, note that it “didn’t really impact on me”, which persuaded me to think that my approach may have been the wrong one and I should have focused on my surroundings more than my experience. The next day, however, I found this approach to come in useful when talking with Sister Carol; “…it was a conversation, not an interview, and I was able to open up, which allowed me to get the Sister to open up.” It quickly became clear to me that having shared experiences with the research participants is key to gathering accurate information – it could not be a one-way process.
By Day 3, I began to further fix my attention on immersing myself in the lifestyle at Skanda Vale, but not without hardship: “Today I overslept, but just made it to the 5am pooja on time. I was fed up at first; I thought about leaving the pooja…I’d been struggling to set aside my prejudices and enable myself to feel comfortable or belonging, since nothing about the poojas seems to accommodate [my own beliefs]. But now I feel that I have a better understanding of what goes on here, and it really can be welcoming of everyone…” And in another pooja the same day, “I felt more enthusiastic, so I was able to focus on the energy of the pooja.”
I felt it important to seek out similarities between the beliefs and ideals of the participants and my own in order to gain a fuller and more reliable understanding thereof, reducing the impact of my personal bias or prejudice. Since it is impossible to completely eliminate the inherent subjectivity of a participant observation, it seems sensible to accept it and make efforts to turn it to my advantage as a researcher if at all possible.

Focus/Motivation
Whilst a week is a miniscule amount of time in the context of ethnographic research, it is of course far too long to remain consciously focused on a single occupation. And the challenges of being in an unfamiliar situation, adhering to a new and strenuous routine including an eighteen-hour day, and the harsh weather all made sustaining the motivation to carry out my research a demanding task.
In fact, by the morning of Day 2, I was already doubting my ability to cope with the fieldwork:
4:00am – it’s cold! I want to leave. I’ve barely slept…Why…did I decide to pay £9000 for a degree that involves waking up in a shed at 4am with a cold and a migraine and standing in a temple while people ring bells and chant?
My notes contain a substantial amount of complaining, alongside numerous trivial thoughts and occurrences (“I should invent something like a menstrual cup for runny noses”, “20:30 – Caz is in hysterics because I slipped on the wet kitchen floor 4 hours ago”). These extracts are included here to illustrate the point that conducting ethnographic research does not remove the researcher from reality or life, and in fact can be a valuable life experience (this is a point which I shall explore in greater detail in the final two sections).
This noting down of information unrelated to my fieldwork actually emerged to be helpful to my research – “I can just take a break from focusing so hard on fieldwork and jot something down about life – it’s refreshing and helps me to carry on with the relevant bits.”
Of course, issues like tiredness and lack of motivation could have impacted negatively on both the quantity and quality of the information I gathered, though this is not something which occurred to me immediately in the field. Nonetheless, I noted on Day 3 that “[t]here’s a huge sense of acceptance here. I still don’t feel that the poojas themselves are helpful or welcoming to me, but I’m optimistic about finding a way through that, and that should help me work better as an anthropologist.”
Malinowski (1989) talks of his loss of motivation and interest in conducting ethnographic research (accompanied with numerous accounts of his poor physical and mental health, and struggle to cope with his environment), stating “I see the life of the natives as utterly devoid of interest or importance…I made it a point of honour to think about what I am here to do…Must concentrate on my ambitions and work to some purpose.” Of course, I did not nearly develop the contempt that Malinowski appeared to for his research participants, and my concerns were generally more about my ability to carry out my fieldwork and whether it would be worth my efforts in this respect, as opposed to a loss of interest in the subject. However, this quotation illustrates well the problem of holding onto an aim and keeping in mind the motivation for carrying out research.

Technique
Obviously a vital aspect of my time at Skanda Vale was discovering my own technique, strengths and limitations as an anthropologist. This development was not smooth or straightforward. It was, however, inextricably linked to my dilemma of balancing principles and reducing subjectivity.
As I mentioned previously, I began my fieldwork in a personal mindset – by which I mean I was completely open to the new experience and thought of myself as a pilgrim rather than an anthropologist (if there is indeed a difference when the anthropologist is in the field). As the week went on, I took several different approaches to my fieldwork, attempting to find the ‘correct’ balance of participation and observation.
During the first two days at Skanda Vale, my focus switched near constantly between my own personal experience and objective description of my surroundings and what was happening. I was unsure as to which I should be focusing on more. By the middle of the week, however, these had begun to merge, as it became clear to me that I can only write from experience – I cannot fully understand anyone else’s experience or perception of their culture, and therefore can only write with any authority on my own experience and perception of this culture. In other words, it is only by engaging fully with a culture that I can hope to understand it and thus portray it to others. On Day 4, I noted that “I feel like we should be studying the pilgrims – they’re the ones we’re living as” – I was not experiencing the lifestyle of one of the Brothers or Sisters at Skanda Vale, and as such I did not (indeed I do not) feel that I can portray their lifestyle with any real authority.
Nonetheless, later the same day I once again lost sight of my aim to remain fully engaged: “To begin with [in the evening pooja] I felt quite happy…but after a few minutes I just got bored and thought to myself ‘why’? – it all seems so futile and repetitive…”
Yet this did not deter me from carrying out my fieldwork – it simply made me once again shift focus onto more objective observation; “…I’ve decided though that there’s no point in being miserable about things; I was sulking in the pooja but then I realised that it just doesn’t achieve anything. But I’m going to stop trying so hard to get into it…from now on it’s just ethnography. Two more full days – just got to stick it out and observe. I’ll be grand.”
I began Day 5 with the same ardent passiveness with which I had ended Day 4, and was resolutely unhappy with the weather, as well as the early morning start. But having effectively given up on my personal experience, I almost immediately found myself relaxed and enjoying myself – “Sitting by the fire with a cup of tea while the Sun comes up is so pleasant. I might miss this when we leave.”
Through this renewed motivation, I found that I was more able than before to gather valuable information as I had finally found what seemed to be a perfect balance of relative objectivity and personal experience. In summary, I was eventually able to find a style of conducting ethnographic research that suited me, and came to accept what seems to be an inevitable mergence of what had previously been distinguished in my mind as ‘personal’ and ‘professional’;
I always had this idea that as an anthropologist I have to keep a degree of separation and not get too connected or involved, but it’s impossible not to, and now I don’t think it’s a bad thing to become personally attached, despite how guilty and sad and honestly just awful it’s making me feel. A part of me will stay here and I’m happy about that.

‘Going Native’
During my fieldwork I experienced an ongoing internal conflict in my mind regarding the level of emotional distance to be kept between myself and the research participants, and this issue came to the fore toward the end of Day 5. This was when I first referred to the pilgrims at Skanda Vale as “the other pilgrims” and realised that I had begun to become accustomed to being in Skanda Vale.
I like being here with the others. I feel as though Lucio and Kirren [pilgrims who were also staying at Skanda Vale] are like our friends. It’ll be so strange to go back to uni, and I know I’ll miss the people here. It would be so strange to never see them again.
As I described in the previous section, it became inevitable that the ‘professional’ relationship I expected to have with the research participants would influence my personal life, and vice versa.
Before going to Skanda Vale, I was apprehensive about the lifestyle and concerned that I would struggle to remain motivated and carry out my fieldwork well. Yet I left hoping to return at some point in the future, and having formed quite a close bond with several new people.

Guilt/Deception
During my fieldwork – particularly when talking with Lucio and Kirren – I often felt guilty about what I was there to do. I found myself questioning what right I had to conduct ethnography and often considered the impact of my presence as an anthropologist on the research participants. The following excerpt describes my feelings on this subject:
I don’t like talking about anthropology in front of the other pilgrims (I think that’s the first time I’ve written ‘other’, but I’ve automatically gone to write it a lot, which I originally thought was wrong but now I’m not sure). It makes things harder in terms of gathering information, but also it just feels not nice. Quite simply, it’s not nice to them. There have been times when I’ve genuinely forgotten that I’m here as an anthropologist, I have wanted to be here and I have had personal experiences here. But the fact that we’re here to study really feels like it alienates the others and I feel like they think we’ve been lying about our experiences just to get them to open up. It makes me really sad because I haven’t made anything up – every conversation I’ve had with the Brothers and Sisters and pilgrims have [has] been real and genuine and honest. And when I’ve asked questions I’ve genuinely wanted to understand, not just asked because I need to write a paper on it. All of this makes me feel so guilty, and I want to explain to everyone that I’m not here to ‘study’ them, I’m here to learn from them and I respect them and want them to teach me. I’m not here to judge and I wish I could convey or had conveyed that more. I always had this idea that as an anthropologist I have to keep a degree of separation and not get too connected or involved, but it’s impossible not to, and now I don’t think it’s a bad thing to become personally attached, despite how guilty and sad and honestly just awful it’s making me feel. A part of me will stay here and I’m happy about that. This is a very new feeling – I’m sad, but happy that I’m sad. I’m guilty, but proud and optimistic about accepting and dealing with my guilt.
I’ve got so much better at describing things, particularly feelings. I’m writing about writing now, which is weird. How have I just managed to put into words a feeling I’ve never had before? I like that anthropology is developing me as a person. I’m finally actually living through and processing my emotions rather than desperately trying to push them out. Usually I deal with guilt by making excuses to no-one but myself and I know it never works (like yesterday when I felt guilty about taking the picture down). Now, I have no idea how, but I think I’m going to actually deal with my guilt properly.
At the start of today I thought ‘from now on I’m not feeling anything’ yet I suddenly feel so much!
Now I feel anger that anthropology exists. I’ve never felt this before – I always thought it was a fantastic subject. But now I have this feeling that all it does is alienate people. I do think it’s good, in a sense, that I feel this, though.
On Day 6, I discussed this issue with Sister Carol, wondering “why they keep allowing anthropologists to come here”. It was extremely helpful to talk about the issue openly and to try to clear the air.
Sjaak van der Geest (2011) discusses the ethical problems with ethnography, recounting an instance when he insistently persuaded a research participant to give an interview just a few days after the death of the participant’s sister; “I vividly remember that event and still feel ashamed about my action.”
While I did nothing in particular in the course of my research which I think would have caused offence or which makes me feel especially guilty, my very presence and the knowledge that I was an outside observer was enough to make me feel dishonest and dejected.
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Conclusions
Throughout my fieldwork, there were numerous challenges in terms of cohesion, psychological and physical stress. By working through and reflecting upon these difficulties, I was able to develop both as an anthropologist and an individual.
My experience at Skanda Vale was, overall, a positive one, and leaving stirred just as many emotions as did my time there.
Having now had some experience (albeit relatively fleeting) of ethnographic research, I am considerably more aware of the difficulties of balance involved, as well as how my own feelings, beliefs and attitudes can impact on the quality of my research and the welfare of myself and research participants. Though this is not a negative point, as I am thus more able to carry out ethnographic research competently, ethically and of course confidently.
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