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For completion by the first marker:
Comments:
This dissertation reports on a fascinating piece of ethnographic research into the practice of bee-keeping – apiculture - as sacred. It is very well written, clearly structured, and takes a critical and analytical approach.
The introduction begins with a very clear look at the fundamentals of bee keeping as a business and a source of food, before moving into a section on practical examples of bees and the sacred, such a their use in dreams or their ability to traverse between realms. This section is headed ‘Bees & Cosmology’, but it doesn’t reference cosmology so should have been retitled, perhaps as ‘Bees and Divination’ which is the actual focus. 
A brief literature review (pp. 7-11) on bees and the sacred covers the basic debate as to whether the sacred is real or constructed, and concludes that it’s a matter of experience, so the research is framed as phenomenology. The essentials are covered, but more could have been said about experience in view of what follows in the research. Young and Goulet are quoted on extraordinary experience as normal, but does any of the literature on spiritual experience include discussion of varieties of experience?
The methodology section (pp. 11-15) covers the required basics – finding participants, limitations and reflexivity. Here. Again, more could have been said, with references, concerning the specific advantages and disadvantages of interviews and phenomenological research. The purpose would be so that the conclusion could include a reflection on the research methods which would, in turn help frame the conclusions concerning bee-keeping.
The research findings are set out from pp 15-46. 
The structure adopted for the write up is highly effective and divided into main themes and sub themes, all of which emerge clearly from the interview data rather than being imposed on it. The first theme, ‘Pathways to Sacred Apiculture’ is then divided into three, ‘Spiritual ‘Ecology’, ‘Trauma’ and ‘Synchronicity’. The second themes is ‘Enacting he Sacred’ is then divided into ‘Ritual’, ‘Offerings’ and ‘Altered Consciousness’. The analysis proceeds through the third theme ‘Phenomenology’ dealing with the senses. The fourth ‘(Re)Shaping Cosmologies’ is equally clear but, as in the literature review, there is no actual discussion of the term cosmology or how the interview data relates to it. The other themes then follow. By the end of the discussion we have an idea of human and bees as equal and very different participants in a radically interconnected world.
There is some use of secondary sources in the write up including of sources on bees. But less so to literature on the sacred. Susan Greenwood is used, for example, but here, and in the conclusion, which is very brief, there could have been a comprehensive attempt to relate the interview findings back to the literature review, including to an expanded section on the phenomenology of religious and sacred experience.
A few style comments:
Discursive text in fn 3 and 4 should be in your main text.
What do you mean by Kafka-esque on p. 41? There is a chance here for a little literary illustration.
Avoid the tendency to evaluate your own work. On p 48, final paragraph, your work might indeed by unprecedented, but that is for others to judge.
Your last sentence is fine for a popular article (the concept of bees teaching us is suitably attention-grabbing). For academic purposes it could be removed. Your penultimate sentence is a perfect conclusion to your research.
This is a difficult dissertation to mark. On the one hand it reports very effectively on some extraordinary research. On the other certain expected academic requirements (reference to secondary literature for the research are and methodology) are not completely fulfilled. The former is of a very high standard and the latter does enough to meet a reasonable standard. My conclusion s that a god mark is justified.
Regarding publication, if the target were to be an academic journal then amendments are required. If not, then it is probably fine to proceed.
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For completion by the second marker:

Comments:


This dissertation is an ethnographic investigation into contemporary sacred apiculture that makes use of mixed qualitative methods. It makes a valuable contribution to research on sacred apicultural practices. You begin with a good introduction that outlines the main themes of the paper before spending some time introducing the long-standing and complex interrelationship between bees and human beings. This includes social, historical, archaeological, and cultural entanglements, as well as physiological connections and influences. You then consider bees in the context of human beliefs, myths and cosmologies. This is a good introduction and an overview of the background to the research that follows.

You then move into your literature review. The first section deals with the notion of apiculture as a sacred practice. You identify a gap in the ethnographic literature, which your research can help to address. You then go on to discuss definitions of sacred apiculture, beginning by unpacking the notions of ‘spiritual’ and ‘sacred.’ This is good. You discuss Hay & Nye’s notion of the spiritual as a personal ‘orientation’ - this is good, but I also wonder about other ideas about the spiritual, e.g. about it as non-material, etc. How might that relate to the physicality of apiculture. You then go on to explore a variety of different perspectives on the sacred, before you come to a good (and useful) definition of sacred apiculture. I do wonder whether there are any ethnographies of beekeeping/honey production that you could also discuss in the literature review section, even if it is not directly related to the spiritual/sacred.

Next is your methodology section. You explain that you will adopt a qualitative/phenomenological approach. This is good, but you could also include a little more technical information here, e.g. how did you record the interviews - video/audio/notes? Are the interviews conducted face-to-face in the field, or via Zoom, etc. You do come to do this later on, though it would be better placed a little earlier when you discuss the use of qualitative methods. You also discuss the anonymisation of interviewees and some ethical concerns, before reflecting on your own position in relation to the research (reflexivity). Fiona Bowie’s notion of ‘cognitive empathetic engagement’ might also be useful here.

You then move into the discussion of your research findings, which are divided into thematic sections. You discuss perspectives on spiritual ecology from amongst your sample, and use short extracts to give your respondents’ perspectives. You the discuss the role of trauma, with a useful extended interview extract. The interviewee refers to a ‘swarm call’ - is this a common term? - it sounds interesting, and could be unpacked. You go on to discuss ritual and altered states, this is a good section with some fascinating insights backed up by your data. You discuss some literature here, e.g. Greenwood on ASCs. You could have a section on ASCs and ritual in your literature review, which you can then refer back to in your discussion of the findings. You go on to present some very rich narrative accounts of extraordinary experiences from your informants, mediated through different sensory systems. This is very good. 

You discuss some very interesting phenomenological characteristics that come out of your data, e.g. dissolution of the self, OBEs, self actualization, distorted sense of time, and so on. Though there is no discussion of corresponding relevant literature, e.g. a discussion of mysticism would help to understand some of these experiences in a wider context. This could be an area for development if you intend to publish your research elsewhere.

The next section on ‘(Re)Shaping Cosmologies’ considers the effects of working with bees from health to ontological re-orientation. These might be the ‘fruits’ of the experience, according to William James’ terminology. There is some really fascinating material in here, concerning the ‘weirder’ reaches of extraordinary experiences, e.g. bodily transformations, interspecies communication, etc. You have done a good job of presenting the voices of your informants, and allowing them to speak on their own terms. 

Your conclusion then summarises the key themes and findings discussed throughout the paper.

Overall, this is a fascinating, well structured and fluently written dissertation. You have drawn on a good range of relevant literature to build your argument, though there areas where you could expand on the literature to give a broader context to the fascinating data you have collected (e.g. research and theory on ritual/altered states/extraordinary experiences, etc.). You have made excellent use of relevant images and art history throughout to illustrate your argument. Try to avoid the use of contractions in academic writing, e.g. ‘I’ve’ should be ‘I have,’ etc. There is clearly a great deal of depth in this topic, which could be further explored in a PhD thesis, or book/monograph project. Well done!

What you did well:

* Conducted a fascinating piece of research.
· Sensitive handling and analysis of the data.

What you could do to improve:

· Put the research findings into a a greater dialogue with academic literature on ritual/ASCs/extraordinary experience (e.g. in the literature review), though admittedly you are limited by word count for an essay like this. I think it would make an excellent monograph with a few adjustments. 
· Well done!



















	
Second Marker’s  Mark: 74%

Signature: Jack Hunter

	
Date: 6 March 2025

	
Agreed internal mark: 72%

Signature 1st marker: Nick Campion

Signature 2nd marker: Jack Hunter

	
Date: 11 March 2025

	
Comments (to indicate how the final agreed mark has been arrived at):

Our marks and comments were so similar that we agreed that 72% is fair and appropriate.



	
NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the final examination board.
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