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	For completion by the first marker:
Comments:
This is an excellent dissertation, which examines to what extent jyotisa practised in the United Kingdom constitutes a religious experience. You achieved this through a mixture of surveys and interviews. You provide, on page 18, a very strong argument for why research into belief systems of  cultures other than your own is important for instilling mutual respect, and make your own position as an ‘extreme outsider’ very clear. Engaging with communities with which you have no connection is a very bold thing to do, and you have been very thorough in dealing with the issues that arose; in particular, that you have no background in Indian culture or languages, while your target group in some cases had difficulty with English. You overcame this by re-issuing your survey in Hindi, and went to the effort of researching several professional translation agencies before selecting one, and gave your reasons for doing so. This flexibility and attention to detail shines throughout the dissertation. A survey of this nature, which involves not only surveys but interviews with a group with whom you have no connection is challenging at the best of times – the fact that you persevered with this just as a pandemic hit, making face-to-face interviews very difficult, and modified your survey to include questions about your subjects’ reaction to online rituals is remarkable.

Your dissertation is well laid out. The introduction defines various terms, and uses secondary sources to put these terms into the context of your research. In particular, you address the thorny problem of the origins of jyotisa, and whether it had existed in an oral form prior to Ptolemy, and the consequences for future research on jyotisa. This also impacts on a cultural issue: namely, that Western academia places emphasis on the written record, and academic research based on oral traditions may be considered less credible, which may explain the limited research on jyotisa in the United Kingdom.

The literature review clearly lays out your methodology, and the problems arising from issues of translating from English to Hindi, and clearly states your own position in the insider/outside debate, as well as the challenges presented by Covid-19 arising during your research. The academic framework lays out your sources and definitions.
The research findings section summarised your findings, but this is the area of your dissertation that could have been strengthened. Some of the conclusions you present in this section are not obvious and sometimes appear contradictory. Given the very high percentage of subjects that gave no response, drawing conclusions by focusing on percentages of responses may not be statistically significant, and it would have been better to have focused more on the interview responses that provide a clearer insight. I was initially puzzled by some of the conclusions that you drew in this section, and your reasoning only became clear to me when I looked at Appendix 8 with the transcript of an interview. That interview put a lot of things into perspective, and would have been better if brought out in the main body of your dissertation.
The major source of confusion in the research findings section is that the questions you pose here don’t match the questions in your survey, and the question numbering in Appendix 1 doesn’t exactly match the question numbering in Appendix 4 (for example, question 7 has sections a, b, c, and d in Appendix 1, but the responses in Appendix 4 are labelled a to e, as you’ve split the original 7a into two). This results in confusion in the main body, where 7b in Appendix 1 corresponds to 7c in Appendix 4, and question 6 in the main body – and that question 6 in the main body seems confusing as it simply says ‘Please use this space to tell us which Divine God this is’ but without the context, so it’s not possible to see what the ‘this’ is in the question without referring to Appendix 4.

The conclusion is very well written and laid out, and summarises your findings well, demonstrates that you have contributed to this field, and offers a very good basis for further research.

Specific major points

The research findings section seems unclear on some points – in particular, the questions that you give in the tables don’t match the questions on the survey in Appendices 1 and 4, making your arguments hard to follow. I’ve itemised these below:

On p.39 you state that questions 1 and 2 seek to confirm or refute James’ definition that religious experience is the lived experiences of individual men in their solitude and with the divine. However, question 1 is simply about gender and question 2 about whether the subject had attended a collective puja. You may be taking James literally when he says ‘individual men’ – he was writing over a century ago, when the term ‘man’ often meant ‘person’, so you need to consider whether James was being gender-specific when he refers to ‘individual men’. For example, James states ‘Thus in the soul of man there is a justice whose retributions are instant and entire. He who does a good deed is instantly ennobled’ (William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (London: Longman and Green, 1902), p.32) – this seems to be a general statement, and implies that ‘he’ and ‘man’ do not necessarily mean a male in this context.

Question 2 asks if the subject has attended a collective puja, but without knowing why they attended this a positive response does not necessarily imply negate the idea that a religious experience is solitary. It could be, for example, that the religious experience of the subject is found in solitary practice, and that they see attending a collective puja as a community event rather than a religious experience. Further questioning is needed to find out.

The wording of question 3 may be ambiguous in that it doesn’t completely address your intention to see whether a ritual needs to take place in a sequestered location. A sequestered location isn’t necessarily a location that is quiet and far away from busy places. A temple is a sequestered location, but if it is full of people seeking the same thing it isn’t necessarily quiet, and it could be on a busy main road. Indeed, Turner’s own paper on the subject (Victor Turner, ‘Symbols in African Ritual’, Science 179 (1972), pp.1100-1105) does state that a ritual is done in a ‘sequestered place’ but goes onto describe that this can include songs, chanting and so on (p.1101), so his definition does not necessarily imply a quiet place. The very large number of non-responders to this question makes it very hard to draw any conclusions simply from the survey, which is why the interview responses are so important.

Question 6 seems very vague in the main body – it simply says ‘Please use this space to tell us which Divine God this is’, but the question in the survey itself is part of a much longer section (question 7 in the survey itself), which asks whether planets are represented by deities and which ones, whether they all derive from a single God and if so which one (this is the only part that you address in the main body), and to what extent events in life are pre-ordained. This also relates to the question in your main survey where you ask about feeling closer to God during a puja, and one’s connection to the universe. The responses you got from these two questions and listed in Appendix 4, are fascinating and could have been brought together in a paragraph, rather than the somewhat detached table 6 which simply addresses one area. For example, the responses taken as a whole indicated that of the few who responded to the question about planetary deities, nobody disagreed that planets were represented by deities, and when asked to expand on this one respondent said that planets were a force that affect lives on Earth; that out of the four who responded, all agreed to some extent that planets were born from one divine God and that the planets dictated one pre-ordained fate. Summarising these responses in the main body of your dissertation would have considerably strengthened your analysis of how divinity is perceived in Indian culture in Britain.

Question 7 in the main body is another where it was difficult to come to a firm conclusion based on the figures, since most respondents didn’t give a response to it, which means that you didn’t answer the question you posed, which was whether a religious experience necessitates witnessing a seemingly impossible event. In fact, you could have expanded on this a lot more. In the survey itself, this relates to question 9 where you have a number of questions – some concrete (curing illness, curing fertility issues) and some less concrete (connection with God, building karma, blessings). The three non-concrete examples fit in better with question 8 in the survey – about feeling close to God, connection to the universe and so on, so would have been better summarised in your previous summary (question 6 in the main body). You are quite correct that you can’t draw any firm conclusion about the ability to cure illness or fertility issues based on the figures in the response, as there were so many who didn’t respond, but the responses you got in Appendix 4 did indeed give not only give specific examples of a respondent believing this to have taken place, but that a large majority believed that attending a puja influenced – or could in the future influence – the outcome of such events. This is a really important finding, and would have been much better in the main body of the dissertation.

Your analysis section is good and brings all the threads together. As stated earlier, I think James’ use of the word “men” was intended to indicate people in general, in which case your statement that question 1 refuted ‘James’ encouragement to only focus on the information supplied by men’ may be a misunderstanding. However, that point aside, your summing up is excellent. Your observation of informant 18’s body language and a prolonged pause providing evidence of an ineffable experience is really quite inspired, and shows an added layer in doing interviews.

Other points

Your citations are generally very good, but please note that you should follow the instructions in the TSD Referencing Guide and use single quotes in a citation when giving the name of a paper or chapter, not double quotes.

Be careful when using terms that make a judgement that you back them up; for example, on p.11 you state that some astrologers consider Rahu and Ketu to be physical planets, ‘whereas contentiously others perceive them to be the imaginary points of intersection…’. Why is that latter view contentious?

Use CE and BCE when referring to ancient sources, not AD and BC (p.14), and when specifying ancient sources don’t leave it out – on p.29 you refer to ‘Anaxagoras of Clazomenae [circa 500-480]’ and you need to make it clear that this is 500-480 BCE.

On p.26 you say that ‘According to Fred Inglis, Clifford Geertz is considered to be a leading American anthropological theorist who was one of the first scholars to define culture’. This may be true, but given that you only cite Inglis to show why Geertz is a credible source you risk getting stuck in an infinite regress. If you feel the need to justify why Geertz is credible because Inglis says so, then who is Inglis and why is he a credible source? Since you only cite Inglis to back up why Geertz is credible, and don’t refer to him again, you don’t really need to mention Inglis (who, while an academic, far less frequently cited than Geertz), especially when the source you cite is a newspaper rather than an academic article.

Avoid use of the first person in general discussions; it’s fine when you’re discussing your role as an insider or outside, but on p.28 you say ‘For this, we need to turn to William James’, and on p.31 ‘Swinburne’s axioms… encourage us to continue reading James’ work’. This is a little informal for academic writing, and best avoided. Similarly, use the past tense when referring to authors. James is dead, so ‘James posits the idea that…’ (p.28) should really be ‘James posited the idea that…’. Even with living authors, the text itself would be in the past – so safest to stick with the past tense.

Check your singulars/plurals – on p.32 you have ‘criterion’ as a plural, and it should be ‘criteria’, and on p.37 you state ‘…Proudfoot argues that James’ criteria is wrong’, and this should be ‘criteria ARE wrong’. On p.39 you have ‘questions 1 and 2 seeks to confirm’.

Summary

This dissertation is well-written and well-argued, and opens up avenues for future research. Your combination of surveys and follow-up interviews has led to some excellent qualitative research on your part. The dissertation would have been even stronger had you focused on making your arguments more strongly based on interview responses that went into some depth, rather than trying to make them based on a numerical analysis of survey figures that had a low response rate.
This is an excellent dissertation, which presented you with a number of challenges that you overcame with skill and imagination, and has made a contribution to the study of jyotisa in the United Kingdom.
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Comments:

This is a very well written and clearly structured dissertation which pursues a very clear research question, one of great topical interest, considering contemporary concerns with diversity and inclusion. In fact, the research question tackles a subject which has been completely ignored, including by those who study Indian culture and Hinduism both in the UK, and in general.

The research examines the use of Navagraha, or nine planet, rituals within the Hindu population in the UK. There is no research into these in India although they appear to be practised in some temples in some areas, especially south India, But not in others. Their purpose is to actively engage with the planets in order to guarantee a beneficial future.

The dissertation examines these rituals within the framework provided by Victor Turner‘s theory of ritual, and William James’s theory of religious experience. The whole dissertation proceeds in a very logical manner which makes the students research process very easy to follow. There is a clear introduction which 
sets the academic rationale and accurately provides a basis for understanding the practice of Indian astrology. It includes discussion of issues of free will and fate which are necessary for understanding the ritual’s purpose.

Chapter 2 is a very clear account of the main secondary sources, but also, contrary to in the chapter title, consideration of the main primary sources. The methodology section is very clear and leads to a further section which expands on the concept of ritual in its different forms. It also considers religious experience, and asks whether of the Navagraha rituals can be defined, in Turner’s terms, as rituals. The whole discussion proceeds very carefully and with close attention to the secondary sources.

The research findings are set out very clearly in a table form. The results to individual questions are discussed in separate paragraphs. Again, the discussion includes reference to secondary sources and is characterised by an enquiring and critical attitude. The conclusion is clear, and tentatively affirms Turner’s view of ritual, as well as the main secondary sources on Indian astrology. However the data is insufficient to support James and Swinburne‘s theory of religious experience.

Overall the dissertation reaches a high standard of MA work. It is based in a critical examination of secondary sources. Reports on a research project which is carried out with integrity, relates its findings back to the secondary sources, and reaches a fair and balanced conclusion. Its tone throughout is critical and analytical.

The weakness in the whole project was the student’s status as a complete outsider. This made it very difficult to penetrate the Indian community. There may well have been trust issues, although there is no way of knowing. What we do know is there is that there were language issues. The result is that there is only one interview and a very small number of questionnaires, and many of the respondents appear not to have answered many of the questions.

However the student discusses these difficulties openly and honestly and in relation to related comments in the methodological literature. These  Difficulties therefore do not affect the grade. In actuality the student is to be commended for dealing with them openly.

I only have a few critical comments. I noted a few missing words and some unnecessary explanation (On page 13, surely the Brahmin are the Priestley cast, 

There is the occasional piece of unwonted speculation. For example on page 14, why does it imply that the use of oral history could compromise one’s scholarly reputation? has Swain been misunderstood on this point? Or did he misunderstand?

There are also occasional lapses of factual understanding. For example on page 11, it is not contentious to interpret the moon is north and south nodes as points of intersection between the paths of the sun and the moon.

There are also occasional points of repetition, as with the listing of the names of the planets in India.

However, all these minor criticisms could’ve been cleared up with a comprehensive final edit.

To summarise, this is an excellent piece of work which is well deserving of a distinction
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