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Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology 
The importance and meaning of the sun to the daily practise of a cold water swimming group called the Dawnstalkers.
Steve McDonald
2325822@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

INTRODUCTION
Tim Ingold argues that our view of the world is altered by living most of our life indoors, inside and that we lack contact with the ‘outside’. [footnoteRef:1] He suggests this lack of contact leads to a view of the world as being full of distinct objects and things, all neatly separated by their surfaces. Whereas to live outside is to mingle with the elements, and through this mingling to understand that everything is in a constant state of flux, where “every being is destined to combine wind, rain, sunshine, and earth in the continuation of its own existence.” (Ingold 2007, p. S20) Clinical psychologist Mary Pipher puts it succinctly when she says, “everything is process and in process. We can hold on to nothing.”[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Ingold, T. 'Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather'. The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 13, (JSTOR, 2007) p. S19-S38. ]  [2:  Pipher, M. A Life in Light. (London: Bloomsbury, 2022)] 

Additionally Nicholas Campion points out that the sky has always held a sense of awe and wonder for humanity. [footnoteRef:3] He argues that there is potentially evidence going back 70,000 years that people “had the awareness to regard the sky as a source of meaning.” (Campion 2008, p. 5) This same regard for the sky can be traced through the megalithic building period, through the classical and medieval periods, and the renaissance. Thus do contemporary humans still seek a connection to the sky and the outside? [3:  Campion N. A History Of Western Astrology, Vol. 1. (London: Bloomsbury, 2008)] 


To explore this question I will examine the behaviour and beliefs of a cold water swimming group called the Dawnstalkers, of which I have been a member since its conception in 2021. This group meets daily at dawn at their local beach in Penarth on the South Wales coast, where they enter the sea together to greet the sun as it rises. This is followed by a hot drink from the mobile coffee cart in attendance to warm up and socialise before heading off to start their day. The group has been running for over 3 years and has become very popular. They regularly have 30-50 people in attendance, rising to approximately 100 on weekends and rising again to over 200 for solstices. They have over 20,000 followers on social media and have been featured in local and national media.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Dawnstalkers website <https://dawnstalkers.com/media-appearances/> [Accessed 2 April 2024]] 


This and many other cold water swimming groups started during the lockdowns of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the phenomenon has been widely documented. According to a Sport Wales article[footnoteRef:5] there was a 45% increase in open water swimming in 2021, with the main reasons for their popularity stated as being the health and wellbeing aspects of controlled cold exposure and the social gains of the group activity. When compared to other similar groups in the area the Dawnstalkers do seem to attract consistently higher numbers, ??? data would seem to suggest that other groups have in the region of 10-20 regular attendees. There could be several factors that might contribute to the group’s popularity such as its proximity to a city, ease of access, and the south-east orientation of the beach which allows the sunrise to be clearly observed throughout the year. There is also a professional photographer regularly in attendance who helps to drive social media exposure. The factor that will be investigated in this project is the daily synchronisation with the sunrise. [5:  Is 2021 the ‘year of open water?’ Sport Wales <https://www.sport.wales/media-centre/latest-news/is-2021-the-year-of-open-water/> [Accessed 3 April 2024]] 


The daily practise of the Dawnstalkers brings to mind the observations made by Carl Jung in regard to the behaviour of an African mountain tribe known as the Elgonyi.[footnoteRef:6] Every morning at sunrise they would leave their hut, breathe into their hand, then hold their palm up to the sun. When Jung asked them the meaning of this ritual they could not provide an explanation, their response was only “that is how it has always been done.” (Jung 1933, p. 153) By identifying that the tribe understood the sun as divine and the breath as spirit, Jung was able to offer the following explanation: [6:  Jung C. G. (1933) Modern Man in Search of Soul. (London: Routledge. 2001) p. 152-154] 


“The action means: I offer my living spirit to God. It is a wordless, acted prayer, which could equally well be spoken: “Lord, into thy hands I commend my spirit.” Does this merely happen so, or was this thought already incubated and purposed before man existed? I must leave this question unanswered.” (Jung 1933, p. 154)

There seems to be elements of the of Elgonyi ritual which share similarities with that of the Dawnstalkers. Going into the cold water could be seen and an act of surrender of self, and doing this before the sun as it rises could be seen as an acknowledgment of something greater than the self. If Plato’s[footnoteRef:7] conception of the universe as a harmonious whole of which we are all a part[footnoteRef:8] is correct, it could follow that if we are living out of harmony with that whole as Ingold suggests, then there may be something innate within us trying to bring us back into harmony. Something that Jung suggests may have been “purposed before man existed.” (Jung 1933, p. 154) [7:  Plato, Timaus, trans. by Robin Waterfield (Oxford University Press, 2008)]  [8:  Cadman, D. Principles of Harmony. (UWTSD, The Harmony Institute. 2017) <http://www.harmonyinitiative.net> ] 


It is beyond the scope of this project to attempt to answer a question which someone as esteemed as Jung left unanswered, but it would be of interest to establish if the behaviour of the Dawnstalkers did at least add to a body of evidence that perhaps pointed in this direction. As such the purpose of this project will be to investigate the importance of the sun in the daily practise of the group, and to understand what meaning or significance they might attribute to it. 


LITERATURE REVIEW

There have been many studies into the effects of cold-water immersion which have identified a range of physical benefits including improved recovery post exercise, treatment of inflammation, improved immune function,[footnoteRef:9] improved symptoms of asthma,[footnoteRef:10] for healthy ageing,[footnoteRef:11] and improved mental health.[footnoteRef:12] While the potential benefits are many, it would be prudent to mention that there are also hazards such as cold-water shock, hypothermia and drowning.[footnoteRef:13] There are also many documented benefits of being in the outdoors in general, an example of which is forest bathing (Shinrin-yoku) which has been shown to potentially improve people’s physical and psychological health.[footnoteRef:14] This is further backed up by MacKerron & Mourato who identify that people are generally happier in natural environments.[footnoteRef:15] While Bell & Phoenix et al[footnoteRef:16] and White & Elliot et al[footnoteRef:17] specifically look into the coast and other “blue spaces” such as rivers and lakes as environments which can provide benefits to health and wellbeing. [9:  Tipton, M. J. Collier, N. Massey, H. Corbett, J. Harper, M. Cold water immersion: kill or cure? Experimental Physiology, (2017-11), Vol.102 (11), p.1349]  [10:  Greenfield, K. Verling, W. Larcombe, T. Connett, G. J.  Case report: Open water swimming as a possible treatment for asthma Frontiers Media S.A; Frontiers in medicine, 2023-05, Vol.10]  [11:  Costello, L. McDermott, ML. Patel, P. Dare, J. ‘A lot better than medicine’ - Self-organised ocean swimming groups as facilitators for healthy ageing, Health & place, 2019-11, Vol.60, p.102212-102212, Article 102212]  [12:  Oliver, B. Cold water swimming for well-being. Journal of public mental health, 2021, Vol.20 (2), p.105-110]  [13:  Tipton, M. J. Collier, N. Massey, H. Corbett, J. Harper, M. Cold water immersion: kill or cure? Experimental Physiology, (2017-11), Vol.102 (11), p.1349]  [14:  Wen, Ye ; Yan, Qi ; Pan, Yangliu ; Gu, Xinren ; Liu, Yuanqiu. Medical empirical research on forest bathing (Shinrin-yoku): a systematic review. BioMed Central; Environmental health and preventive medicine, 2019-12, Vol.24 (1), p.70-70, Article 70]  [15:  MacKerron, G. Mourato, S. Happiness is greater in natural environments. Global environmental change, 2013-10, Vol.23 (5), p.992-1000]  [16:  Bell, S. L. Phoenix, C. Lovell, R. Wheeler, B. W. Seeking everyday wellbeing: The coast as a therapeutic landscape. Social science & medicine (1982), 2015-10, Vol.142, p.56-67]  [17:  White, M. P. Elliott, L. R. Gascon, M. Roberts, B. Fleming, L. E. Blue space, health and well-being: A narrative overview and synthesis of potential benefits. Environmental research, 2020-12, Vol.191, p.110169, Article 110169] 


The purpose of drawing attention to these studies is to give context to the project and to understand generally why people undertake this type of activity. The activity of the Dawnstalkers does provide these many potential benefits of cold-water immersion and of being in the outdoors, but it is the synchronisation of it with the sunrise that is one of its points of difference. To understand if this is a factor in the popularity of the group an examination of the attitudes and beliefs of its members towards the sun as a part of their activity will be undertaken. Émile Durkheim states that religion is “the communal cult and beliefs of a group, the expression of collective identity,”[footnoteRef:18] it is therefore on religious terms that the crux of this study will be framed.  [18:  Durkheim, Émile. Les formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse. Paris: Librairie Félix Alcan, 1912. p. 62] 


If it can be demonstrated that the group do see the sun and their activity around it as a connection to or symbol of something greater than themselves, then it could be that their behaviour constitutes what John P. Bartkowski terms “religious evocation,”[footnoteRef:19] that is a movement towards things that could be seen as sacred. Bartkowski explains that the reason for using this term and not “sacralisation” is that “such movement toward the sacred may be paradoxically coupled with counter-tendencies that reflect hesitancy, suspicion, or selective backpedalling with respect to sacred things.” (Bartkowski 2014, p. 365) This term would therefore seem appropriate when considering the behaviour and attitude of the Dawnstalkers framed against the backdrop of declining church attendance in the UK.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Bartkowski, J. P. Finding the Sacred in Unexpected Places: Religious Evanescence and Evocation. Review of religious research, 2014-09, Vol.56 (3), p.357-371]  [20:  Mission statistics: attendance still falling… but then came the pandemic. Church Times < https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2020/16-october/news/uk/mission-statistics-attendance-still-falling-but-then-came-the-pandemic> [Accessed 5 April 2024]] 


It is worth pointing out that while academically the term religion is used generally to describe the “beliefs of a group”, (Durkheim 1912, p. 62) it is a term that may well be rejected by participants due to “hesitancy” and “suspicion” (Bartkowski 2014, p. 365) they may hold towards such things. However, it is important that we continue to use this generalised term, as more explicit definitions may “divert our attention from information beyond the channels they cleave, and so choke off possibilities.”[footnoteRef:21] Participants may well describe themselves as spiritual but not religious. In this context the term religious is used to refer to traditional religions, while spirituality can be defined as being “about personal growth and gaining a proper understanding of one’s place in the cosmos.”[footnoteRef:22] We should also define the term sacred which The New Oxford Dictionary describes as “dedicated to a religious purpose.”[footnoteRef:23] The term religious here is used in an academic context, and for clarity will be used in this same context for the remainder of this paper.
 [21:  Saler, B. Conceptualizing Religion (Berghahn Books. 2000) p. 74]  [22:  Taylor, B. Dark Green Religion (University of California Press. 2010) p. 3]  [23:  The New Oxford Dictionary of English (Oxford University Press. 2001)] 

An example of what could be termed religious evocation is identified in a paper by Bartkowski & Swearingen[footnoteRef:24] where the authors call attention similarities between classical religion and the attitudes of environmentalists towards a natural spring. To frame the comparison, they draw on Mircea Eliade’s theory of sacred space[footnoteRef:25] and put forward a number of factors that can be used to identify such a space. Firstly, they suggest that these spaces are a “cultural construction” in that when a community defines a locale as a sacred space, then it becomes so to the members of that group. Secondly the space: [24:  Bartkowski, J. P. Swearingen, W. S. God Meets Gaia in Austin, Texas: A Case Study of Environmentalism as Implicit Religion. Review of religious research, 1997-06, Vol.38 (4), p.308-324]  [25:  Eliade, M. The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion. (New York: Harper and Row. 1961)] 

“provides nodal access to what is perceived as transcendent or ultimate reality… is communal (i.e., enabling residents to feel integrated into the community in which they live) and demarcative (i.e., providing the residents' locale with a unique identity in contrast to surrounding communities). (Bartkowski & Swearingen 1997, p. 310)
Finally, the authors identify that sacred spaces are often “founded upon outstanding natural landmarks such as mountains, valleys, rivers, and natural springs.” (Bartkowski & Swearingen 1997, p. 310) They point out that spaces which “combine land and water are deemed especially important because the latter has historically been thought to provide the means for individual purification and group sanctification.” (Bartkowski & Swearingen 1997, p. 310)

The attitudes of the environmental group in Texas studied by Bartkowski & Swearingen appear to fit into what Bron Taylor describes as “dark green religion.” (Taylor 2010) To be defined as such any group or movement would need to display a “general impulse to perceive nature as sacred, valuable as a whole as well as in its parts, but also imperilled and in need of reverent care.” (Taylor 2010, p. 41) Examples he puts forward are environmental groups, the attitudes of surfers towards nature, how Disney films and David Attenborough documentaries cultivate an attitude of care towards the natural world, and global organisations such as UNESCO.

Expanding on the term religious evocation it would be worth drawing on the work of Rupert Sheldrake who identifies several spiritual practises that are “compatible both with a secular way of life and also with a religious way of life.” [footnoteRef:26] These practises have been demonstrated to “confer benefits that include better physical and mental health, less proneness to depression, and greater longevity.” (Sheldrake 2017, p.20) The practises he identifies are meditation, gratitude, connecting with more-than-human nature, relating to plants, rituals, singing and pilgrimages. Furthermore, greeting the sun in the morning is specifically cited as an example of a practise that helps connect to more-than-human nature. (Sheldrake 2017, p.91) [26:  Sheldrake, R. Science and Spiritual Practise. (Hodder & Stoughton. 2017) p. 20] 






METHODOLOGY

The first part of the research question is to establish the importance of the sun to the members of the group. Initially a questionnaire will be used to “provide evidence of patterns amongst large populations.”[footnoteRef:27] This will be created online and distributed to the community’s WhatsApp group allowing responses gathered quickly. The questionnaire will be structured into four sections, firstly demographic data including gender, age and beliefs will be gathered to give context to the results. The second section will ask how long the participant has been attending the group, how regularly they attend and how far they travel. This will help understand how embedded they are within the group. The third section will establish the importance of the sun against the other benefits of the activity as established in the literature review. This will be in the form of a Likert scale from 0 to 5 which can be “used to discover strength of feeling or attitude towards a given statement.”[footnoteRef:28] Participants could indicate the same score for every option on the scale so another question will be included asking them to rank each benefit in order of importance. To ensure a full understanding how important the sunrise is to participants they will also be asked how different the experience might to be if they were to meet at a time of day other than dawn. In the fourth section the questionnaire will move from quantitative questions to qualitative, seeking to “examine people’s experiences in detail.”[footnoteRef:29] This will help understand the meaning they might attribute to the activity, thereby beginning to answer the second part of the research question. This section will ask participants to explain why entering the sea at sunrise is important, how it makes them feel, if it holds any spiritual significance or meaning for them and what difference the activity makes to their day-to-day lives. Participants will also be invited to share any subjective experience or quale they may have had as part of the activity. A copy of the questionnaire is included in appendix 1 for reference. [27:  Kendall A. King and Nancy H. Hornberger. Research Methods in language and education, 2nd Edition. (Springer, 2008)]  [28:  Bell, J. Waters, S. Doing Your Research Project, 7th Edition (Open University Press, 2018) p. 196.]  [29:  Hennink, M. Hutter, I. Bailey, A. Qualitative research methods (Sage, 2020) p. 10.] 


At the end of the questionnaire participants will be invited to share their name and contact details should they be willing to be invited for an interview. The interviews will be informal, allowing interviewees to elaborate on answers they have already given in the questionnaire. The purpose of which is to “follow up ideas, probe responses and investigate motives and feelings,” (Bell & Waters 2018, p. 210) giving deeper insight and understanding of why the activity is important to them. 

Having been a member of this group since its conception it would be of benefit to draw on my experiences over that time by including an autoethnographic element. This will aim to understand and document the different structures, beliefs and practises that make up the community, what Clifford Geertz refers to as a “thick description.”[footnoteRef:30] Drawing on experiences from before fieldwork is undertaken is described by Brady & Bird as “pre-fieldwork fieldwork.”[footnoteRef:31] This is an extension of Anthony Cohen’s term “post-fieldwork fieldwork”[footnoteRef:32] which he uses to recognise that “fieldwork occurs both in the field and beyond it” (Brady & Bird 2013, p.2) and which will inevitably shape the project’s conclusions. [30:  Geertz, C. (1973). The Interpretation of Cultures. (New York: Basic Books. 1973) p. 10]  [31:  Brady, B. & Bird, A. A Niche Degree: a case study of an MA (in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology). DISKUS, Teaching and Learning. (2013)]  [32:  Cohen, A. P. 'Post-fieldwork fieldwork'. Journal of Anthropological Research, 48, (1992) p. 339-354.] 


My association with the group for over three years means that I am very much an insider. This can be advantageous in that I am known and trusted by the community, meaning people will hopefully be willing to engage with the project and feel uninhibited in sharing their thoughts and experiences. The disadvantage of this insider position is that as I need "constant awareness and assessment of the researcher's own contribution to and influence on the researcher’s participants and findings.”[footnoteRef:33] I am aware that over the time of my association with the group I have developed my own ideas as to why it has become popular and that "projection and pre-empting outcomes can prejudice research."[footnoteRef:34] I need to ensure that I set my own pre-conceptions aside and allow the responses of the participants to lead and shape the conclusions of the project. [33:  Collins, D. H. Fieldwork and Fieldwork Methods lecture. Researching Contemporary Cosmologies. (UWTSD, 2024)]  [34:  Collins, D. H. Observation as a Qualitative Method lecture. Researching Contemporary Cosmologies. (UWTSD, 2021)] 



FINDINGS

The questionnaire was distributed to a WhatsApp group containing 326 members who have attended Dawnstalkers at least twice, 51 responses were received representing a return rate of 16%. A sample size calculator[footnoteRef:35] suggested a figure of 57 participants to achieve a 90% confidence level that results are within 10% of the actual data. There may however be several WhatsApp group members who are no longer active or may only attend sporadically so would be less likely to engage in the questionnaire. As such the sample size of 51 is considered adequate. Of those who responded 78% were women and 22% were men, this is in line with the make-up of the WhatsApp group where the gender split seems to be approximately 80% female and 20% male. With regards to the age of participants 11% were over 60, 35% were aged 50-59, 22% aged 40-49, 22% aged 30-39, and 10% aged 18-29. 69% of participants indicated attendance of the group for more than 2 years, and 67% indicated that they attend at least twice a week. These factors would seem to suggest that a good number of the core group members have responded, and a study of the beliefs and attitudes of the sample can be taken as indicative of the whole.  [35:  Sample Size Calculator. <https://www.qualtrics.com/blog/calculating-sample-size/> [Accessed 15 April 2024]] 


When it came to beliefs 31% of participants indicated that they are Christian, 24% that they are atheist, 24% agnostic and 4% Buddhist. Allowing for variation due to the small sample size when compared to the population of the country, these figures do generally follow the Office of National Statistics data for England and Wales.[footnoteRef:36] Nearly all of those who declined to indicate a belief from the available options described themselves as spiritual, representing 16% of the sample. [36:  Religion, England and Wales: Census 2021 <https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/religion/bulletins/religionenglandandwales/census2021> [Accessed 15 April 2024]] 


The role of the sunrise would seem to be vitally important to the Dawnstalkers given the word “dawn” is included in the group name. To quantify how important we can look at the results of the Likert scale where “to see the sunrise” received an average score of 4 out of 5. This is compared to 4.4 out of 5 for the mental health benefit, 4.2 for connecting to nature, 4 for the physical benefit and 4 for connecting to a community. When asked to rank the benefits, participants generally placed mental health first, physical health second, connecting to nature third, connecting to a community fourth, and seeing the sunrise fifth. However, these rankings do not give the full picture as when the benefits are scored using Ranked Choice Voting (RCV) methodology the differences between them are marginal. (See figure 1)
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Figure 1: Dawnstalker benefits ordered using RCV 
(Each time an option is ranked first it scores 5 points, ranked second it scores 4 points, third 3 points, fourth 2 points and fifth 1 point. The points are then added to give a total score for each option.)


When asked if it would make a difference to the experience if the activity were to take place at a time of day other than dawn, 80% of participants said yes and indicated that the difference would be a negative one. These results seem to show that though seeing the sunrise is ranked slightly below the other benefits of the activity it is a crucially important component. This suggests that the members of the group do still seek a connection with the sky and the outside.

An analysis of the more qualitative style questions posed in the questionnaire will help gain an understanding of what meaning the members of the group attribute to the activity. The ideas that came up most frequently were firstly that watching the sunrise underlined that the previous day was done, and any negativity associated with it was gone, the new day was a new beginning offering a fresh start or a reset which gave hope. Secondly, they were struck by the beauty or awe of the experience which often led to feelings of gratitude and humility. Thirdly the participants regularly described the experience as special, magical, or spiritual. Several participants made the comparison between this activity and that of cold-water immersion at other times of day or in different locations, and they said that other times and locations didn’t feel as special or have the same magic. A few participants went further still in stating that they felt it was the blend of the sunrise, the cold water and the community that created such a special experience. Other strong ideas that came through from these questions were that the experience was meditative and helped participants feel peaceful, grounded and calm. It gave some strength and confidence, and others a sense of achievement which helped set a positive tone for the day, making them feel happy and alive. Many also commented on a sense of connectedness, be that with the community, with nature or with something bigger that Rupert Sheldrake describes as the more-than-human world. (Sheldrake 2017, p. 64)

Five interviews were carried out, the purpose of which was to expand more fully on what made the experience special or magical, and how they understood the connection to the more-than-human world. People with a range of beliefs were selected to gather varying points of view. For some the connection was to an infinitely vast universe and the realisation that we are so small, which led to humility but at the same time gave a sense of freedom. Others saw the cosmos as being all energy, and connecting to it gave them a boost but also the feeling that they were flowing with it. Others still saw the beauty in the sunrise as a reflection of the beauty of the Creator and the experience helped them feel more connected to Him. Each individual seems to derive their own unique meaning from the activity shaped by previously held attitudes and beliefs.  

These descriptions of the experience mean that the sea front in Penarth at sunrise does become a sacred space for the members of group as defined by Bartkowski & Swearingen. That is, it provides a nodal point in which to access or connect to the more-than-human world, it is communal, and it provides the group members with a unique identity. (Bartkowski & Swearingen 1997, p. 310) However group members did seem to suggest that the locale did not hold the same sacredness at other times of day, indicating that it is the time as well as the place that is sacred to them. 

Defining the sacred space demonstrates that among the Dawnstalkers there is a “general impulse to perceive nature as sacred.”  (Taylor 2010, p. 41) In addition they have collaborated with Surfers Against Sewage to raise awareness of water quality issues, and with support from the group one member has also successfully campaigned local government to regularly test the water quality. This demonstrates that the group sees nature as “imperilled and in need of reverent care,” (Taylor 2010, p. 41) thereby fulfilling the definition of a dark green religion.

The list of spiritual practises identified by Rupert Sheldrake that are “compatible both with a secular way of life and also with a religious way of life,” (Sheldrake 2017, p.20) are given as meditation, gratitude, connecting with more-than-human nature, relating to plants, rituals, singing and pilgrimages. Of these, the activities of this group seem to demonstrate meditation, gratitude, connecting to more-than-human nature and if getting in the sea to greet the sun as it rises can be seen as such, rituals can also be included.

The sacred space, dark green religion, and spiritual practise of the Dawnstalkers all mean that the group could be defined on religious terms. The person that founded the group is quoted as saying jokingly, “my wife always thought that I might one day join a cult, but she never thought I would start one!” Indicating that the group does recognise the religious nature of what they do. Interviewees were all also asked how they felt about the group being defined on religious terms, and all indicated that they could understand why it would be. However, as religion can be defined as the “communal… beliefs of a group”, (Durkheim 1912, p. 62) and as already identified the beliefs are all unique to the individual and therefore not communal, it becomes difficult to define the group as such. They do not have any formalised agenda, or code of beliefs that any new member would need to adhere to, so it is difficult to define what the communal beliefs of the group are. The closest thing they have to a membership list is the WhatsApp group which any individual can join after having attended twice. On joining the WhatsApp group new members are sent a welcome message which states “This is Swim Club - we organise swim times, say tide times & sunrises - maybe the odd photo… A considerable amount of cold riddled delirious banter! We aim not to be offensive & be an inclusive community rabble of weirdo humanoids from another planet - taking it day by day mostly just trying not to fuck it up! The cold madness starts… now!” This is the closest thing that could be identified with a communal belief or purpose for the group which can be summarised simply as we swim at sunrise, and we try to be good.

The group seems to display a playfully subversive nature as demonstrated by the WhatsApp welcome message and their branding and public communications having a pirate theme. There is also the lack of a formalised communal belief or rules, and my observation has been that any attempt to create one has been met with hesitancy or even resistance. These features could be explained by a desire in the group to push back on what they might see as the formality of traditional religions. The lack of communal belief also brings a freedom for the activity to mean to the individual whatever they want it to mean, making it inclusive, and suggesting that this could be a deliberate decision. 

It appears that the beliefs of individual group members fall into what William James terms “private religion,” that is “the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual[s] in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine.”[footnoteRef:37] Though Dawnstalkers is a community, when people go into the water the sounds of screaming, swearing and deep breathing to cope with the cold, give way to silence as they turn inward. At this moment the experience becomes a very private one as they contemplate it in the context of whatever cosmological beliefs they hold. In essence here is identified an activity that can be described in religious terms but is at the same time inclusive of all beliefs. [37:  James, W. (2004). The Varieties of Religious Experience. (New York: Barnes & Noble, p. 39] 


Other religions that come to mind which are accepting of all beliefs are Theosophy and Freemasonry but these examples are formalised, Theosophy seeks to understand through study,[footnoteRef:38] Freemasonry is dedicated to service.[footnoteRef:39] There is no formalisation and no well defined deep purpose in the Dawnstalkers, they seek only to be, that is to be present, to be grounded and just to experience that connection with community, the outdoors and the cosmos. It’s beauty and draw is its simplicity. [38:  The Theosophical Society in England & Wales. < https://theosophicalsociety.org.uk> [Accessed 18 April 2024]]  [39:  United Grand Lodge of England. < https://www.ugle.org.uk/discover-freemasonry/what-is-freemasonry> [Accessed 18 April 2024]] 



CONCLUSION

This project has found that the members of the Dawnstalkers do seek a connection to the sky and the outside, and that they do attribute deep and profound meaning to it. This meaning cannot be defined on a communal level as it varies between individuals depending on their pre-existing system of belief, and therefore forms part of a “private religion.” The group creates the space to allow for this by not having any formalised set of beliefs or purpose beyond “we get in the sea at sunrise, and we try to be good.” For this reason it is difficult to define the group on religious terms using Durkheim’s definition of religion as being the “communal… beliefs of a group.” (Durkheim 1912, p. 62) However, it can be demonstrated that the group has created a sacred space, (Bartkowski & Swearingen 1997, p. 310) that they fall into Taylor’s definition of a dark green religion, (Taylor 2010, p. 41) and they demonstrate many of the spiritual practises that Sheldrake describes as being “compatible both with a secular way of life and also with a religious way of life.” (Sheldrake 2017, p.20) It’s my belief that the creation of this sacred space based around sunrise and allowing members to experience it on their own terms is what has contributed to the group’s popularity.
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APPENDIX 1

Questionnaire

The Dawnstalkers and the Sun

Dear Dawnstalker

This questionnaire has been designed to try and establish how important a role the sun plays for you as a member of this group, to try and gain an understanding of how it makes you feel and what it means to you. This research project is a part of an MA course I am studying in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology at the University of Wales Trinity St David.

I hope that you will enjoy answering the questions. Your information will be treated in confidence, so please express your responses as honestly as possible. Feel free to ignore any question(s) you do not wish to answer. If you are happy to be contacted for a follow up interview, please leave your name and contact number at the end of the questionnaire. Personal information will not be shared. 

1. Gender
Male �  Female � Non-binary� Other ____________

2. Age
18-29� 30-39� 40-49� 50-59� 60-69� 70-79� 80+�

3. Your beliefs
Atheist� Agnostic� Christian� Muslim� Jewish� Hindu� Buddhist� Sikh� Other ____________

4. If you don’t feel that your belief system fits into one of the above categories, please say a few words to describe what you do believe. (For example: “practising astrologer” or “spiritual but not religious”) 
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________

5. How long have you been attending Dawnstalkers?
Over 3 years�  2-3 years�  1-2 years�  6-12months�  3-6months�  1-2 months� Less than 1 month�

6. How often do you attend Dawnstalkers?
Daily�    Every other day�   Twice a week�   Once a week�   Fortnightly�   Monthly�   Less than monthly�

7. How far do you travel to attend Dawnstalkers?
Less than 1 mile�   1-5 miles�    6-10 miles�    11-20 miles�    20-30 miles�   More than 30 miles�

8. Please score 0-5 against each to indicate how important you consider it to be with 5 being very important and 0 being not important at all.		
· Physical health benefits of cold water immersion	0	1	2	3	4	5
· Mental health benefits of cold water immersion	0	1	2	3	4	5
· To feel connected to a community			0	1	2	3	4	5
· To feel connected to nature				0	1	2	3	4	5
· To see the sunrise					0	1	2	3	4	5
· For the great coffee					0	1	2	3	4	5

9. Please also rank the categories in order of importance to you:
· Physical health benefits of cold water immersion
· Mental health benefits of cold water immersion
· To feel connected to a community
· To feel connected to nature
· To see the sunrise
· For the great coffee

10. If the Dawnstalkers met at a time of day other than dawn, do you think it would make a difference to the experience? (Please disregard life commitments such as your job when considering this question.)
Yes� No�

11. If Yes, please try and describe why this would be the case.
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________

I have included a photo and a few quotes for inspiration. Please read them and take a few moments to consider your own experiences while “dawnstalking”.

[image: A sunset over water with people in the water

Description automatically generated]
“We need to be reminded sometimes that a sunrise lasts but a few minutes. But its beauty can burn in our hearts eternally.” – R.A. Salvatore
“Sunrise looks spectacular in the nature; sunrise looks spectacular in the photos; sunrise looks spectacular in our dreams; sunrise looks spectacular in the paintings, because it really is spectacular.” – Mehmet Murat Ildan
“I wanted everybody to see a sunrise and be knocked out by the miracle of it, the world being created every morning.” – Mordicai Gerstein
12. Please try to describe your own thoughts, feelings or emotions while watching the sunrise.
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________

13. Does watching the sunrise have a spiritual significance or meaning to you?
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________

14. Please feel free to share any other experiences you might have had related to your activities as part of this group.
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________

15. How do you think having these experiences makes a difference to your day-to-day life?
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________

If you would be happy to be interviewed to elaborate more fully on your answers in this questionnaire, please enter your contact details below.

16. Name: _________________________________

17. Contact Number: _________________________


Thank you for your time. Once the paper has been written I will send a link out to the group for anyone who might like to read the results.
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