“A bunch of weirdos”? 
Exploring community identity in the Ashram community of Skanda Vale
In this small-scale case study of the Ashram community of Skanda Vale I aim to look into the way a community identifies itself using a mixture of participant observation and interview techniques. Findings suggest that perhaps community is not the concrete term it often seems, and its identification is possibly more in the cultural decisions of its members than in any specific features. 

Introduction
What does community mean to the people within it? How do we identify a community? Anthropologists frequently use the word community. “An indigenous community”, “The academic community”, “The community I worked with.” It seems to have a huge variety of contexts. When I went to the Ashram community of Skanda Vale, a group who, on their own website, label themselves “the community” (Skanda Vale, n.d.), I wanted to know what this term means to the people it describes. 

One theory about community identity is the “communities of practice” theory (Wenger and Lave, 1991) explaining how a community can form around shared passions, practice and learning. Although elsewhere, Lave (1988) cautions against analysing only communities as a whole without respect for the individuals involved, which seemed an important point as “Existence is not an individual affair” (Barad, 2007, P.ix)  but is seen through a personal lens. Another, less anthropocentric, way to analyse a group’s identity would be to look at it from a new materialities perspective (See, Ingold 2010 , Barad 2003 , Latour 2005 and others), acknowledging that humans are not alone in having agency in life and thus analysing the role of human interactions with nonhuman forms in their social relations. 

With the current problems that humanity faces causing more and more political and social groups to form and more and more “collective action” (Taylor and Vaughan, 2018) to be called for. Not to mention the huge power of the internet to create communities that never would have existed without it (Peterson and Wilson, 2002) research on community, no matter what the scale, seems timely. 

Methodology
Our class of eight were given the opportunity to spend a full day at Skanda Vale doing participant observation and conducting interviews. 
The method of participant observation is invaluable to anthropologists because “participation through shared action brings vital insights and instrumental acceptance’’ (Okely, 1983, P.77). I took notes of what I observed and later interpreted them, which helped me remember what I had observed, although interpreting them after the research was over might have caused me to cast judgement “upon them [the experiences] through a retrospective conversion of the learning” (Ingold, 2014, P.386)

Alongside this, I used interviews to “work with informants to produce a cultural description” (Spradley, 1979, P.25). These interviews were mostly semi structured with me having a list of question ideas but also allowing the interviewee to direct the conversation as they chose to. I felt that this was a good method to have some similarity of topic in my results but also to allow for the difference in each individual’s experience. I asked all my interviewees for informed consent and offered them all anonymity as recommended in the ASA ethics guidelines (2018).  

I also kept a reflexive journal during in order to, work “with the notion of creating transparency” (Ortlipp, 2008, P.695). This has become important due to what has been called the “interpretive crisis” in anthropology (Denzin, 1994, cited in Ortlipp, 2008, P.695). Behind this, is the idea that a researcher brings with them certain “baggage” (past experiences, values, etc.) that might affect their research but would not normally be visible to the audience of their work. It is also a tool for making the researcher more aware of what they’re bringing into the field with them in the hopes that it might have less of an effect on their research.

As the fieldwork trip was only a day long, I would argue that we didn’t time to build a strong relationship with the people at Skanda Vale and so I do not feel that I can make definitive statements in answer to my questions because fieldwork experiences are “mediated by and constituted through the fieldworker’s relationships” (Amit, 2000, P.1). However, I will use theories and observations to get some ideas about how we might be able to describe community. This means that I also feel uncomfortable using the word “data” in relation to my research findings due to its correlation to facts, which I certainly cannot say that I have found. Thus, I will discuss only research findings, theories and ideas. 

My “findings”
Through my observation and interviews I developed a few different perceptions of the community at Skanda Vale. Here I will discuss these different ideas.

A community of crossed paths.
One of the first things that struck me about Skanda Vale was how it was a meeting place between different communities. The residents of the Ashram are mostly European, but most of their worship is from Sadhana which is an element of Hinduism originating in India. They live in rural west Wales where most of the locals are farmers and have a hospice serving this local group which they set up using money from mostly Hindu pilgrims and national lottery grants (which means that the money came through the hands of the huge amount of people who buy lottery tickets all over Britain) (The National lottery community fund, 2014). For me, this seemed like an example of actor network theory (Latour, 2005) in that it demonstrates the way that the culture Skanda Vale is “assembled” by a huge network of people, objects and cultures. 
Although generally the idea of Skanda Vale seems out of place, not fitting in particularly with locals or surroundings (a temple with golden spheres on top seems particularly odd in the Welsh Valley), it doesn’t seem, like Mary Douglas’ “matter out of place” (1966, P.36), dirty or out of order. One of the monks, when talking about relations with the locals, said that the Skanda Vale community were “a bunch of weirdos” (Field notes, 27/03/2019) clearly stating that they were out of place, and yet it seemed to me to be in its place. This suggests to me that perhaps they perform their culture (Butler, 1988) in a way that just about fits with multiple groups and thus are never quite “matter out of place” in another community but neither are they matter in its rightful place. 

A community of substance.
Another thing that seemed to bring the community of Skanda Vale together is that they are made up of the same substances. They are in the same environment, experiencing the same people, breathing in the same air and eating the same food. The theory that eating brings people together is called commensality. It states that Individuals who share meals “are thus made – both socially and corporeally – as kin, even though they may not share the other substance more commonly associated with kinship, blood.” (Abbots, 2017, P.35). I found the idea of commensality interesting in relation to Skanda Vale for two reasons. The first is that all food is blessed in the Prasad Puja which “raises its vibrations” (Field notes, 27/03/2019) and also acknowledges that the sustenance was given to them by God and thus that by eating it they are eating the divine and are thus made of the divine. This relates to ideas expressed in new materialist ethnographies of eating that “the bodies of eaters materially bind with the bodies they ingest” (Attala, 2019, P.48). 
Thus, as I wrote in my journal:
If you are living in a world which is entirely made of the divine then eating means you are connected to the divine in a physical way, not just in a spiritual way. (Research journal, 30/03/2019) 

The other way that food sharing was interesting is that it showed me a bit about the relationships between the community and the pilgrims that come in and out of it which interested me a lot as can be seen in my research journal. 
I noticed that the Monastic community did not, however, eat with the visitors and pilgrims, to me this made it seem, that perhaps corporeally and spiritually pilgrims could be a part of this community, but socially they were not kin to the residents. (Research journal, 30/03/2019)


A community of Spiritual practice.
Having read the theory about communities of practice I could apply aspects of this to the way Skanda Vale approaches its spirituality. There were the newer members (and to some extent the pilgrims) who were less central, learning from the more central members in their shared spiritual practice. So, in a sense, there were “newcomers and old-timers” (Lave and Wenger, 1991, P.29) learning in a shared “community of knowledge and practice” (Lave and Wenger, 1991, P.29).
However, I would say that the community at Skanda Vale is more than a community of practice because they not only share spiritual practice but they live together. One Swami (the spiritual leaders of the community) described it as “a family who want to serve higher human values” (Field notes, 27/03/2019) which is more than just sharing an activity or even a belief system.


A community that wanted to be there.
Another thing I noticed about Skanda Vale was that the place had intention. It is a place “for people to experience God” and “a place of pilgrimage” as I wrote in my research journal. It was a place which many of my interviewees said that they “fell in love with”. This seems to give the place and intentions a sort of agency in the formation of the community because it attracts people to it (Bennett, 2004). 
Perhaps the nature of Skanda Vale was not just about the interactions between different people and animals but also between the inhabitants and their home (with its physical and spiritual aspects), between it and the rest of the world. It seemed to me, that community could be a sort of hyperobject: something we can think about and study but can’t really define or see (Morton, 2015). There were so many aspects that made up Skanda Vale and I don’t believe any one of them is “the community” itself.  

To conclude, the identity of community that I found at Skanda Vale was mismatched and could be seen in many different lights. Haynes states that “In essence community only exists when it is imagined to exist by those who want to belong to it.” (2016, P.152) and my research findings seem to agree, whether the people fall in love with the place and want to belong there, whether they find divinity and spirituality that give them more meaning in life, for whatever reason, the people at Skanda Vale want to be and belong there and that is what I really saw. 
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