


Scraping the Surface of Skanda Vale

‘We cannot live other people’s lives, and it is a bad piece of faith to try. We can but listen to what, in words, they say about their lives’ (Geertz, 1986, p. 73, as cited in Turner, 1992, p.1). The truth in Geertz’ words is undeniable when entering the field for the first time; even 5 miles from home,  one can find oneself in a completely alien environment, reliant on what information gleaned from the residents and observations of their activities. An old Russian proverb would warn us though against even Geertz’ advice; ‘Do not trust the word of your brother, but trust your own crooked eye’. I shall therefore try to refrain from making assertions, only build my own version of the truth from observations during my short experience at Skanda Vale and informal conversation with a few residents (all of whom were happy to impart their knowledge for the purposes of my piece), offering it as opinion rather than fact.
The discipline of anthropology has evolved somewhat over the years; once the study of the exotic, it is now the study of everything we (humans) interact with. Fieldwork has evolved in a very similar manner; with the help of scholars such as Malinowski, Edith and Victor Turner and many others, ethnography – most importantly participant observation - became the standard of practice for anthropologists hoping to make a name for themselves. As an undergraduate, Ingold wished to become the ‘Galileo of anthropology’ (2000, p.1), and we can be certain he was not the first and surely will not be the last.
In line with Ingold’s notion of what anthropology, and indeed ethnography’s goal really is (2014), this short narrative is intended to present the unknown as something a little more familiar. The reason for this is that I believe ethnography must serve a purpose, and not be what it is for the sake of it, and as a local, having known very little of Skanda Vale before my visit, except what everyone in the area knows - they have an elephant, and they practice Hindu based worship. 
Over the last half a century,  common denominators of religion and spirituality have changed rapidly, as can be seen in census results (most notably, almost a quarter of the population claimed to have no religion, up from 15% in 2001 – Office for National Statistics, 2015). There is much speculation into this ‘exodus’ from organised religion, and it is not to be mistaken as a move away from spirituality or belief altogether. Skanda Vale is a rare form of Ashram and has survived considerably longer than other Ashrams and ‘cults’ that were so popular across ‘The West’ in the 60s and 70s.
The main field of focus for my report will be to find the relevance of an Ashram in West Wales, its impact on the surrounding area, on the pilgrims it attracts each year and the residents of the Ashram themselves. Of course, this opens many avenues of research beyond the scope of my short stay there as a student. This paper should merely open a debate, drawing on my experience of the local area, as well as my experience as a novice or ‘pilgrim’ as I would be referred to in the Ashram. I will also endeavour to explain a little of the history of Gurus or Yogis and Ashrams in the UK (and ‘the West’), when, why and how their popularity grew; in other words, what made otherwise agnostic or atheist westerners with no history of ‘spirituality’ willing to give up their worldly possessions (often donated to their chosen Guru) and what relations Skanda Vale has with that movement.

Transcendental Meditation became widely popular in the early ’60s; Maharishi Mahesh Yogi made his goal to bring this ancient tradition of meditation to the masses in the West – A yogic practice previously only of interest to members of the Theosophical Society and other academic circles - into the foreground for a generation of new ‘seekers’ of spiritual connection and enlightenment. Celebrities such as the Beatles fast-tracked Maharishi’s popularity and made more accessible Maharishi’s proto philosophy and teachings which aimed to enable the novice to experience ‘divine’ consciousness as the true nature of the human mind – Absolute truth, boundless, unconditional love, peace, and the release from transient attachments and egocentric existence.
Skanda Vale was founded in 1973 by Guru Sri Subramanyam, a Sri Lankan by birth, from a wealthy background. A charismatic and humble man, according to all accounts, who claimed not to hold ‘beliefs’, but experienced life, through the divine. As a young man, he travelled the desolated warzones of WWII, eventually coming to London, where he set up a soup kitchen at home, working to feed the homeless and less fortunate. The founding of Skanda Vale did not happen upon him by chance; According to his own account, he was ‘visited’ many times in his life, eventually by the Lord Murugan himself, among other aspects of the divine such as Kali and Vishnu, which lead to the diversity of Temples at the Ashram. Often overlooked, however, especially by locals (I was unaware of this until recently) is the Christian aspect of this ‘cherry-picked’ creed. The Franciscan Monastic doctrines are undertaken by brothers and sisters of the Ashram, and passages such as the Lord’s Prayer are recited alongside Hindi ritual chanting. The vows of chastity, poverty and obedience, and the simplicity of life in the indoctrination of the Franciscan Order from which they derive their practice work well with the demands of the Guru. However, they are not values which are in the interest of the ‘locals’,  except where they might resonate with ‘traditional’ Christian teachings. Rather, family life, career, desire, comfort, wealth/posessions and social standing – ‘the ego’ – are generally of more importance.
Hinduism’s basic concepts form the basis of an animistic belief structure, which in its most basic forms such as Maori tradition, I would argue is more of an ontology than a religion. The uncountable deities, many of which are worshipped at Skanda Vale, are symbolised as the physical embodiments of the elements and very geography of the Saraswata(Universe) the forces of creation and our world, as part of the divine, which can be understood with or without acceptance of ‘greater beings’, as it is inclusive of the individual as part of that being (Harvey, 2006). 
For the residents, the history of Skanda Vale seems almost timeless, set into history as a cosmology, with the Guru Subramanyam as a deity himself. They say he has found enlightenment, and will not re-incarnate again, and also that they do not look to replace him with another ‘spiritual leader’, although, of the 5 members of the council of Swamis, it is clear that Suryananda is senior in many respects, and is the longest serving member of the Ashram. 
Daily pujas are held, punctuating the start and end of each day, as well as meals, the service of devotion to the divine, bhakti yoga; this is where we could make the connection to the teachings of Maharishi, though in this context it becomes a performed, collective ritual, concentrating on experiencing the divine. 
Founded by the Guru in 2004, Skanda Vale Hospice is just one portal by which the residents in the Vale offer their selfless service or karma yoga; this palliative care centre offers respite weeks, daytime treatments and care facilities, as well as training days for local care workers, all voluntarily and free of charge. Beyond the Hospice, Skanda Vale donates vast amounts of food each year to charitable causes. The resources for both the aforementioned come majoritively from the Asian community in Britain and further afield, yet the Hospice is used by locals, who may never have been to Skanda Vale itself and would not be described as ‘devotees’. 
The Peacemaker and the Pragmatic Local (Peterson, 2006)
Skanda – Another name of the Lord Muruga. Vale/ Vel - ‘…the Spear that pierces the ignorance of Humankind’ – Swami Suryananda. When translated, the chants in the prayer to Lord Murugan are not what you would expect of a faith looking to attain peace, truth and limitless love; among the 108 names of the divine are ‘commander of the armies of the divine’ and ‘Him who annihilates thieves’ among other suggestions of a violent, dominating and all-powerful nature. Peterson (2006) offers a philosophical theory which could be applied to this description of their Lord;
‘The peacemaker brings a sword, not peace. Peacemaking must be a vocation, and not an occupation. Peacemaking cannot be something that is done, by a peacemaker, but something that is, about the peacemaker. In his local environment, therefore, the peacemaker must be the man who has strived for peace, not victory – but he must also be the man who could attain victory, indisputably, if that was his desire’ P.6
‘…there is no transcendent for the pragmatic man. That means that the peacemaker has to be deeply idealistic. The pragmatic man regards the idealistic man, not unreasonably, as the slave of ideology, akin, in temperament, to the loser. This is neither surprising nor, locally, inaccurate. Among those who inhabit local environments, and lose, ideology beckons powerfully. The loser is highly motivated to develop an idealistic stance, antithetical to the local – to justify his loss to himself. This movement of bad faith makes him deeply unacceptable to the pragmatic man, the local winner.’ P.2
Philosophy can be dense and misleading, but what I am trying to convey here is the notion that for the divine to be a part of everything, he/she/it must be able to be all those things at once; something which is only possible once the ‘ego’ of the mind is removed, allowing consciousness of the divine to flow into one’s life; the peacemaker cannot be in existence without the pragmatism of the local. This notion of the peacemaker can be applied to the guru and his teachings to people who perhaps felt they needed more from life than just the material offerings of modern society, or who find that very same situation too much and desire a simpler version of life; ‘his ideals... must be greater than the reward of victory, or success’ (Peterson, 2006, p.2)
A Local’s Offerings
To assert a conclusion from such a short discussion would seem unfitting; to conclude is to end, and the story of Skanda Vel is far from an end.  Instead, further avenues of research and reporting are opened, as well as an opportunity for the reader to do some easy research and reflection of their own. It has not been my aim to report findings of a culture or religion, nor does it feel like my obligation to do so, I believe that is for the social scientists rather than the anthropologist.
The journey of this kind of ‘ethnography’ may not be as physically perilous as the great adventure Malinowski took to the South Pacific, yet I feel like it has found something that would, on first appearances, seem equally strange to the onlooker, until it is perspectivised. 
I used the Peacemaker and the Pragmatic Local as metaphors not only in the sense of the Guru and his mission and ‘the lord that is the divine’, but also in the context of the Anthropologist. It is difficult to stay objective in matters of religion, cultism and fetishism, and equally difficult when left to speculate as to people’s motives and ambitions to not come across as assuming. The anthropologist must, like the Lord Murugan and the Peacemaker, be all things at once; the participant, the observer, the objective and subjective, and sometimes the ‘pragmatic local’ also. I do believe that pragmatism and even cynicism are useful tools for research and debate, as with the correct motivations, can lead to more rigorous and thorough investigation and research methods.
During a handful of conversations at Skanda Vale, both in a group and one to one, it was hard to get particulars about what had brought residents there, why previous residents had left; any details of politics at all that they were happy to have publicised, which may have been helpful in further investigating relationships between Skanda Vale and the local population. I suspect that with more work, research and relationship building, these barriers could be broken down, bridges built etc, allowing the anthropologist to further understand the true workings of the Ashram, if of course, that is their desire – my experience of West Wales is that it is a retreat all of its own, where one can truly dwell (Ingold, 2000) and gain a level of disconnect from the outer world.
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