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Researching Contemporary Cosmologies module, Assignment 2: 

Project 3: Living with the sky (Daily Life).

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’.
 Additionally, Nicholas Campion points out that the sky has always held a sense of awe and wonder for humanity.
 Thus, do contemporary humans still seek a connection to the sky and the outside? The purpose of this research activity is to ascertain the meaning of sky to people and the effects of its current and potential usage. Taking into consideration the volume of star myths, calendrical roles and spiritual significance within ethnic minority traditions, this paper will explore the meaning of sky/space as a possible sacred space or location of significant cultural heritage.

The data, revealed a surprising result which highlighted the need for further investigation into space legislation and conservation matters.

Academic Rationale 
This research activity is also to ascertain whether or not people may have a need to draw on the sky for spiritual meaning as Lane suggests ‘It is as if the Human psyche were continually feeling along the surface of a great rock face, in search of the slightest fissure, a discontinuity that might afford entry beyond the rock to a numinal reality which both underlay and transcended the stone façade’.
 

The paper will raise questions such as: 

In what way, if any, does current use of sky/space affect their personal meaning of it? 

Do they feel that current international space and aerospace law accommodate their cultural traditions and beliefs? 

What do people feel about the current uses of the sky in respect to space programmes and space tourism?

Literature Review 
In order to compare my data and research with the project question I have drawn upon the writings of Lane, who in Landscapes of the Sacred suggests that humans have an innate sense of longing for the numinal.
 Lane’s assertions appear to be complimentary to Campion’s observations of the positive effects of the sky on people. I have also drawn upon Tilley in A Phenomenology of Landscape for a number of points regarding how humans perceive the world around them and the impact of a place on the foundational levels of humans on an individual and communal level.
 Tilley, also complimentary to Lane and Campion asserts that humans need to create a connection between themselves and the perceivable world around them and that perception is perhaps a key function of translating the world without and within the human body. Hagar and Lankford both provide insight into the importance of the sky to all cultures and how the stars have functioned as a working model for the systems which societies have built upon. In Ethical Implications of Astrophotography and Stargazing, Hagar reminds us of the how our very ancestry lies in the stars and that space is not only a place which provides a guide or inspiration to life it has also been the very source of life for us and one which we might do well not to forget.
 In Reachable Stars, Patterns in the Ethnoastronomy of Eastern North America, Lankford describes the importance of the stars for the people of the Americas. How various cultures in both America and South America have founded their agriculture, their wisdom and spiritual teachings with star myths and rituals and how the observation of the stars was central to society. I have applied the writings when assessing the data indicating those who use the stars, their comments on how the stars make them feel and their opinions about how the sky and space is currently being used and governed.


I have also drawn upon several documents of space legislation such as the UK Space Industry Act 2018 and the Outer Space Treaty 1967 to consider how the sky and space is currently governed and what is covered by policy and what is omitted. Campion provides a useful source of study on the creation of policy and ethics in Adventures in Space: Harmony, Sustainability and Environmental Ethics.

I have later returned to Tilley who comments on how, if there is inequality in a communal setting there also runs the risk of exploitation as he talks about the power of places.
 This is in conjunction with the writings of Turgot who, as a Newtonian, wrote a philosophical review about what human progress is. 


Finally, for my methodology I have leaned mainly upon the writings of Henninck, Hutter and Bailey who have written an in-depth study of qualitive research and the importance of perspective and how it effects the data when recording and translating material.
 This has helped to keep focus on the importance of understanding the perspectives of the participants and the effects of my own perspectives and any translation I may make in relaying their responses. 

Methodology 
This research was intended to be drawn on data gathered by a mixed method approach consisting of a questionnaire by which participants will voluntarily undertake to complete and a series of semi-structured interviews conducted from a selection of questionnaire participants who voluntarily elected to participate. As Bryman states ‘One reason for the employment of a variety of techniques is that it allows inferences or ‘leads’ drawn from one data source to be corroborated or followed up by another’. The interviews were to be conducted with the intention that they assist in the collection of qualitative material with which a greater understanding of ‘meaning’ is ascertained in reference to the viewpoint of the interviewees. However, following a slow response to the questionnaire I felt it cautious to relinquish attempts to organise interviews due to the conditions of the current lockdown as this would impede on the available time for processing the data I had already collected. 

The group of participants were from the online social media website Facebook and had responded to a post which invited those on my account to voluntarily complete the questionnaire. I chose this group because the contacts I have on my account are of diverse backgrounds, cultures and countries and so it was hoped that there would be variety enough to represent a good cross-section of society. The first and most prominent issue with answering the question posed by the research project is that of gathering sufficient representation of opinions. Particular care was taken to ensure anonymity but whilst this was upheld it became apparent when writing up the data, that to have collected information regarding the participants’ occupations may have been useful. Knowing the participant’s occupations could have given insight into possible influences affecting the responses given. For instance, in question 14, I had asked participants to select the option that best described the extent of knowledge they had about space legislation. Although half of the responses indicated that they had no knowledge, 12.5% responded that they were very familiar with it and so it may have proved helpful to understand how they attained their knowledge in order to understand whether or not any biases were present in their thinking. 

Secondarily, I was also presented with the challenge of how to conduct a research project of which the subject involves an issue which effects most people collectively and personally, including myself from a neutral perspective effectively. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey assert that ‘Interpersonal reflexivity recognizes that the interview setting and the interpersonal dynamic between the researcher and participant can influence knowledge creation’.  Therefore, the importance of interpersonal reflexivity was considered in the process of this research. 

My own perspective is of an inherently spiritual, creative who is very much connected with nature therefore the sky and space are of sentimental and emotional importance to me in addition to the physical and psychological. My perspective to some degree is emic and yet it could also be described as etic when dealing with data from other individuals who are from various unknown backgrounds. It may be particularly easy to assume verstehen on the grounds of a few commonalities such as spirituality, or artistic inspiration. In such cases neutrality and the allowing of the data to ‘speak’ for others was key. But to assume an emic perspective, with the data available would have been presumptuous as there was little to no indication that the participants were of a similar age, female and from the same culture as myself. However, once the data was collected, it became evident that in some cases, participants were not necessarily aware of their own persuasions; just over half of the participants professed to having some kind of religion or spiritual belief and yet none of the participants selected yes in response to whether or not their belief included sky deities, even though, several were of the most popular world religions. Further on in question 10, a participant also responded that the sky didn’t mean anything to them. Responses such as this can offer a possible insight into the response given in question 14 in that 50% have no knowledge of sky/ space regulation because their attention has not been drawn to it for whatever reason. Why people’s attention has not been brought to the matter of sky and space usage is perhaps subject matter for another research project.

Another issue which became apparent was the allowance for participants to refrain from answering. Although this allowed the participants greater control over their privacy, it did mean that some questions were not answered and therefore the statistics were affected by lack of information.

Findings and Discussion

In order to investigate the role of the sky and space in light of the research question I decided to explore the meaning of sky and space (to which I have at times called ‘sky/space’ as they are essentially one and the same) to the participants. I have then taken into consideration the current uses of space and the regulations governing them and compared these alongside my findings in the data. I have then considered the comments made by participants and compared them with the current situation in order to reflect my conclusion. 

The Meaning of Sky and Space

With respect to meaning, the questionnaire asked several questions which asked the participants to indicate what they see when looking at the sky/space and how they feel about it.
 The purpose of these two questions was to ascertain the initial and most distant perspective of the participants; what they see revealing they focus on when looking up which requires little conscious thought and how they feel indicating the immediate ‘inner’ response which is perhaps an amalgamation of perception, emotion and relationship. 

Out of thirteen responses to question 8, five people said they saw clouds, three people said stars, however two people said ‘beauty’, one ‘pollution’ and one ‘peace and happiness’. These responses give us insight that although some people gave a literal answer of what they see physically, the others gave a response which had gone through some kind of emotional filter in their inner processing. Further to this, the responses to question 9 with the majority expressing some form of positive emotion or wonder. Out of the thirteen responses, six people said that the sky was a place which gave them a feeling of calm or happiness. The sky carries meaning by way of providing feelings of wellbeing and visual inspiration. For one participant it represented the wonder of creation and a reminder or perhaps confirmation of God and that they are a part of that creation. For another participant, the sky was a place where she hoped that the spirit of her deceased mother was. Both of these participants hold the concept of a caring persona watching over them from above. This concept could be compared to that which Tilley refers to as the ‘spirit of place. Although most people generally are not physically venturing into the sky and certainly space,  it still remains to be part of their daily environment whether perceived outside or through a window.
 Nevertheless, it is perhaps more now, than in previous centuries (before aviation), that the sky has become a place where humans act on a regular basis ( through flying, aero sports, high rise buildings etc) or, are familiar with a degree of overview via media.
 And although perhaps to a lesser degree than our familiarity with the landscape around us, most humans have a daily experience of the sky. It may be possible that concepts of ancestors (or a creator) being located in the sky/space the contribute to the sense of belonging and give an ontological sense of security which helps to root a feeling of identity and more socially, a sense of community. Hagar writes of how throughout the world there are artefacts to be found which demonstrate how the activities of cultures have been affected by the relationship between humans and the stars.
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To investigate how the participants had formed their concepts of what the sky/space meant to them it was necessary to consider what role the sky/space played in their lives. In order to establish the extent of their relationship with the sky/space questions 2-5 were formulated to find out their daily activities involving the sky/space such as hobbies, religious and spiritual practices. In answer to question two just over half of the responses indicated no hobbies or daily activities associated with the sky and those who did appeared to participate via some sort of observational appreciation such as stargazing or cloud gazing. However, in response to question it became clear that interaction with the sky was regular (see fig. 1)
.  
The data also showed that out of fifteen responses, just over half of the participants held some form of religion or belief, of which 60% had associated themselves to be of their religion from childhood. The data also indicated that although 60% said they followed a religion, only 25% claimed to be practicing. Further investigation could possibly define the extent such individuals believe in their religion, but nevertheless, 53% still chose to declare some form of belief. Nearer the end of the questionnaire participants were questioned on how the sky/ space was utilised and what their view were regarding this and it is at this point that the data began to reveal what could potentially be a remarkable state of affairs. 

The Current Use of Sky and Space

Question twelve asked how the participants felt about the current use of the sky and space (see fig. 2)
 

and the results were as follows: Out of fifteen responses, three were indifferent, the rest (12) indicated concern over usage and both the environmental and cultural impact of those uses. When asked in question fourteen to describe their knowledge of aerospace and space regulations 50% of the responses indicated no knowledge at all, with 37% declaring some and 12.5% declaring very familiar. For both questions, participants were asked to explain their answers in questions 17-18 (although there was a little logistical confusion of question numbers due to the automatic program on goggle forms). If the quotient of responses given in this research project are in any way reflective of a greater percentage of society then it could be said that the concept of sky as a sacred place, is fairly widespread. According to Lankford the stars and stories about the stars carry important cultural information.
 Approaching the concept of sky and space from an ontological perspective seems to be somewhat neglected or purposefully omitted by numerous organizations directly related to space exploration and space legislation. 

In 2019 Prof. Christopher Newman gave a TEDTalk regarding the issues of cumulative impact on space due to the current growing, human activity in earth’s orbit.
  According to the University of Northumbria, Prof. Newman is ‘one of the UK and Europe’s leading experts in space law and policy’ and ‘leads a field of experts examining fictional and theory-based topics including space law, ethics and ownership of the moon. His work also involves examining Government’s recent UK Space Industry Act which came into force on 15th March 2018.
  Newman referred to the example of the ‘Tragedy of The Commons’ which illustrates a hypothetical scenario of what damage can be caused when everyone is free to make use of an area and they all decide to utilise their rights at the same time.
 He asserts that there were an approximate 5,000 satellites orbiting the Earth at that point in time, of which, a possible 2,000 were no longer functioning and therefore had no reason to be there. According to the UCSUSA, there are currently operational satellites in Earth’s orbit 2,666 to date.
  Referring to Dr Donald Kessler, who in 1978 announced the impending dangers of a debris belt around Earth caused by the unused debris of space missions and satellites, Newman stated that humanity should be establishing ‘shared values’ and not replicating environmental problems. Demonstrating a list of ‘environmental challenges’ he states that “Exploring space should be sustainable and satisfy the needs of the present- but not at the expense of future generations”.  

Prof. Newman discusses the urgent need to reassess the current space legislation which when written, was not concerned with the current issues of environmental impact. The approaching impact on spiritual and cultural traditions remains to be overlooked. According to Campion, the COMEST report of 2000 made clear that ‘emotional appeals’ were not accepted in the formulation of an ethical policy. Only that which is scientific and able to produce scientific data would be allowed.
 Therefore it must follow that unless scientific evidence of ontological phenomena is produced, there is no foreseeable possibility that such perspectives be acknowledged nor catered for. 


In their Statement of Philosophy, the National Space Society state ‘The Vision of NSS is people living and working in thriving communities beyond the Earth, and the use of the vast resources of space for the dramatic betterment of humanity.’
 Their Rationale expands on the details addressing various aspects of how they seek to promote the expansion of ‘civilisation beyond Earth’. However, whilst democracy, ecology, growth and prosperity take precedence in their vision, their focus primarily is that of solving current issues on Earth by moving into the realms of ’Exospace’ and gleaning what is available from new territories.
 The treatment of ethics is limited to a brief sentence saying ‘NSS shall observe, practice, and promote ethical conduct.’
 The NSS also says “Humanity has inherited the stewardship of the planet Earth. It will therefore need the vast resources of outer space to reverse the damage it has caused to the Earth’s biosphere, and ultimately enhance all life on Earth”. And yet one could question that if a large population of humanity is not being acknowledge in the legislation how can that legislation claim to represent all humanity? 

In 1967 the Outer Space Treaty was enforced by the United Nations stating that space should be used for peaceful purposes for the benefit of all.
 All member states are responsible for the consequences of their activities. This therefore brings us back to the scenario of the ‘Tragedy of the Commons’ and raises the issue of those who rely on the stars at risk of losing their tradition, or in some cases, having what they perceive to be sacred as desecrated by others who do not share their values. There is, as Tilley asserted, the risk of a place being exploited and eventually dominated.
  

On 30th July 2020 Maori news provider Te Ao Mārama announced that a northern North Island school (New Zealand) is in the process of aligning the daily activities and education taught at the school with the Maori Luna calendar the Maramataka.
 For the Maori, the integration of spiritual beliefs and traditional wisdom is key to the treatment of their environment, an outlook which is not generally being reflected in mainstream organisations claiming to be representative of humanity. It is perhaps easier to understand the meaning of sky to cultures such as the Maori of New Zealand. However, does that mean that the sky holds less meaning for other societies who don’t display direct association? According to the data, even though an individual may not have a spiritual belief, the sky can still provide a feeling of wellbeing. As Tilley asserts “The meaning of place is grounded in existential or lived consciousness of it….Personal and cultural identity is bound up with place; a topoanalysis is one exploring the creation of self-identity through place”.

Conclusion 
The data has indicated that the sky and space provide a function which is, regardless of spirituality, key to the mental wellbeing of people. The data has confirmed Campion’s assertion that the sky is a source of wonder and for people who are both spiritual and non-spiritual. Not only do people seek some form of reassurance from the sky but it performs a fundamental role in the mental health of people in addition to the physical effects of weather and light. In regards to Ingold’s claims, the importance of the sky in just the basic functioning of human identity and wellbeing would imply that no or little exposure to the sky could be possibly detrimental to the human psyche. If the data from this group in any way reflects the greater whole then it appears that current regulations are failing to protect the sky as a provider of wellbeing, accordingly. As Newman stated, sky and space is a territory regarded as ‘res communis’ which could create (and is already showing evidence of) a similar situation to that which occurred in the American frontiers except in this situation only those with the finance and the technology are utilising it freely. The concept of progress as evident in space policy and various philosophies declared by the major companies utilising space seem to be a far cry from Turgot’s theory of progress.
 If those appointed to represent humanity are failing represent a section of that humanity, then it would follow that there is not equality in representation. It is in the words of Hagar that I conclude my project “Nature itself always teaches us that it is better to walk in humility and overcome our ambitions and intentions to exploit others and the Earth”.
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Appendix

'Living with the Sky (Daily Life)'

Questionnaire

by Clair-J. Napier-McDonald

Dear Participant thank-you for offering your time and insight to your viewpoint on the

following subject.

My name is Clair-J. N-McDonald and I’m a postgraduate student on the MA in Cultural

Astronomy and Astrology at University of Wales Trinity Saint David. As part of my MA studies I am conducting the following research project (as outlined below) for which I have sought your participation and for which I am grateful to you.

Research Activity

The purpose of this research activity is to ascertain the meaning of sky to people and the

effects of its current and potential usage. Considering the volume of star myths, calendrical

roles and spiritual significance within ethnic and spiritual minority traditions, this research

also aims to explore the meaning of sky/space as a possible sacred space or location of

significant cultural heritage. In light of current space programmes and tourism how you feel

about the current uses of the sky and in what way, if any, they affect your personal meaning

of it.

The form is anonymous and once the questionnaire is begun you are under no obligation

complete it. There are 19 questions in total and with every question you will be able to select ‘opt-out’ or leave blank should you choose to refrain from answering. Please be assured that your information will be handled in the strictest confidence and according to data regulations upheld by the University. All data will be destroyed at the completion of this research project. You will be requested to give your consent at the beginning of the questionnaire and please note participants must be aged 18 or over to participate. On completion of the research project the final paper will be made available on request.

Consent (Please tick as appropriate): I agree for my responses to be used in this

research project' *

* Required

Check all that apply.

Yes

No

2. Please indicate the age group which applies to you *
18-30

30-50

50-70

70+

Prefer not to say

3. Do you have any hobbies which involve the use or observation of the sky or

space? (Please describe)

4. Do you have any religion/ belief? (If yes, please indicate)

5. How long have you practised your belief?

Mark only one oval.

Since childhood

20+ Years

10+ Years

5+ Years

Less than 5 years

If less, please specify

Prefer not to say

6. To what extent do these practices play a role in your daily life?

Mark only one oval.

Not practicing

Not much

Regularly

Every day

Prefer not to say

7. In what way has the sky or space featured in your cultural traditions or beliefs?

Mark only one oval.

Other:

Belief in Heaven

Sky Deities

Ideas concerning Planets

Calendrical Observations

Stories about star constellations

Prefer not to say

8. Does the sky or space play a role in any of your daily or regular activities?

Mark only one oval.

Calendrical Observation

Biodynamic Gardening

Astronomical Interest

Horoscopes

Aerosports

Other

9. What do you see when you look up into the sky?

10. What do you feel when you look up into the sky/space?

11. What does the sky/ space mean to you?

12. Has the sky/ space ever inspired you? (If so when and how?)

13. To what extent do you think the sky should be used or not used by people?

14. How would you describe your knowledge of space and aerospace

regulations?

None at all

Some

Very familiar

Prefer not to say

15. Who do you think should decide on what is allowed in the sky?

Mark only one oval.

Only the governing body of the country beneath

An International governing body

The general populace of the country beneath

International populace vote

Other

16. Please explain your answer to question 13.

17. Who do you think should decide on what is allowed in space?

Mark only one oval.

An International governing body

A collective vote by all global citizens

Other

18. Please explain your answer to question 14

19. Has what the sky/space means you changed from when you were a child? (If

so, how?)

Interview Volunteers Wanted

Thank-you for your participation. Further to this questionnaire I am looking for anyone who is willing to undergo

a 30 minute video interview regarding this subject. If you are interested in taking part and would like more

information regarding the video interviews please indicate below and submit your name (which will not be

used) and an email address (if not on face book) below.

 End of Questionnaire

Any further comments      First Name Email Address
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