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Introduction 

This essay will critically compare and contrast two peer reviewed academic papers returned by the search term ‘JSTOR Culture and Astronomy’.  It will proceed by discussing key themes common to both papers while  averting to areas of difference where they shed light on the arguments being advanced throughout the articles. The papers in question are: Mclean, Stuart, ‘Stories and Cosmogonies: Imagining Creativity beyond "Nature" and "Culture", Cultural Anthropology,Vol.24(2), (2009) pp.213-245 and Stoeger, William R., ‘Astronomy's Integrating Impact on Culture: A Ladrièrean Hypothesis’ Leonardo, Vol.29(2), (1996) pp.151-154.

By way of context, it is useful to note that Stroeger’s paper, written by an astophysicist,  considers the application of a particular philisophical framework  to the impact of astronomy and cosmology  (as scientific artefacts) on culture. As a consequence of his championing Ladriere’s approach, Stroeger by necessity is more explicit in defining terms of the discussion. McLean’s treatment of terms is more oblique and less clear, but his discussion, as an anthropologist, is grounded in an academic hinterland of agreed definitions upon which he relies, focusing on creativity as a human activity and considering  its implications for the nature/culture dichotomy, which appears foundational for his own field. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Stuart Mclean,  ‘Stories and Cosmogonies: Imagining Creativity beyond "Nature" and "Culture", Cultural Anthropology,Vol.24(2), (2009)  p278] 


These papers, then, coming as they do out different arenas of the academy, provide an opportunity to examine some themes (which arise throughout this course) from different knowledge domains and from different scientific and social scientific contexts.  More specifically this essay will consider the  selected papers in term of their treatment of the notion of culture and their treatment of the notion of meaning.

Treatment of Culture
Stroeger, in developing his argument, borrows a definition of culture, from Ladrière a Belgian Philosopher, and makes the case that the impact of Astronomy and Cosmology  are felt at all levels of culture, including  those areas of a culture  dealing with meaning and symbolism[footnoteRef:2]. Stoeger follows Ladrière’s view of culture as  [2:  William Stoeger, ‘Astronomy's Integrating Impact on Culture: A Ladrièrean Hypothesis’ Leonardo, Vol.29(2), (1996)   p 152] 


all the institutions-considered in terms of their functional and normative aspects-s-inwhich a certain social totality is ex- pressed and which represent for individuals belonging to it the inescapable framework which molds their personalities, defines their possibilities and traces in advance the pattern of their lives, that which will give them actual shape.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ladriere in William Stoeger, ‘Astronomy's Integrating Impact on Culture: A Ladrièrean Hypothesis’ Leonardo, Vol.29(2), (1996)   p 152] 



He spends a good amount of time explicating this sense of culture, but later and in less detail, he goes on to describe a notion of culture that includes value and meaning although these are not defined fully. They are, however, important to his arguments, if considerably underdeveloped, and wil be discussed later. In the event, he argues for the positive impact of scientific fields on culture as defined above and echoes Clive Ruggles when he asserts that there are 

actually a range of positive benefits for progress in scientific astronomy to be derived from the mutual awareness and comprehension of ‘genuine’ cultural world-views whose goals—in common with those of modern science—are to make sense of the cosmos within which people live. [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Clive Ruggles, ‘ Indigenous Astronomies and Progress in Modern Astronomy’, Paper presented at the International Astronomy Union 17th General Assembly, 3-14 August 2009, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, Proceedings of Science,
http://pos.sissa.it/cgi-bin/reader/conf.cgi?confid=99 p1] 


 As referenced in the introduction above, McLean’s paper is lighter in terms of a full explication of the term culture.  McLean’s project is how to understand the  act of creation and the limitations imposed on such an understanding by the binary concept of nature/culture which prevails in his field, and he is intent on forging a new poetics which goes beyond this.  His notion of culture is oblique, indirect for all that he decries the tight traditional definitions. His aim therefore is

to conceive of creativity beyond the field of human agency and subjectivity—
for example, as the self-organizing activity of material processes, and therefore
as belonging as much to “nature” as to “culture.” I define creativity broadly as
the bringing forth of new material, linguistic, or conceptual formations or the
transformation of existing ones and as calling, not for a “cultural poetics,”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Stuart Mclean,  ‘Stories and Cosmogonies: Imagining Creativity beyond "Nature" and "Culture", Cultural Anthropology,Vol.24(2), (2009) p275] 



Creativity here then is also artistry that arises in the interplay between human agency and nature. Some sense of the traditional notions which McLean is seeking to broaden may be seen in Williams observation that

It is especially interesting that in archaeology and in cultural anthropology the reference to culture or a culture is primarily to material production, while in history and cultural studies the reference is primarily to signifying or symbolic systems.[footnoteRef:6] [6:   Raymond Wiliams, Keywords (London: Fontana 1983), p 28] 


McLean is operating at the other end of the spectrum from Stroeger. Stroeger begins with a technocratic definition of culture (as institutions and products) and moves from there to a sense of culture involving both symbol and meaning, but  without probing or expanding . This is essentially the starting point for McLean, who is explicitly interested in culture as narrative, artistry and sense making. This will be explored more below. 
 
The above discussion considers the treatment of culture in two different  essays and sees the breadth of the notion of culture as it imbues these papers. It serves to indicate that, as Eagleton points out, the notion of culture is difficult, broad and moves on a spectrum from civilisation (or its abnegation) to art[footnoteRef:7]. These papers both consider different aspects of the idea of culture, but given the breadth of the possible definitions of that term, are found to have some things in common. [7:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture (Oxford: Blackwell 2000),. p 22] 


Treatment of Meaning
For this discussion the broader sense of meaning is used to include the sense of knowledge and truth as are found to be embedded in the texts under discussion. 

These papers represent domains of knowledge, which while, not usually antagonistic, experience knowledge differently; science and humanities and social science. It is clear that for Stroeger that the cultural value of astronomy is its scientific truth.[footnoteRef:8] So the impact of astronomy on culture arises out of its ability to describe reality in a particular way, which Stroeger admits may have some symbolic power at a some level in the cultural milieu. McLean’s interest by contrast is in Cosmogeny as the archetypical creative event, arising from which all narratives of creation must necessarily derive. He argues later that creativity and by extension narrative are not just human artefacts (cultural) but exists in the world also (nature) and that dividing them thus is without meaning.  [8:  William Stoeger, ‘Astronomy's Integrating Impact on Culture: A Ladrièrean Hypothesis’ Leonardo, Vol.29(2), (1996)   p 152
 ] 


Be this as it may, however, for the purposes of this work, it is enough to note that the building of meaning from the cultural impact of astronomy in culture means very different things in these papers. For Stroeger the challenge is to quantify the positive impact of rigorous scientific knowedge on wider culture, and could be read as a plea for the greater influence of rationality in society.  For McLean, his schema relates to narratives as holders of truth, and as ways of seeing reality. For neither paper is astronomy much more than a cypher; for scientific rationality in one and for foundation myth in another. To be clear, while there is some special pleading in both articles for cosmogeny on one hand and astrophysics on the other, neither thesis would be much damaged for substituting other scientific or mythic Jumping off points. 

In both these papers meaning and truth are conceived differently. Unlike the discussion on cuture earlier, there is little commonality in the two versions of meaning at play here, but both approaches are consistent with the notions of culture that they are operating within their own context.


Conclusion

This paper undertook a critical comparison of two papers derived from a search of JSTOR using the terms ‘culture’ and ‘astronomy’. The papers returned represented two disparate domains of academic knowledge,  anthropology and astrophysics. The papers respectively were Mclean, Stuart, ‘Stories and Cosmogonies: Imagining Creativity beyond "Nature" and "Culture", Cultural Anthropology,Vol.24(2), (2009) pp.213-245 and Stoeger, William R., ‘Astronomy's Integrating Impact on Culture: A Ladrièrean Hypothesis’ Leonardo, Vol.29(2), (1996) pp.151-154.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Given the nature of the search, the theme of culture was chosen as a lens through which to examine the two works. It was found that these articles gave substance to the claims for the complexity of the term culture, embodying as they did such broad but complementary approaches to the topic. While Stroeger chose an explicit and technocratic starting point in his definition of terms, he moved towards ideas of meaning. McLean, given his explicit interest in creativity, grounded his discussion in the context of meaning and narrative. It was for this reason that the second lens of critical comparison was chosen, that is, meaning. This was, for the purpose of comparison, defined in the broadest sense, to encapsulate not just sense building, but also knowledge and truth as components of meaning. In both these papers meaning and truth were found to be conceived differently. Whereas the definitions of culture used in both papers were complimentary, there was little commonality in the two versions of meaning at play here, but both approaches were consistent with the notions of culture evident in each paper.
 


Bibliography

Papers Discussed

Mclean, Stuart, ‘Stories and Cosmogonies: Imagining Creativity beyond "Nature" and "Culture", Cultural Anthropology,Vol.24(2), (2009) pp.213-245 

Stoeger, William R., ‘Astronomy's Integrating Impact on Culture: A Ladrièrean Hypothesis’ Leonardo, Vol.29(2), (1996) pp.151-154

Secondary Sources

Eagleton, Terry, The Idea of Culture (Oxford: Blackwell 2000), pp. 1-31.

Ruggles, Clive, ‘ Indigenous Astronomies and Progress in Modern Astronomy’, Paper presented at the International Astronomy Union 17th General Assembly, 3-14 August 2009, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, Proceedings of Science,
http://pos.sissa.it/cgi-bin/reader/conf.cgi?confid=99

Williams, Raymond, Keywords (London: Fontana 1983), pp. 87-93


2
		
image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU —————————
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David




