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Are Perceptions of the Cosmos Culturally Conditioned
1. Introduction

This essay examines the question whether or not perceptions of the cosmos are conditioned by culture. 
In order to approach this question, I will first examine and discuss different authors’ definitions of the terms culture, cosmology and mythology before examining three distinct types of myths of origin, or cosmogonies: the chaotic, the cosmic and the ‘blood-drenched’
.  I will then take a closer look at Sumerian cosmogony and argue that it may represent the remains of an archaic mother goddess cult that can be traced back to paleolithic times and the later Babylonian cosmogony as representative of the ‘blood-drenched’ type, symbolizing a shift in cultural values from honoring the primacy and special significance of the feminine  to the glorification of battle, masculine strength, the use of weapons and the quest for domination.  In this context I will introduce the term ‘matriarchy’ as defined by Göttner-Abendroth and briefly discuss her key arguments for the assertion that archaic matriarchy was overthrown by the invasion of warrior-tribes from the eastern steppes which heralded the slow but continuous rise of patriarchy, defined as the ‘rule of men’. 

Pulling together the different strands of my discussion, I will analyze the essay question more closely and conclude that even though culture strongly influences collective cosmology as well as individual perceptions of the cosmos, it is only one of several such influencing factors.
2. Culture
From microbial culture over agriculture to national culture – the word ‘culture’ has a multitude of meanings and is most difficult to define, as Eagleton points out and discusses in detail.   He critiques 19th century anthropologist E.B. Tyler’s definition of culture as ‘that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society’
 as being too wide, and suggests that ‘culture is the implicit knowledge of the world by which people negotiate appropriate ways of acting in specific contexts.’
  This comes close to Geert Hofstede’s definition of culture being a kind of ‘software of the mind’
, a mental programme that we pick up from our environment as we grow up and which includes the ‘rules of the game’ within the social groups to which we belong.  Clifford Geertz also considers the idea of culture as a kind of computer programme,
 but he also aligns himself with Max Weber and considers culture to be ‘webs of significance’
, more specifically as a ‘historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life.’
  This definition adds the dimension of time and thus a kind of historical accumulation of cultural manifestations that get passed on from one generation to the next.
These definitions are not so far apart as they at first seem to be. A computer or mental programme could be thought of as guiding or negotiating behaviour, behaviour can be seen as a habitual response to the environment as it manifests in customs, laws and artistic expression. 
Language as a system of spoken symbols can also be considered a manifestation of culture. Listening to old radio or television broadcasts from the fifties or sixties goes to demonstrate how much not only some vocabulary but also the style and manner of speaking have changed over half a century.  Between Tylor and Eagleton there is a time gap of more than a hundred years.  Part of the difficulty in defining the word culture then, may be, as Raymond Williams writes, that 
words which seem to have been there for centuries, with continual general meanings, have come in fact to express radically different, or radically variable, yet sometimes hardly noticed, meanings and implications of meanings.

Cultures as well as languages develop in relationship with a given environment, historical developments and events.  So perhaps in our current time of globalized business interactions, the world-wide-web and multi-national corporations the word culture has taken on some new subtle dimensions of meaning compared to those by anthropologists like Tylor from colonial times.  In any case, in the business world, cultural comparison has become an important field of study to better understand the difficulties and challenges cross-cultural working teams tend to experience and Hofstede’s empirical research has - even though fiercely criticized by some for his statistical approach – added value to the discussion of culture by offering classifications and models,  defining layers of cultural manifestations as well as distinct dimensions for cultural comparison in a business context: Power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism versus collectivism, masculinity versus femininity.
  These classifications are helpful for comparative analysis which is a prerequisite for better understanding one’s own cultural ‘conditioning’ – like a software it is indeed mostly unconscious, consisting of many assumptions, perceived as self-evident and natural, as well as habitual mannerisms.  To give an example, looking at Hofstede’s cultural dimension ‘uncertainty avoidance, a culture that scores high in this dimension such as Germany can be seen to communicate in a very direct and outspoken manner, whereas Chinese culture scores low in this dimension, meaning that context in terms of gestures, social setting, hierarchical relationship, etc. is considered more important and direct, outspoken communication ‘feels’ offensive and respectless to a Chinese person.  
Along the lines of anthropology’s ‘insider-outsider’ discussions, Hofstede stresses the fact that as an outsider we can only ever observe the outer manifestations of culture.  The core level of a culture he considers to be their primary values. In Hofstede’s cultural model these values are enveloped like layers of an onion’s skin by a culture’s rituals, their heroes and their symbols.
  For analysis of ancient cultures I would suggest to add ‘gods’ to the level of ‘heroes’.  All of these outer layers are manifestations of culture that become visible to outsiders but the values at the core level can only be deducted from these manifestations and Hofstede calls these ‘practices’, a word that can be closely related to ‘behaviour’ which brings us back to Eagleton’s definition.   Culture might thus be likened to a lens through which we look and perceive as well as respond to the world ‘out there’ or as an internal navigation system which helps us act in accordance with the values and customs of the social groups to which we belong.  

This would include our collective and individual perceptions of the cosmos, in other words – our cosmologies.  However, as Hofstede clarifies in another diagram, it is not culture alone that determines human behaviour. He sees culture sandwiched in between general human nature (including gender) and specific, individual personality.
 
3. Cosmology and Mythology
Campion refers to cosmology as a meaning-system
, and he distinguishes a modern from a pre-modern definition.  The former representing a ‘detached, scientific investigation of the cosmos’, the latter meaning ‘everything other than God’, and being ‘a means by which God speaks to humanity.’
 It includes therefore the sky and the earth, and represents a ‘beautiful order’, which is what the Greek word roughly translates as. Campion distinguishes between universe and cosmos. The universe representing everything in a quantitative sense, cosmos, however, being more concerned with quality. He further defines cosmos as an ‘integrated, interdependent whole in which the sky and the earth are reflections of each other…’
 
So, we have an ordered, integrated whole which encompasses sky and earth and how we make sense of it and give it meaning.  This somehow resembles Geertz’s definition of culture being ‘webs of significance’.  How can we distinguish then culture and cosmology?  If culture is a ‘software of the mind’ by which we negotiate appropriate behaviour within our social groups then our perception of the cosmos could be likened to the software’s code, hidden from direct view, especially for outsiders, but guiding our perceptions and behaviour, as do the core values in Hofstede’s cultural model.  In that sense, cosmology could be seen as the very heart of a culture from which emanate the visible ‘practices’ or manifestations of culture described above.
All of these manifestations of culture are spun and woven into the stories people tell themselves and each other, their mythologies.  In a modern sense the word is often taken to denote fantasy or things which are not true.  ‘To mythologize’ an event, for instance is understood to mean spinning a story or fantasy around an otherwise everyday occurrence, giving it special meaning and significance that is considered – by rational standards – to be imaginary.  Myths speak to and about the invisible, says Hillman
. In a culture that values rational, scientific facts and dismisses mysterious, invisible or unexplainable phenomena, this modern interpretation of the word becomes understandable. 
In Greek, mythology simply means stories about the gods, as Kane writes, and he distinguishes between original myth-telling and how these were later turned into literature.  His definition of myth telling is a dialogue archaic peoples have cultivated with nature, the earth, the landscape and the sky. He dismisses the universalist idea that all myths are based on a common universal truth.
  Mythology is relational, and the dialogues humans have with the earth and the sky vary depending on their environment.
  I would argue, they also vary depending on historical time, as myths are manifestations of culture and cultures, as we can see from the development of language as a key manifestation, change over time. 

4. Cosmogony 


A specific aspect of cosmology concerns itself with the origin of the cosmos or the universe and is represented in a culture’s myths of origin, their cosmogony.  Campion distinguishes two general types of cosmogony: chaotic and cosmic.
  Brady, on the other hand, considers three: emergent and polymorphic (chaotic), assuming a pre-existing order and the presence of an artisan god (cosmic) and a third as battle for control and dominance of human gods.
 

The chaotic type of cosmogony where life emanates from chaos, mostly in the form of a primordial ocean is frequently found in archaic cosmogonies
, a prototype could be the early Sumerian creation myth in which the goddess Nammu gives birth to a united heaven and earth represented by the gods An (sky) and Ki (earth).  In between the solid earth and sky was conceived the element of air, represented by Enlil, the Air God who went on to separate the earth from the sky.
   Heaven was then conceived of as the sky and above, the dwelling place of the sky gods, referred to as the “great above” and the earth and subterranean was considered to be the dwelling place of the earth deities and those of the netherworld, being referred to as the “great below”. From the union of Enlil (God of Air) and Ninlil (Goddess of Air) the Moon God Nanna is conceived, who in turn with the Moon goddess Ningal brings into existence the Sun God Utu and his sister – Inanna, who is associated with the planet Venus.
 

Kramer reconstructed this most ancient myth of origin from Sumer whose civilization can be traced back to 3500 BCE and was absorbed into the later Babylonian civilization who conquered Sumer in the late third millennium BCE and ‘who used the Sumerian stories and legends as a basis and nucleus for the development of their own myths.’
  This is an important aspect of both culture and cosmology: Across centuries and millennia, via conquests and defeats of nations and tribes there is a co-mingling and an adaptation of myths and the deities they are concerned with, reflective of the dominant values in terms of cultural development.   

Brady further discusses the Babylonian cosmogenic myth dated from the twelfth century BCE of the male god Marduk’s battle with the female sea dragon Tiamat, a personification of chaos who Marduk split in two with his weapons, representing the second type of her classification of cosmogonies and which she refers to Eliade’s term ‘blood-drenched cosmology’.
  If we compare this with the Sumerian myth we can easily assume diametrically opposed core values: One of allowing natural processes to unfold and co-operating with them and the other assuming a need for action, battle and combat in order to control those natural processes of gestation and the creation of order out of chaos. 
Another eight hundred years later, Plato wrote his ‘Timaeus’ which Brady discusses as an example for a cosmic cosmogony with an artisan god as supreme divine being and a pre-existing, hierarchical order of the cosmos.  This type of cosmology, she writes, denies the value or existence of chaos altogether.
 

Brady argues that the three types of cosmogony represent three different ‘modes of creation’
 that humans have intuited as guiding their life experience.  If we take myths to be manifestations of culture representing underlying values and associated with rituals, gods and symbols, however, then this historical progression of cosmological concepts from peacefully-emergent over ‘blood-drenched’ to an artisan god and a perfect, pre-existing order over a period of some three thousand years may also be a reflection of some major cultural shifts in human history.  Some would argue, that from pre-historic matriarchy to the rise of patriarchy, which I will discuss below.
5. Matriarchy and the Cult of the Mother Goddess

‘Ancient Europe had no gods’ claims Robert Graves in his introduction to Greek mythology.  There was a ‘remarkably homogenous system of religious ideas based on the worship of the great mother goddess’, he writes and bases his claim on surviving myths and artefacts.
  Archaeological funds of so-called Venus figurines, small sculptures which are characterized by exaggerated female sexual organs and big bellies, have indeed been found in many places, most notably in terms of age, ‘Venus of Hohle Fels’ which was excavated relatively recently in southern Germany in 2008 and dated to around 40.000 BCE.
  Whether or not Venus figurines signify the existence of a mother goddess cult or even the conception of a female deity has been a matter of debate.  Well before the finding of ‘Venus of Hohle Fels’ E.O. James discusses these little sculptures and considers them to symbolize antecedents of the later Goddess Cults,
 to which he also counts the cults associated with the Sumerian goddess Inanna.  

Heide Göttner-Abendroth, founder of matriarchal studies in Germany, has spent decades researching still existing matriarchal communities such as the Mosuo in China and relating her findings back to evidence collected on pre-historic cultures.  Important to note in this context is that matriarchy does not mean the ‘rule of women’ as has been asserted by some, especially male critics of matriarchal studies.  Göttner-Abendroth defines the term in general as ‘mothers at the beginning’, representing the primary significance of the mothering principle and matri-linearity as dominant features of matriarchal societies.
  She supports her claims with an extensive range of scholarly research from different fields, amongst many, the work of archaeologist Marija Gimbutas, who, according to Göttner-Abendroth, unlike her male colleagues, and unlike E.O. James, interpreted the more than thirty thousand miniature sculptures referred to as Venus figurines above, as symbols of an ancient goddess worship that lasted for more than forty thousand years and were used in seasonal ritual ceremonies.  Abendroth reports Gimbutas to have decoded ciphers found both on the statuettes and on shrines as an ancient symbolic script and interpreted them as ‘the language of the goddess’.
  
As symbolic artefacts, they are, in any case by our definitions above, manifestations of culture and as such represent dominant values and considering Kramer’s reconstruction of early Sumerian mythology, may be remnants of the ancient mother goddess cults of earlier times.  Like those, Inanna appears and was worshipped in three aspects – in her case as Morning Inanna, Evening Inanna and Princely Inanna.  Different shrines with tablets listing offerings made to the goddess in these three aspects were found in Uruk, the ancient capital of Sumer that was considered Inanna’s home city.
 Robert Graves recognized the threefold goddess as a basic pattern of matriarchal mythology and linked them to the three phases of the Moon.
  In the case of Inanna it symbolizes Venus’ three phases of morning star, evening star and invisibility, the latter probably linked with the myths associated with Inanna’s descent to the underworld that survived well into the time of the Babylonian Empire, then under the name of Ishtar, even though the new dominant cosmogony of Marduk fighting the sea dragon Tiamat had already superseded the earlier supremacy of Inanna as ‘Queen of Heaven and Earth’. 

 At the time of between 4000 and 3000 BCE, Abendroth writes, martial tribes from the eastern steppes invaded and conquered the peoples in Europe and the Near East, including Mesopotamia and brought with them their own culture. This, she says, was the rise of patriarchy
 and the so-called ‘blood-drenched’ cosmogonies such as that of Marduk and Tiamat from the second millennium BCE may be reflective of these historical developments.  In any case, as mythologies are reflections of cultural values we can observe a marked shift from feminine to masculine values that would support Abendroth’s theses.  

6. Cultural Conditioning
Has the ‘culture’ of the martial tribes from the eastern steppes then conditioned the new martial cosmologies that emerged later in all regions (though at different times) of Europe and the Near East or has the collective experience of having conquered or having been conquered led to new values of combat and arms that were then reflected in the new cosmologies?  It seems difficult, if not impossible, to separate culture from cosmology.  They seem to reflect and reinforce each other, like interwoven webs of meaning, perception and behaviour.  Both are at the core level of cultural identities hidden from outsider’s view and manifested outwardly in form of rituals, myths and symbols. 
If we take conditioning to mean a subtle form of influence, we may well argue that culture influences collective and individual cosmologies.  However, to fully answer the question whether or not perceptions of the cosmos are culturally conditioned we need to differentiate between personal perceptions of the cosmos and collective cosmology.  We may live in a society or culture that collectively favours a patriarchal cosmology with the conception of God as father and Jesus as the son of God where the feminine role is reduced to that of a mere container for giving birth to an immaculately conceived divine male child.  This cosmology may condition the cultural concept of gender roles and their respective significance in a society.  But as an individual woman I may experience a conflict with this cosmology because of a gender-specific set of values and as a result of this conflict I may consciously choose to adopt a different personal cosmology. 

Furthermore, Hofstede’s research led him to assert that each person belongs to and identifies with a multitude of cultures
, which may indeed be like a complex system or web of interrelated cultural identities that each of us are affected or informed by.  This would make our individual perceptions of the cosmos much more varied than the lead-culture’s overall cosmology. 

So, even members of the same overall Kulturraum (geographical culture) belong to many ‘sub-cultures’, not only gender-specific but also determined by their professions and professional organisations.  For example, one can observe striking differences in dress-code, mannerism and even vocabulary among people belonging to different professional cultures, such as business managers and astrologers, even if they belong to the same geographical culture.  In fact, a German astrologer may have more in common and feel more comfortable with a British astrologer than with a German business manager.  They simply share more common values, rituals, myths and symbols, including specific vocabulary.
As individuals we may adopt and allow our values and perceptions to be guided by the overriding cultural cosmology of our time and place in history. However, we may also choose to differ, depending on other influencing factors in our personal history and individual personality. 
7. Conclusion

I have argued that culture can be understood as a kind of mental programme or software, incorporating webs of significance that act as a navigational system to steer our behaviour appropriately within the social groups to which we belong and which we identify with.  Cosmology, on the other hand, as the software code, a meaning system that – together with a given culture’s core values, makes up the very heart of cultural identity and manifests itself outwardly in the form of rituals, hero or god worship and symbols, such as language, gestures but also artefacts and other artistic representations. 
If we distinguish collective from personal cosmology we can follow that historical epochs representing different value systems such as those outlined above classified as archaic matriarchy and later patriarchy, will influence and inform individuals as well as society at large, which we may call cultural conditioning.  However, as we can see by the example given of astrologers and business managers, within a given geographical and historical context, there can be a multitude of cosmologies, as there can be a multitude of sub-cultures such as nationality, gender, class or profession. 
If we take the word culture to encompass all of an individual’s main and sub-cultural identities, it may indeed pre-dispose and influence our personal perception of the cosmos depending on the cosmology of the leading cultural web one is identified with.  We may unconsciously assume its core values, rituals, myths and symbols but we may also make a conscious choice to re-think and divert from our culture’s dominant cosmology, depending on our personal experience, personality and even gender. Culture, then, may condition our perception of the cosmos to some degree, conscious awareness and personal choice, may, however, override such cultural conditioning. 
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