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Research Project in Contemporary Cosmologies 
Introduction
This research aims to explore how personal beliefs about the cosmos intersect with paths of science, religion and individual life perspectives and experiences. Adopting a mixed methods approach, this small project harnessed social media to globally distribute the survey. It gathered perspectives from a mixed cohort primarily composed of university students, supplemented by family members, friends, and professionals from various fields. Themes explored in this study include the relationship between religious/spiritual and cultural backgrounds with worldview and cosmovision, the influence of science, technology and media, as well as personal experiences, and how individuals engage with their cosmology, to align with Freya Mathews notion that cosmologies are “not pulled out of the air to suit the convenience of the communities to which they are attached. They are conditioned by many various historical, environmental, technological, psychological and social factors”[footnoteRef:29412], exploring her view that personal cosmologies can reflect an individual’s attitude to life.  [29412:  Mathews, Freya, The ecological self (London: Routledge, 1991). p. 109
] 

Moreover, In Chapter 2 of Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, Campion references such concepts as cosmogony, cosmophilia, cosmophobia and cosmovision, and develops the idea that all of us have a personal cosmology, or cosmovision, a set of beliefs about the way the cosmos is and works, and how we fit into it. Campion defines Cosmogony as “theories about the origin of the universe”[footnoteRef:30754], cosmophiles as those ‘‘who believe that the cosmos is essentially good’[footnoteRef:3377], and cosmophobes as those who believe that the universe is ‘essentially threatening, and something to be escaped…or dominated.’[footnoteRef:22085]. Cosmology is commonly viewed as a scientific study encompassing astronomy and physics to understand the universe as a unified whole,[footnoteRef:5583] this study takes a broader, anthropological approach, echoing Nicholas Campion considering “...cosmology as a meaning-system, examining its relationship with religion.”[footnoteRef:18710]. Culture, on the other hand, is an even more complex word, with Terry Eagleton noting it to be “one of the two or three most complex words in the English language” [footnoteRef:29720], identified multiple versions of culture, each revealing unique dimensions from its roots in agriculture to representing civility to its role as a distinctive way of life and expression through our artistic and intellectual activities. Ultimately, Eagleton’s exploration defines culture as “…the unconscious verso of the recto of civilised life, the taken-for-granted beliefs and predictions which must be dimly present for us to be able to act at all.”[footnoteRef:433]. Britannica defines culture as encompassing, “language, ideas, beliefs, customs, codes, institutions, tools, techniques, works of art, rituals, and ceremonies, among other elements.”[footnoteRef:25502], the intersection between the scientific, and religio-cultural, phenomenological aspects of cosmological views, in conjunction with Campion and Matthews literature, is where the heart of this study lies.  [30754:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, (New York and London: New York University Press, 2012), p.6]  [3377:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, p.5
]  [22085:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, p.5]  [5583:  Cosmology (2024) Encyclopædia Britannica. Available at: https://www.britannica.com/science/cosmology-astronomy (Accessed: 03 May 2024).]  [18710:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, p.1]  [29720:  Eagleton, T. (2000) The idea of culture Vol Chapter: Versions of Culture. Oxford, UK: Blackwell.  page 1]  [433:  Eagleton, T. (2000) The idea of culture Vol Chapter: Versions of Culture. Oxford, UK: Blackwell.  ]  [25502:  Culture (no date) Encyclopædia Britannica. Available at: https://www.britannica.com/topic/culture (Accessed: 03 May 2024).] 


Methodology
While the main target group of this research is university students, it also incorporates perspectives from a handful of different professions/perspectives including interviews with a ‘Clairvoyant’, a’ Buddhist monk’, a ‘Pagan’, a ‘Theoretical Physicist’, and a ‘Christian’. The group study included 4 participants, of whom I am friends with all, but they do not all know each other, for this of course I had to keep check of my insider status much more. Further, the survey collected 60 respondents, including a mix of regional and national backgrounds—British, Welsh, Latinx, Asian, New England, Canadian, American, Middle Eastern/Arab, South-African, and European (including German, Swedish, Slovakian etc.) —alongside a diverse range of religious affiliations such as Christian (across multiple denominations), Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist, Hare Krishna and non-religious perspectives including atheists, agnostics, and spiritualist’s. This mixed approach was chosen to gain a deep dive into participants' thoughts and in echoing Bell and Waters that, “by combining quantitative and qualitative data the researcher reaches a more comprehensive understanding of the topic and reduces the weaknesses of using either method on its own.” [footnoteRef:12233]. My own position as the researcher could be viewed as varying degrees on insider status, being a White-British Female, with my age, sex and education being around the mean of the group (Figures 1 and 2), I grew up in a non-religious household, although we did occasionally attend church and Hindu Temples, we were taught to embrace science and truth, and I never felt I ‘belonged’ or held any strong beliefs towards any religion, although I would describe myself as ‘spiritual’. I also personally knew at least 6 of the participants. I maintained a rigorous check on my insider status throughout the study, applying critical evaluation to safeguard against bias in the research process. Furthermore, ethical approval was granted in adherence to the UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice. All participants were informed about the study's purpose and their rights, including anonymity and voluntary participation. Consent was obtained digitally for online participants and in written form for in-person engagements, ensuring a clear understanding of participation terms. Ethical considerations also included the protection of participant data, with measures including pseudonymization and secure storage protocols in place. [12233:  Bell, J., Doing your Research Project, (2018) p.43] 


[image: ][image: ]Figure 1: Pie chart of participant sex demographics. Chart obtained from Google forms 2024.                       Figure 2: Pie chart of age demographics. Chart obtained from Google forms 2024.
To ensure a diverse and comprehensive sample for a small study, I leveraged the expansive reach of Facebook to distribute the questionnaire, as Matthews notes “Facebook is the place to go to connect with people who might be prospective participants or who are fellow researchers.”, and it has the reach of billions, especially young people, so I targeted university student groups worldwide[footnoteRef:13514] (Figure 3). These groups encompassed a wide array of institutions, including universities like Harvard University, University of Toronto, University of Oxford, University of Copenhagen, Pune University India, National University of Singapore, University of Cape Town, University of Buenos Aires, and the University of Sydney among many others. Over 50 Facebook groups were targeted, reaching over 17 countries and 6 continents, with a focus on university student groups comprising the majority of the selection. Additional groups included those centered around astronomy, anthropology, sociology, psychology, and various spiritual practices, including witchcraft and paganism. However, despite efforts to engage with a wide range of communities, integration into non-student groups proved challenging, as unfamiliarity with group norms hindered participation, alongside time constraints. As a student researcher, integration into student groups was more successful due to shared identities and experiences. However, barriers to entry in non-student groups limited outreach effectiveness. This led to a predominantly student participant cohort, shaping the study's demographic composition further. Additionally, while 61 respondents participated in the survey study, analysis suggests a lack of representation from certain geographic regions, with the majority of respondents seemingly from North America and Europe, particularly the UK. Although, it is important to note that the survey responses were anonymised, so direct confirmation of participant origins is unavailable, other than responses from the question ‘how would you describe your cultural background’, Nonetheless, the diverse pool of respondents provided valuable insights into the diverse nature of personal cosmologies. Whilst an initial pilot study was conducted and provided valuable preliminary insights, it was with a small group of family and friends from a single town in North Wales. As the survey was distributed globally, these geographic and cultural heterogeneities are a limitation of the initial testing. To improve future research, I plan to run pilot tests in different regions where the study will be sent. This will help ensure that survey questions are understood consistently across diverse cultural contexts, thereby refining the data collection process to better capture universal perceptions and reduce potential biases, following the advice of Bell and Waters that “careful piloting is necessary to ensure that all questions mean the same to all respondents” [footnoteRef:9400].  [13514:  Bell, J., Doing your Research Project, p.209-211]  [9400:  Bell, J., Doing your Research Project, p.52
] 
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Figure 3: pie chart of current/highest level of education of participants. Chart obtained from Google forms 2024.
Religious and Cultural Influences 
Astronomy, Cosmology and Religion have crossed paths with each other in many ways over thousands of years of human culture. Nicholas Campion posits that “There is no human society that does not somehow, in some way, relate its fears, concerns, hopes, and wishes to the sky, and to the organizing principle behind it, the cosmos.”[footnoteRef:31469]. Understanding the intricate link between cosmology, culture, and religion is essential for grasping how individuals and societies conceptualise the cosmos. Historically, religious teachings have provided frameworks that shape cosmological understanding, offering narratives that delineate the universe's origins and structure, as well as an explanation for the ‘big questions in life’ such as “what are we doing here? What's the purpose in this life? Where do we come from? And where am I really going to?” as the Clairvoyant aptly put it[footnoteRef:32258]. These frameworks for life in the universe have provided “insight and meaning”[footnoteRef:8316]a￼. Many Agnostics and Atheists in the study also agreed that religion could provide comfort to others, and sometimes themselves, including participant 3 in the group study who said “I lived on a cul-de-sac, where weirdly, there was a lot of like, kids my age, they all kind of went to church…That's kind of where one of my best friends would go...It felt like it was more of a social act…And it did give me a great sense of community. And I did really need that at the time, I kind of went through a lot of crap when I was younger, and I needed to feel like I belonged somewhere.”[footnoteRef:13074], showing that sense of comfort from religion, but in this instance from a social aspect, despite the lack of belief cosmologically. Overall, the majority of respondents noted that they were non-religious (figure4). [31469:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, p.1]  [32258:  Interview with the Clairvoyant, question 2,14th April 2024.]  [8316:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, p.2]  [13074:  Group interview, interviewee 3, question 1, 29th April 2024 ] 
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Figure 4: pie chart demonstrating that the majority of respondents ascribe to non-religious/atheist views. Chart obtained from Google forms 2024.
The survey revealed that 67% of respondents were introduced to a specific religion by their parents/guardians as a child, and 83% of those noted that they no longer align with that same religion or for most, to any religion or spiritualism at all, with many choosing to land their beliefs firmly in science and not faith, with survey respondents noting things such as “A lack of religious explanation of the origins of a creator made me search scientific routes”[footnoteRef:3504] (figures 5 and 6). The ‘Pagan’, ‘Buddhist monk’, and ‘Clairvoyant’ were also brought up in Christian households, in the UK. The Buddhist monk noted his shift in worldview occurred during his gap year in 1983-84,  "As soon as I saw the monks, something went click... from that point onwards, life starts to make sense to me"[footnoteRef:993]  as  "I didn't really feel that the Christian religion or doctrine really did much for me... Buddha's teachings on philosophy made me realise that what's going on in your mind determines your reality" (08:18-09:31). When asked in the survey “Do you believe that the universe was created by a divine being or force?”, it was quite a balanced split, with 32.26% saying ‘Yes’, 38.71% saying ‘No’, and 29.03% were not sure/prefer not to say (figure 7). Interestingly, of those who answered yes to that question, 35% were either non-religious/atheist, agnostic, or spiritual but not related to any specific religion. In an interview with a Christian, they said the universe was created “As it says, In the Bible, God spoke into life, because it is vibration itself"[footnoteRef:9035]. Further, 72.1% of survey respondents said that they believe in the big bang theory, and a further 21.3% said that they were not sure/prefer not to say (figure 8), with even ‘Theoretical Physicist’ noted that “I am undecided on the origin of the universe. There is a significant amount of evidence behind the big bang theory, but it is a theory and not a fact.”[footnoteRef:7049]. The Christian When asked ‘What are your beliefs regarding the origin, current state, and potential end of the universe’, replied “I would say that it just makes me laugh because I actually do think God's got a sense of humour as well, like yeah, call it a big bang...And nothing is made out of nothing. You see. So there has to be something”[footnoteRef:26401]. Whereas, the Buddhist monk said, “Buddha teaches that the world is created by karma, so that the present world we live in is the result of our communal previous actions.”[footnoteRef:22380] and that “So we're currently in a world that's here, but this world of course and everything has an end. You can't find anything that doesn't have an ending. This world has a beginning and it has an ending.”[footnoteRef:2603], and that the universe was not created, but atom by atom, “It appeared. And of course, everything is impermanent, so of course, it will end. But if you ask Buddha, who's the Creator, there's no idea of a Creator God in Buddhism. But it says, really, the mind is the creator of everything.”[footnoteRef:16498]. When then asked how those beliefs influenced their understanding of the meaning of life and their life in the backdrop of sort of this long story of the universe, the Buddhist monk said “So our life is a projection of our mind...If you work on your mind, then your world your life, your universe will become pure and pure and pure, until finally you experienced the Pure Land of the Buddha.”[footnoteRef:17023], showing the impacts of cosmological beliefs on the everyday life of individuals. Furthermore, Just as Walter, T. & Waterhouse note, “The numbers of westerners interested in reincarnation greatly exceed the numbers of westerners attached to Eastern or New Age religions.”[footnoteRef:9603], this survey showed that 12% of those who answered, “What do you think happens when we die”, and come from British/European non-religious backgrounds, said that they believe in reincarnation. In interview with the ’Christian’, she noted that she also, “used to believe in that when I was younger.”[footnoteRef:12015] [3504:  Survey respondent 24, question ”Have you ever experienced a conflict between your scientific understanding and religious beliefs regarding the cosmos? How did you resolve it?”]  [993:  Interview with the Buddhist Monk, preliminary background question, 30th April 2024]  [9035:  Interview with the Christian, question 6, 1st May 2024]  [7049:  Interview with the Theoretical Physicist, question 6, 1st May 2024 ]  [26401:  Interview with the Christian, Question 6, 1st May 2024]  [22380:  Interview with Buddhist monk, question 6, 30th April 2024]  [2603: 22 Interview with Buddhist monk, question 6, 30th April 2024]  [16498: 22 Interview with Buddhist monk, question 6, 30th April 2024]  [17023: 22 Interview with Buddhist monk, question 6, 30th April 2024]  [9603:  Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. 1999. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, ‘Sociology of Religion’, p 187
]  [12015: 21 Interview with the Christian, Question 6, 1st May 2024] 

[image: ][image: ]Figure 5: pie chart demonstrating that the majority of respondents were introduced to a specific religion as a child. Chart obtained from Google forms 2024.
Figure 6: Pie chart demonstrating that the majority of respondents no longer align with their childhood views. Chart obtained from Google forms 2024.
Cultural and religious views can be critical in shaping cosmological beliefs, as each society possesses a unique cosmology that organises and rationalises both individual and collective behaviours, and with around a quarter of survey respondents agreeing that their cultural and or religious background did indeed impact their cosmological views, for example, respondent 56 said that “Yes, in Islam, astronmnia is very important and many passages in the Quran address this.”[footnoteRef:14301], whereas respondent 30 noted that “Living in more diverse areas or more spiritual areas can create more openness to explore further understanding. Living by Druid circles and white witches opened my mind to other beliefs”[footnoteRef:8663], showing the mix of grounded, and dynamic continuously evolving beliefs, in response to personal experiences and environmental or cultural changes, underscoring the fluid nature of cosmological views. [14301:  Survey respondent 56, question ”Do you think your community or cultural background has influenced your cosmology? In what ways?”]  [8663:  Survey respondent 30, question ”Do you think your community or cultural background has influenced your cosmology? In what ways?”] 



[image: ][image: ]
Figure 7: Pie chart demonstrating the mixed response on a divine creator. Chart obtained from Google forms 2024.       
Figure 8: Pie chart showing that the majority of respondents believe in the Big Bang Theory. Chart obtained from Google forms 2024.
Influence of Science, Technological and Media
Recent exponential growth in scientific discovery, technological advances and the fast paced interactive world of media, shows to have huge ripples on the making or breaking of personal cosmology. As mentioned earlier 83% of respondents that were introduced to a religion as a child, no longer align with that same/or any religion. Of those 83%, most noted a shift in viewpoint occurred due to education, technology or media. When asked in the survey, ‘What experiences or influences have shaped your beliefs about the cosmos, can you share a moment teaching or concept that changed your viewpoint?’, there was an array of responses, participants 3 and 21 of the survey credited documentaries as a significant influence, participant 4 pointed to the film 'Interstellar', and participant 19 mentioned reading science fiction as a key factor. These all reflect the impact of literature and visual storytelling in shaping individual perceptions of the universe or their worldview. Further, participant 26 mentioned TikTok as a source of influence, and many others such as Participants 7 and 20 of the survey noted that educational experiences had shaped their views. Interview with a Finance furthered this by noting “Hearing about how quantum mechanics seems to do away with determinism and introduce real chance was a big factor in deciding to study theoretical physics and my views on the universe are far more open now. I am left more confused than before and it has led me to believe that the universe isn’t one long string of steps that are bound to happen but that there may be a far stronger element of mystery and chance... I find more joy in interacting with the world and those around me as I believe we may be playing a more important role in current and future events. Learning about the universe in my degree made me appreciate that we really are the universe, we are made up from the same material as other matter in the universe and that makes me appreciate everyone and everything more. It feels special that the same matter that seems inert around me could form something conscious.”. This echoes Freya Matthew’s notion that “A good cosmology, in other words, is good for its adherents”[footnoteRef:22979]. [22979:  Mathews, Freya, The ecological self (London: Routledge, 1991). p. 109] 

Early childhood fascinations with the cosmos was also noted as a factor, as a ‘Pagan’ describes: "I have always been interested in the world and space and the planets etc. since I was about 6-7 years old", showing cosmophilia from an early age. When asked the question ‘How have your cultural or religious beliefs shaped your understanding of the universe, and in what ways have recent scientific and technological advancement influenced these views?’ The clairvoyant said, "None of the other things, except perhaps, a recent scientific phenomenon, and that is that in quantum physics, and that's the understanding that everything that exists here is energy rather than material matter.", going on to say that this new field of knowledge only confirmed his beliefs more, showing and alignment with a more scientific perspective, in the context of his intuitive lifestyle and philosophy. Furthermore, the intersection of science and personal belief systems can lead to interesting reflections on religious doctrines, for example, the clairvoyant observed that the first law of thermodynamics (energy can't be created or destroyed, it's just transferred)[footnoteRef:20853], is “where religions get the theory of everlasting life, but they twist it a bit"[footnoteRef:19469] [20853:  https://www1.grc.nasa.gov/beginners-guide-to-aeronautics/first-law-conservation-of-energy/]  [19469:  Interview with the clairvoyant, question 5, 14th April 2024] 

Others such as participant 1 in the group study who brought up in a Christian household said, “taking the literal word of the Bible was very important up until about 15, and then I got involved in or I started to gravitate towards the new atheist movement”[footnoteRef:16490], going on to say that it was “probably teenage angst, you know, like it comes from the fact that my background is rebellious people, even my mom is people was rebellious being against the mainstream...So that's it, it's a bit of a rebellion against that.”[footnoteRef:15977], now finding himself going back to Christianity but this time with a more “pragmatic” view, and put down his turn in beliefs down to genetics stating that "I'm a determinist, right? I believe that the genetics that you're given will eventually express themselves in their environment"[footnoteRef:13122]. Participant 1, along with everyone else in the group study, agreed that scientific and technological advancements have impacted their views one way or another, especially through the use of smartphones and social media, and the language and notions that Participant 1 discusses here are quite scientific in nature, showing the influence that this modern knowledge has. [16490:  Group interview, interviewee 1, preliminary questions, 29th April 2024]  [15977:  33 Group interview, interviewee 1, preliminary questions, 29th April 2024]  [13122:  Group interview, interviewee 1, question 2, 29th April 2024] 

The Buddhist monk also noted that a shift in his worldview was down to advancements in science saying, “I think the first thing that made me question reality was some physics experiments that showed me that what what you see depends upon your viewpoint. So that made me begin to question what we call reality. Because it almost seemed like if you changed your viewpoint, you change your experience. So some physical experiments, Later on when I was at uni…the beginnings of quantum physics, and they seem to indicate perhaps things aren't quite what we quite what they appear to be.”[footnoteRef:26185], showing the impact of science on an array of belief systems. Some respondents even noted a link between their religious faith and science, for example, one Muslim respondent noted “Our beliefs are aligned with science and not superstition”[footnoteRef:13420].  [26185:  Interview with the Buddhist monk, question 1, 30th April 2024]  [13420:  Survey respondent 56, question ”Do you think your community or cultural background has influenced your cosmology? In what ways?“ 
] 


Personal Experiences and the Perception of the Cosmos
Data from interviews and surveys show that reflective moments, meaningful personal encounters, and interactions with nature are pivotal players in influence individuals' understanding of the cosmos. For example, when asked if they have ever had a cosmic or divine encounter, Participant 3 in the group study said: "After my mum passed away... I saw my mum... It felt like such a strong presence... It did rattle what I believed in and it did make me go like, okay, maybe it's not just you dead and done"[footnoteRef:9015]. Building on these extraordinary moments, survey responses further show the diverse ways in which personal experiences shape cosmological views. For instance, Respondent #61's said that “Watching the night sky with my grandad when very little”[footnoteRef:27122], contributed to their personal cosmology. These moments not only invoke a deep connection to the cosmos but also instill a sense of wonder and belonging that resonate throughout an individual's life. Many other participants drew links with cosmophilia; for example, respondent 23 said “I love space and research on this is always so so cool to hear about.”[footnoteRef:3817]. When asked ‘do you think having a certain view of the cosmos leads to a positive or negative outlook on life? Why?’, Respondent 48 said “I think some people can live their lives without seeing or acknowledging the cosmos. I feel sorry for these people as they do not know the beauty of what they are missing. I find the cosmos cathartic and relaxing, awe inspiringly beautiful, I am treasured to have seen it.”[footnoteRef:10021]. And when asked in the survey, ‘How much do you agree with the statement ‘The night sky is a source of wonder and inspiration for me"?’, 53.3% either strongly agreed or agreed (figure 9), and when asked in the survey  ‘have you ever experienced feelings of fear or anxiety when contemplating the vastness of the cosmos or celestial phenomena?’ 39% of respondents said yes (figure 10). Moreover, when asked in the survey, ‘do you think having a certain view of the cosmos leads to a more positive or negative outlook on life? Why?’ Respondent 16 said “I think it can be both. The vastness of it scares some people, or makes them feel the need to spiritualise the human experience excessively in order to make them feel less meaningless in the scheme of things. Some people just think it’s really neat that there’s so much more than just the here and now.”[footnoteRef:16220]. [9015:  Group interview, interviewee 3, question 4, 29th April 2024]  [27122:  Survey respondent 60, question ” What experiences or influences have shaped your beliefs about the cosmos? Can you share a moment/teaching/concept that changed your viewpoint?”]  [3817:  Survey respondent 23, question ” Is there anything else you would like to add?”]  [10021:  Survey respondent 48, question ”Do you think having a certain view of the cosmos leads to a more positive or negative outlook on life? Why?”]  [16220:  Survey respondent 16, question ”Do you think having a certain view of the cosmos leads to a more positive or negative outlook on life? Why?”] 
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Figure 9: Histogram that the majority of respondents find the night sky to be a source of wonder or inspiration. 1 being strongly agree, 5 strongly disagree. Chart obtained from Google forms 2024.

On the other hand, some note a shift in their cosmologies to “growing up”[footnoteRef:19021] or coming to the ”feeling that god is no more real than Santa Clause’[footnoteRef:9323], participant 4 in the group study also shared this experience, noting: “So I guess I grew up Christian, because my mum was Christian. My dad was like, very much atheist. But I would still, like go to church every week, we'd say grace before dinner, like it was very much like, practicing Christianity. But then. Yeah, I guess from quite a young age, I sort of saw religion as sort of similar to how I saw Father Christmas and the tooth fairy, and other sort of things like that”[footnoteRef:6204].  [19021:  Survey respondent 42, question ”What experiences or influences have shaped your beliefs about the cosmos? Can you share a moment/teaching/concept that changed your viewpoint?”]  [9323:  Survey respondents 39, question " What experiences or influences have shaped your beliefs about the cosmos? Can you share a moment/teaching/concept that changed your viewpoint?”]  [6204:  Group study, interviewee 4, preliminary question, 29th April 2024] 

Additionally, there was evidence of psychedelic experiences impacting cosmological views. These experiences, as reported by survey participants like Respondent 60[footnoteRef:24433], highlight the profound capacity of psychedelics to expand one's awareness and potentially fundamentally alter perceptions of the cosmos, with Alan Watts noting “The terms "religious experience," "mystical experience," and "cosmic consciousness" are all too vague and comprehensive to denote that specific mode of consciousness which, to those who have known it, is as real and overwhelming as falling in love”[footnoteRef:31037]. Recent studies in the fields of psychology and neuroscience provide a scientific basis for considering them as potent catalysts for altering and deepening one’s perspectives, aligning with theories such as the "entropic brain" hypothesis, which suggests that psychedelic substances reduce the brain's tendency to order thoughts and perceptions, thus allowing new, less rigid patterns of thinking and perceiving to emerge[footnoteRef:10799].  [24433:  Survey respondent 60, question ”What experiences or influences have shaped your beliefs about the cosmos? Can you share a moment/teaching/concept that changed your viewpoint?”]  [31037:  Watts, A. (1968) ‘Psychedelics and religious experience’, California Law Review, 56(1), p. 74. doi:10.2307/3479497. p 74]  [10799:  Carhart-Harris, R.L. et al. (2014) ‘The Entropic Brain: A Theory of conscious states informed by neuroimaging research with psychedelic drugs’, Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 8. doi:10.3389/fnhum.2014.00020.  p1-17] 
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Figure 10: Pie chart demonstrating the split of feelings towards the cosmos. Chart obtained from Google forms 2024.
Figure 11: Pie chart demonstrating the beliefs in hostility in the nature of the universe. Chart obtained from Google forms 2024.
Engagement of beliefs with the Cosmos
The engagement of individual beliefs with the cosmos often manifests through a blend of personal experiences, cultural influences, and spiritual practices, as evidenced by the diverse voices from interviews and surveys. When asked ‘How do your cosmological/worldviews inform your ethical/moral decisions? the Buddhist Monk, following the teaching of Venerable Geshe Kelsang Gyatso Rinpoche, said "Our first commitment is to try not to harm others… and if you can try to help"[footnoteRef:31016]. Whereas, the Pagan noted that “I believe that the cosmos is a big mysterious and powerful thing. Full of energy, good and bad. I see myself in the cosmos and my place in it. I see we all are part of the cosmos. What we do, say, behave, attitudes, everything sends ripples. How all this affects me morally and ethically is balance. I treat as I want to be treated. I love as I want to be loved. I respect to receive respect. As you sow, you shall reap...I accept all around me as is.”[footnoteRef:8139]; both are positive outlooks and philosophies of engagement, but from different beliefs. Similarly, the 'Theoretical Physicist’ said, “My cosmological beliefs make me feel that we’re all the universe in some sense and quantum mechanics leads me to believe that our interactions with the universe and each other may be meaningful...The belief that we have a say in what happens makes me want to be kind to others and have a positive impact on those around me and the universe as a whole.”[footnoteRef:14071], aligning again with Matthew’s notion that a personal cosmology can reflect the individual’s attitude to life[footnoteRef:3465]. [31016:  Interview with the Buddhist monk, question 5, 30th April 2024]  [8139:  Interview with the Pagan, Question 5, 9th April 2024]  [14071:  Interview with the Theoretical Physicist, question 5, 1st May 2024]  [3465:  Mathews, Freya, The ecological self (London: Routledge, 1991). p. 109] 

The ‘Pagan’ linked specific practices and symbols to engage with their cosmological beliefs. They noted the use of “pentagrams and triskelions and spirals”[footnoteRef:28062], to represent the “elements of the cosmos... the eternal in life and cosmos... sign of the cosmos.”[footnoteRef:12157]. They also shared about some of their ritual practices saying, “I have done rituals when the moon is waxing, new moon, and when the moon is full, and when the moon is waning, going away. I have also done rituals on a dark moon. Each phase of the moon has different purposes.”[footnoteRef:27295]. The narrative of rituals tied to the phases of the moon showcases a deep, ritualistic engagement that aligns personal practices with the rhythms of the cosmos.  [28062:  Interview with the Pagan, question 7, 9th April 2024]  [12157:  53 Interview with the Pagan, question 7, 9th April 2024]  [27295:  53 Interview with the Pagan, question 7, 9th April 2024] 

Moreover, Brink’s hypothesis in ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ states that “Simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, reincarnation is logically incompatible.”[footnoteRef:30467], but later found that “Acceptance of one system was no assurance that incompatible beliefs would be rejected.”[footnoteRef:10951]. There was a similar outcome in this study, with out of the 8 respondents who said they are Christian on the survey, 5 noted that they believe that astrological phenomena, such as planetary alignments and zodiac signs, can influence human life and events. Overall, there was a quite an even split in engagement with and belief in astrology in survey respondents, with 46% having engaged with astrology, and 44% believing in its influence (figures 12 and 13).  [30467:  Brink, T.L. ‘Inconsistency of belief among Roman Catholic girls: Concerning religion, astrology, reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 20(1), p. 82. doi:10.2307/3509943. (1978)  p. 82]  [10951:  Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’, p. 84] 



[image: ][image: ]Figure 12: Pie chart demonstrating the somewhat even split in engagement in astrology. Chart obtained from Google forms 2024.
Figure 13: Pie chart demonstrating the somewhat even split of beliefs in astrology. Chart obtained from Google forms 2024.
Discussion and conclusion
In summary, this mixed methods study used an online questionnaire that was distributed globally to target university students, as well as participant interviews and a group study, to further enrich the study, to investigate the contributors to personal cosmologies and. This included how personal beliefs about the cosmos intersect with paths of science, religion and individual life perspectives and experiences, as well as engagement of beliefs.  Drawing on the theoretical frameworks provided by Freya Mathews and Nicholas Campion, this study demonstrated that personal cosmologies are not merely reflections of individual whims but are deeply embedded in a web of historical, environmental, technological, psychological, and social factors. These findings validate Mathews' perspective that personal cosmologies are a reflection of broader life attitudes, shaped and reshaped through ongoing interactions with the world around us. Within the cohort collected, there seemed to be an array of factors contributing to the questioning or reconstruction of cosmological beliefs, although most significantly in this study, they seem to be down t predominantly factors of advancement or access to science, technology or media, and not their cultural or religious background, although this does certainly play a factor, with even one respondent chalking down their reconnection to their childhood beliefs to be down to genetics and epigenetics. In terms of cosmogony, this study showed that beliefs in a divine creator/force doesn’t require religious views, and that around a quater of respondents didnt agree or weren’t sure in the Big Bang Theory. This research revealed that while personal cosmologies are deeply personal, they are also universally influenced by common human experiences and the ever-evolving knowledge base provided by scientific advancements. The engagement with, and reinterpretation of traditional beliefs in light of new scientific knowledge and technological advancements highlight the dynamic nature of personal cosmologies, challenging static interpretations and encouraging a more fluid understanding of human belief systems.  Moreover, the exploration of non-religious spiritual experiences and their profound impact on individuals who do not adhere to organized religion adds a nuanced layer to our understanding of contemporary cosmologies. It suggests a broader spectrum of spiritual engagement that transcends traditional religious boundaries, pointing to a more inclusive understanding of spirituality in the 21st century. Just as Brink notes in his study that “This survey raises more questions than it answers”[footnoteRef:29744], this does somewhat ring true for this study, but also in the sense that this data sparks new avenues of thought for further research, including perhaps the impact of psychedelic experiences on cosmological views, an expanded cross-cultural comparison that incorporates a more balanced gender representation, and an in-depth analysis of how non-religious individuals interpret and are transformed by spiritual or cosmic encounters. Overall, the analysis confirms that both religious and cultural backgrounds can indeed influence individual cosmological beliefs. Campion's insights of cosmophilia, cosmophobia, cosmogony and that we all have a personal cosmology/cosmovison was explored, alongside Freya Matthews view that they are conditioned by many various factors and can reflect a persons attitude in life, with findings suggesting that cosmological views are not static but are continually influenced by a dynamic interplay of individual experiences, societal changes, and evolving scientific understandings. [29744:  Brink, T.L. ‘Inconsistency of belief among Roman Catholic girls: Concerning religion, astrology, reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 20(1), p. 82. doi:10.2307/3509943. (1978) p 84] 
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