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Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology

Word Count: 5217
Introduction 
This research project explores the personal cosmological and paranormal beliefs of UK women in an online paranormal podcast community. The research presented in this paper was conducted through an online questionnaire distributed through the paranormal podcast community, from which four participants, aged 26 to 40 years old, were selected to be a part of in-depth interviews. 
Research into paranormal beliefs has sought to explain sociologically or psychologically why some groups show higher incidence of paranormal belief than others[footnoteRef:2], or as a functional alternative to religion[footnoteRef:3].  Literature on modern Western cosmological beliefs has focused on how humans navigate their place in the cosmos amongst an unprecedented amount of scientific knowledge about the cosmos[footnoteRef:4], be this through New Age beliefs[footnoteRef:5] or modern cosmology in relation to religion. Although useful, there is little research on how women’s cosmological beliefs may reflect and inform their paranormal beliefs, and what these beliefs can tell us about attitudes to life.  [2:  Madeline Castro, Roger Burrows and Robin Wooffitt, ‘The Paranormal Is (Still) Normal: The Sociological Implications Of A Survey Of Paranormal Experiences In Great Britain’, Sociological Research Online, 19:3, (2014), pp. 1 – 15, p. 1. ]  [3:  Charles F., Emmons and Jeff Sobal, ‘Paranormal Beliefs: Functional Alternatives to Mainstream Religion?’, Review Of Religious Research, 22:4, (1981), pp. 301–12, p. 302.]  [4:  Michael Corey, God And The New Cosmology, (Roman and Littlefield), pp. 1 – 9, p. 2. via https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=123446&redirect=1 [accessed on 10/04/2023]]  [5:  George D, Chryssides, ‘Is God A Space Alien? The Cosmology Of The Raëlian Church’, Culture and Cosmos, 4:1 Spring/Summer (2000), pp. 36-53, p. 37.] 

Through an online questionnaire and semi structured interviews, my research took a phenomenological approach in exploring the personal cosmologies and paranormal beliefs of women. It found that whilst none of the respondents hold religious beliefs, they all had strong personal cosmologies, and nuanced paranormal beliefs that reflected their lives. 
Literature Review
‘The Paranormal Is (Still) Normal’ by Madeleine Castro, Roger Burrows and Robin Wooffitt explained reasons for limited sociological research into the paranormal such as ridicule or dismissal of the subject, or interest in the psychology rather than sociology of the paranormal[footnoteRef:6]. This was touched upon by Andrew Greeley, who wrote that his research originated from a desire to ‘investigate an area of study assiduously avoided by ‘good’ social scientists.’[footnoteRef:7] Previous research has explained paranormal experience and belief through ‘wider cultural or socio structural variables’[footnoteRef:8], however the authors challenged this view as ‘unsatisfactory’[footnoteRef:9]. To rectify this, the authors suggested clearer definitions of “paranormal”, more surveying and a consideration of geographical relationships to paranormal experiences to form new hypotheses[footnoteRef:10]. Their survey found that women living in Southwest England between 35 and 64 years old reported more paranormal experiences overall[footnoteRef:11], which provided a starting point for my research. Gender, age, and geographical region were argued to be the most important variables affecting paranormal belief[footnoteRef:12]. Explaining the gender variable, the authors noted that it was not as simple as ‘essential differences’[footnoteRef:13] between men and women, but several factors working together[footnoteRef:14]. As this paper presented the findings of quantitative research, it was unable to examine the nuances of paranormal beliefs that could shed more light on the sociology of the paranormal such as where and when paranormal incidents occurred, or how it could be interpreted[footnoteRef:15].  [6:  Castro, Burrows and Wooffitt, p. 2. ]  [7:  Andrew Greeley, The Sociology Of The Paranormal: A Reconnaissance, (Beverly Hills, California: Sage Publications, 1975), p. 7. < https://archive.org/details/sociologyofpara00gree> [accessed on 01/04/2023]. ]  [8:  Castro, Burrows and Wooffitt, p. 2. ]  [9:  Ibid. ]  [10:  Ibid. p. 3. ]  [11:  Castro, Burrows and Wooffitt, p. 6. ]  [12:  Ibid. p. 6. ]  [13:  Ibid. p. 8.]  [14:  Ibid. ]  [15:  Ibid. p. 10. ] 

Ken Drinkwater, Neil Dagnall and Lauren Bate’s paper ‘Into the Unknown’ used a qualitative approach to researching paranormal experience to present a fuller picture of the meaning of paranormal experience that quantitative data could not provide[footnoteRef:16]. They identified two problems: the confusion between anomalous experience and paranormal experience, and the inability to understand ‘experiential data’[footnoteRef:17] through quantitative research. Like Castro, Burrows and Wooffitt, the authors of this paper identified a high incidence of reported paranormal experience[footnoteRef:18] in other surveys, and crucially these surveys were followed up with interviews that were thematically analysed. This produced a more detailed foundation upon which the authors could conduct their research. The authors identified three themes: ‘(a) distortion of reality … (b) “you are not alone” (third party sensory presence) and (c) personal growth (effect on self). The themes revealed diverse ways in which participants attempted to understand their paranormal experiences; through their internal and external worlds, the feelings during the experience and its effect on them. The authors concluded that the research demonstrated the usefulness of phenomenology when researching paranormal experience[footnoteRef:19]. [16:  Ken Drinkwater, Neil Dagnall and Lauren Bate, ‘Into The Unknown: Using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis To Explore Personal Accounts Of Paranormal Experiences’ in Journal Of Parapsychology, 77:2, (2013), pp. 281 – 294, p. 281. ]  [17:  Ibid. p. 282. ]  [18:  Ibid. p. 283. ]  [19:  Ibid. p. 290. ] 

Michele Hanks’ ethnographic research into English paranormal investigators explored the role doubt played in paranormal investigations[footnoteRef:20]. She concluded that doubt spurred continued investigation into the paranormal[footnoteRef:21], but also found that paranormal investigators struggled with the difference between belief and knowledge[footnoteRef:22]. Similar to Castro, Burrows and Wooffitt, Hanks noted that people have always doubted their experiences, often impacted by sceptical outsiders[footnoteRef:23]. There are insider disputes amongst paranormal investigators as to what counted as empirical data and what was simply a feeling[footnoteRef:24] in order not to be categorised as ‘believers’, which carried negative connotations[footnoteRef:25] and which they felt negated the purpose of their work. Modern paranormal investigation, in Hanks’ experience, hinged on the electromagnetic frequency reader which measured electromagnetic frequencies, or ‘energy’ in a room. The purpose of the reader was to show that ‘energy was … a material property subject to verification and measurement’[footnoteRef:26], thus providing empirical evidence that would avoid the negative categorisation of their work. Hanks concluded ‘Doubt, then, constitutes a viable way of experiencing spirits in the context of secularism’[footnoteRef:27], similar to how participants in Drinkwater, Dagnall’s and Bate’s research sought to understand their experience in relation to their understanding of the world.  [20:  Hanks, Michele, ‘Between Electricity And Spirit: Paranormal Investigation And The Creation Of Doubt In England: Between Electricity And Spirit’, American Anthropologist, 118.4 (2016), 811–23, p. 811.]  [21:  Ibid. p. 820. ]  [22:  Ibid. p. 812. ]  [23:  Ibid. p. 813.]  [24:  Ibid. p. 814. ]  [25:  Ibid. p. 812. ]  [26:  Ibid. p. 819. ]  [27:  Ibid. p. 820.+] 

Lauren Zwissler’s chapter ‘“Spirituality” as Feminist Third Choice: Gendering Religion and The Secular’ showed how female activists navigated spirituality, activism, and institutional religion[footnoteRef:28]. The women interviewed were Protestant, Pagan and Catholic[footnoteRef:29]. She found that women ‘allied themselves’ with spirituality and ‘distanced themselves’ from religion, which contextualised their ‘relationships to particular institutions, communities and worldviews.’[footnoteRef:30] Spirituality as a term, Zwissler argued, crossed boundaries ‘of religious institution, constructing commonalities out of disparate, deeply personal experiences’[footnoteRef:31], allowing women to form their own connections that traditional religious adherence may have prevented. Zwissler argued that a combination of misogyny, fear of women in public spaces, dominance of Evangelical Christianity and capitalism all contributed to women aligning themselves with spirituality[footnoteRef:32] rather than religious institutions, but that the women still ‘participate in marginal religious communities and rituals.’[footnoteRef:33]   [28:  Lauren Zwissler, ‘“Spirituality” As Feminist Third Choice: Gendering Religion And The Secular’ In Religious, Feminist, Activist: Cosmologies Of Interconnection, (University of Nebraska Press: 2018), pp. 125–158, p. 125. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt20q229t.9 ]  [29:  Ibid. p. 132. ]  [30:  Ibid. p. 126.]  [31:  Ibid. ]  [32:  Ibid, pp. 139 – 40. ]  [33:  Ibid. p. 140. ] 

In ‘Cosmology and 21st Century Culture’, Abrams and Primack presented an overview of the impact of modern scientific cosmology on anthropological cosmology. In ‘traditional culture’ cosmology explained how and why humans existed, with civilisations creating extensive rituals to ‘maintain the cosmos itself’[footnoteRef:34]. The authors argued that whilst modern scientific cosmology provided data for a unified creation story[footnoteRef:35], ‘a cosmology that does not account for human beings … will never satisfy the demand for a functional cosmology that religions have been trying to satisfy for millennia’[footnoteRef:36] through a ‘cosmic hierarchy’[footnoteRef:37] devoted to God. Emerging scientific cosmology in the 17th century had ‘no particular place for humans, no place for God and no explanation of the universe’s origins’[footnoteRef:38], which has influenced modern debate between science and religion. For modern cosmology to answer these questions, it must be ‘enlightening for human beings.’[footnoteRef:39] The authors suggested that one theory of ‘cosmic inflation to expansion as a model for earth’, that ‘all large structures in the universe today grew from these quantum fluctuations, enormously inflated in scale.’ They applied this theory to human expansion, as a way to create a movement to a more sustainable way of living much like the aftermath of the Big Bang[footnoteRef:40]. Whilst not exactly a ritual, this argument suggested a form of recreating the origins of the cosmos as a way forward for humanity, once again placing us metaphorically at the centre of the universe.  [34:  Nancy Ellen Abrams and Joel R. Primack, ‘Cosmology And 21st-Century Culture’, Science 293:553, (2001), <DOI:10.1126/science.1063090> [accessed on 25/04/2023].]  [35:  Ibid. ]  [36:  Ibid. ]  [37:  Ibid.]  [38:  Ibid. ]  [39:  Ibid. ]  [40:  Ibid.] 




Theory And Methodology
This research project used a quantitative data from the survey to gain broader insight into paranormal and cosmological beliefs. From there, qualitative data was gathered through three interviews. 
Using a phenomenological approach, the research looked for the ‘essential themes’[footnoteRef:41] of paranormal and cosmological beliefs. Phenomenology focuses on an experience subjectively[footnoteRef:42]; that is the experience happens on its own terms, in a person’s own world, making each experience unique. Phenomenology requires bracketing of the researcher’s biases, the researcher must engage reflexively with their research, acknowledging their position as an insider or outsider, and researcher.[footnoteRef:43] 

There are strengths to the using phenomenology to research the paranormal; Drinkwater, Dagnall and Bate’s phenomenological approach presented paranormal experiences within the contexts of the person they happened to. Similarly, Seth Kunin and Jonathan Miles-Watson wrote that a phenomenological approach to religion sought to ‘understand the religious consciousness of the believers who practice the particular religion being studied.’[footnoteRef:44] However, Jeremy Northcote argued that despite researchers attempting to put their bias aside by bracketing, bias continued to exist in other ways[footnoteRef:45] as the researcher decided what to bracket and why, potentially causing vital parts of the story being bracketed out of the analysis[footnoteRef:46]. Northcote advocated for a reflexive approach, and in doing this research it was important to set aside my biases as a woman, but also as an insider to this community. As the research aimed to describe the meaning of beliefs in the participants own terms, questions could not be leading, and the interview structure needed to give participants space to explain themselves fully.  [41:  Drinkwater, Dagnall and Bate, p. 282. ]  [42:  David Woodruff Smith, "Phenomenology", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, (Summer 2018), ed. Edward N. Zalta <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/phenomenology/>. [accessed 25/04/2023].]  [43:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, ‘Introduction: The Nature Of Qualitative Research And Our Approach’ in Qualitative Research Methods, < https://ereader.perlego.com/1/book/3013435/16> [accessed on 25/04/2023]. ]  [44:  Seth D. Junin and Jonathan Miles-Watson, Theories Of Religion: A Reader, (Edinburgh University Press: 2006), p. 109. ]  [45:  Jeremy Northcote, ‘Objectivity And The Supernormal: The Limitations Of Bracketing Approaches In Providing Neutral Accounts Of Supernormal Claims’, Journal Of Contemporary Religion, 19:1, (2006), pp. 85-98, p. 85. <DOI: 10.1080/1353790032000165131>. ]  [46:  Ibid. p. 89.] 

Using an online paranormal community to recruit participants allowed me to disseminate a questionnaire and ensured a good cross section of participants who would be willing to discuss their experiences.[footnoteRef:47] Semi structured, in-depth interviews focused on ‘individual, personal experiences’[footnoteRef:48], ensuring that ’the ‘internal understanding should be privileged in relation to any external points of view.’[footnoteRef:49]  [47:  Scott. W VanderStoep, Research Methods For Everyday Life: Blending Qualitative And Quantitative Approaches, (Joessy-Bass, 2008), p. 208. ]  [48:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, A., ‘In Depth Interviews’ in Qualitative Research Methods (no page).]  [49:  Seth Junin and Jonathan Miles-Watson, p. 109. ] 

I distributed the questionnaire amongst the community, with permission from the moderators. The survey received little engagement at first, with members commenting that they want to respond but were not within the age range, so the age bracket was expanded and reposted. The initial justification for the age limit was to build upon Castro’s findings that women between 35 and 64 years old had the highest rates of paranormal belief[footnoteRef:50], but doing so would not have provided enough responses in this instance. The majority of respondents (66.7%) were, however, 31 years old or over at the time the survey closed. With only twelve respondents at the survey’s close, this research should not be viewed as a representation of the entire community, but rather an exploratory survey into the beliefs of women within this community. [50:  Castro, Burrows and Wooffitt, p. 6.] 

The qualitative method of in-depth interviews was suitable for this project, as investigating beliefs[footnoteRef:51] phenomenologically required an ‘understanding of phenomena’ and ‘context of people’s experiences.’[footnoteRef:52]. As an insider, I took care to not reveal my own beliefs that could inadvertently cause the interviewee to modify their answers. Rather than asking ‘what are your cosmological beliefs?’, I used open ended questions such as ‘Can you tell me a bit more about your cosmological beliefs?’, which allowed participants to contextualise beliefs through their own life experiences. Neutral language was used such as ‘could you tell me more about that, if you’d like?’, and I found this allowed respondents, unprompted, to divulge their own, and often very personal, stories. [51:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey, The Nature Of Qualitative Research And Our Approach’ in Qualitative Research Methods, (no page).]  [52:  Ibid. ] 

I created codes[footnoteRef:53] to categorize data to find common themes. Twelve codes emerged, covering emotions, connection to the natural world, religion, and the need for evidence. I condensed these into three main themes: interconnection (connection to the cosmos and natural world), the feeling (intangible evidence of the paranormal and connection to other worlds) and self-belief and disbelief (how participants negotiated their internal beliefs with the external world). Using a similar method to Drinkwater, Dagnall and Bate, this process clarified what a participant’s belief and experience meant to them, how they navigated an unexplainable phenomenon in a scientific world, and why they held such beliefs. [53:  Hennick, Hutter and Bailey, ‘Textual Data Analysis’ in Qualitative Research Methods, (no page). ] 

Quantitative Analysis
The quantitative data obtained from the survey painted an interesting, but preliminary picture of the beliefs of women in the group. None of the survey respondents were adherents of the religions listed[footnoteRef:54], and 100% selected ‘no religion’. This was unsurprising, as the number of people with ‘no religion’ has increased in the UK[footnoteRef:55].  [54:  Office for National Statistics, ‘Census 2021 Paper Questionnaires’ https://www.ons.gov.uk/file?uri=/census/censustransformationprogramme/questiondevelopment/census2021paperquestionnaires/englishindividual.pdf 26/06/2020 [accessed March 2023]. ]  [55:  Office for National Statistics, ‘Religion, England And Wales: Census 2021’, https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/religion/bulletins/religionenglandandwales/census2021 ] 

Few respondents engaged in prayer or ritual, but only 33.8% of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed that ritual or prayer could influence their life. Similarly, when asked about astrology, no participants would consult an astrologer about their future, but only 66.7% disagreed or strongly disagreed about consulting an astrologer to know more about themselves. Data from interviews allowed me to form a fuller picture to understand these discrepancies.

Qualitative Analysis
Interviews were recorded, automatically transcribed, and then checked against the recording for errors. I analysed the data thematically to find commonalities[footnoteRef:56] in the experiences and beliefs as they mattered to the women interviewed. The three key themes that emerged were interconnection, self-belief and disbelief, and the ‘feeling’. Whilst I probed for answers during the interview, each theme emerged naturally and will be told as the interviewee described them. The three participants interviewed were Anna (36), Beth (35) and Carrie (26). All names were changed to preserve anonymity.  [56:  Drinkwater, Dagnall and Bate, p. 285.] 

Interconnectedness
All participants expressed a feeling of connection with nature, the cosmos and life beyond earth, characterised by a positive connection to the natural world, but a negative connection to organised religion. In ‘Into The Unknown’, the authors noted the importance of language in reflecting ‘internal and external representations and influences in the construction of reality.’[footnoteRef:57] The language used by participants showed how they understood their place in the cosmos, even if they were unable to explain exactly where they fit in or what their wider purpose was. Simply existing in nature and making a positive impact on themselves or others was enough. [57:  Drinkwater, Dagnall and Bate, p. 290. ] 

For Anna, aged 36, this positive connection with nature and what she termed ‘a higher power’[footnoteRef:58] was in direct opposition to her negative experiences with Irish Catholic religion and culture. She described the Irish Catholic culture as one of ‘guilt’ and heard of her grandfather’s stories of difficulty with catholic schools and priests. Anna described herself as a practical person, and her experience of ‘higher power’ came through nature and gardening. In contrast to the negative perception of religion, she described her connection as bringing ‘a lot of joy … when I’m out and I’m kind of experiencing those positive things that link to nature.’[footnoteRef:59] Beth similarly described a ‘greater energy’[footnoteRef:60] that did not come from organised religion, that brought her ‘elation or a feeling of freedom.’[footnoteRef:61] Outside the structures of organised religion, Beth felt able to interpret the concept of ‘gods’ in a meaningful and personal way; ‘all gods are just aspects of the same thing in that, like no religion can claim to be the true religion, they’re just interpreting what they’ve experienced.’ Whilst Anna found meaning through her impact on the world, Beth found a personal power in understanding herself. She described using crystals and tarot as ‘a way of communicating with yourself, to see what you want internally’[footnoteRef:62], even using it as a tool during therapy. Both participants were firm on their non – religion, which to them, was different to disbelief in a higher power. Anna related: ‘If you don’t believe in some kind of greater power then what is life for?’[footnoteRef:63], with the caveat ‘I’m not religious.’ Lauren Zwissler also found this amongst her participants, who ‘articulated an explicit distinction between religion, from which they distanced themselves, and spirituality, with which they allied themselves.’[footnoteRef:64]  [58:  Ayeshah Lalloo, ‘Interview With Anna’, (Zoom, UK, 28/04/2023). ]  [59:  Ibid. ]  [60:  Ayeshah Lalloo, ‘Interview With Beth’, (Zoom, UK, 29/04/2023). ]  [61:  Ibid.]  [62:  Ibid. ]  [63:  Interview With Anna. ]  [64:  Zwissler, p. 126. ] 

The women in Zwissler’s research used the language of spirituality in a similar way to my participants; it gave them power to communicate ‘worldviews’[footnoteRef:65], especially against what may have been a negative religious background. The language spirituality afforded participants became indispensable to understanding their personal cosmologies. Although their words differed, all participants spoke of an interconnectedness they felt with the universe. In the survey, all participants strongly agreed to feeling connected to the world around them[footnoteRef:66], and either agreed or strongly agreed that they could ask the universe or cosmos for guidance in their life. For Anna, she described ‘moments of alignment’[footnoteRef:67] in her everyday life, which was evidence that ‘somebody knew, like something is listening that I just can’t deal with that today… So the, yeah, things like that. I do think there is a connection here.’ Notably, for Anna this alignment that proved a higher power only applied to positive experiences. When I asked about how she felt when things didn’t go so well, she said: [65:  Ibid. ]  [66:  Cosmological And Paranormal Beliefs Survey, Question 23. ]  [67:  Interview With Anna. ] 

‘That’s a bit more difficult, I think. Yeah, I think to be honest, I’ve never really kind of looked at it and thought, okay everything’s going really wrong … because of some kind of higher power. I very much think about kind of taking responsibility for your own actions.’ 
A negative higher power did not exist, instead Anna associated negative things to herself, ‘which is a bit sad really.’ In contrast, Beth understood the ‘greater power’ as neutral; ‘The universe will start to align to go with what you want to happen.’ Beth borrowed language from witchcraft communities she was familiar with, saying ‘A lot of that [witchcraft] is, drawing energy from source, as they [witches] call it, the source of all energy in the universe.’ Beth explained that for her, the source was merely answering to what she put out, rather than deciding any outcomes. She used gemstones to move thing energy, describing it as ‘just almost like a conduit of, if you put your intention into it, then you can get something out of it.’[footnoteRef:68] [68:  Interview With Beth.] 

Carrie related the ways that she could come to understand ‘the energy’, despite human limitations of the ‘fabric of space and time’ that was ‘not understandable’ humans[footnoteRef:69]. Carrie described that she views reincarnation as a ‘transporting of energy’ and ghosts as ‘residual energy’[footnoteRef:70]. Anna and Carrie elaborated on this through the concept of the stone tape theory, which posited that an impactful event could cause energy to attach itself to the place it occurred, so the event repeats forever. Anna described this as ‘if ghosts exist in places, it’s because something happened, and they are almost tied to that spot … they’re re-enacting something that happened.’ Michele Hanks noted ‘energy is also a common trope to talk about the immaterial elements of the self … they tended to deploy the word energy’ in place of referencing ghosts or spirits[footnoteRef:71]. This provided the participants with a frame of reference, one based in science, within which they situated their explanations. However, as the next section shows, it was not always easy for participants to reconcile their cosmological and paranormal beliefs with modern science. [69:  Ayeshah Lalloo, ‘Interview With Carrie’, (Zoom, UK, 29/04/2023).]  [70:  ‘Interview With Carrie’. ]  [71:  Hanks, p. 816. ] 

Self Belief and Disbelief 
Participants wrestled with wanting tangible evidence and wanting to believe. Participants expressed ‘I would like to believe in aliens’[footnoteRef:72] or in one case an envy for people close to them who had experienced the paranormal[footnoteRef:73]. There appeared to be a process of negotiation between tangible and intangible evidence, knowing and believing. As Castro, Burrows and Wooffitt noted, ridicule or dismissal of paranormal beliefs may be why there is little sociological research into the paranormal[footnoteRef:74]. This extended to my participants, who difficulty in believing and talking about their beliefs or experiences without evidence. Anna described herself as a practical person, and thus ‘would like to believe’ in ghosts and aliens but could not do so until she saw evidence: [72:  Interview With Carrie. ]  [73:  Interview With Beth. ]  [74:  Castro, Burrows and Wooffitt, p. 2.] 

‘I think that to know is evidence, to have experienced it through my own sense. It’s like, you know, I know this is water… it would have to be that level of knowledge to me, for it to be something that I knew to be true.’[footnoteRef:75] [75:  Interview With Anna. ] 

These statements about evidence did not necessarily mean that the participants were sceptics. Anna expressed her desire to see something and have that evidence and said, ‘I would love to have another sense’, but she simultaneously found it difficult to believe others could have a sixth sense because she hasn’t experienced it herself. She thought that having a sixth sense would put her in a difficult position ‘because then I’m the person who’s saying I can do this or that’[footnoteRef:76] without any evidence to prove it. Unlike the paranormal Anna’s cosmological beliefs, to her, had evidence in their practical applications and her ability to measure impact. She became noticeably excited when I asked her about what vegetables she was growing, and she described what, where and why she was growing.  [76:  Ibid.] 

‘it's about looking to nature. I'm a very keen gardener. I've got an allotment which I love it's hard for me to believe that life could be being produced as it is, and that, like seedlings, can be growing and appearing, and that we're able to kind of produce things and grow things without there being some kind of influence there.’
Her allotment, growing vegetables and being able to ‘cultivate the land’ as she described it, gave Anna a connection to the cosmos and evidence of existence of a higher power that allowed for her life and her plants life. Modern scientific cosmology, like Abrams and Primark argued, does not provide answers for human life in the way religion had previously done[footnoteRef:77], but in Anna’s case being able to see life grow provided evidence for her cosmological beliefs, alongside which scientific explanations also exist. [77:  Abrams and Primack, ‘Cosmology and 21st Century Culture’. ] 

Beth put less emphasis on evidence than Anna, and explained her self-described ‘unified paranormal theory’ in her survey answer:
‘I have what I call a unified paranormal theory; all belief systems share commonalities and it's impossible to say any of them are "correct", but there are too many coincidences to say they're all "wrong".’[footnoteRef:78] [78:  Cosmological and Paranormal Beliefs Survey, Question 21. ] 

Beth expanded on this in her interview;
‘All of these [paranormal] stories have a lot in common… it could all represent the same thing that we are misunderstanding because of technological limitations. We mention electricity as technology as it is now, has made us a lot more sceptical as a case of, it’s easier to explain away natural phenomena because anything is possible now that we have electricity in it. But things that we take for granted nowadays would be completely alien and magical to [people] back then, so I don’t feel it should make use more sceptical, I think it should make us more open minded to thinking it could be something else.’
The inability to prove anything paranormal is a common theme amongst people who investigate and experience the paranormal. As Drinkwater, Dagnall and Bate for there is an ‘(internal) dispute as to whether the experiences constituted a genuine paranormal event’[footnoteRef:79], and this extended to Hanks’ research with paranormal investigators who saw knowledge as ‘empirically established, collectively agreed upon’ claims whilst belief was ‘a personal, interior, and ultimately inconsequential state’[footnoteRef:80], leading to their frustration of having no evidence of the paranormal. This may help explain why Anna’s cosmological beliefs (or knowledge) were certain, but she remained sceptical of the paranormal as long as she did not experience the evidence. Hanks’ participants also referred extensively to electricity and electromagnetic frequencies, which Beth’s explanations reminded me of. For paranormal investigators, the presence of these frequencies did not mean that paranormal does not exist but is a way of explaining how it manifests in our understanding[footnoteRef:81], a view shared by Beth. [79:  Drinkwater, p. 289.]  [80:  Hanks, p. 812.]  [81:  Ibid. p. 818.] 

Whilst for Hanks’ research, the paranormal investigators may have seen belief as ‘inconsequential’, for Anna belief has provided her with a way to communicate with their internal external worlds. Beth and Anna strongly agreed that a paranormal encounter would significantly impact their cosmological beliefs[footnoteRef:82].  [82:  Cosmological and Paranormal Beliefs Survey, Question 30.] 

‘I think it would really make me rethink particularly my idea… of the world you know, if I was to experience seeing a ghost and be able to find out what happens to life after death, would potentially make me rethink my own kind of religious and spiritual views.’[footnoteRef:83] [83:  Interview With Anna] 

Anna continued saying that for her,
‘the most impactful for me would be life after death… I think something like that opens up the possibilities of different things as well… So, yeah, and it's that means that they're could potentially be other people who have different senses and can detect things in a different way which would be incredible’.[footnoteRef:84] [84:  Interview With Anna.] 

However, Carrie strongly disagreed with the question and stated, ‘I already know it exists and it would just be more evidence.’ Unlike Beth and Anna, Carrie’s paranormal beliefs (or knowledge) did not hinge on evidence, but she does not often say this to others as ‘it would put me in a bad position societally’, especially in the terms of her mental health history. Again, as Castro, Burrows and Wooffitt found, the ridicule and scepticism may prevent further discussion and inquiry into paranormal and cosmological beliefs, but this does not make these beliefs invalid, nor does it infer that women as a group hold such beliefs due to their marginality[footnoteRef:85]. Rather, it seems that perception of these beliefs amongst wider society[footnoteRef:86] impacts how these women believe or disbelieve themselves. [85:  Castro, Burrows and Wooffitt, p. 2. ]  [86:  Drinkwater, p. 285. ] 

The Feeling
Participants related something intangible, an otherworldly feeling of someone or something, either a dead person, a spirit, or a fairy encounter. There are strong links between the feeling and self-belief and disbelief, and in relating these experiences, participants attempted to rationalise their experience. A similar phenomenon occurred in Drinkwater, Dagnall and Bate’s research where ‘Interviewees described their attempts to make sense of the unknown and establish a sense of control’, deciding whether to accept a paranormal explanation, or one that was more ‘conventional’[footnoteRef:87]. All participants had experienced something they could not explain with their current understanding of the world, but all expressed doubt about whether it was truly paranormal[footnoteRef:88]. It appeared that a participant’s scientific understanding of the cosmos and paranormal experiences affected their paranormal beliefs more so than their cosmological ones. [87:  Drinkwater, p. 289. ]  [88:  Drinkwater, p. 286. ] 

Anna had recently lost her grandmother and tearfully described how ‘there are times when I can feel her around, and I would like that to be the case, and rather than it [pause] just to be my imagination.’[footnoteRef:89] For her, this specific but indescribable feeling was important because ‘it’s just a really important thing that you do have that sense that people are still there after death. I like to think that it’s something where you’re still connecting with them, like wherever you go after you die. You know that someone is remembering you’ As a researcher, I wanted to know more about the specifics of the feeling, but because of the delicate nature of the topic, I let Anna continue in her own words.  [89:  Interview With Anna.] 

‘I would really like to be believe that I’m not, again it’s about that kind of evidence-based thing for me. I kind of [pause], I think I choose to believe that rather than have anything else really to base it on.’[footnoteRef:90] [90:  Ibid.] 

Carrie described an incident of a lamp in her room beginning to violently swing.
‘It was a heavy lamp, moving with force. I only noticed it because of the shadow on the wall moving.’[footnoteRef:91] [91:  Interview With Carrie.] 

She noted that she had considered all other factors.
‘There was no draft, no one else was in my room like [pause] if it was any of the other things I wouldn’t consider it paranormal. And then, when I asked it to stop, like grandma told me to do, it did.’[footnoteRef:92] [92:  Ibid. ] 

Beth related two incidents, which she was ‘more reluctant to talk about, because when I say it, most people, just sort of laugh it off, you know, like it’s just a normal thing. But to me personally, it was something other that happened at that moment.’[footnoteRef:93] Beth described two fairy encounters in Devon and Avebury that occurred when she worked as a delivery driver. Beth constructed a scene, describing how she was ‘obviously in fairy country’ as well as her interest in fairies at the time. She then described the delivery, and what she believes was a fairy encounter. For her, it had the hallmarks of a stereotypical fairy encounter, describing the man as ‘a caricature … very rotund but also quite small stature… He had this dog that was beautiful black Alsatian or black German shepherd, and it's like, which is something I didn't even know was possible … and he's just stay perfectly silent, just watching me ... I can't remember the exact way it was …and this is something quite common with fairy encounters … Your memory of it does get very fuzzy … I did just have a feeling of like this is really it's a weird situation. It felt like. So just the way he was talking to me the way that dog was just looking at me for the entire thing perfectly silent, like most dogs in there'd just be making some sort of noise... And black dogs are a very common part of fairy folklore in the UK specifically. So, yeah, that was the first one that just made me feel something.’[footnoteRef:94] [93:  Interview With Beth.]  [94:  Interview With Beth.] 

Beth’s second encounter took place in Avebury Stone Circle in Wiltshire, ‘a very spiritual place… around twilight kind of time, a little bit spooky.’ She took ‘a little offering … some flowers or something by the side soaked in all the feelings of the place’. She noted that Avebury ‘does have a magical feeling about it’ but apart from that was ‘perfectly normal’. This time however, a couple who ‘stopped in their tracks, they looked like they’d seen a ghost’ before asking if she had a black dog as ‘we literally just saw a large black dog walk behind you, and they just sort of disappeared as it passed behind your body.’ Looking around for a dog, all of them ‘saw a figure step out of the barrow’, but it disappeared before they could get close, with ‘no sign of anyone else around, it was just us there.’[footnoteRef:95]  [95:  Ibid.] 

The participants, while unable to describe exactly what the feeling is, all make sure to explain why the feeling is important in the moment – for Carrie, she could find no rational explanation and whatever it was seemed to respond to her. For Anna, it was related to the death of her grandmother and a desire to know that there is life after death, and for Beth one ordinary encounter that she knew to be special, and another with witnesses. They all attempted to rationalise the experience, ensuring I knew they had considered rational explanations, reflecting the internal struggle of self-belief, disbelief and a scientific culture[footnoteRef:96]. [96:  Drinkwater, Dagnall and Bate, p. 287. ] 

Conclusion
In researching the cosmological and paranormal beliefs of women, this research has found common themes in experiences and beliefs, but also discovered how personal each experience and belief is. Whilst overall, the respondents are not believers in organised religion, they were consistently engaging with a spiritual and cosmological world that could work for them. None of them were particularly interested in the minutiae of astrology, or knowing their fate, they were keen to know themselves and the world around them better. Whether it was through divination, engaging with mythology or gardening, these women developed their own processes and languages to find their place, and for some like Anna, purpose in the universe. Rather than attesting the higher incidence of paranormal belief amongst women to marginality, this research benefitted from a phenomenological approach that allowed a language about cosmology and the paranormal to come through and give participants a safe space to share their beliefs, but also create and express the meaning of their beliefs and experiences. 
The themes of interconnection, self-belief and disbelief, and the feeling all linked back to each other. Whilst participants desired to rationalise their paranormal beliefs, their cosmological beliefs of a connected cosmos including the afterlife and things humans cannot yet understand provided a context for which they could understand or explain the paranormal to themselves. 
The cosmological and paranormal beliefs of these women are complex, nuanced and deeply personal in a way that only they can describe. 
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Appendix
Survey
Top of Form
Cosmological and Paranormal Beliefs Survey
This survey aims to collect information about the cosmological beliefs of women, specifically within an online paranormal podcast community. The research aims to expand current understandings of women's attitudes towards cosmology, as well as their belief in the paranormal. Selected participants will be invited to online interviews to discuss their beliefs. 

This form contains five sections will take between 10-15 minutes. You may stop at any time and your data will not be collected. For more information, please email me at ayeshah.uwtsd@gmail.com.
* Indicates required question
1.
Any personal data collected in this form will be processed in accordance with the University of Wales Trinity St David's Data Management Policy. Data will be stored securely and used solely for the purposes of this research activity. All responses will be anonymised.
UWTSD Data Management Policy

Please tick the box below to confirm your consent to data you provide in this form to be used for the research. 
*
Check all that apply.
I consent
I do not consent
2.
Some respondents will be selected for interviews to discuss their responses further. Please select an option below to consent to contact via email.
*
Check all that apply.
I consent to being contacted.
I do not consent to being contacted.
About You
3.
First name
*
4.
Do you identify as a woman?
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
5.
Age
*
Mark only one oval.
18-25
26-30
31-35
36-40
41-45
46-50
6.
Where do you live?
*
Mark only one oval.
Scotland
Northern Ireland
England
Wales
7.
What is your religion?
*
Mark only one oval.
No religion
Christian (including Church of England, Catholic, Protestant and all other Christian denominations)
Buddhist
Hindu
Jewish
Muslim
Sikh
Other:
Personal Cosmological Beliefs
'Cosmological' in this context refers to beliefs about the universe and how they impact human society and cultures. For the purposes of this research, cosmological beliefs may be belief in a sentient universe, astrology, following moon cycles for a specific purpose or simply a belief in aliens. 
8.
Do you believe in a single divine entity e.g God?
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Maybe
9.
Do you believe in a divine cosmos e.g spirits, gods, goddesses, cosmological energy?
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Maybe
10.
Do you believe 'God' could be a more advanced intelligent alien species?
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Maybe
11.
Do you believe cosmological energy has the power to influence our lives?
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Maybe
12.
Do you believe in life after death or reincarnation?
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Maybe
13.
Do you believe in astrology?
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Maybe
14.
Do you think religion and culture have influenced your cosmological beliefs?
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Maybe
15.
Do you regularly (once a week or more) engage in religious or spiritual prayer or ritual?
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Maybe
16.
Do you think life experiences, such as those in childhood, have influenced your cosmological beliefs?
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Maybe
17.
Please provide any additional comments on your personal cosmological beliefs.
Paranormal Experiences
For the purposes of this research, paranormal experiences include any experiences you have had that cannot be satisfactorily explained by current scientific understanding.
18.
Do you believe in the paranormal? This may include ghosts, communication with the dead, aliens or telepathy.
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Somewhat
19.
If yes or somewhat, have you had a paranormal experience?
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
20.
If yes, please indicate which paranormal experience(s) you have had.
Check all that apply.
Ghost encounter
Extra sensory perception (e.g. telepathy, knowledge of the future)
UFO encounter
Contact with the dead
Witchcraft (e.g spells, hexes or blessings performed by a witch)
Other:
21.
Please provide a short description of your paranormal experience(s). 
Cosmology and the Paranormal
Please read the statements and indicate how much you agree or disagree with it.
22.
All life in the universe is connected
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
23.
I feel connected to the natural world around me
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
24.
I pay close attention to the phases of the moon and how they affect me
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly disagree
25.
Understanding my place in the universe is important to me
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
26.
I can ask the universe/cosmos for guidance in my life
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly disagree
27.
I can use astrology to predict my future
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
28.
I would consult an astrologer to know more about myself
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
29.
I would consult an astrologer to know more about my future
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly disagree
30.
A paranormal encounter would significantly impact my current cosmological beliefs
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly disagree
31.
Communication with spirits and the dead is possible.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly disagree
32.
Communication with extraterrestrial beings or aliens is possible
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly disagree
33.
I would be afraid to communicate with extraterrestrial beings or aliens
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
34.
I can influence events in my life through ritual or prayer
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly disagree
35.
I consider myself a spiritual person
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
End of questionnaire
Thank you!
Bottom of Form
This content is neither created nor endorsed by Google.
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