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Essay 3
05th January 2025
Are Perceptions of the Cosmos Culturally Conditioned?

Cultural astronomy is the use of astronomical knowledge, distinctly mathematics and geometry, beliefs or theories to inform or inspire social forms and ideologies, or any aspect of human behaviour. Is there an essential reality within this perception?  I will suggest that on one level at least, yes, there is an essential reality which may be far simpler than we might have thought.
In affirming the perception of cultural conditioning, I provide general observations of such behaviour within the settings of social practice.

Do we perceive impressions of the cosmos as an essential reality or are our perceptions informed by the culture in which we live?

Introduction

After introducing some of the ideas about culture and its manifestations, most prominently in Western Europe I will then give examples of cosmogony and philosophy in ancient Greece where Plato and Aristotle laid the groundwork for the West’s understanding of astrology. 
To Al-Andalus for astronomy and South Asia and Sri Lanka to highlight some of the differences between Eastern and Western cosmogony. There I shall briefly reference standardisations of etymology that enables a culturally inclusive experience of astrology. Further representations of culture demonstrate the disparity between ‘traditional’ western forms with the new adaptations under the loose unificatory term of postmodernism. Where the struggle for universal consensus continues.

Frameworks for unity, universality and theory are themes of enquiry that run throughout this essay. With references to the unity of language, space and its measurements, quantum theory and the ‘new sciences’ in the search for common understanding. These references are not a theory in themselves but a theme which runs alongside the question of assumption of cosmological cultural influence. I refer to the Solvay conference of 1925 on QT, (quantum theory) as a baseline for the generic term; ‘new sciences’ about which I shall make brief points.

Cultural behaviours are manifestations of the things that men and women do. Culture has many definitions. For the purposes of this essay, we can briefly historicise the terms and etymology to form a basis of interpretation which is relevant to the engagement with cosmologies.
Raymond Williams and Terry Eagleston are two leading cultural theorists who provide extensive descriptions. Williams, Cambridge University professor distinguishes three major modern senses of the word.

1) etymological; roots in rural labour, agricultural, husbandry, hand tools, production of food and shelter, seasonal life.
2) sense of general intellectual, spiritual and material progress encapsulated by the European Enlightenment, 1450s –1850s. Matthew Arnold, ‘best of what has been said.’ move toward refinement, artistic archetype.
3) a Romantic, anti-colonialist exoticism which resurfaces with anthropology, sociology, postcolonialism, now defunct primitivism 1850s-1900s to which we may now add the umbrella of all new criticisms, postmodernism. The latter to critique culture not to be cultural itself.

Terry Eagleton’s writing has come to be understood as a working-class representation of culture. In the first chapter of ‘The Idea of Culture’ he writes that adjectives ‘moral’ and ‘intellectual’ were dropped and came to be just ‘culture’ itself, an abstraction. 

Kulture became the name of the Romantic, pre-Marxist critique of early industrial capitalism. Then, he says it changed into a conflict driven, economic expression of survival. Later still, in the late-middle 20thCentury this conflict led to post industry, he continues it became ante-civilised, poll tax riots, Irreligious, or non-church going communities within traditionally working peoples, influences of feminism, gender fluidity, single parenthood etc.

Eagleton also noted the aspiration of culture, to the arts, music, theatre and clothing. This can be understood as a modern version of the French refined, cultural archetype of Raymond Williams’s second and third eras. Eagleton, his student, in the 1960s/70s says that culture replaced civilisation, French and German pre-Marxism was portentous, critical and dull, it thus became an opposite of civilisation. Civilisation then became thoroughly uncivilised.

Cultural astronomy: 
A perception of the actions of the cosmos as an essential reality can be understood as simply the way that we receive the Sun’s rays of light, or in the etymology of ‘new science; packets of ‘quantic particles’ that carry the energy for the possibility of our assumptions. We swim, we bathe, in water or in the sun, our senses are fluid, lifted, heightened by the experience. In cold, freezing water, we swim, our bodies react to nature, enlivened, again, an essential reality. 
20th Century astrologer, Dane Rudhyar, understood that astrological truths are not necessarily absolute, but must be adapted to cultural needs. Thus, within the world of astrology itself, the argument that astrological systems are culturally conditioned flourishes. In this sense, technical and interpretative systems of astrology have no meaning in themselves.
Sri Lanka has a colonial history specific to the Island, with more than one coloniser. 
[bookmark: _Int_uYavp5JF]Kemper(745) Early astrological literature consisted of Sanskrit works copied in Sinhalese script, putting astrological knowledge on at least the same remove of Pali literature, known only to a few virtuosi and full-time practitioners. Conditioning by the elite of society.

Menon (9) Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya in 1916 initiated astrological/Sanskrit jyotisa teaching at BHU in Benares. Although this initial attempt failed to take, the college was later merged and exists today. Whereby in 2001, The brisk sale of astrological services and products in India, and the demand for commodities labelled ‘Vedic’ among both New Agers and the Hindu diaspora in Europe and North America, made it imperative that astrologers receive institutionally certified training. A directional pointer for the future legitimisation of astrology within the new sciences? In 2011 the government of India recognised astrology as ‘a science’.

Aristotle believed, according to the notations of his students, that nature provided us ‘with the workings of the Universe’. Western History has recognised Aristotle and Plato as the most important of the first thinkers of the cosmos and philosophy. Here is a brief introduction to their enquiries.

It can be argued that ‘culture’ first became a thing when Greek Pythagoreans living in Calabria, Southern Italy, 530BC, numerically organised it into an opposite of ‘nature.’ in their table of strata. One hundred years later, in Greece, the first critical attempts at forming planetary inclusive cosmological theories are recognised. Plato’s theories were thought unscientific by his student, Aristotle who tried to physically explain the reasons for the movements of the spheres and to relate them to movements on Earth.

(39) Plato’s Dialogue, Again, you perceive with wisdom, attention to the cosmic order....
(49) Nay, as to that, Socrates, all men who possess even a small share of good sense call upon God always at the outset...

Aristotle’s cosmogony; is written, 200 years after his departure, from said lecture notes published in ‘De Caelo’ On the Heavens, as a response to Plato’s dialogue. 
These are the two written estimations to which astrologers and philosophers would consistently turn to chart the progress of thought from classical Athens, where both authors had lived in the 4th century B.C.

Plato places a cosmos beyond our comprehension. He says that we see only the shadow of things but not their actuality. Or as in a cave, seeing only a mirror, or reflection of a thing. Plato’s ‘soul’ underpins all cosmos, it is transcendent. 

Neoplatonists developed Plato’s theories into; Modus, Nous, Soul, Intellect, Matter. Plato’s influence can be read in Henri Corbin’s agnostic reflex in Western Man by the Persian scholar Sohravardi; “to have available a cosmology of such a kind that the most astounding information of modern science remains inferior to it.” 

This ‘reflex’ can be post modernised as a western reading of eastern orientalist, esotericism or illusionism, which due to indifference on the part of Europeans allowed this thinking to flourish without validation. The Arabist critic Carlo Alfonso Nallino, in 1925, strenuously objected, not to Corbin, but to the flow of nonsense written in style.

Before this at the turn of the Millenia, 950-1050 is a period of discovery where the intellectual achievements of Adelard of Bath, Peter Abaelard and the French dialectic rationalists were developing whilst translating Arabic treatise moving from England, France, Spain and Syria
their work can be subtly recognised in the sub-lunar world of quantum physics.

Persio/Arabic astro/philosophers; Al-Kindi, Avicenna, Al-Biruni and Al-Khwarizmi discussed and developed the Platonic ‘soul’ ideas further, with a gentle push and pull within the expansionism of Islamic land and theology. In Al-Andalus, Averroes (d 1150) was asking whether the study of philosophy and logic was within the ‘law’ of Muhammed’s system. It appeared that they were as he had used his imagination, which was perceived as allowing thought experiments to proceed. Andalus is representative of pan-religious worship as was most of the Caliphate.
The responsibility for cultural determinants and influences can be referred to in Alan Leo's assumption of the Theosophical Society’s edict that the only explanation for the masses reduced to a lifetime of poverty was that of a ‘karmic determinant’. This must be read as an example of culturally constructed cosmogony, if not one intended by Leo himself. Leo adopted Thomas Aquinas’s mediatory phrase; ‘The stars incline, they do not compel’, as did the leading English astrologer of the turbulent 1650’s; William Lilly.
    
Aristotle suggests a ‘prime mover’ which produces motion by, love, perhaps (devotion) is an easier description to understand. He was greatly concerned with motion. The prime mover did not move itself but was moved by devotees, so to speak. 

Campion, ‘Journal of Cosmology’ The ancient civilizations were conscious of the fact that every phenomenon is the result of movement and rhythm that gave it form and character by the natural order of numbers. 

Plato’s cosmology is expertly defined by Tina Steifel, in her 1977 essay, ‘The Heresy of Science’; from where we find the beginnings of ‘dialectic materialism’, ‘it is the ability to perceive the relationship between mathematics and science, careful observation for scientific study, formulation of hypotheses based upon inductive reasoning and the utilization thereof and the recognition of the role of inductive probability. Inductive means a degree of belief, not quantitive, in this case. 

This last issue is crucial as astrology became known as contingent, chance-like, partly due to the unfortunate merger of chart casting with dice throwing in 16th century Italy, when Girolamo Cardano invented probability. Hence Einsteins saying; during the discovery of quanta ,1900-1925; “I cannot believe God plays dice with the Universe “.

The Translation Movement

The library at the Egyptian port city of Alexandria held the entirety of remaining Greek, Egyptian and Persio Eurasian literature, in and around 450CE. It was saved from destruction at the behest of the caliphs; Al Mansur (754-775) and Al-Ma-Mun (813-833) These two caliphs enabled the translations into Arabic and Latin, the latter the unifying language of Europe. This literature generated an intellectual leap light years ahead of the dark ages into which it shone. 
Henri Corbin demonstrates the ubiquity of texts by some of Abu Mashar’s peers; ‘validity of visionary accounts that perceive and relate “events in heaven”.........it is situative, anywhere, at any time but not designate.  

Empirical Data, Astrolabe to Europe
Islamic astronomy numerically remapped the stars and Skys after Al-Zarqullah refined his universal astrolabe, Saphaea, the instrument by which one can navigate the longitude and latitude, and ecliptic, the imaginary path of the planets, Sun and Moon. He subsequently found an inequality in the Moon’s longitudinal motion which enabled her position to always be known, an achievement of such complexity and importance that a Moon crater; Arzachel is named after him.

[bookmark: _Int_za7gS37c]Comparisons with the enabling effects of John Bell’s ‘inequality’ in Quantum physics are not without validation. Thus, in Al Andalus, Arabian science began to influence western Europe with its statistical expertise. Al-Zarqullah, and Al-Khalifa observed the stars for King Alfonso X of Castille, from 1050 until 1075 in Toledo, Al Andalus. We now have therefore a moveable horizon, and the new astrolabe becomes a truly universal instrument which can be used for any latitude.

Kemper (749) In South Asian astrology, The Moon has first importance, all the planets and stars exercise their influence through a sign; Lagna, that is itself determined by the moons position.
The Moons influence is not restricted by theology. 

The transmission of ideas and information also coexisted within Persio/Indian Lands. 
Menakshi Menon, at the Max Planck Institute, Berlin, Germany has investigated how English and Sanskrit were adapted to local South Indian vernaculars and cosmogonies from Persia Subsequently, she explains how classical Vedic astrology has been modernised as a new science in ‘New India’, with the clear intention of legitimising astrology as a science.

Menon (4) ‘We are aware, as Richard Eaton has argued, that much of South Asia’s history between 1000 and 1800 can be understood in terms of the ‘prolonged and multifaceted interaction between the Sanskrit and Persianate worlds.

In 1791 Jonathon Duncan founded Benares Sanskrit College where jyotisa was taught as a Vedanga intended to guarantee correct performance of Vedic rituals.
((ganita, siddhanta, phalita,samhita)). Mathematics, astronomy, astrology and divination.

A crucial epistemological shift occurred in post-colonial India as jyotisastra transformed into Jyoti Vigyan. A supposedly modern science which has subsequently come to represent New India. These actions represent a literal intervention to revive a traditional cultural archetype to strengthen the historic cosmology and adapt it into the modern. Including the classification of the term ‘sastra’ to mean science, its general sense being; precept, rules, manual, compendium, book or treatise. It is used as a neologism in the sciences as ‘logy’ is in English.

Steven Kemper has written two relatable papers and undertaken field work between 1969-71 on the astrological traditions of Sri Lanka which demonstrate to us how ethnic and religiously diverse groups operate similarly in a socially recognised, everyday cosmogony. 
Kemper (3) It is hard to estimate how pervasive the interest in astrology is in Sri Lankan society as a whole, but it is fair to say that Sinhalese and Tamil, Hindu and Buddhist and Christian (the latter against the Churches opposition) all consult astrologers before making business decisions, beginning critical journeys and above all else arranging marriages. 
Again, this is cultural conditioning. These are everyday occurrences as well as exceptionally important enterprises. This is not meant as a negative criticism but as a fact of life in Sri Lanka.

At Benares in the 1830s it was found out that students who studied algebra and astronomy did so to use their knowledge for astrological computations. These actions would appear obvious to any local Indian. The everyday nature of astrology in India would suggest that the opportunity to supplant one’s education with a part time livelihood was not to be missed.
Is there an essential reality or are we culturally conditioned by cosmogony? This is cultural conditioning. Reading the stars to pay for food is not divine intervention it is a necessity.

Nic Campion in the journal of cosmology writes;
Campion J.O.C ‘techniques and symbols of astrology were culturally based, and could therefore have use, value or meaning for different people in different cultures. Sun in Aries, in the west, Sun in Pisces in the East.

In South Asia the mammoth task of modernising Vedic astrology, for the masses, began with an etymological restructuring where classical Sanskrit mirrored the achievement of European Latin by standardising the vernaculars of South Asia.
Menon.5/8/9 This began a process that reworked the vernaculars to make them appropriate vehicles for the truths of the European sciences. 
New Science
India’s recognition of the value of ‘new sciences’ has resulted in energetic governmental financial support Menon (5/9). The Bharatiya Janata Party-led efforts to promote the creation of Vedic astrology –Jyotir Vigyan – university departments resulted in the University Grants Commission (UGC) publishing a circular that noted the ‘urgent need to rejuvenate the science of Vedic astrology’.

New sciences in Europe continue to baffle the great and good.
Albert Einstein valiantly attempted to unify the ‘eminence grise’ with a unified field theory, 
100 years ago, in 1925. In Quantum Theory this is the cusp year, when the formulae were laid on the table, at Solvay, hands in the air. “Who’s got the theory?”  QT enables the internet to exist and is one of the ‘new sciences’ along with black/white holes, dark matter and dark energy that yet remain indefinable. For nearly 50 years Einsteins nemesis; Nils Bohr’s ‘Copenhagen theory’ held sway in quanta until John Stewert Bell, in 1972, following Dave Bohm’s work established a local inequality that had been hidden due to Van-Neumann's mathematical error!  900 years since Al-Zarqullah’s unifying Saphaea achieved similar breakthrough!

To conclude the cultural analysis, leading anthropologist Clifford Geertz, reflects upon the current state of critical theories and their effects upon our culture and cosmogonies.
Do we as a people act universally?  Yes, we do, sometimes.
in ‘The Interpretation of Cultures’, he says that Human nature in the Enlightenment may not have been accessible to all, but it was, he quotes Lovejoy, ‘clear and simple’.
Geertz (36) whereas new ‘anthropological surveyance of non-European cultures; citing Balinese trance, reveals a thousand dissimilarities in behaviour. 
The attempt to clarify, or reconstruct an intelligible account of what man is, has underlain scientific thinking about culture ever since. 

Having sought complexity, anthropologists are now in such a state of entanglement that equivalence is nigh on impossible. The expansion of the modern world has placed the universal theory of culture under tremendous strain.  There lies an essential thread which must, from time to time, weave to the whole, to produce the basket and the blanket, for food and warmth, without which societies begin to fall apart.

On the issue of the legitimacy of current western astrology/cosmogony, to its relevance to, or influence upon culture today. The resurgence of astrology via the internet can be seen as a current cultural phenomenon. Dr.Frances Clynes, UWTSD, 2015, is one of the few people to have written about the effect of the internet on modern astrology. In this thorough investigation she cites the emotional pull of the internet, the clear need for friendships and support among many disenfranchised peoples.

CLYNES (83) Internet technology makes it possible for people from different parts of the world to connect with each other online, discuss and share information, and thus potentially form the second type of community identified by McMillan and Chavis: community based on relationships between people without reference to physical location.

Could regulatory frameworks, within structured usage of the internet, such as qualifications, certificates etc, as we have verified as happening in the re-presentation of Vedic astrology in India since 2001, become a possibility to ensure that Western astrology retains its legitimacy and does not return us to the age of disenchantment.
Dr. Frances Clyne refers to other potential frameworks for unification in her 2015 doctoral study, yet, as she too has pointed out, the speed with which the system evolves does not necessarily enable unilateral agreement in the forms to which we were used.

[bookmark: _Int_TUjdSUu0]Richard Evans (17)‘In Defence of History’, provides an example of classical criticism by Leopold Von Ranke, a German historian who, following Burke, looked at the past for ‘Wie es eigentlich gewesen’, ‘how it essentially was’.  A question that arises is are we a stable enough society to relinquish the critical ground rules to which we had become accustomed? 
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