[image: image1.png]PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





Postgraduate/Distance Learning 

Assignment coversheet & feedback form
THIS SHEET MUST BE THE FIRST PAGE OF THE ASSIGNMENT YOU ARE SUBMITTING  (DO NOT SEND AS A SEPARATE FILE)

	For completion by the student:

	Student Name:      Victor Carrington
Student University Email:     2100065@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	Module code:     HPCA7015
Module title:    Foundations in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology

	Student ID number:
2100065
	Educational support needs:

Yes/No

	Assignment title:      Are Perceptions of the Cosmos Culturally Conditioned?
Assignment due date:      January 6, 2022

	This assignment is for the       1st  FORMCHECKBOX 
    2nd   FORMCHECKBOX 
     3rd   FORMCHECKBOX 
      4th  FORMCHECKBOX 
      5th  FORMCHECKBOX 
      6th  FORMCHECKBOX 
   module of the degree

	I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.

Signed ………Victor Carrington……………………………………………………
Email submission:if you are submitting this form via email, please tick this box X
(as a substitute for your signature) to confirm that you agree to the above declaration.

	Assignment Mark
1st Marker’s Provisional mark

2nd Marker’s/Moderator’s provisional mark

External Examiner’s mark (if relevant)
Final Mark

NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the Final Examination Board.
For completion by Marker 1 :

Comments:


	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	For completion by Marker 2/Moderator:

Comments:



	Marker’s Signature:
	Date:

	External Examiner’s comments (if relevant)



	External Examiner’s Signature:
	Date:


Are Perceptions of the Cosmos Culturally Conditioned?
Word Count: 2500
This essay is a response to the question, Are perceptions of the cosmos culturally conditioned?  There are two main arguments regarding cosmology—one is natural and universal in quality and the other is contextual, manufactured, and unstable.  The definitions of culture and cosmology and their applications are reflexive but there are a few universal elements that are based on the human condition, cross-culturally.
Definitions of Cosmology

In his book Cosmologies, Campion describes the interplay between cosmology and culture as, “…the manner in which human beings relate their cultures to the notions of the nature, order, function or meaning of the cosmos.”
 Cosmology can, therefore, be understood as a rationale and practical tool, a lens from which to view the world and to effect change within natural and human systems.
  Humanity is seen as an integral part of cosmology, so that philosophical efforts at understanding the cosmos necessarily includes treatment of our species as subject and observer.
  This phenomenological approach is extended to the dialogical or participatory process that we employ as we interact with the world.
  For instance, researchers focus on skyscapes as one anthropological constant to understand cultural perceptions of cosmological situations.  When they do this, they presume a cross-cultural and interdisciplinary focus is possible.


Confusion abounds because cosmology can be equally classified as a philosophy and a science.  Postmodern and global understandings of science currently include traditional knowledge, in broadest terms, as a science.
  Clive Ruggles describes this cross-cultural understanding as distinct from relativism because “the attempts of a human society to make sense of the cosmos or lifeworld, albeit within the framework of an alternative rationality, indigenous cosmologies clearly represent ‘science.’”
  Science, here, can also be understood as a gestalt theory to manage the lived world within the given cultural situation.  This definition of science stands in stark contrast to the structured regimen of empirical science as strictly isolated from visceral perceptions and lived experiences.

For the purposes of this paper, cosmology is a philosophy and soft science that applies understandings of humanity’s place in the cosmos to individual and collective concerns of the human condition.  This definition remains valid even when applied to empirical astronomy because concerns of the human condition motivate choices of study topic and reporting, although implicitly.  The human drive to address existential uncertainties about species survival arises in the field of astronomy through the studies of near-earth objects and methods that might deflect them.  The human experience of existential isolation, of loneliness in the cosmos, and the search for life purpose is addressed by astronomy in the study of exoplanets when habitability becomes a topic of discussion.
Definitions of Culture

The definition of cosmology hinged upon a non-duality of philosophy and science and of the human condition and sky phenomena.  The definition of culture involves a similar non-duality.  Modernists focused on culture as a mastery over nature whereas prior eras focused on culture as both a development from and tending of nature.
  Terry Eagleton defines culture as non-dualistic to nature, yet classifies the concept of ‘civilization’ as antagonistic to the others.
  Civilization is characterized by objectification, rigid structure, empiricism, logic, and deterministic ends.
  
The implication is that culture is a dialogue among cultures as much as it is among individuals or in response to nature.  Modernism typically frames this global experience within the concept of civilization, such as to apply criteria and fixed norms that lead to a hierarchical ordering of specific cultures and cultural derivatives.  Postmodernism denies the validity of this qualitative ranking scheme and the contradictory assertions of organic determinism and spiritual autonomy.
  Instead, culture is defined as an emergent phenomenon where the individual is subsumed within a lived experience of communally managing the environment.  The environment, in this sense, includes the accretion of cultural products over time, as artifacts that hold multiple meaning, that are additional resources for ongoing creative innovation.
  Finally, this implies the postmodern dissolution of cultural boundaries, where each culture adapts to influences of every other contacted.  The modern experience was impervious to deny influences of cross-cultural appropriation because these were evident in period terminology, such as Chinoises, Egyptian Revival and Neo-Pharaonic Style.  These are simple concrete examples of global interactions that can have both subtle and significant contribution to cultural growth.
Culture, as an academic concept, is best understood by its pre-modern roots and post-modern application.  Culture is a dialogical and reflexive process similar to cosmology and perhaps only different as confined to the locus of human activity.  In Versions of Culture, Eagelton relates culture and cosmology when he states, 

“the word ‘culture,’ which is supposed to designate a kind of society, is in fact a normative way of imagining that society.  It can also be a way of imagining one’s own social condition on the model of other people’s, either in the past, the bush, or the political future.”
 

This definition is inclusive of intracultural and intercultural dialogue.  Intracultural dialogue is a key feature of western cosmology because a single culture, such as ancient Greece, can foster several concurrent antagonistic cosmologies, such as Platonic, Aristotelian, and Stoic cosmologies.  Intercultural dialogue is a global phenomenon that promotes cultural appropriation and the spread of cosmologies.  Most importantly, this definition of culture addresses the postmodern problem of whether and how unique indigenous cosmologies reflect broader themes among cosmologies. 
A Brief Definition of Conditioning


Cultural conditioning is the internalization by an individual of the norms, messages, and influences presented by the cultural milieu.  Cultural conditioning is distinct from social conditioning in the longevity and permanence of norms that have become traditions.  One element of an engrained norm is that it requires less critical processing for behavioural conduct to occur.  In other words, the behaviour becomes habitual, reflexive, and automated. A question focused on cultural conditioning, such as the focus of this paper, is more concerned with the effect of the environment on the individual than vice versa.
Argument for Cosmologies Originating from Cultural Behaviour

The argument for culturally-specific cosmologies rests on two claims, cultural meanings and concepts are untransferable and cultural progress follows a deterministic path.  Cultural meanings do appear to be untransferable as thick descriptions of a belief or phenomenon.
  The meaning is contextually connected to all other meanings that define it and the situations that trigger these allusions.  In the context of sky symbolism, for example, one cosmology may associate the planet Venus with war and another with peace. This argument is embodied in the dilemma of ethnographic researchers to resolve emic and etic perspectives.

The western approach to history sought explanations for why some cultures dominated and others disappeared.  Superior traits could be understood to infiltrate across cultures.  Historical determinism took this belief a step further, to state that developmental order can be predicted in human societies.
  Scientific rationalism is the belief that this developmental order can be explained through this structured comparison between cultures.
  More technologically advanced and complex social orders were, therefore, viewed as culturally superior.  With the development of postmodern thought, this perspective has waned.  Human sciences generally consider cultures as imparting unique perspectives and behaviours while avoiding the hierarchical ordering of the past.
Cosmology can arise from cultural behaviour because cultural conditioning includes non-verbal and implicit cues; however, every culture, even the most homogenous, will include variations in belief that lead to coexistent cosmologies.  The individual, if unaware, may conduct behaviours based on incompatible cosmologies.  This raises several concerns for the question of conditioned behaviour because personal choice, with any degree of reflection, introduces the likelihood of a personally constructed cosmology.  The history of western Christianity experienced shifts when concepts, such as cosmological and religious models, were challenged by newer theories offered by individuals, notably Copernicus and Luther.  
The set of cosmologies that a culture draws upon is constantly adapting to new understandings and changes in related concepts.  There were no UFO cults before the dawn of manned space exploration nor was there the concept of an asteroid collision.  Instead of little grey aliens, the cultural discourse of medieval Europe spoke about experiences with fairies and harbinger comets.  The behaviours can be generalized to an extend but they cannot be understood in their fullest complexity outside of the culture of origin.
Argument for Cosmology as Describing an Essential Reality
Cosmology is developed through a culturally-influenced rational process.  Patrick Curry defines this type of rationality in two ways, “firstly, the process by which conclusions are drawn from premises, and secondly, sensible, sane, moderate, not foolish or absurd extremes.”
  What may be sensible for one culture and time may appear absurd to another.
  The complexity of Ptolemaic epicycles may be one example in retrospective, but at the time of its creation the theory was the best description of observations.  Scientific materialism was the reliable model during the modern era but became challenged by observations in particle physics, because those observations challenged concepts of chaos and random order.
 Beliefs clearly contribute to the structure of a cosmology; however, cross-culturally, their reasons, applications, and expressions are quite varied and undergo continual revision.
  
In his posthumous work, How Natives Think, Levy Bruhl offers several vignettes of Jesuit missionary interaction with indigenous tribes.  The tribal people began with a feeling that something was abnormal, such as a chieftain’s sickness or the scarcity of rain, and formed a causal link with an abnormal precedent, such as the missionaries taking photographic portraits or their long robes and hats.
  Relationship meanings and attributions can change form and order depending upon which of a culture’s prevailing cosmologies appears to offer a ready and plausible solution.  This application of cosmology is called the lived hypothesis and is founded in a belief that cosmic order is both non-random and apprehensible.
  The only factor that makes this description one of essential reality is that it appears to be universal across cultures, at least in the human drive to experience order, meaning, and purpose.  The individual engages in a personal cosmology to attribute meanings that deviate from the culturally conditioned understanding.  A cosmology unique to each individual could be understood as an essential reality, a personal, spiritual, and philosophical dialogue with the natural world, including the sky.
Alfred North Whitehead views this human condition from the opposite extreme.  Humanity exists in a relationship with the material universe that can only be experienced and understood from its confines.
  The essential reality is the experience of this complex gestalt, of all things that exist relating within a single domain.  The most extreme counterpoints, such as psychotropic or mystical experiences, fail to separate from this material tether, because the subjective experiences are influenced by chemical and biological realities.  Whitehead would describe these as emergent phenomena with an organic component, rather than being defined by their organic component.  Process cosmology is therefore sympathetic and non-dualistic.

One important note, several extreme views of an essential reality were proffered, the individual and phenomenological focus of Patrick Curry, the humanistic and reductionistic focus of Levy Bruhl, and the creative process and metaphysical unification offered by Alfred Whitehead.  None of these descriptions of an essential cosmological reality are dispositive of the others.  They are all in mutual agreement, yet they describe a distinct level or focus in the lived experience of a personal cosmology.
Themes

No culture has a single cosmology.  Subcultures and indigenous cultures can be said to have a single dominant cosmology, but the exist in a web of interconnection to other cultures’ influences and they are influenced by innovative members.  This poses a problem for the question of cultural conditioning in absolute terms because the conditioning is happening across levels and in response to other cultures.

Cultural conditioning is a universal aspect of human society that includes a contextual component.  The main issue is whether individuals are aware of implicit messaging, consider its coherence as a generalized worldview, and whether they attempt to build a coherent cosmology when one is not readily apparent.  Academicians appear to focus on thick and thin descriptions to resolve understanding at the cultural level.

The individual’s cosmology is based on an ongoing development of experiential insight.  This personalized form of cosmology may well have universal elements, but it is non-reductionistic and often fails to be conveyed linguistically.  For this reason, the individual relies upon known symbols, symbol sets, and narratives, to convey experiential truths within the cultural milieu.

Conclusion

Cosmology is culturally conditioned but when the individual engages in cosmological enquiry the process can lead to an experience of essential reality.  A person wo passively accepts culturally-derived concepts is not engaged in critical review of their accuracy or fitness for specific relationships and situations.  Conflicts arise when these beliefs, such as free will and determinism, are presumed as the basis for individual behaviours.  The person is, in essence, acting upon the world as an extension of the human dominion over nature to create quasi-objects.  Objectification of nature is a flawed cosmology and leads to a cycle of social and cultural ills, including group aggression, pollution, deforestation, and species extinction.  In relationship to the sky, objectification could be understood as the driving force for light pollution.  The culture and individual fear a loss of control over the environment and also desire to see their conquests at any given time.

Experiencing and defining essential reality are two entirely separate operations.  Experiential insights are phenomenological and integrative of the whole being.  They have lasting impact to attitude, outlook, sense of place and purpose in the world.  Defining a cosmology is a tall order.  The culture often relegates this process to ‘experts,’ the scientists, philosophers, and theologians of our contemporary culture are examples of experts.  As in ancient times, experts tend to develop conflicting and/or incomplete theories.  The desire to have cosmology explained in a structured, logical, language is another form of objectification, because it denies the ongoing dialogue and revision that an accurate, meaningful, and useful cosmology requires.  Experiential insights do not require experts or the use of logical language.  Insights can be expressed symbolically within a broader culturally derived meaning system and, more importantly, the person can create a new symbol or narrative when none exists.

The desire to define cosmology leads to an emphasis on complex theoretical systems that tend to undermine the qualitative integrity of the lived experience.  Ironically, the function of allusions and metaphorical language is to retain a malleability and mystery in relaying personal insights about cosmology.  Cultures can respond negatively when their traditions are supported with, for instance, hierarchical structures and related power dynamics that may be threatened by innovative changes.  Conditioning takes on a new dimension in situations such as these where the individual is pressured to stay within the confines of the established cosmologies.  The result is that many cultures exhibit multiple coexistent cosmologies that individuals pick and choose from, in the style of a cafeteria, yet at the cost of coherent meaning, personal utility and wellbeing.
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