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	Title of Dissertation:

Capturing the relationship between heaven and earth in the digital imaging of orbs: an investigation of their contemporary phenomenal occurrence in the cosmological worldviews of orb-enthusiasts


	Aims and Objectives:

The study aims to contribute new knowledge to a neglected academic field of ethnographic and phenomenological research into the beliefs of a group of international scholars and photographic professionals who share their mutual interest in the orb-phenomenon. The heavenly orbs or planets evoke thoughts and provide opportunities to add new understandings of our ‘skyscape,’ and it can be suggested, the emergence of a largely overlooked phenomenon challenging our personal cosmologies The occurrence of orbs or anomalous orbic images (AIOs) in digital imaging stretches further than the sky alone as orbs are omnipresent elements in the skyscape. Thus, this research has two main purposes. First, through assessing the viewpoints that a group of scholars and professional photographers & authors on the orb-phenomenon have toward their appearance in photographs and videos, and it will strive to ascertain if and how the cosmologies of the individuals within the group are/have been altered after the emergence of orbs. 
So far, the available scholarly material mainly focuses on the anomalous physical manifestation of the phenomenon, which has resulted in contributions from scholars such as Dave Wood claiming that orbs can be explained by ‘normal factors relating to digital cameras and the circumstances surrounding orb capture.’
 In contrast, the occurrence of exceptional orbs which cannot be explained by conventional methods gives rise to speculation on one hand and strong associations with the paranormal on the other hand, creating a dichotomy of non-paranormal versus paranormal approaches. Second, a consideration is the idea of a relatively new element occupying our ‘Western’ ‘skyscape’. This aspect of the dissertation will also consider the cultural implications among so-called ‘orb-enthusiasts’ from an ethnoastronomical perspective, a term coined by Elizabeth Chesley Baity in her studies of how astronomy in ancient cultures was conducted.
 It is the relationship of the individual with his familiar ‘skyscape’ which stands central in this dissertation and which Clive Ruggles describes as ‘What do people see when they look at the night sky? The answer is as much a cultural as an astronomical one.’
 


	Abstract

With the emergence of digital imaging by the end of the 1990s and its rapid mass availability, coupled with major advances in camera sensor development and image processing, the occurrence of orbs or anomalous orbic images (AIOs), a hitherto infrequent phenomenon, has entered the human environment and captured the interest of sceptics, believers and scholars. 
 

Situated on the frontier of science, orbs have been predominantly the subject of interest of amateur photographers, ghost hunters and paranormal investigators. Very few scholars from the disciplines of physics, theology and parapsychology have studied the phenomenon seriously, however, so far no ethnographical study has been conducted to assess the possible cultural implications of this phenomenon. Therefore the dissertation explores these implications with reference to the interpretation of orbs as a new element in the ‘skyscape’ of our environment. 
This dissertation focuses on the conceptions of ‘orb-enthusiasts’, individuals who approach the orb-phenomenon from an open-minded point of view and investigates their personal cosmologies, that is their personal worldview on the orb-phenomenon.
Moreover, the position taken in this dissertation is to investigate the personal cosmologies of scholars and professionals from their scientific and professional background in relationship with their everyday reality. Furthermore I attempt to address the orb-phenomenology in its possible appearance as a relatively new element of material culture, meaning to monitor its process of embedment within the skyscape realm and the personal cosmologies of the orb-enthusiasts research group as Tilley et al describe regarding the ‘conceptualisation of things’.
The study seeks not to establish whether orbs exist and what they are, however, considered from an ethnoastronomical perspective, the occurrence of ‘heavenly spheres’ taking up our space and partaking in our environment is a concept explored and extrapolated to the perception of orbs and their exerted influence on the individual’s personal cosmology.


	Methodology

The focus of this dissertation is on the search for meanings and essences of experience rather than measurements and explanations. Therefore I will take a phenomenological approach based on a qualitative perspective to study the orb-phenomenon among ‘orb-enthusiasts’, with the purpose of gaining ‘lived experiences’ as outlined by John Creswell referring to Moustakas.
 Also as Martyn Denscombe stresses that ‘a phenomenological description focuses on how people come to see things as they are.’

I will employ qualitative methods in the form of in depth, semi-structured interviews among a maximum of 15 orb-enthusiasts in face-to-face interviews predominantly using Skype for the both national and international respondents in Germany, France, the UK and the USA, several of with whom contact has already been made and openness to project participation has been established. All the interviews will be conducted one to one. This is conducted from an outsider perspective as I have no liaisons with a virtual orb-community, the participants or as a member of an affiliated group, although my interest in orbs is substantial and I could be designated as an orb-enthusiast myself.
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	Time Schedule:

An outline of a likely timetable to completion. 

May-June 2014; preparatory arrangements regarding dissertation such as outline of research, list of interviewees, bibliography
July-August 2014: present dissertation proposal and ethics form in accordance with supervisor to the university

September 2014: write dissertation outline
October-December 2014: interview orb-enthusiasts, accumulation of interview results and analysing data, processing findings in dissertation writing
December 2014-March 2015: write dissertation concept in accordance with supervisor and present final concept



	Proposed Supervisor:

Dr. Amy Whitehead
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Aim of the Research Project: 
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Abstract
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