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Are perceptions of the cosmos culturally conditioned?

Introduction
This essay is going to question whether perceptions of cosmos are culturally conditioned. Firstly, it will focus on the definition of culture, despite is being very difficult it will mention Edward B. Taylor’s and Felix M. Keesing’s definitions of it as the mention different factors that are necessary to be considered. While they disagree on the specific categories of social interactions that should be included in the definition, they agree on the fact that it is related to an individual’s relationship with their society. Secondly, this essay is going to establish a definition of cosmology as well as it’s different understanding within modernity. It will mention Plato’s Timaeus to further show the philosophical side of cosmology. Lastly, because of all the evidence gathered it will conclude that perceptions of the cosmos are indeed culturally conditioned because people and their ways of thinking are influenced by their surroundings.
Culture
Culture is a phenomenon that is made out of an incredible number of different factors and realities. For this reason, a definition of what culture is heavily depends on who is being asked. Each academic form the same or a different field questions what culture is in terms of their own research and beliefs, and although there are instances when they overlap the definitions still vary. From an anthropological point of view,  significant contribution comes from Edward B. Taylor. A father of modern anthropology and author of Primitive Culture, who became the first professional anthropologist in academic settings at the University of Oxford. Because of this, his definition of culture became widely recognized.[footnoteRef:1] His definition goes as follows: “Culture or Civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.”[footnoteRef:2] The important factor the Taylor makes with his statement is the importance of society in his definition.  For Tylor, being a part of a culture means to  be a part of a specific society and not necessarily linked to inherited biological aspects of a person. He sees culture as something coherent that is influenced by structured concepts such as law or other similar fields whose essence is to bring society out of chaos. Furthermore, he believes that the study of culture form an anthropological point of view is beneficial for understanding both the past and the present because the present is essentially a product of the past.[footnoteRef:3] Therefore, according to Tyler, culture is an incredibly complex mixture of different realties that are both a part of the society and an individual that engages with it which distinguishes humans from animals. [1:  Erickson, Paul A., and Liam D. Murphy. 2021. Readings for a History of Anthropological Theory, Sixth Edition, (University of Toronto Press), pp. 19.]  [2:  Taylor, Edward B. 1889. Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art, and Custom (New York: Henry Holt and Company), pp xiii. ]  [3:  Erickson, Paul A., and Liam D. Murphy. Readings for a History of Anthropological Theory. Pp. 19.] 

What follows the older anthropological approach is the modern questioning of the relation between culture and human behaviour. Although culture is one of the pivotal concepts within anthropology, it can also be viewed through different lenses. Felix M. Keesing would define culture as socially learned behaviour. Specifically, he stated that culture is: “the totality of learned, socially transmitted behaviour.”[footnoteRef:4] And if culture is understood as learned behaviour (or an abstraction of it in some thinker’s cases) then it is possible to look at it from a psychological perspective; what culture is for anthropology, behaviour is for psychology. Therefore, if culture is a learned behaviour, it can be studied by psychologists.[footnoteRef:5] Keesing had a reason for understanding the definition of culture differently than his predecessors; academics like Tylor and those who accepted his definition of culture had been looking at the world through European or Western World’s lenses. Tylor chose specific categories that were significant to his Western mind and split up different elements in cultures around the world into them. Phenomena within varying cultures were forced to be divided into said categories so the people from the Western World can understand them better. This creates a possibility that either some of these phenomena are oversimplified to fit in a designated box or that their meaning is lost in translation.[footnoteRef:6]  For this reason, a more vague definition of a complex term can more accurately portray what it really stands for. What remains in both of these understandings of culture is the importance of its connection to society, it is about what an individual learns from their respective collective, but even then, culture remains more complex than its definition. [4:  Keesing, Felix M. 1958. Cultural Anthropology : The Science of Custom, Internet Archive (New York: Rinehart and Company), pp 427.]  [5:  White, Leslie A. 1959. ‘The Concept of Culture’, American Anthropologist, 61.2: 227–51 https://www.jstor.org/stable/665095, pp. 228.]  [6: Keesing, Felix M. 1958. Cultural Anthropology : The Science of Custom, Internet Archive (New York: Rinehart and Company), pp 188.] 

While certain socially constructed behaviours do play a role within the essence of culture, physical elements are necessary as well. Even though psychology in an important part of understanding culture, it is not the only part there is to fully comprehend the complexity of it. Leslie A. White speaks about the necessary scientific approach of the definition and understanding of culture by combining the of mental and physical elements.  “Science makes a dichotomy between the mind of the observer and the external world – things and events having their locus outside the mind of this observer. The scientist makes contact with the external world with and through his senses, forming percepts. These percepts are translated into concepts which are manipulated in a process called thinking in such a way as to form premises, propositions, generalizations, conclusions, and so on.”[footnoteRef:7] She comes to the conclusion that there are two distinct scientific approaches when defining culture – one is cultural, it comes from culturology and its main point is Tylor’s classifications. The other is the behavioural which comes from psychology, however both of them are dependent upon symbolling. Therefore, whenever the cultural phenomenon concerns an act or an event it can be considered a behaviour which is psychological in nature. Conversely, in case of cultural phenomena that are related to each other instead of humans it is studied by culturology. Both of these aspects are important to consider when the definition of culture is attempted. [7:  White, Leslie A. 1959. ‘The Concept of Culture’, American Anthropologist, 61.2: 227–51 https://www.jstor.org/stable/665095, pp. 230.] 

Cosmology
Definition of cosmology is also heavily dependent on what discipline is being asked. Its meaning also changes depending on the time period and location. The Cambridge dictionary defines cosmology as “the study of nature and the origin of the universe.”[footnoteRef:8] While it does suggest that cosmology is concerned with the human understanding of the universe, the definition is still quite vague. Edward Harrison states that “cosmology is at once the most appealing and most intractable of all sciences. On the one hand great cosmological questions of origin, structure, and meaning inform almost every intellectual endeavor, from physics to paleontology to poetry. On the other hand, the subject matter of cosmology is remote, the evidence scanty, the theory arcane, and the conclusion ambiguous.”[footnoteRef:9] This description of cosmology is more fitting as it recognizes the difficulty and ambiguity of what is being studied. Cosmology covers anything and everything regarding the cosmos, from ancient creation myths to the modern big bang theory which changes and grows everyday with new scientific data that are being gathered.[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  Cambridge Dictionary. 2022. ‘Cosmology’, @CambridgeWords <https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/cosmology>]  [9:  Harrison, Edward, and Laurence A. Marschall. 2001. ‘Cosmology: The Science of the Universe, 2nd Ed.’, American Journal of Physics, 69.4: 523–24 <https://doi.org/10.1119/1.1349545>]  [10:  Ibid.] 

There are other academic fields that study the universe such as astrophysics or astronomy, however, what makes cosmology different from them is the philosophical intention behind it, making it almost metaphysical in nature.[footnoteRef:11] However, in recent times cosmology became to be understood as a more scientifical field rather than philosophical. It used to be about humans trying to figure out the meaning of the universe, often through religious lenses. Whereas in modernity, in the Western world, it has become cut of these ways of thinking and is strictly scientific in its essence.[footnoteRef:12] “As recently as 1960, cosmology was widely regarded as a branch of philosophy. It has transitioned to an extremely active area of mainstream physics and astronomy, particularly due to the application to the early universe of atomic and nuclear physics, on the one hand, and to a flood of data coming in from telescopes operating across the entire electromagnetic spectrum on the other.”[footnoteRef:13] Although the fundamental understanding of cosmology has been changing for the past century, portraying cosmology using philosophy is still a unique and important way to perceive and explore the world. Because, in the end, whatever scientific discovery about the universe is made, the most significant reality is that humans are capable of living in this world. The discoveries are only significant in the human context. There lies a meaning behind the scientific discoveries, as long as they are significant to humans by pushing us further to question our place in the universe, they still maintain a philosophical spark that is important for comprehending what is meant by cosmology.[footnoteRef:14] To point out an example of cosmology that is philosophical in nature, Plato’s Timaeus provides the perfect example. Timaeus is Plato’s dialogue, and its purpose is to question the nature of the universe and how it came to existence as well as how human existence relates to the cosmos. This philosophical and theological works aspires to answer existential questions regarding the universe and reassure the reader that the way the laws of the universe are designed is in the best way possible. The cosmos in Timaeus is portrayed as chaos which has been made into order by the demiurge, a craftsman god. Timaeus provides an insight into Plato’s understanding of his surroundings that is based on the information that was available to him.[footnoteRef:15]  [11:  Lesgourgues, Julien. 2004. An Overview of Cosmology <arxiv:astro-ph/0409426>]  [12:  Halvorson, Hans, and Helge Kragh. 2019. ‘Cosmology and Theology’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University) <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/cosmology-theology/#1>]  [13:  Smeenk, Christopher, and George Ellis. 2017. ‘Philosophy of Cosmology (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)’, Stanford.edu <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/cosmology/>]  [14:  Ibid.]  [15: Plato, Plato. 2008. Timaeus and Critias, trans. by Robin Waterfield (Oxford: Penguin UK), pp. ix.] 

Timaeus is one of Plato’s many dialogues, it includes the characters of Timaeus, Socrates, Critias, and Hermocrates who debate the meaning of the universe. It is said that the universe is essentially good because the creator who made, the divine Craftsman, is also good. He states that the cosmos is alive as it can be described as intelligent, and intelligence is defined by the possession of a soul. In its complete wholeness it includes other beings living within it, they become a part of it. The body of the cosmos is constituted by the elements of fire and earth, however, air and water bind them together. The structure of the cosmos exists the way it does because it is created connection of said body and soul. Within this structure reside the celestial bodies which are a precise mathematical configuration of the Divine Craftsman and their movement is what creates and marks the passage of time. Human souls are made out of residue of this whole process, therefore they are the product of the Divine Craftsman, however, the human bodies are said to be created by lesser gods.[footnoteRef:16] Plato’s Timaeus provides an incredible insight into Plato’s perception of the cosmos and explanation of phenomena that both incredibly hard to grasp and impossible to verify. It shows an example of a possible train of thought of ancient civilizations, and although their myths might differ the essence remains the same; it is the point of creation myths and cosmology to explain the machination behind the universe. [16:  Zeyl, Donald, and Barbara Sattler. 2019. ‘Plato’s Timaeus’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University) https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/plato-timaeus/#BeinBeco ] 

It has been established that modern cosmology differentiates from the older and ancient ones. Nowadays, the universe and how it came into being is explained using science, however, before its popularization people were not able to rely on scientifically proven facts. They would usually rely on the perception of their surroundings in which nature played a great role. To explain the phenomena that could not have been explained scientifically, the people turned to myths. “Myths are highly regarded, more or less standardized, non-secular tales dealing with questions of the origin, nature and ultimate destiny of the world and its human beings …”[footnoteRef:17] When it comes to cosmology, creation myth hold great significance; they are the explanation of how the world came into being without the use of scientific theory. The best way to study ancient creation myths is thought the Laurasian theory which does so with regard to the Proto-Indo-European parent language and its evolution. This gives more structure to the study. What becomes common among the creation myths is the emergence of the world and order from initial darkness or chaos sometimes in connection with primordial waters.[footnoteRef:18] Micheal Witzel gives out multiple examples of cultures that have similar motives in their creation myths: “in India, there is the frequently repeated and varied myth, usually summed up as "In the beginning there was (only) salt water" (agre idam sarvam salilam åsīt); there are similarly old accounts in Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Greek, and Chinese mythologies.”[footnoteRef:19] While it is clear that the creation myths of these individual cultures are not going to be identical, they bear certain similarities. It proves that human curiosity about its origins is an important factor within their culture. [17:  Witzel, Michael. 2003. ‘CREATION MYTHS’, Www.academia.edu, <https://www.academia.edu/43663356/CREATION_MYTHS]  [18:  Ibid, pp. 8.]  [19:  Ibid, pp. 12.] 

Despite its difficult definition, culture is majorly concerned with an individual connection to the collective and its society. This can be done through many ways that Tyler spoke about which are used as tool for categorisation for the Western audience or as Keesing’s proposal that culture is socially transmitted behaviour. Either way, it is about an individual’s perception of their surroundings and their attitude that connects them to it. Humans, their thoughts, and their understanding of the world is affected by their surroundings. That is how culture is created and how it evolves further. Despite it being significantly different around the world in its core it is about humans trying to make sense of themselves in their surroundings.
Significance of Culture in the Perception of Cosmos
To question whether perceptions of cosmos are culturally conditioned, the shift of the understanding of cosmology must be researched. Cosmology used to be closely connected to other aspects of life, especially religion, yet in modernity it is perceived more as a scientific field of study. The shift began around a hundred years ago with the advancement of science. “… physical cosmology is essentially a twentieth century science which emerged as a result of the discovery about 1930 that the universe is in a state of expansion that possibly started a finite time ago. Cosmology as a subdiscipline of physics differs in some respects from mathematical, philosophical and classical observational cosmology, but of course the different approaches are in constant interaction.”[footnoteRef:20] In the past, cosmology and its interpretations were closely connected to local cultures; they were explained using myth and the supernatural to explain what was once unexplainable. The point is that they used to have a tendency to be non-secular[footnoteRef:21] but in modernity they became the opposite.  [20:  Halvorson, Hans, and Helge Kragh. ‘Cosmology and Theology’,]  [21:  Witzel, Michael. ‘CREATION MYTHS’, pp. 1.] 

The shift of the understanding of cosmos then has to do something with the modern Western culture and how that differentiates from the past. Timothy Fitgerald has stated that modernity itself is made out of categories that are related to each other as opposing to the past where all aspects of it were seen as one whole.[footnoteRef:22] Nowadays the reality is perceived as a mixture of categories that are essentially different from each other but together they make up society. Before the 17th century in the Western Christian world religion played a part in every aspect of everyone life, from a cosmological perspective it would mean that everyone would assume creationism was the right answer to the question of the beginning of the universe. Although Fitgerald’s proposal grow along a different timeline than the understanding of what cosmology is it carries a certain resemblance. Because of the split up of categories within modernity between the sacred and the profane it indicates that people in the modern West are used to seeing the world separated yet interconnected. There are many instances where people are not sure how to categorize certain things or behaviours such as yoga; to some it is a religious practice and to some it is not especially within the Western discourse. It is understandable that perception of cosmology has the potential completely switch its narrative because of a new scientific discovery. Perhaps it is a part of modern Western culture to perceive cosmology as a science rather than a mythology or a philosophy for the same reasons that creationism can be perceived as cosmology of the Abrahamic religions or that each different culture has different although sometimes similar myths about how the universe began. Cosmology shows us different ways people of different origins understand their surrounding and how they interpret the beginning of the world. It is often connected to the way they think and how they have been influenced by their societies, therefore it can be said that perceptions of the cosmos are culturally conditioned. [22:  Fitzgerald, Timothy. 2015. ‘Critical Religion and Critical Research on Religion: Religion and Politics as Modern Fictions’, Critical Research on Religion, 3.3: 303–19 https://doi.org/10.1177/2050303215613123, pp. 311.] 

Conclusion
To conclude, while culture is an incredibly difficult term to define it is an extremely important factor within human lives and plays a huge role in the perception of one’s surroundings. An individual will strive to become a part of their respective societies and for that they will display behavior that goes hand in hand with the customs and other parts of said culture. Ancient cultures had their own respective cosmologies that they believed in; it used to be a philosophical and mythological or religious concept that shed light on their perception of the universe and how it came into being. The way cosmology was seen changed with the popularization of science and specific discoveries that lead to it being understood as science rather than philosophy or mythology. However, the scientific perception of cosmology is just a result of the culture of modernity. For this reason, be it in ancient times or the contemporary ones, cosmology is culturally conditioned as our societies affect our ways of thinking and perceiving.
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