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Are perceptions of the cosmos culturally conditioned? 

Word Count: 3459

[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay discusses the question, if and how perceptions of the cosmos are culturally conditioned. To analyse this question properly, the terms ‘cosmos’ and ‘culture’ are defined because both terms include a perceptive range of interpretations and meanings. When referring in this essay to the term ‘cosmos’, an anthropological definition is used that defines it as the ways in people relate to the cosmos.[footnoteRef:1] Therefore, the point of view of an individual (or a group / society / collective) is seen as a vital feature of the term within this essay. The term ‘culture’ will be used in the sense of a strong intertwinement of naturalism and idealism, blurring the (artificial) demarcation of these two concepts. Eagleton provides evidence for the strong relationship between culture and nature due to the etymological relationship between ‘culture’ and ‘agriculture’, explaining that the word ‘culture’ derives from the word ‘coulter’, which means ‘blade of a ploughshare’.[footnoteRef:2] So, in this essay the word ‘culture’ is used as a term that defines what ‘we do to the world and what it does to us’.[footnoteRef:3] Following these definitions, in the first part of the essay the various perceptions of the Sun’s and the Moon’s gender within and across cultures will be contrasted, showing the different ways of how people relate to the luminaries. In a second instance, the tropical (or solar) zodiac of the Western culture and its linkage with seasonal changes is analysed critically in order to reveal the importance of locality when making sense out of the cosmos. In the last section of this essay, different meanings and associations with the heliacal rising of the star Sirius are discussed, underlining the intertwinement of the environment’s qualities and religious practices. In the final conclusion, a comparison of the three analysed examples will be used to foster the thesis that culture defines the way of how the cosmos is perceived and to disclose the epistemological relevance of locality within an anthropological understanding of the cosmos.  [1:  Nicholas Campion, ‘The Importance of Cosmology in Culture: Contexts and Consequences’, in Cosmology, ed. by Abraao Jesse Capistrano de Souza (IntechOpen: 2017), pp. 3-17, https://www.intechopen.com/books/trends-in-modern-cosmology/the-importance-of-cosmology-in-culture-contexts-and-consequences]  [2:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture (London: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 2000), p. 1.]  [3:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p. 2.] 

When examining varying perceptions of the cosmos within and across different cultures, the Sun and the Moon as two of the most prominent and influential celestial objects provide a good basis for comparing and contrasting the variant interpretations of their meaning. This it not only because of their importance for making calendars but also for their obvious influence on vegetation, climate and the tides.[footnoteRef:4] However, cultures differ in ascribing the male or female gender to the Sun and the Moo and there can be evidence drawn from different sources, that the Sun has not to be male or the Moon to be female according to their very ‘nature’. For example, Campion outlines that in the Sumerian culture of the late third millennium B.C. the Moon was associated with Nanna, a male god, whose festivals were celebrated on the 1st, 7th and 15th of the lunar cycle.[footnoteRef:5] A further example of the association with the Moon and the male gender provides Cashford referring to Vedic Indian culture, in which Soma represents the god of the Moon and the ambrosial nectar of immortality.[footnoteRef:6] This nectar builds the foundations of creation, for it is seen as the food of the gods, the rain from heaven, the water in streams, the sap in plants, the milk in the cattle and the semen in men.[footnoteRef:7] Especially the linkage between the Moon, the ambrosial nectar and the semen of men in Vedic Indian culture builds a crucial evidence of the cultural influence on the Moon’s gender when comparing this interpretation with the Western Ptolemy, who lived in the 2nd century A.D. Alexandria. In his Tetrabiblos he explains, that the power of moisturizing depends on the female nature, while the male one is the reason for heat.[footnoteRef:8] This comparison shows, that the Moon itself can be associated with water and moisture across different cultures while at the same time this is not necessarily an indicator for the Moon’s connection with the female gender. To understand more deeply why Ptolemy interprets moisture as a female and heat as a male feature without providing further reason, one has to consider the historical and cultural roots of his astrological assumptions. When looking at the mythology of ancient Greek, the Sun is linked with the god Apollo who is driving his chariot across the celestial sphere.[footnoteRef:9] Discussing the connection between the solstices, Apollo and Helios, Bilic outlines evidence by referring to Plato mentioning the solstices and linking them with Apollo and Helios, associating both deities with the Sun.[footnoteRef:10] Plato himself lived in the 5th century B.C., more than five hundred years before the Tetrabiblos was written by Ptolemy in the 2nd century A.D. According to Hoffmann, the worship of Helios itself was essentially a product of the Hellenistic age (beginning at the end of the 4th century B.C.) and he was venerated in Hellenistic Egypt, where he was identified with the age-old Egyptian Sun-god.[footnoteRef:11] Taking these points into consideration, the connection between a male god (Helios / Apollo) and the Sun was already mentioned in 5th century B.C. by Plato and continued within the worship of Helios in the 4th century B.C. Hellenism, providing the historical roots of Ptolemy’s description of the Sun as male (and the Moon, as the second luminary, as female). While the Sun within the Greek and Hellenistic context was identified directly with masculinity, in the interpretation of Islamic Sufism by Ibn ‘Arabi a rather different narrative emerged.[footnoteRef:12] Sufism itself can be traced until the time of Mohammed (7th century A.C.) and describes a “path of love” in order to draw closer to god.[footnoteRef:13] Ibn ‘Arabi lived in the medieval Al-Andalus (Spain) in the 12th century A.D. and for him, the Moon was especially important for the “love path” because it symbolizes receptivity and transformation by reflecting the divine sunlight.[footnoteRef:14] Therefore, he connects the Moon with the male Adam who is capable of integrating divine consciousness symbolized by the Sun.[footnoteRef:15] To put it in other words, Adam mirrors divinity, as the Moon mirrors the Sun.[footnoteRef:16] In contrast to the Hellenistic narrative of Helios or Apollo, directly associated with the Sun and masculinity, Ibn ‘Arabi interprets within his cultural background of the Islamic Sufism the Moon as the male Adam who reflects and integrates the divinity represented by the Sun. This shows, that within the Western world the linking of the Sun and the Moon with gender can vary according to differing cultural contexts. However, the gender of the Sun and the Moon also differs across other than Western cultures – e.g. in the myths of the Cherokee, an indigenous tribe in America, the Sun is seen as female and the Moon as male.[footnoteRef:17] According to the records of Mooney, an American anthropologist of the beginning 20th century, one myth of the Cherokee tells about the Sun, a young woman living in the east, while her brother, the Moon, was living in the west.[footnoteRef:18] The story is about the Sun meeting a lover every night but she could not see his face. So, one day she marked his face with ashes from the fireplace and the next day, when the Moon was coming up in the sky, she realized that he was her secret lover. The Moon was so ashamed that since then he tries to keep a long way behind the Sun, making himself as thin as possible if he has to come close to her. Further examples of different stories about the relationship of the Sun and the Moon are given by some African tribes. In the celestial myths of the Batammaliba, who are living in the norther Benin and Tongo, the Sun created the Moon for two reasons: to be his wife and for timekeeping.[footnoteRef:19] Another African tribe, the Arimi in Tanzania, associate the Moon with male or female quality depending on his phase: the first crescent Moon is said to be male (conception), while the full Moon is female (auspicious time for ceremonies, time for Earth and menstruation).[footnoteRef:20] Taking into account the different ways of how the gender of the Sun and the Moon is determined through the various Myths and religious practices within and across cultures in the Western World, India, America and Africa it can be concluded, that the gender of both luminaries depends highly on how cosmology is shaped by culture.  [4:  Claudius Ptolemaeus, Tetrabiblos, ed. by Reinhardt Stiehle (Tübingen: Chiron Verlag, 2012), pp. 14-16.]  [5:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology. Volume 1 (Great Britain: Bloomsbury, 2008), p. 54.]  [6:  Jules Cashford, ‘Imagining Eternity: Weaving ‘The Heavens’ Embroidered Cloths’’, in Sky and Psyche. The Relationship Between Cosmos and Consciousness, ed. by Nicholas Campion and Patrick Curry (Great Britain: Floris Books, 2006), p. 92.]  [7:  Cashford, ‘Imaging Eternity’, p. 92. ]  [8:  Ptolemaeus, Tetrabiblos, p. 35.]  [9:  Tomislav Bilić, ‘Apollo, Helios, and the Solstices in the Athenian, Delphian, and Delian Calendars’, Numen, 59 (2012), pp. 512-516.]  [10:  Bilić,‘Apollo, Helios and the Solstices’, pp. 512-516. ]  [11:  Herbert Hoffmann, ‘Helios’, Journal of the American Research Center in Egypt, 2 (1963), p. 117.]  [12:  Christine Broadbent, ‘Celestial Magic as the ‘Love Path’: The Spiritual Cosmology of Ibn ‘Arabi’, Celestial Magic, special issue of Culture and Cosmos, 19 (2015), pp. 1-23, http://www.cultureandcosmos.org/pdfs/19/19-1_christine_broadbent_ibn_arabi.pdf ]  [13:  Broadbent, ‘Celestial Magic as the ‘Love Path’’, pp. 4-6.]  [14:  Broadbent, ‘Celestial Magic as the ‘Love Path’’, pp. 9-10.]  [15:  Broadbent, ‘Celestial Magic as the ‘Love Path’’, pp. 9-10.]  [16:  Broadbent, ‘Celestial Magic as the ‘Love Path’’, pp. 9-10.]  [17:  James Mooney, Myths of the Cherokee (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1902) pp. 256-258.]  [18:  Mooney, Myths of the Cherokee, pp. 256-258.]  [19:  Jarita C. Holbrook, ‘Sun Gods and Moon Deities in Africa’, in Sky and Psyche. The Relationship Between Cosmos and Consciousness, ed. by Nicholas Campion and Patrick Curry (Great Britain: Floris Books, 2006), p. 159.]  [20:  Holbrook, ‘Sun Gods and Moon Deities in Africa’, pp. 162-165.] 

	A second instance of astrological meanings being shaped by culture is the twelve-sign solar zodiac which origins can be dated to the 5th century B.C.[footnoteRef:21] In his Tetrabiblos Ptolemy draws a strong connection between the zodiac and the seasons.[footnoteRef:22] He explains, that although the zodiac has no definite beginning because of his circular nature the old ones defined Aries as the first sign, the time when the spring equinox takes place.[footnoteRef:23] He further argues, that spring can be seen as the beginning of life, when everything is moist and ice is melting. With summer he associates the climax of heat, with autumn dryness and with winter coldness.[footnoteRef:24] Because of the strong linkage between astrological signatures and seasonal changes, Ptolemy outlines the importance of astrological aphorisms for agriculture and shepherds.[footnoteRef:25] In addition to the parallels of the Sun’s movement through the zodiac signs and the seasonal changes, Ptolemy defines the rulership of the luminaries and planets according to the very same ‘natural’ logic. He argues, that the Sun and the Moon rule the signs of Leo and Cancer because both signs cause the heat of the summer.[footnoteRef:26] Therefore, he says, both signs have to be associated with the brightest luminaries in the sky. The rulership of the Sun in Leo and of the Moon in Cancer he explains by referring to the gender of both, the luminaries and the zodiac signs, because the male Sun corresponds to the male sign of Leo and the Moon to the female sign of Cancer.[footnoteRef:27] Taking into consideration the already mentioned Hellenistic tradition of identifying the Sun with the male god Helios / Apollo, it could be concluded that in Ptolemy’s arguments two different kinds of premises are taken for granted and converged into a single conclusion: (1) The Sun’s gender is male, according to its association with the male Sun god Helios / Apollo in the Greek and Hellenistic myths and (2) the rulership of the Sun in Leo is based on ‘natural’ observations, e.g. the heat during the period of (the male) Leo. Both premises are based on cultural aspects, the first referring to a shared mythological narrative, and the second implying seasonal and agricultural circumstances. The significance of these two premises is remarkable, because Ptolemy uses the allocation of the luminaries in Leo and Cancer to deduct logically the rulership of Saturn in Capricorn and Aquarius as a result of his distance to the heat-giving Sun.[footnoteRef:28] The remaining planets he distributes according to their orbits, Jupiter following Saturn in Sagittarius and Pisces, Mars in Scorpio and Aries, Venus in Libra and Taurus and Mercury in Gemini and Virgo.[footnoteRef:29] However, this system introduced by Ptolemy to provide evidence for the inner logic of the astrological (rulership-)system and the tropical zodiac can not be maintained in the southern hemisphere. When European astrologers in the late 18th and early 19th century tried to cast horoscopes with their tables in southern latitudes, they adjusted their calculations according to the northern perspective by using the northern latitude, adding 12 hours to the sidereal time and reversing the zodiac signs afterwards.[footnoteRef:30] In addition, these astrologers not only used the perspective of the northern hemisphere concerning the zodiac, they also placed east on the left side of the horoscope and south above the head of the individual.[footnoteRef:31] As stated by Brady, this shows that the horoscope is not a simplified peace of cartography, but much more an ideal diagram of the individuals relationship with the heaven.[footnoteRef:32] Nonetheless, when applying consequently the seasonal definition of the zodiac signs and the rulership of the planets outlined by Ptolemy in the southern hemisphere, one would have to reverse the whole zodiac with Aries beginning at the (northern) autumn equinox about the 20th of September. The core problem, however, would not be resolved by reversing the zodiac signs, because it would implicate that on the equator both zodiacs would coexist at the same time. Therefore, the inconsistencies of Ptolemy’s premises have to be discussed according to their epistemological framework, for the outlined contradictions only occur if Ptolemy’s statements about the seasonal nature of the zodiac are taken as definitions in a scientific (and positivistic) sense, interpreting them as objective facts and as a set of definite knowledge, independent from the observer’s point of view. As the analysis of Ptolemy’s premises have shown, these conditions are not fulfilled, although this does not mean that his astrological assumptions can not be valued as ‘scientific’ from a different perspective. Pingree, who is criticising an understanding of science that relies on finding the single truth within the correct methodology, defines science as ‘a systematic explanation of perceived or imaginary phenomena, or else is based on such an explanation’.[footnoteRef:33] Following this definition of science, Ptolemy’s claims can be seen as scientific, although they may not be generalizable across every place on earth because of their cultural (or local) foundations which are confounded with their context of discovery. Concluding the outlined arguments, the foundation of the tropical zodiac and its emerging contradictions when moving to southern latitudes show clearly the cultural impact on Ptolemy’s definitions.  [21:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012) p. 128.]  [22:  Ptolemaeus, Tetrabiblos, p. 44. ]  [23:  Ptolemaeus, Tetrabiblos, p. 44-45.]  [24:  Ptolemaeus, Tetrabiblos, pp. 44-46.]  [25:  Ptolemaeus, Tetrabiblos, p. 15.]  [26:  Ptolemaeus, Tetrabiblos, p. 54.]  [27:  Ptolemaeus, Tetrabiblos, p. 54.]  [28:  Ptolemaeus, Tetrabiblos, p. 55.]  [29:  Ptolemaeus, Tetrabiblos, pp. 55-56.]  [30:  Bernadette Brady, ‘The Horoscope as an Imago Mundi: Rethinking the Nature of the Astrologer’s Map’, in Astrologies. Plurality and Diversity, ed. by Nicholas Campion and Liz Greene (UK: Sophia Centre Press, 2011), pp. 52-53.]  [31:  Brady, ‘The Horoscope as an Imago Mundi’, pp. 52-53.]  [32:  Brady, ‘The Horoscope as an Imago Mundi’, pp. 52-53.]  [33:  David Pingree, 'Hellenophilia Versus the History of Science', Isis, 83 (1992), p. 559. ] 

	A third example of different (cross-)cultural narratives linked to celestial phenomena are the various interpretations concerning the heliacal rising of the star Sirius. In Egypt, Sirius was marking the beginning of a cycle that was known by the Greeks as ‘Sothic Cycle’, Sothis being another name for Sirius.[footnoteRef:34] The Sothic Cycle was vital to Egyptian culture due to the correlation of Sirius’ heliacal rising with the annual flooding of the Nile, bringing back fertility to the land.[footnoteRef:35] The beginning of the Sothic Cycle also coincided with the first of the month Thot of the civil Egyptian calendar.[footnoteRef:36] Within this calendar, the month Thot not only marked the flooding of the Nile, but also the first of three seasons known by the Egyptians: flood, seedtime and harvest.[footnoteRef:37] However, the Sothic Cycle had not only an impact on the agricultural practices but also on religious activities like rituals to save the quality of the flood.[footnoteRef:38] Here again, as already shown in the example of the construction of the tropical Sun sign zodiac and the rulership of the planets over distinct sun signs, elements of myths or religion and agricultural or seasonal phenomena were highly intertwined: the heliacal rise of Sirius, correlating with the flooding of the Nile, was associated with the soul of the goddess Isis who was weeping for the loss of her brother Osiris and whose tears caused the annual flood.[footnoteRef:39] So, for the Egyptians the annual rising of the Nile had also a religious background and therefore the water of the Nile was holy, allowing e.g. only the priests to touch people who came to death by drowning in the river or being killed by the crocodiles of the Nile.[footnoteRef:40] Furthermore, the water of the Nile was seen as magical and many attributes were ascribed to it like its ability to heal people or to regenerate not only the living ones, but also the death.[footnoteRef:41] Nonetheless, the life-spending and religious attributes of Sirius in Egyptian culture are not valid across Western cultures. Long, i. a. referring to the etymological meaning of the Greek word ‘seirios’ as ‘hot, burning’, reveals a very different meaning of the so called ‘Dog-Star’ Sirius in Western cultures.[footnoteRef:42] In general, the heliacal rising of Sirius was also associated with the burning heat of the summer, that makes dogs mad, snakes blind, eggs addled and liquids poisonous.[footnoteRef:43] The correlation of the Dog-Star Sirius with liquids becoming poisonous shows indeed a remarkable difference of the meaning and worship of Sirius in Egypt on the one hand and its connection with the Dog-Days in Western cultures on the other hand. While in Egypt Sirius was seen as Symbol for the fertile water of the Nile and the goddess Isis, he was linked in Western cultures with the hunting-dog of Orion and to the fact that in summer time, when Sirius is rising in the east, bathing and swimming or drinking water can be dangerous.[footnoteRef:44] Early testimonies of the Dog-Star Sirius and its drying nature can be traced to ancient authors like the Greek Oppian (2nd century A.D.) or the Gallo-Roman Ausonius (4th century A.D.). In one of his didactic poems concerning fishing, Oppian describes the characteristics of the Hake ‘which beyond all fishes shrinks from the bitter assault of the Dog-star in summer, and remains retired within his dark recess and comes not forth so long as the breath of the fierce star prevails’.[footnoteRef:45] Ausonius also refers in one of his poems to the heat-bringing Dog-Star, saying that ‘The rainy Spring flits by lacking its flower, the heat-bringing Dog-Star parches, Pomona brings not variety of sweet autumn fruits, and with outpoured water Aquarius makes gloomy all the winter’.[footnoteRef:46] The reception of Sirius in this (didactical) poems show clear evidence, that in the Greek and Gallo-Roman culture this star was not perceived as beneficial like in Egypt, e.g. by assigning Sirius a bad impact on the Hakes. However, Sirius’ perception is not only diverse throughout the Western cultures: in the southern hemispheres, the rising of Sirius takes place in winter and therefore different meanings were attributed to him.[footnoteRef:47] When in South Africa Sirius is rising in winter, bringing along the greatest cold of the year, the Bushmen try to heat up the chilling star by pointing to it with a burning piece of wood.[footnoteRef:48] Analogous to the Egyptian goddess Isis or the hunting-dog of Orion in the Western World, the Bushmen called Sirius the grandmother of Canopus, because Sirius rises after Canopus and for the Bushmen the elderly usually follow the more agile youths.[footnoteRef:49] The example of the South African Bushmen provides clear similarities with the confounding between the meaning of the twelve solar zodiac signs and the seasonal changes in the northern hemisphere, however, in the case of Sirius an adapted interpretation for southern latitudes is given by the Bushmen. Comparing the examples of Egypt, the Western World and South Africa, varying meanings of Sirius can be traced along two main criteria again: agriculture and myth / religion. Considering the agricultural and environmental aspect, Sirius was perceived as fertilising in Egypt, as parching especially in the Greek and Roman part of the Western World and chilling in South Africa. Looking at the mythological or religious meanings, Sirius was associated with the live-spending goddess Isis in Egypt, with the hunting-dog of Orion in the Western World and as the grandmother of Canopus in South Africa. Taking into consideration these various interpretations of the star Sirius, convincing evidence for the cultural impact on perceptions of the cosmos can be outlined.  [34:  Francis A. Cunningham, ’The Sothic Cycle Used by the Egyptians’, Journal of the American Oriental Society, 34 (1915), p. 369.]  [35:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions, p. 87.]  [36:  Cunningham, ’The Sothic Cycle Used by the Egyptians’, p. 369. ]  [37:  Silvia Prell, ‘Der Nil, seine Überschwemmung und sein Kult in Ägypten‘, Studien zur Altägyptischen Kultur, 38 (2009), p. 212.]  [38:  Prell, ‘Der Nil, seine Überschwemmung und sein Kult in Ägypten‘, p. 213. ]  [39:  Eleanor R. Long, ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’, Western Folklore, 43 (1984), p. 259. ]  [40:  Prell, ‘Der Nil, seine Überschwemmung und sein Kult in Ägypten‘, p. 226. ]  [41:  Prell, ‘Der Nil, seine Überschwemmung und sein Kult in Ägypten‘, p. 227. ]  [42:  Long, ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’, p. 258.]  [43:  Long, ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’, p. 256-257.]  [44:  Long, ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’, p. 256-257.]  [45:  Oppian, Colluthus and Tryphiodorus, Oppian, Colluthus, and Tryphiodorus, trans. by A. W. Mair (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1928), pp. 219-221.]  [46:  Ausonius and Paulinus Pellaeus, Volume II: Books 18-20. Paulinus Pellaeus: Eucharisticus, trans. By Hugh G. Evelyn-White (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1921), p. 107. ]  [47:  James G. Frazer, The Golden Bough: Part VII, Balder the Beautiful. The Fire-Festivals of Europe and the Doctrine of the External Soul, Volume 1 (London: Macmillan and Co., 1913) ‚ pp. 332-333.]  [48:  Frazer, The Golden Bough, pp. 332-333.]  [49:  Astronomical Society of Southern Africa, African ethnoastronomy. The sky and the stars, 
< http://assa.saao.ac.za/astronomy-in-south-africa/ethnoastronomy/ >, [accessed 9 December 2018].] 

	To conclude the discussion of the question whether perceptions of the cosmos are culturally conditioned or not, the analysis throughout three different topics of astrological assumptions provide clear indications for the impact of cultural practices and beliefs on how the cosmos is perceived. The investigation of how masculinity and femininity is ascribed to the Sun and the Moon, considering the stories and myths about the luminaries in the Western world, India, America and Africa, revealed varying associations with male or female characteristics. Furthermore, the fact that the characteristics of the solar zodiac described by Ptolemy in his Tetrabiblos are only valid for the northern latitudes demonstrates the remarkable influence of the local environment on his assumptions. As shown in both – the analysis of the Western solar zodiac and of the Dog-Star Sirius – properties of the local environment get merged with myths or religious practices, shaping the perception of the cosmos. Ptolemy did that implicitly by referring to the Sun as a male body by nature, however, the historical and cultural roots of his assumptions may be traced back to the Greek and Hellenistic myths of Apollo and Helios, the male sun-gods. In the case of Sirius, the local fact of his heliacal rising in Egypt correlating with the annual flooding of the Nile was combined with religious practices and beliefs concerning the goddess Isis. Both cases provide clear evidence, that locality is vital for the perception of the cosmos, because the cosmos itself can only be observed from a certain point of view as long as cosmos is defined as the way how human beings relate themselves to it. Therefore, using this kind of definition of ‘cosmos’, the perceptions of the cosmos will always be culturally conditioned, because human beings can not perceive the cosmos from a non-local point of view – otherwise, they already would be outside the cosmos, a contradiction to its anthropological definition. 
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