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University of Wales Trinity Saint David
Faculty of Humanities and the Performing Arts
MA Cultural Astronomy and Astrology
Module: Researching Contemporary Cosmologies 

  Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology 

Introduction 
The aim of this paper is to report results on qualitative research work about the relationship of people in general and landscape architects in specific with the sky. It also investigates the level of connection and the attitude of the participants developed towards the sky, along with discovering the outcome of its benefits. However, a key point in this investigation with these people, is analyzing the results due to the lifestyles of the type of people being interviewed, clarifying this issue by a compare and contrast attitude. Moreover, the research is motivated by Tim Ingold’s statement that, “our view of the world is altered by living most of our life indoors, inside and that we lack contact with the ‘outside’.”[footnoteRef:1] Ingold’s statement directed my investigation towards a group of people that, are in contact with the outdoors more than average people, which are landscape architects. However, Ingold’s phrase made me imagine a world filled with huge boxes and isolation from the natural world, a world so unaware of nature’s gifts and benefits. However, I was curious to see if this is really the case with people throughout my research. Something else that fueled this research is what Nicholas Campion stated about the sky, where he said: that “the sky has always held a sense of awe and wonder for humanity”.[footnoteRef:2] Reading this phrase made me think about many astronomical discoveries, and about how we owe it all to these people who just took the time to sit, wonder and gaze at the sky. Another thing that came to my mind was how the sky was always there for humanity, like a story, and sometimes as a gateway or a therapy. I had many thoughts and feelings after reading this phrase and this was actually a main trigger for me to research the outcome of ideas that came to my mind in several scholars’ work.  [1:  Ingold, 2007]  [2:  Campion, 2008] 


Literature Review 
Investigating this research was not triggered by the meanings behind some phrases I read from scholars, it was also motivated by noticing a contradicting link of their different point of views of how humans deal with the sky. For example, when connecting Ingold’s statement, “our view of the world is altered by living most of our life indoors inside and that we lack contact with the ‘outside’.”[footnoteRef:3] With Campions Statement, “The sky has always held a sense of awe and wonder for humanity”[footnoteRef:4], this made me wonder about how these two scholars perceive the human connection with the sky. This contrast in opinion enlightened my curiosity about connecting this issue with interviewing my participants. Moreover, I took inspiration from a scholar who did an experiment of interviewing people about their relationship with the dark sky and its impacts on their wellbeing, her name is Ada Blair. Blair had some very interesting point of views about the night sky and the level of human connection with it. She expresses her opinion of the importance of dark skies as a major factor that triggers awe and wonder as she states “ To better comprehend our place in the universe and get a sense of our planet’s physical insignificance we need to be able to see the stars.”[footnoteRef:5] It is interesting to see that Blair is connecting the issue of the level of connection with the sky with wellbeing. However, this here also connects back to campion’s statement of “ The sky has always held a sense of awe and wonder for humanity”[footnoteRef:6], because it has been researched by several scholars that it is the sense of awe and wonder that triggers certain states that enhance humans’ wellbeing. An example of this issue is published in the journal of psychological science, where it states that “Participants who experience awe are more willing to volunteer their time to help other people.”[footnoteRef:7] Hence, via the following scholars, I will be investigating the relationship of my participants with the sky, taking into consideration the different levels of connection due to different lifestyles. In addition, investigating the outcome of the level of connection of the sky by the wellbeing of humans via their perception and attitude of the sky. [3:  Ingold, 2007]  [4:  Campion, 2008]  [5:  Blair 2016]  [6:  Campion, 2014]  [7:  Rudd and others, 2012] 


Methodology  
[bookmark: _Hlk11937972]Before starting my survey, I wanted to test how will people in general relate to my research topic, and how will they relate to my methods of a asking them. My research topic created a sense of curiosity in me to learn more about the perceptions of people of the world, and so I would always have conversations with people about it. Moreover, this opened my eyes about something I didn’t pay attention to while developing my research method, which is the body language and expressions of the people I am having conversations with. This did emphasize the fact of the importance of having an interview, but I wanted to go deeper into that reflexive attitude I was getting, and so I decided to adopt the method of intuitive inquiry. “Intuitive inquiry is an epistemology of the heart that joins intuition to intellectual precision in a hermeneutical process of interpretation”[footnoteRef:8]. Following this decision, I decided to increase the number of interviews I was planning to do ,for before I had conversations with people I was planning to do only questioners with a limited number of interviews, but now I actually want to be engaged more with my participants face to face, I was interested in their body language, face expressions, and gestures. In addition, since I am using the method of intuitive inquiry, then I will be stating the attitudes and reflexes of my participants which brings up the topic of the type of academic writing. Using the reflexive academic literature presents the process of my research in an interactive manner with the participants, “When knowledge and evidence are viewed from a symbolic interactionist perspective, evidence is seen as part of a communication process that symbolically joins an actor, an audience, a point of view, assumptions, and claims about the relations between two or more phenomena.”[footnoteRef:9] I was inspired by Ada Blair’s method of doing a survey in her book ‘Sark in the Dark’, she used the intuitive inquiry method and has focused deeply on people’s expressions, and that helped her into having more detailed results. Another thing that inspired me in the book was that Blair also took into consideration the place and atmosphere she was interviewing her participants at, and that lead me to want to test the same method while doing my questioners. Hence I have divided my participants into three groups. Group (1), was about doing questioners, this group was divided into two categories, category (A) who did their questioners during the night under a starry sky, while category (B) did their questioner during the day time. As for group (2), it involved a recorded interviewed that occurred face to face with my participants. And finally, Group (3), involved a casual face to face conversation, there was no camera Infront of my participants in order to give them more comfort and freedom to express their inner thoughts and wonders. However, something added to group (3), that was not present in the other two groups was that the people involved in group (3) were friends of mine, they were people who are comfortable to express themselves and their personal thoughts to me, I thought that this group might present me with the most blunt answers .   [8:  Anderson, 2004]  [9:  Altheide, 2019] 

Starting with group (1), they were a group of landscape architects studying at “Politecnico di Milano”. However, they were handed out 20 questionnaires, I wanted to make a strategy to even categorize the outcome of questioners due to the location and atmosphere of the participants rather than just analyzing the answers. So I divided the questioners into two categories, the first  category,-category “A”, of 10 questioners was done at night in a park where stars are visible, called “piazza Leonardo da Vinci”, it is actually a busy area during the day but during the night stars are visible because there are trees that create a light buffer from the artificial light as well, so I thought it would be the best place considering a city like Milan. As for the second category, -category “B”, 10 questioners were similarly handed out, they were at the university ‘Politeicnico di Milano’, in the classroom during daytime.
Coming to group (2) that included the recorded interviews, they were 4 participants and I split them where I interviewed 2 participants during the night under a starry sky, and 2 participants during the day, similar of how I dealt with my questioners’ strategy. Moreover, the atmosphere presented for my participants during the night was a very calm atmosphere, it was not totally dark but it was very dim, it was located in a park called “Giardini pubblici Indro Montanelli”, I chose this park because it was so big, and this will help be a buffer from the surrounding light pollution. Another reason was that this park had a planetarium with a very small astronomical exhibition. This was a reason I chose because my participants didn’t have much background about astronomy, so I wanted to trigger their sense of wonder before our interview by showing them a little piece of the wonders of the sky. The exhibition presented some small samples of meteors, my participants were amazed at this point. Moving on, I also told my participants that I want to have a small walk with them in the park before our interview to show them the stars, one of my participants told me, “Sara are you crazy, you can never see stars in Milan”, I was actually amazed by what she said because I would usually gaze at the stars at night and would view the stars at the level of identifying constellations. As I told my participant that I usually do see stars here, she told me “You must have been mixing them with airplanes”. So, this is where I developed an idea about my participants’ background, it was a good thing for me because just by them seeing the stars, this would be another trigger to their sense of awe and wonder. As for my participants who were interviewed during the daytime, it was a more chaotic atmosphere. It was located in the university, “Politecnico di Milano”, during lunch break in the architecture studio. The break was 1.5 hours long, I allowed my participants to have lunch before our interview so that they wouldn’t want to end it in a hurry, so this took about 30 min. I had then 1 hour to do my interview which was more than enough. However, my participants in the day group also didn’t have any background about astronomy so it was a fair comparison between the two groups with this issue. 
As for Group (3), this group was about interviewing people without a camera, just face to face. I was holding the questioner in my hand and filling it while reading the questions to them. However, I wanted this interview to be more spontaneous, I didn’t want my participants to think of it as something serious, so I would open leading conversations throughout the questions and would make the atmosphere as friendly as possible. This was important to me, because dealing with an issue that triggers deep emotions is somehow a private matter for some people, so I wanted to build that comfortable atmosphere. Another thing was that these people who were interviewed here were friends with me so giving me personal or sensitive answers was not a problem for them. However, as the prior interviews I also did create a calm environment during the nighttime, where stars were also visible in “piazza Leonardo da Vinci”. We would walk there, look at the stars, have some conversations and I would lead that on to asking my interview questions. 

Data collection 
· Group 1 
When analyzing the results of group (1) who were given questioners, I started by comparing its two categories, the day and the night. However, I noticed a difference in the amount of words written for each question, for the people who were filling the questioner during the day they had simpler smaller answers than the people filling it during the night. I understand that this could be because of the busy schedules of people, but they did finish it in a relatively small time with respect to the free time they had. This indicates on a basic level that people during the night give themselves more time to analyze certain issues. However, the answers of group “A”, included more keywords that express vulnerability and emotional connections, as for group “B”, their keywords where mostly related to daily life actions and events. 
· Group 2
As for the result analysis for the second category, which is the people with recorded interviews. For a start, I did sense a huge difference with the answers and attitudes of my participants than that of the first category of people who were doing questioners. I also noticed a major difference between the two groups of the day and night, especially in their tone, behavior, and also in the time they took wondering about an answer, even the way they thought about the answer was interesting to me, for example, the people trying to think of an answer during the night time, they would lay back and stare at the sky and would actually take some time like about 3 minutes to start answering. As for people during the day, their attitude towards thinking of a situation and answering it was not taken into depth much, for example people would giggle, and would start looking around them and most of the answers where given almost directly. However, this did emphasize my idea of how the dark sky, or a peaceful atmosphere connected with nature affects our attitude and our level of connection with the depth of ourselves. This experiment of this method of interviewing people was just a small scale of the worldly situation we live in, and it did actually get my attention to the importance of connecting with the outside due to its in depth outcomes , rather than being stuck indoors in chaotic busy boxes that shift us from an understanding of ourselves and the world.
· Group 3
Moving on to the third category of people interviewed, I didn’t separate people here by day and night, they were all interviewed during the nighttime in a calm environment. However, I got the ultimate most vulnerable and personal answers in this category, since people where comfortable with me as a person, they found it easy to open up about their inner self emotions.

Findings  
During the course of this research, a lot of things were discovered when doing my field work. However, I had many different categories to study, so for a start, I wanted to organize my data in a way that would not deviate me from my original target. Hence, as a method of data analysis, I chose the thematic content analysis, it is “The process of identifying patterns or themes within qualitative data.”[footnoteRef:10] However, the first theme is about testing my participants’ perception of the sky so I can be able to shape an idea of their level of awe and wonder according to their thoughts .This theme was inspired by Campion’s thoughts about the sky,“ The sky has always held a sense of awe and wonder for humanity. As for the second theme, it is about testing the level of connection with the sky, considering Ingolds’ ideas about living most of our lives indoors. The final third theme is about feeling insignificant, a feeling that could be achieved due to experiencing the first two themes and in support of the right atmosphere that could aid into increasing the connection with the dark sky, due to Blair’s research.  [10:  Moira Maguire ,2017] 


· Theme 1 - experiencing awe and wonder
This theme is important because it connects with the other two themes of my research. For example , to be able to experience awe and wonder when looking at  the sky you first need to connect with the sky ( theme 2 ) , and after this connection you might experience awe and wonder where it could have different outcomes like feeling insignificant as in theme (3). Hence, this theme connects passively with Inglod’s ideas of connection with the sky along with Campions statement of “ The sky has always held a sense of awe and wonder for humanity”[footnoteRef:11], adding to it, Blair’s experiments of the outcome of the connection and lifestyles of people under a dark sky, that will all fall down to create this experience of awe and wonder. However, this theme was also the hardest to witness in my participants, they needed a certain amount of peace and concentration to be able to connect with their deep thoughts and wonders in relation with the sky. However, I did not witness any experience of awe and wonder with my participants who were interviewed during the day, but the participants who were interviewed under a dark starry sky expressed phrases like “Wow, the stars infinite!” , “I can never get tired from looking at the sky”, “ I can’t believe we can see planets with our naked eye!”. These phrases showed me the admiration and awe of my participants about the sky, and all they needed to witness this was to just go outside and look up. Moreover, my participants’ answers also did show psychological benefits when experiencing awe and wonder for example, “I choose to go stargazing, it’s like a detox from the world’s problems”. Hence, the higher the feeling of awe and wonder, the higher the internal peace and relaxation.  [11:  Campion, 2008] 


· Theme 2 - level of connection with the sky
This was a theme that was revealed across the different interviews that I held. It was interesting to see that most of my participants in group (1) had answers that show a connection with the sky like choosing to go stargazing when asked about their preferred activity to do. However, in group (2), I had an outcome of vulnerable answers. For example, my participants would have similar answers to that of group (1), but the difference is by the level of expression of emotion towards their answer. An example to that would be as one of my participants stated, “I would go stargazing, it makes me feel relaxed”.  As for the category of people interviewed during the day, they presented different answers than that of the night, their answers were related to daily life activities rather than activities that involved nature or even the sky. I got a hint that maybe because they are being interviewed in a busy noisy place, they are not feeling that they need to connect with something deep as they night sky. This also made me think about the issue on a larger scale, maybe because we are living in a chaotic busy world, we are not being aware of our need to connect with nature, until we are drastically drained. Moving on to group (3), I got deeper and more vulnerable answers that express not just an activity of connecting with the sky, but it also showed a need to connect with the sky. I had some answers like “I feel like the stars are dead people looking upon us, so I would go stargazing”, and “I feel like I am part of this universe, so I would go stargazing”. Another interesting thing about this category that I didn’t witness in the other categories of people, is that there were some answers that connected the relation of the sky with old memories. A participant told me that she would like to go stargazing because this reminds her of her memories with her parents in some way. Also, another extra feature is that answers were connected to emotional triggers, some participants told me that they would like to go stargazing on the beach because they would want to hear natural sounds as they stargaze, this was a sign of extra depth in answers. The three groups had very similar answers when expressing their connection with the sky, the only difference was about the depth of their answers due to being placed in different atmospheres. However, this connects to Ingold’s statement “our view of the world is altered by living most of our life indoors inside and that we lack contact with the ‘outside’. It is actually true at some point, because my participants did show a connection and appreciation for the night sky but that was after I placed them outside and directed their attention towards the universe, unlike the people who were interviewed during the day that didn’t show any connection with the sky due to being placed indoors.

· Theme 3 - feeling insignificant 
As for this theme, it deals with the perception of my participants of the night sky, this helped me mirror their keywords upon understanding their perception of themselves in contact with the night sky. Asking my participants of group (1), what did they wonder about when having an experience with the night sky, the most used key words were: ‘huge universe’, and ‘unknown’. As for group (2), I did get similar results as those of group (1), they both presented keywords like, ‘Out of this world’, ‘Vast’, and ‘Insignificant’. However, the participants interviewed during the day, when asked about their perceptions of the sky, I got answers like: ‘Blue’, ‘Ozone layer’, ‘Huge’. This also made me wonder about the feature that makes people not connect in depth during the daytime, I connected it with the bigger picture and wondered about if life’s constant duties can change the way we perceive certain things. Moving to group (3), I got deeper answers that express the feeling of insignificance, like some people would say that their thoughts when gazing upon the sky presented them with mixed emotions, and they would go ahead and explain their emotions such as the feeling of insignificance connected with a feeling of an unknown fear, rather than just saying keywords like group (1) and (2). Nevertheless, the three groups seem to support Campion’s statement, of “The sky has always held a sense of awe and wonder for humanity”, since when in contact with the sky with the right atmosphere, my participants did show a deep process of experiencing all themes leading on to the feeling of insignificance. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, I found that due to the amount of time spent indoors, and the level of pressure and duties, people need certain triggers to be able to realize that they need to connect with something that helps their mental and physical health. A trigger might also be a feeling of despair, for when certain participants felt depressed the first place they would run to is nature, and most commonly, the night sky. Proving that just by connecting to nature and having these feelings of awe and wonder, my participants expressed feelings of relieve and ease. Also, the people I interviewed did show a sense of awe and wonder, but that was very minimal. This issue was because people are being very much disconnected from nature for long periods of time, this is shifting their perception of the world and its value. This issue supports Ingold’s statement, “Our view of the world is altered by living most of our life indoors inside and that we lack contact with the ‘outside’.[footnoteRef:12] Even though my participants were landscape architects, which could mean that they are connected with nature at a higher level, but unfortunately, it only showed me that they might experience a higher level of admiration when outside because the level of connecting with the outdoors in general is low. However, I did find it interesting that people tend to subconsciously relate to nature when feeling down. This concludes that the sky does have several benefits on humans, but we only need to open our eyes to this truth and to be aware of it. Going back to what Nickolas campion stated, “ The sky has always held a sense of awe and wonder for humanity”[footnoteRef:13], I did witness this issue in my research, for when people connected with the sky I witnessed a lot of mixed emotions that lead to the feeling of awe, but unfortunately the level of this happening was very minimal because of the lack of connection with the sky due to the amount of time living indoors unaware of the starry night sky. Nevertheless, the concluding keyword of my research is “trigger”, for I realized that people needed to be triggered to connect with the sky again, since our world is oriented indoors more than outdoors. Some of the triggers could be places that present the right atmosphere that would orient the people’s attention to the sky, similar to what I presented for some of my participants when interviewing them. This idea is also supported by Blair’s research in her book ‘Sark in the Dark’, were the whole community of Sark has a deep appreciation for the night sky due to being living with it not oriented away from it.  [12:  Ingold, 2007]  [13:  Campion, 2008] 



























Appendix: 

List of interview questions 

1. Where do you live ?    (This question will help me create an idea of the place that the stars are viewed from, and the level of visuality of the night sky) . Also this questions helps me figure out the atmosphere of the place, if it’s a busy city or a calm quite country side, ( as this also does play a role of the intensity of the sense of awe and wonder for the humans living in the area) 

2. What do you work ? ( This question might not be so important, but it helps me create an idea of the level of tense that the person goes through) – all jobs are tense at some point but jobs that demand a lot of interaction with humans on a busy day might drain the person more than a less noisy job.) 

3. [bookmark: _GoBack]How many days do you have off per week ? And do you have long vacations frequently ? ( This question also helps me create a better image of the persons life load) 

4. On your off days, what are the activities that you usually do ? ( This questions gives me an idea of the persons routine even when he is not obliged to stay indoors due to work ) 

5. Do you usually do those activities alone, with a few friends, or a big group of people ? And would you want it any other way ?  ( This question helps me understand the level of connection this person has with the people around him, and if he needs more connection or less ) 

6. What are some activities you wish you could or would do on your days off ? ( This question gives me an idea of what are that activities the person’s heart desires to do , like where does he find his happiness and feels mostly comfortable ) 

7. If I eliminate all humans on earth, you are living alone, always have and always will. However, the world is as it is now (with technology and everything, u also have duties on regular days). You now have day off, what would you do on this day off, what kind of activity ?  ( This question makes me develop an idea of when the person has no connection with humans, does he look for it somewhere else, ( animals, nature, music etc…)

8. Why did you choose this activity and what does it represent to you ? (This question, can help me understand the reasons behind the persons motive to do this action- for example when I tested this question on my sister, she said she would go horse riding, and she told me she would do that because there are no humans so she needed to connect with horses) 

9. Imagine you are in a totally dark room, please describe for me in one word or two your emotion. ( This question seems weird, but I just wanted to test the impact of darkness on people, As some did express some vulnerable emotions) and I think that might have an impact to looking at the night sky with such emotions.—I asked this question in this place of the questioner to trigger some emotions to make him more in contact with his emotions in order to answer the next question) 

10. Now imagine the same situation as question (7) , but during the night. ( There is nothing to fear, no danger no nothing at all, you are totally free to do whatever you want to do, but remember this is a usual activity for you, because it has always been that way ) What would you ?  (The night has different vibes than the day, also different activities can be done, people might feel more vulnerable during the night, so I wanted to know what as well this person would tend to do)

11. Why did you choose this activity and what does it represent to you ?  ( when testing this question, most of the answers where about stargazing and the beach, yet a lot of people represented this with a feeling of peace, curiosity, connection, and wonder) 


12. When I mention planet earth to you, what is the very first thing that popped in your mind, like the very first image you saw in your head or what came to your mind the first? ( this questions also seems weird but I wanted to use it because I can develop an idea of the perception of my participants of earth- when tested some people said they imagined a tiny blue dot in space ( This gave me an idea of their perception of vastness of the universe and insignificance maybe of earth,so I continued to ask related questions to develop a better understanding) 

13.  What does this image you imagined represent to you ? ( Here I am minimizing my thoughts of what I assumed of my participant – while testing this questions, my friends answered, “ insignificance” , and others answered as “huge universe” )



14. Please describe by one word or two the emotion behind this representation. 


15. What is the very first thing that comes to your mind when I ask you to imagine the starry night sky. ? 


16. What does this image of the night sky represent to you. 
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