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Are perceptions of the cosmos culturally conditioned?

Word count: 3564


Ideas about the universe, also known as cosmology, has been an intricate element of human culture for many thousands of years. Spanning from Babylonian and Ancient Egyptian times through to the contemporary era, thousands of generations of humans have speculated about our origins, the connection between the Earth and the stars, and have told stories and myths based upon the night’s sky, passed down through ancestral lines for as long as we can recall. Consequently, this essay will analyse to what extent these stories, these cultural signifiers and cosmologies are shaped and produced within and by their cultural contexts. As such, this text will explore historical notions of the cosmos, contemporary cosmological ideas, using critical cultural theories and theorists to shape the discussion. In order to achieve this aim, the text will explore definitions of cosmology, culture and how the two subjects inform and extrapolate one another, both throughout history and in the modern era. This essay will look at the power that culture and cosmology have both individually, and how this is enacted upon one another. 

According to Nicholas Campion, cosmology acts as a meaning-making system, dealing specifically with how ‘human being locate themselves in space and time’[footnoteRef:1], as opposed to cosmogony, which refers more specifically to the study of cosmology, in particular the origins of our universe and other creation theories. Carl Sagan describes the cosmos as ‘all that is or ever was or ever will be’.[footnoteRef:2] In the contemporary age, there is a well-documented and evident binary split when it comes to spiritual and scientific cosmologies. This is seen most clearly in the gravitational shift and distance between two subjects of study that once were seen to be one: Astronomy and Astrology[footnoteRef:3]. This is an important distinction to note in considerations of cosmology and culture, particularly when it comes to discussing and comparing historical cosmologies and understandings and theories of the universe as opposed to how these beliefs appear in the 21st Century. Indeed, postmodern Western culture regards science as more valid and more important than God, or religion, as evident with the growing secularisation of Western culture.[footnoteRef:4] There exists a specific scientific language, a way of understanding the universe and consequently our own world in extraordinarily physical terms, of matter, energy, electricity and atoms. Indeed, Nancy Abrams and Joel Primack note a significant difference between modern science-based cosmologies and cosmologies of non-Western indigenous cultures and historical cosmologies, the difference being that the former lacks the distinct moral codes and guidance of behaviour or action of religious or spiritual cosmologies[footnoteRef:5]. For instance, whilst African cosmologies talk of endless numbers of spirits and deities, modern science talks of incomprehensible numbers of atoms. Abrams and Primack make the important and interesting note that contemporary scientific cosmology is contributed to by a worldwide diversity of scholars and scientists, as opposed to being contained within the walls of one particular dominant culture. However, it can be argued that there still exists a dominant culture of this scientific revolution, when considering global political and economic theories, much of today’s world is constructed and constrained by capitalist mechanisms and institutions, even on a global scale.[footnoteRef:6] Here again we find the dualistic binary between spiritualism and science, wherein indigenous and traditional cosmologies are written off as myth or storytelling as opposed to meaningful meaning-making systems. However, Joseph Campbell argues that myth is an essential element of human civilisation, noting the importance and value of mythological storytelling in the reproduction of culture and values.[footnoteRef:7] Likewise, Vaclav Havel argues that scientific cosmology entirely outsources and often denies the essential and intrinsic element of our human existence, something both theorists argue was evident and fundamental within traditional and indigenous cultural cosmologies[footnoteRef:8]. Whilst modern society demonstrates a tendency to delegate the meaning-making of who we are and how we came to be, and what that intrinsically means to the creative industries, such as the academics, authors and philosophers, when one considers the Greek philosophical movement, it is evident that historically, the above areas of study were bound up together – equally important and equally considered.[footnoteRef:9] Indeed, across Plato, Aristotle, Socrates and Pythagoras, we find philosophy, literature, mathematics, geometry, astrology and astronomy woven throughout in varying amounts – each considered a part of the puzzle of their cosmogonies.[footnoteRef:10] Plato specifically noted the importance of a holistic interpretation in understanding one’s self and consequently, human existence, arguing in Timaeus that biology, physiology and medicine should all be considered in order to achieve the modern understanding of transcendence, as in transcending unhappiness and ego[footnoteRef:11]. [1:  Nicholas Campion, (2012) ‘Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions’ (New York and London: New York University Press), pp.1-7]  [2:  Carl Sagan, (1981) ‘Cosmos: the story of cosmic evolution, science and civilisation’, Macdonald Futura, pp.3-21]  [3:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, pp.1-2]  [4:  Morton A. Kaplan, (2001) “POST-POSTMODERN SCIENCE AND RELIGION.” International Journal on World Peace, JSTOR, 18:1, pp. 45–59. ]  [5:  Nancy Ellen Abrams and Joel R. Primack (2001) “Cosmology and 21st-Century Culture.” Science, 293:5536, JSTOR, pp. 1769–70. ]  [6:  Morton A. Kaplan, (2001) “POST-POSTMODERN SCIENCE AND RELIGION.”]  [7:  Joseph Campbell, Masks of God, Chapter 1, Experience and Authority, p. 4-6]  [8:  Vaclav Havel, "The need for transcendence in the postmodern world," Futurist, v29, n4 (July-August, 1995), pp. 46ff in Joel R. Primack, (2001), ‘Cosmology and Culture’. ]  [9:  Nancy Ellen Abrams and Joel R. Primack (2001), ‘Cosmology and 21st-Century Culture.’ Science, 293:5536, JSTOR, pp.1769–70. ]  [10:  Nicholas Campion, (2019) "Astrology in Ancient Greek and Roman Culture." Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Planetary Science ]  [11:  Plato, Timaeus, 59c7-d2] 


With regards to culture, there exists many interpretations and contentious understandings of what culture is and how it can be most accurately defined[footnoteRef:12]. Raymond Williams proposed three definitions of culture, including elements such as education, religion and spiritual development, as associated with society and as encompassing art, literature, painting and media such as film or theatre[footnoteRef:13]. Culture can also be considered as ‘historically transmitted…meanings…[and] symbols’[footnoteRef:14], whilst James Hillman argues that culture in and of itself is an expression of humanness, and that in order to understand human nature, the consideration of culture is vital.[footnoteRef:15] Indeed, it follows that culture, then, is a key component of human civilisation, being not only descriptive of a society but also of its values, behaviours, institutions and beliefs. Furthermore, cosmology appears to be intricately intertwined with culture, as Abrams and Primack describe how every culture throughout history has had its own cosmology.[footnoteRef:16] Indeed, Primack sets forth a line of argument similar to Hillman’s contention of culture being a way to understand human nature by stating the importance of beliefs about where we came from, the origins of the cosmos and our own existence in dissecting and comprehending human consciousness, as such it appears cosmology and culture are intrinsically related and interconnected.[footnoteRef:17] The link between cosmology and culture is indubitably clear when one also considers the impact of cosmology upon culture. One example of this is within the arts, wherein astrophotography is a growing artistic medium and increasing area of public interest. This is evident through usage and viewership of the US government agency, NASA’s social media. NASA’s Instagram page has a significant eighty-six million followers, its page being dedicated mainly to contemporary space news and images from both the Hubble and James Webb telescopes.[footnoteRef:18] Likewise, the ‘astrophotography’ hashtag on the same platform boasts almost five million posts.[footnoteRef:19] Evidently, images of the cosmos are an area of interest for millions of people around the world. Indeed, Terry Eagleton in ‘Culture’ argues that a potentially helpful definition of culture may be found through considering ‘the beliefs and symbolic practices by which men and women live’.[footnoteRef:20] Consequently, it can be argued that Instagram and social media usage can be interpreted as a symbolic practice, thereby denoting a significant link between cosmology and culture. Primack agrees that contemporary cosmology is highly visual, as the dominant cosmology of contemporary Western culture can be described as seeing the universe as vast and endless, a nothingness scattered with celestial bodies across unfathomable distances, a view which is evidenced through the production images from the Hubble and Webb telescopes and the significant public interest in them.[footnoteRef:21]  [12:  Terry Eagleton, (2000) ‘The Idea of Culture’ Oxford: Blackwell, p. 1.]  [13:  Raymond Williams (1985) Keywords, A vocabulary of Culture and Society (New York: Oxford University Press) 87:90, pp. 12]  [14:  Geertz, Clifford, The Interpretation of Cultures, New York: Basic Books, 1973, p. 99]  [15:  James Hillman (1978) The Myth of Analysis: Three Essays in Archetypal Psychology. Harper Colophon, pp.14 ]  [16:  Nancy Ellen Abrams and Joel R. Primack (2001), ‘Cosmology and 21st-Century Culture.’ Science, 293:5536, JSTOR, pp.1769–70. ]  [17:  Joel R. Primack, (2001), ‘Cosmology and Culture’.]  [18:  NASA Instagram Page, 2022: Accessed via https://www.instagram.com/p/CmmJVeePhR_/]  [19:  Astrophotography hashtag, Instagram, 2022: Accessed via: https://www.instagram.com/explore/search/keyword/?q=astrophotography ]  [20: Terry Eagleton (2016), ‘Culture’, Yale University Press, pp.1-57]  [21:  Joel R. Primack, (2001), ‘Cosmology and Culture’.] 


	Indeed, the objective of this text is to assess whether perceptions of the cosmos are culturally conditioned. One argument in favour of this statement comes from Freya Mathews.[footnoteRef:22] Evidence for the theory that perceptions of the universe are indeed shaped by culture is found through the direct correlation between the rise in secularism in Western culture, and the dominant scientific cosmology of the universe as being made of matter, energy and particle as opposed to Gods and deities as was seen throughout history.[footnoteRef:23] However, despite it being evident that there has been a growth in value for scientific evidence in our cultural comprehension of the universe and world around us, it promotes the question of whether the progression in science led to a reducing belief in religion and secularism, e.g. statistic of atheists or whether a lowering belief and faith in religion inspired a search for concrete, logical answers to our origins. In other words, does cosmology shape culture, or does culture shape cosmology? Certainly, evidence from the Industrial revolution suggests that a period of dissent, a changing cultural relationship to religion and increased access to education proffered an increase in technological advancements.[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Freya Mathews (2006) “Beyond Modernity and Tradition: A Third Way for Development.” Ethics and the Environment, 11:2, JSTOR, pp. 85–113]  [23:  Nancy Ellen Abrams and Joel R. Primack (2001), ‘Cosmology and 21st-Century Culture.’]  [24:  Michael D. Stephens & Gordon W. Roderick (1983) The role of scientific and technical education in early industrialisation in America and England, The Vocational Aspect of Education, 35:90, pp.17-22] 


	Interestingly, Christopher Layser’s qualitative research showed that although personal cosmologies can differ from being religious, spiritual, agnostic or atheist, all subjects in the study showed a belief in the existence of the universe and did not deny the contemporary cultural view of the cosmos as being made up of countless stars and planets. [footnoteRef:25] However, the nature of the different personal cosmologies indicated broader perspectives on life and human existence. For example, people with religious cosmologies tended to prescribe to a more hopeful and positive view on the universe and life itself, whilst those whose cosmologies pertained solely to the scientific and mechanistic view of the cosmos tended to lean towards a more pessimistic and nihilistic perspective[footnoteRef:26]. Similarly, Freya Mathews criticises the materialist perspectives of modern societies for lacking in principle, value, meaning and purpose in comparison to pre-materialist societies.[footnoteRef:27] Mathews compares more traditionally religious societies, such as those of the Medieval Era, to contemporary cultures. Here, a marked difference is found in the historical reliance on religious truths that are grounded in religious cosmologies. As Primack made evident previously in this text, contemporary cosmology lacks an ordering of cultural moral codes and behaviours[footnoteRef:28]. Although Mathews’ text supports this view, it is also critical of how religion and dominant cosmologies can be used as a tool by political classes in attaining and maintaining legitimacy and oppression over the lower and working classes[footnoteRef:29]. In this way, it can be argued that perceptions of the cosmos are culturally conditioned, particularly when one considers the theory of hegemony as illustrated by Terry Eagleton.  [25:  Christopher Layser, (2017) Exploring personal cosmologies: a qualitative investigation into cosmogony, astrology, and perceptions of the universe, SPICA, 5:2, pp.3-15]  [26:  Ibid. Christopher Layser]  [27:  Freya Mathews (2006) “Beyond Modernity and Tradition: A Third Way for Development.” Ethics and the Environment, 11:2, JSTOR, pp. 85–113]  [28:  Nancy Ellen Abrams and Joel R. Primack (2001), ‘Cosmology and 21st-Century Culture.’ Science, 293:5536, JSTOR, pp.1769–70. ]  [29:  Freya Mathews (2006) “Beyond Modernity and Tradition: A Third Way for Development.” Ethics and the Environment, 11:2, pp. 85–113.
] 


Christian Fuchs’ text, ‘Ideology’ builds upon Eagleton’s ideas of ideology and hegemony to describe how any dominant class in a society must reproduce and maintain its power and structures, a system that typically occurs through violence, oppression and repression.[footnoteRef:30] Karl Marx denotes the ruling classes as the bourgeoisie, in other words, the class of society which own the means of production in a given society. The lower classes, the proletariat, participate in the labour and sell their labour to the bourgeoisie.[footnoteRef:31] This is important to discuss in the consideration of whether perceptions of the cosmos are culturally conditioned as critical cultural theory illustrates how, and by who, a culture is shaped. Therefore, Marxist theory contends that dominant and hegemonic cosmologies in a given society are reproduced and maintained by those in power. However this is not a new phenomenon, as Mathews describes how in the Medieval Ages religious ‘truths’ were used to uphold the ruling classes’ positions as the dominant cultural and institutional authority, for instance, Mathews states that ‘the religious authorities serve as the source of authority for the religious state’.[footnoteRef:32] One could argue that now, in a more secular society which values scientific and materialist truths above all else, the scientific authorities serve as the contemporary source of authority for the logical state. Indeed, scientific mechanisms and technologies are highly regarded as absolute truth, whereas more fringe beliefs and group cosmologies such as New Age esotericism in the modern 21st century and Paganism throughout history have been highly contentious and at times demonised by the dominant culture of the time. Previously, Paganism was seen as demonic by 17th and 18th century British dominant religion[footnoteRef:33], whereas today such beliefs are simply disregarded as pseudoscience.[footnoteRef:34] Michel Foucault’s contentions of forms of subjugated knowledge are evident here, as Pagan and spiritual beliefs have been essentially disqualified from validity within wider society in order to maintain and uphold the more socially acceptable cultural beliefs within oppressive systemic systems.[footnoteRef:35] Additionally, it can be said that scientific truths have come to replace religious truths when considering the impact of cultural conditioning upon cosmology. Similarly, Terry Eagleton states that ‘culture inherits the mantle of religious authority’ with cultural truths being seen as absolute and sacred,[footnoteRef:36] demonstrating how in the 17th and 18th centuries and beyond, religious authority exerted power over dominant cosmology within a culture, whilst today, scientific facts possess such power.  [30:  Fuchs, Christian. “Ideology.” Communication and Capitalism: A Critical Theory, vol. 15, University of Westminster Press, 2020, pp. 217–34. JSTOR ]  [31:  Marx, Karl, 1818-1883. Das Kapital, a Critique of Political Economy. Chicago: H. Regnery, 1959.]  [32:  Mathews, Freya. “Beyond Modernity and Tradition: A Third Way for Development.” Ethics and the Environment, vol. 11, no. 2, 2006, pp. 85–113. JSTOR, pp.87]  [33:  Barbara Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, Oxford, Berg 1998, chapter 4 (‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day’ pp.105]  [34:  R Thagard, P. (1978). Why Astrology is a Pseudoscience. PSA: Proceedings of the Biennial Meeting of the Philosophy of Science Association, 1978(1), 223-234.]  [35:  Michel Foucault, 1980. Power/knowledge: Selected interviews and other writings, New York: Pantheon Press. ]  [36:  Terry Eagleton, (2000) ‘The Idea of Culture’ Oxford: Blackwell, p. 1.] 


	A further example of the ways in which perceptions of the cosmos can be culturally conditioned is astrology. Historically and culturally, astrology has a rich culture and to many across the world is useful and valued. However, the dominant cultural perspective on astrology is that it is a ‘pseudoscience’, with particularly Western science entirely disregarding it entirely.[footnoteRef:37] However, astrology was for centuries seen as the ‘main expression of planetary “science” in Greek and Roman culture’,[footnoteRef:38] with Nicholas Campion stating astrology’s main premise as being ‘reflective…the earth is a mirror of heaven…and vice versa’[footnoteRef:39]. In this way, it is evident that classical scientific thought was intrinsically bound up with cosmology and an awareness of the movements and significance of the divine, with astrology being a manifestation of this. Indeed, Campion also contends that the rational and precise mathematical developments of astronomy begun to develop as a way to improve astrology’s validity when it came to predictive astrology. Mesopotamian astrology indeed viewed not only the celestial bodies but our own human existence as deeply interconnected and in fact inseparable from one another,[footnoteRef:40] a dominant cultural belief that is directly opposed by modern cosmological and scientific views. As such, it is evident that perceptions of the cosmos are indeed influenced and shaped by the hegemonic cultural thought of a given historical or contemporary period of time.  [37:  R Thagard, P. (1978). Why Astrology is a Pseudoscience. PSA: Proceedings of the Biennial Meeting of the Philosophy of Science Association, 1978(1), 223-234. ]  [38:  Nicholas Campion, (2019) "Astrology in Ancient Greek and Roman Culture." Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of Planetary Science]  [39:  Nicholas Campion (2012) Astrology and Cosmology in the Worlds Religions. NYU Press, 2012. JSTOR]  [40:  Nicholas Campion, (2019) "Astrology in Ancient Greek and Roman Culture." Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of Planetary Science] 


	Consequently, this essay has shown that not only are perceptions of the cosmos culturally conditioned, but that the dominant cultural beliefs that inform said perceptions are subject to change. Yet this leads to the question of whether hegemonic cosmological and scientific thought is in actuality, an accurate reflection of not only human existence, but the existence of the universe itself. In the book ‘Why does e=mc2?’, Dr Brian Cox and Jeff Foreshaw explain the importance of the universal laws of physics to modern day science, whilst noting the very real potential for everything we think we know to one day by disproven or contradicted, and how intensely impactful this would be on our society.[footnoteRef:41] This suggests that although rational scientific thought proffers a tendency to rely on facts over faith, the fact that science is continuously evolving and progressing means our cosmology is malleable and ultimately a reliance on facts that are subject to change is a manifestation of faith in and of itself. Likewise, faith is an inherent aspect to every religion throughout history, suggesting that despite a contemporary reliance on factual and scientific evidence, perhaps an element of Essentialism remains intact in today’s culture. Essentialism assumes that there is an innate, natural substance to all things, including people and the existence of the universe.[footnoteRef:42] Although Essentialism can be critiqued for its role in the formation and reproduction of gender roles, racial discrimination and systemic class discrimination,[footnoteRef:43] it may be worthwhile to examine notions of faith from a cosmological standpoint in the way that considers whether an inherent meaning exists, regardless of the cultural conditioning of any given culture. Regardless of a culture’s dominant thought and the ways in which a culture’s institutions are developed around it appears that cosmology and cosmogony rely on, and are a manifestation of, faith. Likewise, Mircea Eliade argues that ‘cosmogony serves as paradigm for every subsequent creation and every kind of action’.[footnoteRef:44] Therefore, this essay argues that perceptions of the cosmos are indeed culturally conditioned, but that culture itself still demonstrates the Essentialist view that there exists a common essence, this common essence being human faith and belief – whether that being in esoteric and religious belief, or in scientific facts and logic. Even the nihilistic perspective exemplifies a belief in nothingness.[footnoteRef:45] [41:  Brian Cox and Jeff Forshaw, (2010) ‘Why does E=mc2?’, Da Capo, United Kingdom, pp.104]  [42:  Mehmet Sahin, (2018) ‘Essentialism in Philosophy, Psychology, Education, Social and Scientific Scopes’ Journal of Innovation in Psychology, Education and Didactics, 22:2 p193-204 ]  [43:  Uma Narayan (1998) “Essence of Culture and a Sense of History: A Feminist Critique of Cultural Essentialism.” Hypatia, vol. 13, no. 2, pp. 86–106. JSTOR]  [44:  Mircea Eliade, (1957) The Sacred and The Profane: The Nature of Religion (Translated by Willard R. Trask). New York: Harvest, Brace & World.]  [45:  Christopher Layser, (2017) Exploring personal cosmologies: a qualitative investigation into cosmogony, astrology, and perceptions of the universe, SPICA, 5:2, pp.3-15] 


	In conclusion, this essay has demonstrated that perceptions of the cosmos are indeed culturally conditioned. Considerations of institutional and systemic power exerted by the dominant classes and hegemonic beliefs of a given culture indubitably contribute, construct and reproduce the dominant cosmologies of a historical or cultural period. Despite this, ‘fringe’ beliefs and personal cosmologies remain in existence within particular groups, yet as Layser’s qualitative research showed, the larger underlying cosmology of every one of these groups is an agreement that the universe, planets, stars and celestial bodies absolutely do exist. There is much debate surrounding the meaning of the cosmos and human existence, yet no one denies existence itself. This essay has also demonstrated that although cultural norms shape dominant cosmologies, this universal belief in the existence of the universe also suggests a universal faith, regardless of culture, historical period, or ruling class. As a result, perceptions of the cosmos are culturally conditioned, however it is evident that perceptions of the cosmos also possess their own agency and power within a society or culture, a sentiment that is referred to by Brian Cox and Jeff Forshaw. Indeed, ‘for now…the dream remains intact’.[footnoteRef:46] [46:  Brian Cox and Jeff Forshaw, (2010) ‘Why does E=mc2?’, Da Capo, United Kingdom, pp.104] 
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