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Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology
Intergenerational Transmission of Values. The Case of Astrology
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Introduction
In Cultural Transmission and Evolution (1981),[footnoteRef:1] the geneticist Luigi L. Cavalli-Sforza and the biologist Marcus W. Feldman investigated the extent to which cultural traits can be modeled in a manner analogous to genetic inheritance. Their quantitiative research led to the conclusion that ‘cultural transmission can simulate genetic transmission, making it difficult to separate them in a careful analysis’.[footnoteRef:2] Building upon this framework, and drawing from previous qualitative research studies that demonstrated a significant correlation between the intergenerational transmission of values and the emotional and communicative dynamics between parents and children, this study aims at examining whether similar mechanisms are at play in the transmission of belief—or disbelief—in astrology, and if similar conclusion can be applied in this context using qualitative research methods; hence, questionnaires had been provided to a small group of participants across Italy and UK, some of whom agreed to contribute to the research through an interview. [1:  L.L Cavalli-Sforza, M.W. Feldman, Cultural Transmission and Evolution. A Quantitative Approach, Princeton University Press, Princeton 1981.]  [2:  Ibidem, p. 9.] 

Specifically, this research aims to determine whether belief in astrology functions as a culturally transmitted trait passed down within families and shaped by the belief systems and cosmological frameworks existing within the household. On the other hand, it also considers whether such beliefs emerge independently of familiar influence, perhaps as a result of introspective processes or exposure to external cultural sources such as peers, mentors, media, or broader socio-cultural narratives. In addition to tracing the potential pathways of belief transmission, the study also explores whether belief in astrology is correlated with a tendency to perceive meaningful coincidences, often referred to as synchronicities, implicitly or explicitly endorsed in one’s family environment. By investigating these questions, the research seeks to observe the ways in which belief systems are formed, maintained or challenged across generations, assessing if the transmission of astrological belief follows patterns akin to those found in the intergenerational transfer of religious or moral values, or else if they are more sporadic or shaped by the cultural environment or individual factors. 
After having introduced the study, I will provide the theoretical background proposed by Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman, presenting their conceptual framework employed to investigate how culture is transmitted across generations. Moreover, I will discuss the correlation between astrology and synchronicity as a further model to investigate whether such beliefs had transmitted or had autonomously developed by the participants. Secondly, I shall present published data surveys dealing with the intergenerational transmission of values and beliefs within families, the role of parents in the complex process of faith formation in their offspring, the impact of parents-children relationship and their ways of communicating on the development of religious values and practices in young people. The methodology and the rationale grounding the recruitment of participants and the collection of data will be subsequently presented. Challenges and limitations will be addressed, along with positionality and possible biases.

Hypothesis
Cultural transmission is ‘a transfer process carrying cultural information from one generation to the next, and from one group to the next’,[footnoteRef:3] as Ute Schönpflug defined in 2008. Such a universal process concerns values and skills which appear as transmitted from parents to children in a similar way to the biological transmission of physical traits. Yet, unlike biological transmission, through which ‘a population tends to remain absolutely unchanged over generations’[footnoteRef:4] – commented Cavalli-Sforza – cultural transmission is ‘extremely variable’, due to processes that responsible for very fast change as well as for a very high conservation.[footnoteRef:5] Using the words of Cavalli-Sforza et al., ‘cultural transmission is the process of acquisition of behaviours, attitudes, or technologies through imprinting, conditioning, imitation, active teaching and learning, or combination of these’.[footnoteRef:6] Rooted in biology, and more specifically to genetics, notably through the work of Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman, the study of cultural transmission belongs to a multidisciplinary field involving evolutionary psychology, anthropology and social sciences. [3:  Schönplug (2009), p.1.]  [4:  L.L. Cavalli-Sforza, ‘Cultural Evolution’, American Zoologist, v. 26, n. 3, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1986, p. 850.]  [5:  Ibidem. ]  [6:  L.L. Cavalli-Sforza, M.W. Feldman, K.H. chen, S.M. Dornbusch, ‘Theory and Observation in Cultural Transmission’, Science, v. 218, 1982, p. 19.] 

In their volume Cultural Transmission and Evolution (1981), Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman elaborated their quantitative theory about cultural transmission relying on a survey that they pursued at Stanford University, whose findings were published on Science in 1982.[footnoteRef:7] A questionnaire was distributed amongst students of biology to determine the extent to which there was a correlation between their religious attitudes, political ideas, belief systems, habits, preferences in terms of sport and entertainment and those of their parents. Despite many studies dealing with the influence of parents on children had been already conducted,[footnoteRef:8] Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman aimed at rectifying previous results that had been criticised due to scarce reliability, mode of sample collection and poor assessment. They found out, as expected, a strong transmission of political and religious tendencies from parents to children, categories that do not bear any important biological component.[footnoteRef:9] Through the adoption of some of the terminology employed in epidemiology, which shows many parallels with the diffusion of culture,[footnoteRef:10] such a transmission from parents to their offspring has been designated by Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman as “vertical transmission”, as opposed to “horizontal transmission”, which describes sharing information amongst people of the same generation, and “oblique transmission”, introduced by the two researchers to denote intergenerational transmission which does not involve direct descendants.[footnoteRef:11] Besides these mechanisms concerning the relationship between two individuals, as in a one-to-one communication, the researchers distinguished a transmission from one person to many (teacher to students, for instance), as well as from many people to one individual (social pressure).[footnoteRef:12] Plausibly the most common way of spreading information, vertical transmission undergoes processes akin to genetic transmission, namely reproduction and mutation, which ‘ensure that evolutionary change will take place’.[footnoteRef:13] Values, ideas, language and behaviour can indeed be reproduced and transmitted through teaching and imitation, and they can be adopted entirely through a process that, at least in some cases, requires awareness of the information to be passed and acceptance of it, according to Schönpflug.[footnoteRef:14] Conversely, a mutation occurs when the transmitted information shows differences with the original instance, and a new model for the next generations is created.[footnoteRef:15] The causes for such a mutation can vary, and can be the result of deliberate choices made by the recipient or either of unconscious mechanisms.  [7:  Ibidem.]  [8:  Ibidem, p. 20.]  [9:  Ibidem, p. 26.]  [10:  Cavalli-Sforza, Feldman (1981), p. 54.]  [11:  Ibidem.]  [12:  Cavalli-Sforza (1986), p. 851, fig. 3.]  [13:  Ibidem, p. 10.]  [14:  U. Schönplug (ed.), Cultural Transmission. Psychological, Developmental, Social and Methodological Aspects, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2009, p. 5.]  [15:  Cavalli-Sforza, Feldman (1981), p. 10.] 

Previous studies demonstrated a strong correlation between parenting styles and the transmission of religious values,[footnoteRef:16] such that ‘parents are normally very important in shaping the religious and spiritual lives of their teenage children, even though they may not realize it’,[footnoteRef:17] as the sociologist Christian Smith noted; as a consequence of this, Hardy et al. found in 2011 that ‘an authoritative parenting style may best facilitate the intergenerational transmission of religious practices and spirituality’,[footnoteRef:18] while ‘parenting styles that are considered cold, distant, confusing, or strained tend to lessen the successful transmission’, stated Burr, Kuns, Atkins, Bertrama and Sears in 2015.[footnoteRef:19] The same researchers reported that the ‘level of cohesion and connection among family members’ play a major role in the intergenerational transmission of beliefs and practices.[footnoteRef:20] In particular, sharing the same religious practices, participating in church attendance, partaking in family celebrations not only favours the transmission and the development of values, but reinforce the sense of belonging to a certain religious or spiritual community. [16:  B.K. Burr, J. Brooke Kuns, L. Atkins, A. Glee Bertram, K. Sears, ‘Generation to Generation: Passing on Religious and Spiritual Beliefs and Practices’, Journal of Religion, Spirituality & Aging, v. 27, Routledge, 2015, p. 184; M.A. Goodman, W.J. Dyer, ‘From Parent to Child: Family Factors That Influence Faith Transmission’, Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, v. 12, n. 2, 2019, p. 180.]  [17:  C. Smith, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2005, p. 56.]  [18:  S.A. Hardy, J.A. White, Z. Zhang, J. Ruchty, ‘Parenting and the Socialization of Religiousness and Spirituality’, Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, v. 3, n. 3, 2011, p. 225.]  [19:  Burr et al. (2015), p. 184. Authors refer to V. L. Bengston, N.M. Putney, S.C. Harris, Families and faith, Oxford University Press, New York 2013.]  [20:  Ibidem, p. 193.] 

The study conducted by Goodman and Dyer, which conceptualised data through the bioecological model of the psychologist Urie Brofenbrenner, interpreted the variation of transmission as the result of the combination of the personal traits of both parents and children, affecting their relationship, with contextual influences outside the family environment,[footnoteRef:21] a complex structure of external inputs that Brofenbrenner, in his Ecology of Human Development (1979), articulated in different levels as microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem.[footnoteRef:22] These theories are consistent with Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman’s modes of cultural transmission, which include the interference of ‘sib-sib interaction’ or ‘more remote generations’’ contributions together with several extrafamilial stimuli (peers, teachers, social hierarchy, telecommunications) in the pure vertical transfer.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Goodman, Dyer (2019), p. 179.]  [22:  U. Brofenbrenner, The Ecology of Human Development. Experiments by Nature and Design, Harvard University Press, Cambridge-London 1979, pp. 22-25. ]  [23:  Cavalli-Sforza, Feldman (1981), pp. 55-60.] 

Starting from these premises, my aim is to determine if astrology follows the same pattern of transmission. In his essay on synchronicities, C.G. Jung includes astrology amongst the various ‘intuitive or “mantic” methods’ of interpreting fate, like geomancy and the I Ching, ‘which start with the psychic factor and take the existence of synchronicity as self-evident’.[footnoteRef:24] Rather than referring to the synchronous manifestation of two events related by a causal explanation, Jung defines synchronicities as meaningful coincidences ‘connected by simultaneity and meaning’,[footnoteRef:25] in which a sudden intuition of the ‘total situation’, as it occurs consulting the I Ching, takes place.[footnoteRef:26] This term was precisely coined to address ‘certain remarkable manifestations of the unconscious’, ‘psychic parallelisms which simply cannot be related to each other causally, but must be connected by another kind of principle’, he wrote.[footnoteRef:27] He then acknowledged that ‘astrology would be an example of synchronicity on a grand scale if only there were enough thoroughly tested findings to support it’,[footnoteRef:28] and despite the physical issue of the precession of the equinoxes, astrology’s validity is maintained because, he wrote, ‘whatever is born or done at this particular moment of time has the quality of this moment of time’,[footnoteRef:29] that is, the symbolic correspondence is preserved because of its synchronic character. The astrological chart is considered by both Jung and M.L Von Franz like a mandala,[footnoteRef:30] a symbol manifesting the “Self” intended ‘as the totality of the conscious and unconscious psyche’,[footnoteRef:31] a symbolic representation of the meaningful relationship between macrocosmos and human microcosmos. As N. Campion carefully explains in his History of Western Astrology, [footnoteRef:32] since the Prehistoric Ages humanity developed a mystical relationship with the sky – L. Lévy-Bruhl’s participation mystique – such that Neolithic astronomy is grounded on the conception of a reality ‘in which heaven and earth, visible and invisible worlds were intimately connected’.[footnoteRef:33] Once the need to preserve the harmony between heaven and earth became pressing, and so the urgency to invent ‘methods to predict synchronicity’,[footnoteRef:34] humankind started to develop the tradition of astrology, ‘a highly organized and codified system of reading meaning into the sky’, which emerged in the valleys of Sumer before 2000 BC.[footnoteRef:35] Hence, astrology could be considered as the structured, refined and sophisticated codification of a more basic immediate experience—i.e., the meaningful connection with the cosmos. In other words, using Cicero’s classification, astrology can be intended as a form of divination ‘dependent on art’, synchronicity ‘on nature’.[footnoteRef:36] [24:  Jung (1952), p. 450.]  [25:  Ibidem, p. 485.]  [26:  Ibidem, p. 450.]  [27:  C. G. Jung, Richard Wilhelm: In Memoriam (1930), in H. Read, M. Fordham, G. Adles, W. McGuire (eds.), C. Baynes, R.F.C. Hull (trs.), The Collected Works of C.G. Jung, v. 15, Princeton University Press, Princeton 1971, p. 56]  [28:  Ibidem. ]  [29:  Ibidem, pp. 56-57.]  [30:  C.G. Jung, Psychology and Alchemy (1953), H. Read, M. Fordham, G. Adles, W. McGuire (eds.), R.F.C. Hull (tr.), The Collected Works of C.G. Jung, v. 12, Princeton University Press, Princeton 1980, p. 206; M.L. Von Franz, On Divination and Synchronicity. The Psychology of Meaningful Chance, Inner City Books, Toronto 1980, p. 98.]  [31:  C.G. Jung (1953), p. 182]  [32:  N. Campion, A History of Western Astrology. The Ancient World. Vol. I (2008), Bloomsbury Academic Publishing, London 2015, pp. 4. See also: C. Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, Princeton University Press, Princeton 1985, pp. 76 sgg. ]  [33:  Ibidem, p. 27.]  [34:  Von Franz (1980), p. 100.]  [35:  Campion (2008), pp. 35-36.]  [36:  Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. and transl.), Loeb Classical Library, vol. XX, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA 1923, I, VI.11-12.] 

Due to the correlation individuated by Jung between the concept of synchronicity and astrology, a symbiotic pattern of transmission is expected to be found in the data. Questionnaires showing discrepancy concerning the belief in them – i-e., acknowledging the existence of meaningful coincidences but not believing in the validity of astrology, or vice versa – might constitute an indication of a plain transmission of one these views, since the correlation between astrology and synchronicity was not grasped. Conversely, consistency between these variables would not exclude the possibility of a belief matured independently by the subject. 

Previous studies 
Studies dealing with the intergenerational transmission of culture generally agree on the strong correlation between parenting style and the reception of such values from the offspring.
In the previously mentioned Stanford study conducted by Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman in 1982, a comparison of similarities concerning various cultural categories between parent and child, parents and friends[footnoteRef:37] revealed that ‘religious and political attitudes and affiliations have the strongest vertical transmission’,[footnoteRef:38] plausibly because these are more stable traits during the individual development,[footnoteRef:39] followed by beliefs (including superstitions), entertainment, habits and sport,[footnoteRef:40] with both parents as possible transmitters.[footnoteRef:41] The difference between the classes of traits have been interpreted as a consequence of the fact that ‘intergenerational transmission might be the result of components of oblique rather than truly vertical transmission’.[footnoteRef:42] [37:  Cavalli-Sforza et al. (1982), p. 21.]  [38:  Ibidem, p. 24.]  [39:  Ibidem.]  [40:  Ibidem, p. 21, table 3.]  [41:  Ibidem, p. 26.]  [42:  Ibidem.] 

A study published in 2003[footnoteRef:43] explored parents-children communication style and frequency about religion, making an innovative use of diaries to complement surveys.[footnoteRef:44] The purpose was to investigate whether that communication is ‘structured as a unidirectional transmission […] or a more balanced, bi-directional reciprocity in which the child has an active role’.[footnoteRef:45] The study concluded that bi-directional reciprocity characterised communications concerning religion, with children initiating conversations and asking questions, and mothers playing a central role, while fathers were less involved.[footnoteRef:46] [43:  C.J., Boyatzis, D.L. Janicki, ‘Parent-Child Communication about Religion: Survey and Diary Data on Unilateral Transmission and Bi-Directional Reciprocity Styles’, Review of Religious Research, n. 3, Springer, 2003: 252-270.]  [44:  Ibidem, p. 255.]  [45:  Ibidem.]  [46:  Ibidem, pp. 263-265.] 

In 2005 a study tested the hypothesis of a correlation between depressed mothers and a decrease in intergenerational transfer of religiosity,[footnoteRef:47] concluding that indeed maternal depression disrupts and impacts on the transmission of religious values to children. [47:  M. Gur, L. Miller, V. Warner, P. Wickramaratne, M. Weissman, ‘Maternal Depression and the Intergenerational Transmission of Religion’, The Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease, v. 193, n. 5, Lippincott Williams&Wilkins, 2005: 338-345.] 

A study[footnoteRef:48] published in 2011 by Hardy et al. investigates how parenting styles influence the transmission of religiousness and spirituality through the comparison of religious practices of participants’ family of origin during their adolescence and the participants’ current religiousness and spirituality. Having hypothetised the role of the parenting style in the development and retainment of the offspring’s religiosity, the researchers reported how four parenting models had been individuated, namely ‘authoritative, permissive, authoritarian and neglectful’.[footnoteRef:49] The authoritative model, due to its high standards in demand, warm and positive communication style, and mild intrusions and restrictions, appears to be ‘the most adaptive form of parenting’[footnoteRef:50] and thus effective model for cultural transmission.[footnoteRef:51] [48:  Hardy et al. (2011).]  [49:  Ibidem, p. 218.]  [50:  Ibidem.]  [51:  Ibidem, p. 228.] 

Another study that reveals the impact of parental style on cultural transmission is Burr et al.’s ‘Generation to Generation’.[footnoteRef:52] They highlighted the importance of collective participation in traditions,[footnoteRef:53] both through family and social circles,[footnoteRef:54]  and role played not only by the mother, but also by the grandparents.[footnoteRef:55] [52:  Burr et al. (2015).]  [53:  Ibidem, p. 192.]  [54:  Ibidem, p. 196.]  [55:  Ibidem, p. 187.] 

A study that focuses precisely on the role of grandparents was published in 2008.[footnoteRef:56] Despite the challenging claims that marital instability and individualism have diminished intergenerational religious continuity,[footnoteRef:57] the study found that grandmothers still shape their grandchildren’s religious beliefs,[footnoteRef:58] with gender dynamics amplifying grandmothers’ impact on granddaughters.[footnoteRef:59] [56:  C.E. Copen, M. Silverstein, ‘The Transmission of Religious Beliefs across Generations: Do Grandparents Matter?’, Journal of Comparative Family Studies, v. 39, n. 1, Dr. George Kurian, 2008: 59-71.]  [57:  Ibidem, p. 59.]  [58:  Ibidem, p. 67.]  [59:  Ibidem, p. 61, 68.] 

A further study published in 2020[footnoteRef:60] attempts to re-evaluate the same topic through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model, which focuses on how external processes – systematised in the four components of ‘process-person-context-time’ –  influence one’s development.[footnoteRef:61] [60:  Goodman, Dyer (2019).]  [61:  Ibidem, p. 179.] 

In 2020 another study[footnoteRef:62] examined how the intensity of parental religious ideology influences the intergenerational transmission of faith, concluding that religious ideology significantly shapes the strength of faith transmission, with conservative ideology linked to greater continuity across generations.[footnoteRef:63] [62:  J. Smith, ‘Transmission of Faith in Families: The Influence of Religious Ideology’, Sociology of Religion, v. 82.3: 332–356.]  [63:  Ibidem, p. 22.] 

C. Smith’s studies on the transmission of faith in young Americans[footnoteRef:64] remark once more how active parental religiosity fosters the offspring’s religious identity and practice, investigating how both parental religious intensity and parenting styles play a role in the transmission of religious beliefs and practices to their children.[footnoteRef:65] [64:  Smith (2005); C. Smith, A. Adamczyk, Handing Down the Faith. How Parents Pass Their Religion on to the Next Generation, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2021.]  [65:  Smith, Adamczyk (2001), pp. 38 sgg.] 

A recent study[footnoteRef:66] examining parental influence over the religious identity of adult children, concluded that ‘among the most powerful predictors of this transmission are the religious identity of the respondent’s father, the religious service attendance of their mother, and their own religious service attendance as a child’.[footnoteRef:67] [66:  A., Gemar, ‘Parental Influence and Intergenerational Transmission of Religious Belief, Attitudes, and Practices: Recent Evidence from the United States’, Religion, v. 14, 1373: 1-17.]  [67:  Ibidem, p. 17.] 


Methods
The interesting combination of Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman’s biological-genetic approach to cultural transmission and the evidence of the impact that parenting style has over the next generations’ development of values, as previous studies demonstrated, led me to set a qualitative research investigating the passing on of astrological beliefs. The study involved a small group of people living in Italy and in the UK who agreed on filling a questionnaire, some of which accepted to sit for an interview conducted to elicit their views on astrology and the origins of their opinions about it. 
The subjects who agreed to submit their questionnaire are 14 individuals of non-specific age, gender, level of education and job, since the intention was not to collect a determined sample of data, but rather to seek out if views about astrology can follow the same patterns as the transmission of religious beliefs and values. Of the 14 respondents, 6 are women, 8 are men aged 18-86, mostly with high education and various occupational distribution—from research and education jobs to retail and sales. 9 respondents belongs to three families: a father (A),[footnoteRef:68] his daughter (B) and his niece (C); a mother (D) and her daugher (E); a father (F) and his two sons (G, H). They all agreed to be identified in their family role. Moreover, 7 participants were interviewed. [68:  I will refer to the participants using their assigned letters (from A to N).] 

Although I did not deliberately choose specific religious affiliations, most of the respondents come from a Roman Catholic background, which is consistent to the fact that in their country of origin, Italy, 71.1% of the population is Catholic, according to the data published by CENSIS (2024).[footnoteRef:69] [69:  Data discussed by A. Regimenti, ‘Ricerca CENSIS. Cattolici e politica: necessario uscire dalla “zona grigia”’, in SIR Agenzia d’informazione (Servizio di Informazione Religiosa), 29 March 2025: <https://www.agensir.it/chiesa/2025/03/29/cattolici-e-politica-necessario-uscire-dalla-zona-grigia/>. [Accessed: April 2025] Data are consistent with those published by the World Religion Database (2020), which reports that 77.5% of Italians are Christians in 2020, with 74.6% Catholics. See: M. Johnson, B.J. Grim (eds.), World Religion Database, Brill, Leiden-Boston, 2022, consulted at The Association of Religion Data Archives website: <https://www.thearda.com/world-religion/national-profiles?u=115c#S_2>. [Accessed: April 2025]] 

Questionnaires had been supplied manually. This choice was made not only on the assumption that elderly people would have not felt at ease dealing with online procedures, but especially after having received much negative feedback about filling a form online from people I had previously asked to participate. Despite the challenging length of the questionnaire, all sections have been completed by the participants, who could choose to receive the form in English or in Italian. The questions are mainly closed, single or multiple choice, and based on the Likert scale. All questions presented an option to avoid answering. 
The questionnaire is divided in four sections: introduction; religious belief; meaningful coincidences; cosmological views; astrology. The intention was to gather information about the participants’ opinions on these matters and, at the same time, allow them to reflect on such matters before getting to the last section, which deals with my research question. Ideally, questionnaires should have been given to individuals belonging to the same families, to be able to compare the real as well as the perceived values and beliefs that had been transmitted and received, and determine if an astrological interest was passed on in the same way as religious faith. Only three families agreed to provide their questionnaire. To overcome this limit and try to elicit the same matter from the other people who  partook individually, the questionnaire itself contains enquiries about the views of parents and children. Unfortunately this option has its limitations, since the answers are biased by each subject’s personal experience and perception. While it is of interest observing how the perceived views of parents had an impact on the offspring, being able to compare it with the actual perspective of the parents would create a more complete picture. 
After a brief introduction where participants were asked to provide information about their country of origin, their education level and their jobs, a section concerning faith and beliefs investigates the subjects’ religious attitudes. Inspired by the European Social Survey Round 11 (2023-2024),[footnoteRef:70] the sections include questions about birth religious affiliations at birth and possible change of faith, the importance it plays in life and whether there is the expectation to transmit the same faith to children. [70:  European Social Survey (2022), ESS Round 11 Source Questionnaire, London, ESS ERIC Headquarters c/o City, University of London, consulted at: <https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/sites/default/files/2024-01/ESS%20Round%2011%20Source%20Questionnaire_FINAL_Alert%2004.pdf>;
European Social Survey (2022), ESS Round 11 Source Showcards, London, ESS ERIC Headquarters c/o City, University of London, consulted at:<https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/sites/default/files/2024-01/ESS%20Round%2011%20Source%20Showcards_FINAL_Alert%2002.pdf>. [Accessed: April 2025]] 

The following section is dedicated to meaningful coincidences, and was partially based on previous studies on related topics.[footnoteRef:71] I opted for this expression in place of the term ‘synchronicity’, coined by C.G. Jung in 1950[footnoteRef:72] to refer to ‘the simultaneous occurrence of two meaningfully but not causally connected events […] which have the same or similar meaning’, as he explains and further develops in his essay Synchronicity: An Acausal Connecting Principle (1952).[footnoteRef:73] This choice was made to avoid the risk of leading questions and of influencing the participants’ perspectives by providing a concept defined within a very specific theoretical framework. The expression “meaningful coincidences” seemed to present the concept in its most basic form. While predefined scenarios could induce the evocation plausible personal experiences and ease the engagement with the section, open questions allowed to interpret the emergence of such occurrences, to describe particular events and to report what members of family shared about meaningful coincidences.  [71:  P. Bressan, ‘The Connection Between Random Sequences, Everyday Coincidences and Belief in the Paranormal’, Applied Cognitive Psychology, v. 16, 2002: 17-34; P. Russo-Netzer, T. Icekson, ‘An Underexplored Pathway to Life Satisfaction: The Development and Validation of the Synchronicity Awareness and Meaning-Detecting Scale’, Frontiers in Psychology, 2023: 1-17.]  [72:  	C.G. Jung, Foreword to the “I Ching” (1950), in H. Read, M. Fordham, G. Adles, W. McGuire (eds.), C. Baynes, R.F.C. Hull (trs.), The Collected Works of C.G. Jung, v. 11, Princeton University Press, Princeton 1975, p. 592.]  [73:  C.G. Jung, Synchronicity: An Acausal Connecting Principle (1952), in H. Read, M. Fordham, G. Adles, W. McGuire (eds.), R.F.C. Hull (tr.), The Collected Works of C.G. Jung, v. 8, Princeton University Press, Princeton 1972, p. 441.] 

The section on cosmological views explores the subjects’ relationship with the universe, and was conceived as a further step to prepare the ground for the questions concerning astrology. While the questions deal mainly with the relationship between cosmos and consciousness, participants were asked to reflect on three different levels: not only their own view, but also the opinions of their parents and children as perceived by them. Despite this method has limitations, as previously observed, it allows to provide at least a subjective picture of the transmission of such views.
The last section deals with astrology, and it is based on a survey conducted by M.M. De Robertis and P.A. Delaney in 1993.[footnoteRef:74] It deals with the respondents’ interest in astrology as well as the significance of astrology’s influence in their lives, evaluated through questions concerning the frequency of attention paid to horoscopes or of the likelihood of making conscious decision based upon horoscopes.[footnoteRef:75] A question investigating attitudes and opinions about the validity of astrology in order to understand one’s character and destiny was evidently wrongly expressed, since it led a respondent to differentiate between the role of astrology in understanding character and in comprehending destiny, and to report that they recognised the former but not the latter. Moreover, besides exploring views about other arts like palmistry, or forms of divination such as geomancy, the I Ching or Tarot, the questionnaire tries to elicit from the participants possible reasons for encouraging interest in astrology in their children. [74:  M.M. De Robertis, P.A. Delaney, ‘A Survey of the Attitudes of University Students to Astrology and Astronomy’, Journal of the Royal Astronomical Society of Canada, v. 87, n. 1, 1993 P. 34, 1993: 34-50.]  [75:  Ibidem, p. 39.] 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted online via Zoom, firstly allowing participants to make a general comment on the questionnaire, and then posing them questions aimed at eliciting further information about their family of origin’s perspective on the various topics, with a focus on astrology. Beside the scope of the research, the discussion revealed that the questionnaire induced many of the respondents to reflect on their personal views as well as on the real or perceived transmission of these views. A woman who emphasised the uncertainty of her opinions about the cosmos and the difficulty she found in selecting the answers, admitted that the questionnaire induced a moment of self-reflection during which she could not understand ‘whether my perspective is autonomous and simply very different from my mother’s, or is it is a re-elaborated version that I would never have developed without her input’.[footnoteRef:76] Another respondent, instead, expressed much concern about sharing his religious and cosmological beliefs due to their very intimate character, and had to be reassured about the anonymity and confidentiality of data and about the fact that nothing would have been shared online, for, he said, ‘I would have never talked about my beliefs in a survey outside these conditions’. [76:  The interview was conducted in Italian. English translations are mine for all the quotations of Italian participants.] 

Many doubts arise in the process of defining my position, but one might argue that anyone is an insider in this context, since cultural transmission is a process that involves every human being. As such, the observer and the observed experience the same mechanisms of cultural transfert, and plausibly similar questions about the role of parents in the development of their children’s views. While favoured by an insider perspective, I had to monitor and take into account possible biases what could interfere in the interpretation of the data, for ‘both the social and political context might have shaped or constrained the research’.[footnoteRef:77] Moreover, since respondents are partly Italian and Christian, partly British observing other religions, my position as an insider is stronger towards a group of subjects than towards the other, being both Italian and Christian Catholic myself. [77:  M. Hennink, I. Hutter, A. Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, Sage, London 2011, p. 21.] 


Discussion
While religious beliefs demonstrate strong intergenerational continuity across the family groups, it confirms the hypothesis that parenting style and communication bear a great role in the transmission of faith. In the three family lineages, a consistency of belief is maintained, and the level of religiosity is almost identical from a generation to the next. Yet, religion appears to maintain a very private character, since while some participants preferred not to report or their parents’ or their own faith, a woman gave an interpretation of her parents’ religiosity that does not match with her mother’s answers. As expected, family communication and involvement is high in the instances where the same faith is transmitted with a similar intensity. B mentioned to have tried to transmit faith to her children – confirmed by C – and that in moments of major distress they found themselves praying together. D remembered she was a child, and her uncle used to make the sign of the cross under the bread before having lunch. K’s communication with his parents’ had always been scant, especially with respect to faith or spirituality, and developed a different religious paradigm. M’s rationalism rejected his mother’s interest in ‘Oriental therapies’ into which ‘she ended up catapulted after a serious illness’, while embracing both his father’s family secularism and atheism.
Cosmological beliefs, particularly views on cosmic consciousness, closely resemble religious patterns of transmission. A-B-C endorse an interconnected universe with conscious elements that includes plants and microorganisms, reporting frequent family discussions, especially between mother and daughter. Despite the strong bond expressed in the interview, D and E’s perspectives slightly differ, and this might mirror the different sources of influence reported by them—personal thought for D, family (especially her brother), books for E. After having declared that only living beings are conscious, D commented to have had many doubts in this section of the questionnaire, which allowed her to reflect more on this: ‘the universe must be moved by something… It’s not possible that there are planets moving in such an harmonious way, and creatures so perfect in their nature, without the presence of something that had created everything’; E indicated that everything has some form of consciousness ‘because’, she commented, ‘of the unity of creator and creation’. Similarly, F-I/J’s similar views reflect the intense level of communication reported by F, and the same can be seen in J and her family; K’s lack of communication with his family met again the expectations, as he developed an independent perspective on the universe, while M’s discussions with his grandmother and aunt reinforce interconnectedness.
Belief in meaningful coincidences appears to be widespread among the participants, with the majority identifying the answer ‘spontaneous associations (such as thinking of someone and unexpectedly encountering them shortly thereafter)’ as the most representative example, followed by ‘unexpected solution of a problem’. The survey confirms the hypothesis of a “reproduction” or “mutation” of the belief depending on family communications, but also acknowledges horizontal and oblique mechanisms of influence, such as books and social environment. B and C perceive meaningful coincidences as deeply significant, with family discussions reinforcing this belief. F-G/H share the same frequency of coincidences, but with different perceptions about their impact on their lives, which might be due to a different kind of relationship between the father and the sons, or simply to different experiences. D and E display the same views – see table 1 – and L commented that his discussions as a child with his grandmother and aunt had a great impact on him, while J shows to have matured her own perspective since no discussion about it occurred with her family.

	Subject
	Relationship
	Which of the following best describes how you interpret meaningful coincidences? 
(list of options given)

	A
	Father of B
	Destiny / Fate

	B
	Mother of C
	A physical principle not yet discovered by science
A sign from a higher power or the universe
The fact that everything is connected to everything else in the universe
Intuition

	C
	Daughter of B
	The fact that everything is connected to everything else in the universe

	
	
	

	D
	Mother of E
	The fact that everything is connected to everything else in the universe

	E
	Daughter of D
	Destiny / Fate 
The fact that everything is connected to everything else in the universe

	
	
	

	F
	Father of G/H
	A physical principle not yet discovered by science
A sign from a higher power or the universe
The fact that everything is connected to everything else in the universe
Intuition

	G
	Son of F
	Destiny / Fate 

	H
	Son of F
	The fact that everything is connected to everything else in the universe
A reflection of my subconscious thoughts


Table 1: Summary of the three families answers about meaningful coincidences

The results concerning astrology show consistency with the hypothesis and with religious and cosmological beliefs. Within the three clusters, data suggest amplification across generations in two of the three families in examination. In particular, strong vertical transmission is expressed by D and E, both of whom are engaged with astrology and significantly influenced – in in diametrically opposite ways – by D’s family, involved with ESP and natural healing. While the former rejected such inheritance and then “tamed” it by approaching the “safer” astrology, the latter embraced the ancient wisdom with enthusiasm. Also another participant reported a close relative with an interest in astrology as well as an ancestor involved in spiritualistic practices, and his interest in Tarots emerges from his sons’ beliefs in it. B’s interest in astrology and similar techniques, derived from her mother’s close friend who practices chiromancy, is more uncertain: ‘I generally identify with the character traits, but I’ve never had any real confirmation when someone reads my horoscope or palm. Maybe I’ve just never come across a good astrologer. I do listen to Paolo Fox on TV, but I see him more as entertainment, a charlatan’, she explained. Her daughter highlighted that familial discussions concerning astrology and possible transmission of it should be ‘not imposed. Obviously, such sensitivities are socialised within a family context’. On the same page is another participant, who commented that spiritual interests are free choices and, as such, they should not be encouraged by the parents. Despite his fondness for meaningful coincidences, L was not exposed nor is he now interested in astrology; though, he recalled that his stepmother gave him the book of the I Ching that he still consults regularly. While M is consistent with the rational approach inherited by his paternal side – see table 2 – and unequivocally dismisses both the importance of meaningful coincidences and astrology, the other participants who declared not to have received any familial influence with respect to astrology, maintain a more cautious approach, allowing this practice some room for validity.

	Subject
	Relationship
	Frequency of M.C.* 
(5 pts.)
	Importance given to M.C. 
(5 pts.)
	M.C.: similar views of family?
	Belief in astrology 
(5 pts.)
	Stronger (more than astrol.) belief in other forms of divinations / ESP** 
	Astrol. / divination / ESP: source of beliefs’ influence

	A
	Father of B
	3
	2
	Don’t know
	4
	-
	Society***

	B
	Mother of C
	5
	3
	Yes
	3
	Paranormal / ESP (4)
	 Family’s friends

	C
	Daughter of B
	5
	3
	Yes
	4
	-
	Family’s friends

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	D
	Mother of E
	5
	4
	Yes
	4
	-
	Family; friends

	E
	Daughter of D
	5
	5
	Yes
	5
	-
	Family

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	F
	Father of G/H
	5
	5
	Yes
	5
	-
	Family; family’s friends

	G
	Son of F
	5
	2
	Yes
	4
	-
	Family

	H
	Son of F
	5
	3
	Yes
	2
	Tarots (3)
	Family

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	I
	-
	3
	2
	No
	3
	-
	Society

	J
	-
	5
	5
	Don’t know
	3
	Tarots (3)
Paranormal / ESP (4)
	-

	K
	-
	3
	4
	No
	3
	-
	Society

	L
	-
	5
	5
	Yes
	3
	I Ching (5)
	Family

	M
	-
	2
	1
	Mother yes
Father no
	1
	-
	Society

	N
	-
	5
	4
	Don’t know
	3
	-
	-


* M.C. = Meaningful coincidences
** List provided: Palm reading, geomancy, I Ching, tarots, power of crystals, paranormal/ESP.
*** Society refers to anything which is neither family nor close friends, and includes books and mass media.
Table 2: Comparison between beliefs in meaningful coincidences, astrology and other forms of divination or ESP, together with family views and possible sources of influence.


Conclusions
This research began with three theoretical premises: Cavalli-Sforza’s theory of cultural transmission, which involves processes analogous to epidemiology (vertical, horizontal and oblique transmission) and genetics (reproduction or mutation of the information); previous studies demonstrating the impact of parenting style on the transmission of faith and beliefs; Jung’s concept of synchronicities—a term he coined to denote meaningful coincidences—as the core principle underpinning astrology and divinatory practices such as the I Ching and geomancy, providing them with internal validity. Since the purpose was to investigate whether astrology follows the same modality of transmission as religious beliefs, Jung’s hypothesis of an immediate, logical correlation between meaningful coincidences and astrology was employed in order to provide further indications about the whole process. The study certainly presents methodological limitations, since the sample is small and not fully representative, and a larger number of family clusters would have provided a more informed picture. Yet, despite the constraints, it lays the groundwork for a new area of inquiry, offering an alternative perspective to the topic of cultural transmission. 
The questionnaires and the interviews confirm that the mechanisms underlying the transmission of various systems of belief are comparable. Nevertheless, while the data revealed no major discrepancies among religiosity, cosmological views and the perception of meaningful coincidences in terms of reception, acceptance or rejection with respect to similar communication styles, the belief in astrology and divinatory practices seems to be more nuanced in its transmission. Firstly, gender appears to play a role in passing down such beliefs across generations,[footnoteRef:78] with matrilineal transmission being particularly effective in preserving these traditions and interests. Secondly, just like religion, a belief in astrology might be rejected if it is ridiculed by a person’s peers—especially during formative years, as adolescents often seek approval from their friends. Conversely, the rejection could be experienced internally, rather than externally, due to a possible perception of such practices as scary or threatening. Likewise, the process of acceptance can be induced by the need of belonging – to one’s own familiar roots, or tribe – as well as by an idealisation of some ancestral figure, a progenitor perceived as someone possessing hidden knowledge or deep wisdom. Furthermore, Jung’s proposed necessary correlation between astrology and synchronicities was not confirmed, as the data did not reveal a consistent relationship between the two variables. This discrepancy could be attributed to a lack of interest in reflecting on the philosophical implications underlying both the occurrence of meaningful coincidences and astrology, or to direct experience with the former and a scant knowledge of the latter. A larger data set would be needed to investigate the reasons behind this inconsistency, as well as to explore more thoroughly the psychological processes that lead individuals to either dismiss or embrace family beliefs and traditions, thereby determining their transmission across generations.  [78:  See: Copen, M. Silverstein (2008), p. 61.] 
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