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Purpose of the Week
The purpose of this week’s class is two-fold: to examine the nature of myth, and to gain a critical understanding of the debates concerning magic. We will also introduce the concept of Enchantment and Divination.

Tasks this week

· Review the writing guidelines
· Complete the required reading
· Specialise in one are in the optional reading.
Description

This week is relatively full of information, much more than you need. Look upon this week as providing resources to which you can return in future modules. We are introducing three principal but interlinked areas (magic, myth and divination) and one lesser one (enchantment). As students on the MA you need to have a familiarity with the main theories in each. As independent learners you may develop an interest in one, two or all of them. Having laid the foundations in our studies of culture, classical foundations, and astrology, cosmology and astronomy in culture, we are now dealing with specific areas of application. Each may be taken up as an essay title, and each may be developed any of the optional modules in the MA. You may see this week’s material as therefore branching into three pathways, and you can choose your direction through the optional reading.
The questions before us this week are ‘what is divination?’, ‘what is magic? And ‘what is myth’?’ These issues, as with everything else in this module, underpin the entire MA so, having approached them this week, you will find that you return to them through all the other modules, to a greater or lesser degree. Under the general rubric of divination you may also consider the nature of oracles and prophecy. 
This week’s themes are linked in that, for example, we might see myth as an enchanting, or we might see the theory of enchantment as a kind of modern myth. In most cultures the stars are means to obtaining divine guidance or wisdom (divination) or managing the wider world through psychic means (magic). 
Both magic and divination are highly contested areas. By this we mean that both their definitions and epistemological value (epistemology = theory of knowledge) are a matter of debate, amongst both practitioners and critics. The importance to this MA is that in pre-modern societies the use of the stars to convey messages from divinities (a basic definition of divination), or to gain wisdom or manipulate the world and/or future (both are basic definitions of magic) is fundamental to astrology/astronomy. In addition some modern practitioners and critics define astrology either as magic or divination, or both. Myth, meanwhile, is also difficult to define, but we can broadly consider it to be the use of stories or story-telling frameworks to dramatise the world. Myths are often considered to be fictional or false: people might say ‘it’s just a myth’ of things they disbelieve. However, modern theorists regard myths as containing meaning or inherent truth if we know how to interpret them.  
We can draw many links between this week’s themes: for example, magic and divination may only be possible within a mythic construct of the cosmos; the purpose of myth may be to create the narrative environment  within which divination has meaning. In addition, some of the most important anthropological studies automatically include magic and oracles (i.e., divination) as aspects fo the same practice.
Magic

Given that we have not yet defined magic, many historians consider that astrology and magic were inextricably linked prior to the scientific revolution of the 17th century (although some regard ‘astral-magic’ as separate to astrology, and it is still widely argued that astrological thought is itself still 'magical', especially by sceptics such as Geoffrey Dean. In many anthropological studies of premodern societies, magic and attitudes to the stars are not distinguished.

Myth

Most ancient cultures located myths in the sky, as is evident from the stories told about the constellations so we may talk about ‘celestial’ (sky) or ‘astral’ (star) myths. There is a school of thought in modern western astrology which consciously derives astrological meaning from such myths, while ethno- and archaeoastronomers examine myth as a means to understanding non-western astronomies. There is, though, so far, no scholarly, critical examination of the way that astrologers deal with myth, or how myth relates to astrology in any culture. We are therefore in the position of relying on writing on myth and other things from which we can then infer conclusions about myth and astrology, as well as myth and astronomy. If we consider astronomy, then there is material on ancient star myths, but not to approach the myths which lie at the heart of modern astronomy. Such myths may include, perhaps, the American ‘myth of the endless frontier’, which, perhaps, provided a narrative for the US space programme, or tales of human triumph over adversity, as expressed in the film, ‘Apollo 13’.

Myth has various competing definitions, which tend to define it as more-or-less true (or false) or based in history (as opposed to the imagination). Such contrasts are not mutually exclusive. Myth has been defined, at least since Plato, against logos, where mythos is an intuitive, imaginative way of describing, or relating to the cosmos, as opposed to the reason-based world view of logos. 

Even if we consider  ‘myth’ in a conventional sense as ‘stories invented about the gods’, there are different versions, from chthonic (earth/nature-based) animism, polytheistic pantheons, single transcendent deity, and the modern ‘myth of mythlessness’ (in Mary Midgley’s phrase), according to which modern people (especially scientists and atheists) do not have myths (an idea which Midgely challenges as itself a myth). In contrast to this notion, the cultural milieu within which modern astrologers has a high regard for myth, particularly through the work of the great populariser, Joseph Campbell. I call Campbell a populariser because his work was unoriginal – but he carried other people’s theories to a wide audience because he was a fluent writer and influential teacher. In particular, he popularised the myth of the hero’s journey, in which mythical heroes in different epic cycles pursue journeys which follow a common structure and which, in Jungian terms, could be seen as ‘archetypal’. Campbell is influential, and therefore features as an important cultural figure but a cautionary note needs to be sounded (1) he himself is, ironically, subject to mythologisation as a great, original teacher and (2) the scholarly work in his books is frequently inaccurate or poorly referenced. 

There are a number of points of consideration this week regarding myth: 

· Is it possible not to live according to (a) myth?

· Do astronomy and scientific cosmology have their myths?

· Did myth originate as a means of explaining ritual, or is ritual a means of enacting myth (and to what extent might astrological readings or consultations, along with many other acts, emphasise ritual)? 

· Is astrology mythical?

· And to what extent is rooted in ancient myths?

· Is there a relationship between astrological deities and astrological planets? (a question which it may be too early to consider, but which should be kept in mind).

· And, if so, is this ancient or recent in origin?

· Do myths possess common structures?

· Do myths contain meaning?
The principal modern theorists of myth include Sigmund Freud, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Lucien Lévy-Bruhl.
Divination

One other issue we introduce this week is divination. As a MA student you are expected to be able to study independently (the official phrase is ‘autonomous learner’). It is also considered essential that you can manage your study-time. Therefore, you can choose whether to follow up this area. Divination is a highly contested areas. By this we mean that its definitions and epistemological value (epistemology = theory of knowledge) are a matter of debate, amongst practitioners as much as critics. The importance to this MA is that in premodern societies the use of the stars to convey messages from divinities (a basic definition of divination), is fundamental to astrology/astronomy. 

This work will then be useful in several other modules, including Astral Religion, Archaeoastronomy, and Cosmology, Magic and Divination.

We will introduce divination in the weekly seminar, but most of the material will be available via reading and notes. We will introduce different theories of divination, using both historical and contemporary evidence. For example we will compare the view of divination as predicting a fixed future with that of divining as playing an integral role in shaping the future. 
The term ‘divination’ is often used by anthropologists to describe the use of the stars in ‘indigenous’ societies. Regarding complex forms of astrology, Mesopotamian astrology is usually defined as divination in the strict sense of ‘talking to divinity’, but as astrology became more secular it is unclear to what extent it can be described as divination, even though the term is often used. Since the 1980s divination has become an increasingly popular definition of astrology amongst some British astrologers, but it has recently become clear that there is no single definition of what divination is. A further problem is that some languages, such as German, have no equivalent word, so the English distinction between such words as ‘divination’, ‘prophecy’ and ‘fortune telling’ may be meaningless. This, though, is a problem which complicates many areas of debate. Classification can actually be a linguistic trap. For example, cuneiform scholars often describe Babylonian astrology as divination (in the sense that it was a means of communicating with divinities) and science (in the sense that it was a discipline with its own rules and internal logic) and yet modern astrology is often considered to be either science or religion – and definitely not both. 

Included with a divination you may also consider the phenomena of oracles and prophecy. In addition, on the basis of your studies in previous weeks you may wish to consider the cosmologies that support each of these perspectives, or their implications for concepts of fate and destiny – for example, as relatively fixed or negotiable.
Enchantment and Disenchantment

This week’s work also considers the attribution of the popularity of New Age beliefs and practices attributed to the quest for 'enchantment'. Enchantment is not a core theme, but it is an adjunct to myth, magic and divination, so it is important to be aware of it, and it may be useful in future modules. Our main question is whether the quest for enchantment a satisfactory explanation for astrology’s popularity?

Thoughts for the Week

In what sense, if any, is the cosmos magical?
What do you consider to be either the most influential, or useful, or meaningful, contemporary or modern myth about the cosmos.

Is there a coherent definition of divination?
Have you ever been enchanted?
Lecture Notes

You should find the following notes on Moodle:

Nick Campion: Lecture Notes on Myth
Nick Campion: Lecture Notes on Enchantment

