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Weekly Introduction

Nick Campion

Although astrology and astronomy are regarded as entirely distinct disciplines in the
modern world, they share common origins. This week’s course work focuses on some
developments in modern cosmology and their cultural significance. This class will
investigate relevant issues in contemporary astronomy and cosmology, and will consider
their relationship with astrology: in what ways do astrologers appropriate the latest
astronomical discoveries or cosmological theories? While modern astronomy is normally
presented as hostile to astrology, how is it used to reinforce astrology? This is a question
of significance for modern debates on the “politics of knowledge’.

We also need to remember competing definitions of cosmology:

1. Traditional:
a. the study of the way in which people align themselves with the cosmos
b. the study of traditional theories about the cosmos

2. Modern: the scientific study of the cosmos.

In the traditional sense we should look at the Greek meaning of kosmos which is
translated as ‘beautiful order’ or ‘adornment’ and is the root of the word cosmetic. For
Plato (who did so much to craft the Greek theory of the kosmos) articulating the standard
world view of pre-modern and non-western peoples, the kosmos was alive.

The Latin Universe, by contrast, contains everything but has no connotations of meaning,
beauty or order.

The implication of kosmos is that, we are inside and part of the kosmos so the notion of
studying it objectively is impossible. In studying the kosmos we study ourselves.

Forum Question
Is there anything in modern cosmological models which provides either (a) meaning or
(b) a philosophical rationale for astrology?

Note on reading

Nick’s notes for this week raise the question of the appropriation of cosmological ideas
by astrologers. This was an issue raised by Freud in 1921 in his one study of astrology.
He thought that recent scientific discoveries and theories were stimulating public interest
in the occult by confusing publicly accepted beliefs on the nature of the universe, or by
undermining belief in the objective trustworthiness of science. He cited the discovery of
radium and the theory of relativity as two examples.

(Sigmund Freud, ‘Psychoanalysis and Telepathy’, 1921, in James Strachey (trans.) The
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol. XVIII, London, 1955, pp 177-
194.)



The notes have been built up over time and contain information and references on a
variety of areas.

Regarding this week’s reading, it is difficult to offer clear priorities, so dip in and use
your discretion. | have selected reading which will enable you to approach question such
as whether modern cosmology contains order or meaning. My impression of the field is
that, although the dominant public discourse of scientific cosmologists is materialistic,
atheistic and anti-meaning, there is a more discreet group who may be Christian and
hence see meaning in the cosmos, or may espouse different varieties of order or ‘design’
(as opposed Darwinian style notions of open-ended evolution: one physicist, Lee
Smollin, argues that the entire universe is subject to laws of natural selection).

Barrow and Tipler’s, The Anthropic Cosmological Principle, is of wider use then the one
chapter we have selected indicates. Most of the book from chapter 5 onwards is on
physics, but chapter 2 is an account of ‘design’ arguments, and chapter 4 is an account of
the emergence of the idea of the Anthropic Principle. If you are interested in this area
then it is worth getting this book either from a library or second-hand: it costs around $9.

The passage from Claude Lévi-Bruhl is included because it is a seminal piece in the
history of western thought about “primitive’ culture. He coined the phrase ‘participation-

mystique’, to describe the “primitive’ belief that the individual can, through an act of will,
engage with and alter the cosmos.
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