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B. ‘The stars incline; they do not compel.’ Discuss this statement in relation to the theory and practice of astrology, using the work of two astrologers.
Word Count: 3696
 
‘The stars incline; they do not compel’ is a well-known astrological maxim noted by a number of astrologers throughout history who attempted to rationalize astrological efficacy.[footnoteRef:1] Resulting from classical considerations of astrology’s part to play in the administration of fate, the statement (first penned by Claudius Ptolemy) means that the astrological stars and planets do not necessarily imply that something will happen.[footnoteRef:2] Rather, it proposes that astrological information reflects potentiality, and suggests possible inclinations resulting from earthly relationships to broader cosmic patterns. Though this idea exists in some form or another across the astrological canon, this paper will consider how astrologers Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499) and William Lilly (1602-1681) worked the philosophical stance into their astrological practices. Both writing variously at the middle of the first millennium, Ficino and Lilly are widely understood to be among the most crucial contributors to the development of Western astrology.[footnoteRef:3] Because of their prominence, Ficino and Lilly’s respective adaptations of the maxim are important points in understanding how theories about astrology’s relationship to the fate/free will dichotomy have evolved over time. Importantly, both of these theorists do operate on a version of the maxim. Each in their own way asserts that the stars cannot compel a person to necessary actions past their will (or God’s will as may prove the case). However, the reasons for, and the effects of their use of this idea vary. This owes largely to the different cultural and political contexts under which each author was writing: Ficino having worked through the start of the Italian Renaissance, Lilly during the English Restoration. However despite the differences, it should be clear that each of these astrologers operated on offshoots of the Ptolemaic maxim primarily to: [1:  Jim Tester. A History of Western Astrology. Boydell Press, 1987. p. 2]  [2:  José Pardo-Tomás, et al. Medical Cultures of the Early Modern Spanish Empire. Routledge, 2016. p. 203.]  [3:  Catherine Blackledge. “The Man Who Saw The Future - A Biography of William
Lilly.” astro.com, 2015. + Christopher Celenza. “Marsilio Ficino.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2011.] 

 
a. found and expand their theoretical approaches to astrological practice, and
b. to rationalize the foundations of astrological efficacy against critical response. 

Namely, although each of Ficino and Lilly end up contributing very differently to the western astrological canon, each of their works sought an astrology that concurred with the ideas latent within the maxim. The particulars of these various operations (in their similarities and differences) expose why it is so important that the stars incline, versus compel. 
 
Theoretical Considerations 

Ptolemy
Before venturing to consider how this maxim has influenced astrological practice, it is important to consider its original meaning. Writing in the second century CE, Claudius Ptolemy presented what is widely considered to be one of the foundational texts for Western astrological practice: the Tetrabiblos. Importantly, the text was, at that point, the most comprehensive overview of astrological techniques following their development through the Babylonian and Hellenistic eras.[footnoteRef:4] Within the text Ptolemy mentions that the stars incline; they do not compel, highlighting what is importantly one of the central aims of Ptolemy’s engagement with astrology.[footnoteRef:5] This aim, principally was to expound a philosophical framework for astrology, that would allow astrologers to answer critics on scientific as well as religious grounds.[footnoteRef:6] Ptolemy attempted this by considering Platonic and Aristotelian models of the cosmos in his rationalization of astrological principles.[footnoteRef:7] Consequently, Ptolemy sought to bring astrology within the scope of mathematics and physics, hoping to skirt criticisms of astrology’s predeterminism a central issue with astrological critics.[footnoteRef:8] In service of this, Ptolemy disavowed the idea that astrology condemned the earthly sphere to the necessary enactment of astrological prognostications, ultimately relating the circumstance of the astrologer to that of the physician. He explains that ‘in forming predictions, it must surely be justifiably allowable to comprehend in that consideration every other thing connected with the subject in addition to the motion of the heavens.’[footnoteRef:9] Here, Ptolemy emphasizes that stellar influences cannot solely produce an earthly effect. The astrologer must also consider other factors, including above all, the free will of the individual in question.[footnoteRef:10] Resultingly, Ptolemy can be seen as a key instrument in the ability of succeeding astrologers to defend astrology’s validity, asserting that its influence was more nuanced than it had initially been given credit for.[footnoteRef:11] The ultimate result of Ptolemy’s efforts in this were that he developed the perception that astrology was not a divinatory medium, it was more appropriately a critical strain of natural philosophy.[footnoteRef:12] [4:  Deborah Houlding. “The Life & Work of Ptolemy” www.skyscript.co.wk, 2003.]  [5:  Houlding. “The Life & Work of Ptolemy”, 2003. ]  [6:  Houlding. “The Life & Work of Ptolemy”, 2003.]  [7:  Houlding. “The Life & Work of Ptolemy”, 2003.]  [8:  Claudius Ptolemy. “Tetrabiblos.” sacredtexts.com, I.ii.7. ]  [9:  Ptolemy. “Tetrabiblos.” I.ii.7]  [10:  Ptolemy. “Tetrabiblos.” I.ii.7]  [11:  Houlding. “The Life & Work of Ptolemy”, 2003.]  [12:  Houlding. “The Life & Work of Ptolemy”, 2003.] 


Further along, as Christianity became popular, Ptolemy’s suggestion became even more pertinent as much of Christian criticism condemned astrology for being in contravention of God’s divine providence.[footnoteRef:13] Subsequently, astrologers, particularly in the medieval era, sought to justify astrology within the scope of Christian acceptability in order so that they could continue to practice.   [13:  Nicholas Campion. Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions. New York University 
Press, 2012. p. 162.] 


St. Thomas Aquinas

Importantly, St Thomas Aquinas, following Aristotelian and Platonic models of the cosmos saw the possibility for the coexistence of Christian and astrological principles.[footnoteRef:14] Specifically, without extolling astrological practices outright, Aquinas’ philosophy on fate and stellar influence in Summa Contra Gentiles provided such a path for rationalizing a Christian astrology.[footnoteRef:15] Namely, he suggested that while using astrology to divine the future was irrefutably anti-Christian, it was still possible that the planets maintained some influence over the physical body (of which the Christian soul/intellect was not a part).[footnoteRef:16] He writes: ‘Acts of choice and movements of the will are controlled immediately by God. […] Whereas matters pertinent to bodily things, […], are governed by God by means of the angels and celestial bodies.’[footnoteRef:17] Importantly, within Aquinas’ definition, fate belonged entirely to God’s influence, however the body was still open to the effects of the stars. Though not necessarily in favour of astrology, Aquinas’ Christian philosophy (that the body alone could be affected by celestial movements) afforded an avenue for astrologers to claim that their engagement with astrology was in the service of  anticipating planetary influences on bodily forms, not anticipating necessary futures. [14:  Pardo-Tomás, et al. Medical Cultures... p. 200]  [15:  Campion. Astrology and Cosmology, p. 170.]  [16:  Campion. Astrology and Cosmology, p. 170.]  [17:  Thomas Aquinas. Summa Contra Gentiles. Book Three, Providence. Edited by Vernon Joseph Bourke, University of Notre Dame Press, 1975. pt. 2. p. 40] 


In his study of astrology in the world’s religions, Nicholas Campion notes the distinction between the predominant Christian attitudes towards astrology. He explains that astrology is either ‘regarded with suspicion on the grounds that it detracts from, or challenges God’s authority, or it is seen as a way of studying God’s creation and revealing his plan.’[footnoteRef:18] Here it is clear that it was an intentional goal of Christian astrological apologists to argue that astrology did not affect God’s prominence, it actually affirmed it. Owing to the condemnation of astrologers that has existed in some form throughout history, it became essential for them to prove that astrological principles could be operated in a way that did not conflict with Christian ones.[footnoteRef:19] Bolstering Ptolemaic and Thomist perceptions, that the stars incline; not compel, were important ultimately because they aided astrologers like Ficino, and Lilly in the development of an astrology that more closely resembled natural philosophy than divination. [18:  Campion. Astrology and Cosmology, p. 162.]  [19:  Campion. Astrology and Cosmology, p. 162.] 


Following that both Ptolemy, and Aquinas presented arguments for astrology’s potential to withstand critical response, it is interesting how Ficino and Lilly operate on these assumptions to bolster their respective practices. Namely, each of Ficino and Lilly uses a variant of these arguments to found the practical elements of their astrology, and to align their philosophy with popular extant beliefs.
 
Applications

Marsilio Ficino
 
Marsilio Ficino’s astrological theory was largely founded in the works of Hellenistic philosophers, that had been widely translated at the outset of the Renaissance.[footnoteRef:20] Notably, Ficino participated in the translation of Aristotelian, Platonic, Stoic, and Epicurean philosophical treatises, though the cast of his work extends further to include a number of Hermetic and astrological texts.[footnoteRef:21] Unsurprisingly, one of the foundational theories underlying Ficino’s work was the Platonic assumption of a unified cosmos.[footnoteRef:22] In his On obtaining life from the heavens, Ficino explains that ‘the cosmos is itself an animal more unified than any other animal.’[footnoteRef:23] Following this borrowed notion of soul unity, Ficino notes that celestial objects, as part of the cosmic order, must have a sympathetic relationship with objects of the sublunary world. This undoubtedly included the human body.[footnoteRef:24] In conjunction with his interest in Pagan philosophies, Ficino was also Catholic. Subsequently, he expressed equal investment in early Christian philosophies—like those penned by Thomas Aquinas—in order to found his theories. Having been compelled by the material presented by both ideological camps (Pagan, and Christian), professor Angela Voss explains that Ficino, was determined ‘to integrate [pagan] metaphysics into Christianity, a marriage however problematicwhich […] placed a new emphasis on the capacity of the human soul to realise its innate divinity’.[footnoteRef:25] Specifically, Ficino’s astrological theory was meant to introduce a method for using astrological symbolism to extend personal perspective both outward towards the cosmos (the macrocosm) and inward towards the psyche (the microcosm).[footnoteRef:26] Effectively, Ficino asserted that the observation of heavenly patterns could provide a crucial bridge in the gap between the sublunary world and the divine, or the mind and the soul. Under Ficino’s philosophy, ’stars and planets cannot be causal agents, but are symbols which reflect back to the human soul its inextricable correspondence with the cosmos.’[footnoteRef:27] Within this Ficino very plainly noted that the stars could not enact causes in and of themselves.[footnoteRef:28]  [20:  Angela Voss. “The Astrology of Marsilio Ficino: Divination or Science?” free.fr, 2001. ]  [21:  Voss. “The Astrology of Marsilio Ficino,” 2001.]  [22:  Marsilio Ficino, et al. Three Books on Life. Center For Medieval And Early Renaissance Studies-State University Of New York At Binghamton, 1989. DVCC, ch. 1. ]  [23:  Ficino. Three Books on Life.  DVCC, ch. 1.]  [24:  Ficino. Three Books on Life.  DVCC, ch. 1.]  [25:  Voss, Angela. Marsilio Ficino. North Atlantic Books, 2006. p. 1.]  [26:  Voss. “The Astrology of Marsilio Ficino,” 2001.]  [27:  Voss. “The Astrology of Marsilio Ficino,” 2001.]  [28:  Ficino. Three Books on Life.  DVCC, ch.3.] 


In practice, Ficino’s astrological practice enforced how a person could work with the metaphorical significance of the astrological cycle in order to realize their inherent connection to God’s divinity.[footnoteRef:29] By indulging in certain earthly habits related to the planetary placements found within an astrological chart, a person could hope to understand how to effectively handle their stellar influences.  Angela Voss explains that Ficino understood that by cultivating ‘the spirit to receive particular properties from the stars, using specially prepared ‘baits’’ astrology could stand as a natural philosophy versus a divinatory art.[footnoteRef:30] This owed largely to Ficino’s understanding that it was the subject of the chart who had the option to engage with stellar influences over the body, versus implying that they were condemned to their causal influence.[footnoteRef:31] Ficino clarifies this point in his recommendation that ‘it is not only those who flee to Jupiter who escape the noxious influence of Saturn […]; it is also those who give themselves over with their whole mind to the divine contemplation signified by Saturn himself.’[footnoteRef:32] Here Ficino acknowledges that it is primarily the subject’s will to engage with planetary influences that will determine how they manifest. Crucially, as Ptolemy put it, the stars are merely a part in determining a person’s best way forward. Under Ficino’s purview, astrology could be practiced in a way that was unrelated to ‘profane magic which depends upon the worship of daemons’ and instead wholly a system ‘of natural magic, which, by natural things, seeks to obtain the services of the celestials for the prosperous health of our bodies.’[footnoteRef:33] Ultimately, Ficino attempted to present his astrological practice in a way that incorporated the notion that the stars incline they do not compel. By aligning his theory with Hellenistic and Christian philosophies that claimed astrology’s efficacy over the body, though not the Mind/Christian Soul, Ficino sought to undo any assertion that astrological principles necessitated anything in such a way that they would infringe on God’s will. Instead he noted what he thought was an acceptably Christian opportunity to use astrological insight to connect the Mind with Soul, and foster unity with the divine.[footnoteRef:34] [29:  Nicholas Campion. A History of Western Astrology Volume II: The Medieval and Modern Worlds. Bloomsbury, 2009. p. 90.]  [30:  Voss. Marsilio Ficino. p.42.]  [31:  Voss. Marsilio Ficino. p.42.]  [32:  Ficino. Three Books on Life.  DVCC, ch.3.]  [33:  Ficino. Three Books on Life. ‘Apologia’ p.397.]  [34:  Ficino. Three Books on Life.  DVCC, ch.3.] 

  
William Lilly

Alternatively, William Lilly was England’s preeminent astrologers throughout the seventeenth century.[footnoteRef:35] Not unlike Ficino, Lilly’s astrological work was largely based in classical texts—Ptolemy and his Tetrabiblos among them.[footnoteRef:36] Importantly, Lilly also engaged with the works of earlier Renaissance astrologers, who, like Ficino, based their works on Classical and early Christian philosophy.[footnoteRef:37] It is likely then that much of the basis for Lilly’s practical astrology is derived from theories that came latent with the notion of stellar inclination versus compulsion.[footnoteRef:38] Though ultimately similar to Ficino in the way that his theory agrees with the Ptolemaic maxim, the underlying philosophical implications of Lilly’s work on astrology reveal something interesting. Whereas Ficino sought in his inquiry to use Platonic and Thomist philosophy to fashion an astrological practice that emphasized its inherent Christianity, Lilly seemed motivated to simplify extant astrological practices and communicate them with the general public regardless of their Christianity.[footnoteRef:39] [35:  David Plant. “The Life and Work of William Lilly.” www.skyscript.co.uk.]  [36:  William Lilly. Christian Astrology. Edited by Deborah Houlding, skyscript.co.uk, 2010, p. 5.]  [37:  Plant. “Life and Work of William Lilly.”]  [38:  Plant. “Life and Work of William Lilly.”]  [39:  Lilly. Christian Astrology. p. 24.] 


Specifically, Lilly’s most notable work, Christian Astrology, was one of the very first astrology textbooks written in English. Compiled using a combination of Lilly’s astrological sources, and information he encountered in his work as a practicing astrologer, the point of his writing it was to simplify astrology so that any person could learn enough to start engaging with it effectively.[footnoteRef:40] Subsequently, it is not apparently obvious that it was his primary goal to filter his astrology through Christian principles. In fact, his text reads plainly like an instruction manual in the same divinatory techniques that were deemed heretical by Christian teaching.[footnoteRef:41] In his chapter on questions that pertain to the astrological first house for example, Lilly claims that astrology can be used to answer whether or not a person was likely to live long, the timing of accidents, and ‘what part of life is likely to be best.’[footnoteRef:42] So, although theoretically linked to the notion that the stars do not wield deterministic influence via their basis in Ptolemaic sources, Lilly’s astrological works appear less considerate of God’s prominence than Ficino’s. It is interesting then to consider that despite Lilly’s emphasis on divinatory astrology, he consistently claimed that his astrology highlighted the providence of God’s will. [footnoteRef:43]  [40:  Lilly. Christian Astrology. p. 24.]  [41:  Lilly. Christian Astrology. p. 14.]  [42:  Lilly. Christian Astrology. p. 14.]  [43:  Lilly. Christian Astrology. p. 24.] 


In his preface to Christian Astrology, Lilly addressed the reader of the text, explaining that within astrology ‘the great and admirable works of the invisible and all-glorious God are so manifestly apparent.’ [footnoteRef:44] The note continues to express numerous references to God’s providence through astrology, clarifying Lilly’s vested interest in aligning his theory with those that used astrology in a Christian way. Specifically, in this note, Lilly claims, however briefly, that the planetary cycles represent God’s will encoded.[footnoteRef:45] Namely, by understanding astrological mechanisms, a person could ‘see with the eye of God.’[footnoteRef:46] Despite Lilly’s willingness to emphasize that his astrology had the capacity to reveal God’s plan in the introduction to his text, the remainder of Christian Astrology, and most of the rest of his astrological work failed to make too much critical mention of God’s part to play within astrological practice. This calls into question whether or not Lilly had ever sought to gainfully incorporate Christian theological models into his astrology at all. Rather, elements that might prove astrology’s amenability to Christian virtue, as they were latent within Ptolemaic and Thomist philosophy, were conveniently highlighted in his introductory remarks so that he could avoid religious and regnal prosecution.[footnoteRef:47] Owing to the immense pressure he was put under by church and government officials not to contravene laws against divination, David Plant suggests that it is a possibility that Lilly includes mention of God’s prominence in astrology to satisfy a propagandist purpose.[footnoteRef:48] [44:  Lilly. Christian Astrology. p. 24.]  [45:  Lilly. Christian Astrology. p. 24.]  [46:  Voss. “The Astrology of Marsilio Ficino,” 2001.]  [47:  Plant. “The Life and Work of William Lilly.” ]  [48:  Plant. “The Life and Work of William Lilly.” ] 


Ultimately, whether or not Christian theology was truly central in Lilly’s practical astrology, it is evident through his admitted reliance on Classical astrological texts, and his fear of prosecution for seeming to practice divination outright, that Lilly sought to align his work with those kinds of astrological theories that agree with the Ptolemaic maxim.[footnoteRef:49] Although his actual astrology seems to disregard any notion of Christian influence, favouring instead simplicity, and sometimes political motivation, Lilly makes it irrevocably clear that his astrology should serve to prove God’s divinity and allow insight into his plan.[footnoteRef:50] Ultimately, Lilly, in accordance with Ficino, asserts in his philosophy that the stars do not necessitate effects, they merely reflect possibility for them to happen.  [49:  Lilly. Christian Astrology. p. 5.]  [50:  Lilly. Christian Astrology. p. 14.] 

 
Reflections

Ultimately it is clear that despite both seeming to agree on the idea that the stars ‘incline’, both Ficino and Lilly adapted the principle to very different ends. Namely, Ficino attempted to consider how astrological practice might be used to access divinity both in the cosmos, and within the psyche by recognizing and aligning with earthly significators of that same divinity.[footnoteRef:51] He did this principally by using Classical and Early Christian models of the cosmos to create a new astrological theory that he considered to be a natural philosophy, versus a divinatory craft. Alternatively, Lilly stated that it was his belief that astrology had the ability to highlight God’s plan. Though in practice, the aim of his astrological work was potentially more concerned with the codification of astrological information for his audience.[footnoteRef:52] However, despite their varied approaches to the maxim within their respective astrologies, there are a number of crucial similarities that underlie their processes. Namely, both of the texts were inspired by extant philosophical perspectives on astrology that already afforded an explanation for how astrology could be performed in a Christian way. Namely the works of Ptolemy and Aquinas left open the possibility that astrology did not undo God’s providence. In aligning themselves with these philosophies, Ficino and Lilly attempt contributions to the canon of natural philosophy, verses divination. Equally, Ficino and Lilly were both convinced of astrology’s efficacy. This would have put pressure on them to develop their craft regardless of their ability to frame it within a Christian context. Ficino, for example, found critical applications for his astrology in the medical sphere.[footnoteRef:53] Modern commentator John Christopolous relates that Ficino’s astrology was largely in service of highlighting the fact that because ‘celestial influence can be predicted and its qualities determined through astrological science, a learned physician could anticipate malign celestial effects on the body and prescribe regimens and therapy against them.’[footnoteRef:54] The origin of his ability to make this claim without sounding heretical is owed to the Ptolemaic and Thomist distinction that established astrology as a natural philosophy. Lilly was equally convinced of his ability to use astrology for political predictions, evident as they form the core material his astrological works.[footnoteRef:55] Seeing that both saw applications for astrology that might have seemed heretical, it was important for each of them, under the purview of Christian authorities to find justification for their works. Specifically both Ficino and Lilly existed in socio-political landscapes where it would have been imperative that astrology didn’t challenge Christian authority. Effectively then, the maxim and the way that it implied that astrology was a natural philosophy was an effective ground to begin constructing such a rationalization.  [51:  Campion. A History of Western Astrology. p. 90.]  [52:  Plant. “Life and Work of William Lilly.”]  [53:  John Christopolous. “By Your Own Careful Attention and the Care of Doctors and Astrologers.” Bruniana & Campanelliana, vol. 16, no. 2, 2010, pp. 389–404, JSTOR. p. 390.]  [54:  Christopolous. “By Your Own Careful Attention.” p. 390.]  [55:  Lilly. Christian Astrology. p. 14.] 

 
Conclusion

In conclusion, the continuance of the astrological maxim—the stars incline; they do not compel—through these works is evident as each of Ficino and Lilly presented astrological treatises that expressly claim it as central to their philosophy. In the cases presented here, there are at least two crucial ways that the maxim has impacted the works of these two astrologers. First, It gave each of them a basis for the development of their theories about how astrology worked, especially within the context of Christianity. This is evident in the similar claims by both astrologers that astrology was more appropriately a natural philosophy than it was a divinatory art. It also provided a method by which the astrologers could rationalize their theories against contemporary criticism. Namely, insofar as aligning with the maxim was evidence of alignment with the Ptolemaic and Thomist philosophy, Ficino and Lilly sought to enforce such alignment for fear of seeming to engage with divination. And despite the fact that Ficino and Lilly end up producing different astrologies (operating on the preceding philosophies to different ends) it was central to both of these astrologers that their practice did not remove free will from God’s providence. In the last analysis, it is clear that Ficino and Lilly sought to use the maxim—however differently—to demonstrate how a person might strive to engage with astrological practice in a non-heretical way. 
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