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A Critical Review of Cumont

The purpose of this essay is to give a critical review of the Introduction (pp. xi-xvi) to Cumont, Franz, Astrology Among the Greeks and Romans.[footnoteRef:1] This document will be critiqued via the method of the following themes of Cumont’s academic approach, his definition of religion and his objectivity.  [1:  F, Cumont.  Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, New York: Dover Publications 1960 [1911]] 


Cumont’s Academic Approach
Given that Cumont’s professional opinion claimed to be founded on evidence supported by the results of many years research (as stated in the beginning of the Introduction) there are statements which appear to indicate the influence of his personal and social persuasions which he articulated repetitively. He began in the first paragraph by referring to astrology as an ‘erroneous belief’.[footnoteRef:2] It would then appear that Cumont asserted in numerous comments, a number of disparagements which portrayed astrology in a cynical, if not antagonistic manner. Despite the statement by the American Committee (in point 8 of the acknowledgement prior to the Introduction) that both Polemical subjects and the polemical treatment of a subject would be ‘positively excluded’.[footnoteRef:3] However, he freely wrote comments which could be seen to encourage the listener to view astrology unfavourably and were numerous enough to suggest that he intended to do so deliberately. He mentions how Letronne thought it necessary to apologise for what he had termed as being a ‘failing to the Human mind’. [footnoteRef:4] He then goes on to describe astrology in terms such as ‘illegitimate’, a ‘disturbing influence’ and later ‘a radical fallacy’. According to Lannoy and Bonnet, Cumont was already questioning the traditional approaches to research and religion at the time of the writing of this Introduction. [footnoteRef:5] Therefore, in light of the fact that there is sufficient information to reflect on Cumont’s true motives which was an underlying viewpoint to acknowledge the pagan origins of religions, it may appear confusing that he choose to be so derogative. However, the book was written at the turn of the 20th century. Cumont would have been writing in a period of great social change. His friend and fellow scholar Loisy, had been ex-communicated because of his controversial work which serves as a reminder of the social stronghold religion still had in Europe during the period of Cumont’s writing. Cumont would have needed to execute his speeches with care if he wanted to maintain his scholastic reputation but as Lannoy and Bonnet wrote, cultural events had left Cumont questioning the progress of humanity.[footnoteRef:6] Whilst his derogative manner towards astrology may seem inflammatory, it is worth bearing in mind that these very statements may have served to reassure the traditionalists and help Cumont to get his more controversial points across in a more palatable manner for the academic arena. It may have been the case that Cumont had adopted a similar pragmatism to Evans who later contended ‘the element of moral judgment, insofar as it is exercised at all, is in the end extraneous to the research rather than being embedded in the theory or methodology of it.’[footnoteRef:7] [2:  F, Cumont, p.xi]  [3:  F, Cumont, pg. viii]  [4:  F, Cumont, p.xii]  [5:  A. Lannoy and C. Bonnet. Narrating the Past and the Future: The Position of the religions orientales and the mystères païens in the Evolutionary Histories of Religion of Franz Cumont and Alfred Loisy. PDF < https://www.researchgate.net/publication/324481620_Narrating_the_Past_and_the_Future_The_Position_of_the_religions_orientales_and_the_mysteres_paiens_in_the_Evolutionary_Histories_of_Religion_of_Franz_Cumont_and_Alfred_Loisy> [accessed 24/11/2020]]  [6:  A. Lannoy and C, Bonnet. P.158]  [7:  R.J, Evans, In defence of History, Granta Books, London, UK, 2018. P.52] 


Definition of Religion
When Cumont asserted ‘This pseudo-science is in reality a creed. Beneath the icy crust of a cold and rigid dogma run the troubled waters of a jumble of worships’ he portrayed astrology as mix of different but not necessarily coherent beliefs.[footnoteRef:8] His description of astrology is cold, chaotic and troubled and having drawn a parallel between the development of astrology with other ‘theologies’ he then challenged the validity of it and claimed that its theories were contradictory to what people experienced, claiming ‘They complicated by irrelevant data the problem, of which the solution had proved false, and thus there was piled up little by little in the course of ages a monstrous collection of complicated and often contradictory doctrines.’[footnoteRef:9] He then followed those claims with another condemning statement when he wrote ‘ and who’s audacious un­substantiality will remain a perpetual subject of astonishment.’  [8:  F. Cumont. p.xii]  [9:  Cumont, F. p.xiv] 

Cumont appears to focus his definition of religion with something that is associated with traditional dogma and with a sociological function and not with the personal inner experience of individuals or with any experience with the numinal in accordance with the then current teachings of Otto.[footnoteRef:10] Cumont’s writings in Religions Orientales Dans Le Paganisme Romain (1906) brought a new light to the development of Christianity from previous pagan origins.[footnoteRef:11] Cumont demonstrated, as he asserts in the introduction, that astrology (as other pagan beliefs), started with faith which turned into belief and then that became formulae. In compliment to Cumont’s claims, Schoener contended that some scholars agreed that astrology started off as a cult and could responsible for the start of all religion. However, Schoener also added that although this may be true (as astrology started in Babylonia/ Mesopotamia), there was also the issue that Egyptians however, claimed to have received their knowledge from the god Hermes Trismegistos and therefore there is insufficient evidence to claim either way.[footnoteRef:12] In contrast, Weber focused not on dogma but the function of social groups and progressed his theory to argue that cultural groups of collective behaviour, for example church congregations and cults (among others) were created by a group of individuals who all contributed to the collective result.[footnoteRef:13]  [10:  R. Otto. The Idea of Holy. Trans. Harvey, J.W. Galaxy books, Oxford University Press, USA (2nd Ed) 1958]  [11:  G. Showerman. Classical Philology, vol. 3, no. 4, 1908, pp. 465–467. JSTOR, <www.jstor.org/stable/261445> [Accessed 27/11/2020].]  [12:  G-A. Schoener. Astrology: Between Religion and the Empirical, Trans. Denson, S. Esoterica Vol. 4.  
http://www.esoteric.msu.edu/VolumeIV/astrology.htm p31-32]  [13:  M. Weber. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, Ed. Roth, G. and Wittich, C. University of California Press, New York, 1921 re-printed 1978] 

Nevertheless, it is evident that Cumont failed to acknowledge individual experience when he wrote ‘In Greek anthropomorphism the Olympians were merely an idealised reflection of various human personalities’ he appeared to display a degree of assumption as to what the Olympian gods meant to the Greeks which omits any possibility of numinal experience.[footnoteRef:14] An example of the importance of understanding the meaning of something to the individual would be the findings of Walter and Waterhouse and their research into the belief of reincarnation.[footnoteRef:15] According to the results people appeared to choose what they wanted to believe in. However, it is important to also note that the society in which the research was undertaken was of a very different way of life to those who Cumont’s research is based on and were the research conducted some three hundred years prior to that, the results would have been very different. [14:  F. Cumont. p. xv.]  [15: T. Walter and H. Waterhouse. A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England, In Sociology of Religion, Vol. 60, No. 2 (Summer, 1999), Oxford University Press, pp. 187-197] 

Russell T. McCutcheon claimed the insider/outsider problem in itself, was a problem.[footnoteRef:16] He contended that trying to engage in such a debate as ‘trying to overcome the historically situated nature of all human behaviours by questing for a viewpoint with no apparent perspective.’ Alluding to Dilthey’s theory of Geist or Spirit (which argues that matters associated with the mind-spirit were to be approached with a different manner and not treated the same as other sciences).[footnoteRef:17] McCutcheon also contended that because of the insider/outsider issue, human behaviour cannot be made subject to rigorous dissection of theoretical dispute. He claimed that a person’s interpretation of his own behaviour should be the ‘necessary corrective’ and key element to understanding that behaviour rather than the interpretation of the researcher.[footnoteRef:18] McCutcheon’s approach is similar to Weber’s concept of Verstehen which advocates that the empathic understanding of the person being studied is absolutely crucial.[footnoteRef:19] In contrast, Cumont, displays very little, if any, effort not to assume that the subjective meaning of astrology to the individuals of ancient cultures may differ from his own interpretation.  [16:  R.T. McCutcheon. The Insider/Outsider Problem in the Study of Religion: A Reader. London and
New York: Continuum.1999.]  [17:  W. Dilthey. (1914-1982). Gesammelte Schriften (19 vols.): Vols. I-XII (G. Misch, B. Groethuysen, H. Nohl, & 0. Bollnow, Eds.). Stuttgart: Teubner. Vols. XIII­XX: H. Johach, F. Rodi, & H.-U. Lessing, Eds.). Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht.]  [18:  R.T. McCutcheon. p.338]  [19:  M. Weber. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. (T. Parsons, Trans.) New York: The Citadel Press, 1930-re-printed 1992] 


Cumont’s Objectivity
How Cumont presents astrology in the Introduction could be compared to the example which Richard Evans gave when he alluded to as ‘objectivity’.[footnoteRef:20] Evans recollected how historian Edward Hallet Carr allowed his zeal for the Soviet ‘planned-economy’ to become a filter for the historical account given in his book series The Bolshevik Revolution.[footnoteRef:21] Evans wrote ‘For Carr, history was not about the past in itself nor even about how the past came to be the present, but about how it contributed to the future the historian desired’.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  R.J, Evans, P.224-229]  [21:  E.H, Carr, The Bolshevik Revolution, A History of the Soviet Union, W.W. Norton & Co. UK, re-published 1985 Volumes 1-3.]  [22:  R.J. Evans. In defence of History, Granta Books, London, UK, 2018. P.228] 

In the Announcement section on page viii prior to the Introduction it is written that in 1898, Cumont, along with several other scholars, created the Catalogus Codicum Astrologorum Graecorum, which catalogued astrological codices from compiled of ten volumes.  A review written by Frederick H. Cramer for the Medieval Academy of America described the catalogue as a ‘monumental work’ and a ‘summary of almost fabulous content’.[footnoteRef:23]   However, he also noted that the catalogue only dealt with manuscripts which were kept at libraries in Europe and that ‘all are Byzantine or early modern copies of Byzantine’. If the sources used to create the catalogue were only those to be found in European libraries, it may be prudent to acknowledge the process of data collection available at that time which may or may not have been affected by stringent vetting by authorities, subjected to permissions being obtained, all of which effect the concluding results. If all the manuscripts were either Byzantine or early modern copies of Byzantine there may be the possible effects of translation in creating copies and altering documents for political or religious agenda before they even came into the possession of western scholars later on.  [23:  F. H. Cramer. Review: Catalogus Codicum Astrologorum Graecorum by F. Cumont, F. Boll and W. Kroll. In Speculum, Vol. 29, No. 2, Part 1 (Apr., 1954), The University of Chicago Press on behalf of the Medieval Academy of America, pp. 257-264] 


Conclusion
With the intention of, according to Cumont, ‘sum up the results of researches’, the introduction gave a concise explanation of the historical role of astrology and along with it, his professional standpoint. However, Cumont, as an individual, also revealed how the results of his research were still subjected to his personal translation and as his focus lay on data collection and sociological effect it was evident that the results were limited to the context of his own perspective. As Herbrechtsmeier argues, academics would continue to argue about what the definition of religion was so long as religion was a topic of academic discussion.’[footnoteRef:24] Certainly, if the definition of religion is subject to experience and perspective, then in accordance with Weber’s inclusion of individuality, qualifying that definition could become as difficult as enumerating the diverse scope of experiences unique to each individual.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  W. Herbrechtsmeier. Buddhism and the Definition of Religion: One More Time, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 1993, Vol. 32 no 1, p. 1.]  [25:  M. Weber. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, Ed. Roth, G. and Wittich, C. University of California Press, New York, 1921 re-printed 1978] 
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