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Is Astrology A New Age Religion?
Word count: 3411

Introduction
This essay will discuss the question of whether or not Astrology is a New Age religion? In order to evaluate the possibility that this description is applicable to Astrology, this essay will attempt to address the question by discussing various perspectives and meanings under three themes. The following themes include ‘Defining Religion’, ‘The Definition of New Age’ and ‘Astrology as a New Age Religion’ which will assess aspects concerned with the role of Astrology within the boundaries of either of these definitions. The definitions of ‘Religion’ and ‘New Age’ have both been subject to academic dispute and scrutiny and a reflection of this will be acknowledged in order to gain a balanced conclusion

Defining Religion
According to Robert Alun Jones, Durkheim contested that if a modern religion was to be understood it must be put into context by means of analysing the historical development of that religion.[footnoteRef:1] Durkheim favoured the methodology of returning to the earliest roots of a religion (in this case a primitive belief) in order to follow, historically, how those roots developed to become the beliefs which were in the current era recognised as religions. Durkheim advocated the method of investigating sacred practices from their earliest point of record and tracing their development forward in history to get a thorough understanding of how such practices have altered, grown or diverged into what is recognised as a religion in the current era. He asserted that it is only by understanding how a religion has developed and from what that an understanding of what defines it, possibly that being presumably the elements which continue when all others fade. As Jones contended ‘the special value of such ethnographies was that they captured religious ideas and practices before priests, prophets, theologians, or the popular imagination had had the opportunity to refine and transform them’.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  R.A. Jones. Emile Durkheim: An Introduction to Four Major Works. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications, Inc., 1986, p. 115-155]  [2:  R.A. Jones. p. 115-155] 

Durkheim was aware that historical context and the data collected was vulnerable to the errors and prejudice involved in translation. However, Durkheim’s focus remained on the quantitive rather than the qualitive. His work centred on how beliefs were practiced and he scrutinized the methods by which people related to what they held as sacred but without exploring the spiritual phenomena, thus conducting his research in an etic manner which centred on the social and the cultural function of religion. [footnoteRef:3] ‘A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden – beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church’. It was these practices which he found to facilitate that which he referred to as the ability to ‘unite in one single moral community’. [footnoteRef:4]  [3:  E, Durkeim. Rules for the Demonstration of Sociological Proof, 1895, p.145-158]  [4:  E. Durkheim. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields, New
York: The Free Press 1995 [1912] p.44] 

However, because Durkheim’s method neglected to acknowledge the phenomena of the actual spiritual experience of the sacred, it could be contested that his definition of religion did not account for certain belief systems. If Durkheim’s definition did not account for all sacred belief systems, although it may describe a method of social unification, it could be criticized as not sufficient enough to represent what religion is. 
Stone asserted that there may only be a family resemblance between religions, and although there may be common traits no one trait actually belongs to all.[footnoteRef:5] He pointed out that Thervada Buddhism, for example, does not involve the placation or connection to a deity. He then continued to argue that if a religion was a matter of people uniting to act together for the common advancement of the community then would that not mean that organisations such as the stock market or the pharmaceutical industry were to be considered a religion. Stone continued to contend that although religion could be described as a system of practices it is not merely that but also involves a relation which is constituted by a combination of three components;[footnoteRef:6] [5:  J. Stone. A Theory of Religion, In Religious Studies, Vol. 27, No. 3, Sept. 1991p. 337]  [6:  J. Stone. 1991, p.338] 

‘’Fit’ denotes any relation satisfying three conditions: (I) a human creature is one term and the universe (or the reality that underlies the universe) is the other; (2) the relation can obtain but it need not, and (3) standing in this relation to the universe is, in and of itself, the greatest human good’. 
Having formulated the definition which he entitles as ‘fit’ Stone asserts that religion is a kind of system of practices but only when it is within the context of a set of beliefs pertaining to a world view, which also involve the engagement of ‘fit’. Stone explains that this system of practice, along with the understanding that the main cause of existence is connection with the metaphysical is what creates relationship.[footnoteRef:7] When one regards religion from the same perspective as Stone, there is a compatibility between his definition and Durkheim’s in that they both involve the sacred and both perform a social role, however, Stone’s definition becomes applicable to a greater scope of practices than that of Durkheim’s. Durkheim also made reference to the social group practicing religion as being a ‘church’. This not only reflects that his perspective is that religion can only be practiced by a group and not an individual but it does not acknowledge the personal discourse which can transpire between the human and the sacred. The meaning of something to a collective would involve a common and agreed definition and yet that same definition may still incur personalisation by every individual who encounters it. This also raises the issues of whether or not religion is a matter of dogma or experience. It could be argued that whilst following a set of instructions devised to ultimately facilitate a connection with the sacred, a direct experience with the sacred, being the ultimate point of dogma, would take precedence. For followers of German theologian Rudolf Otto, who advocated the ‘Mysterium Tremendum’ a term which described the awe, love or even fear of God the experience was a focal point. [footnoteRef:8]  How one experienced the divine and sacred which could include visions, inspiration, and spiritual ectasy. [7:  J. Stone, 1991, p.340]  [8:  R, Otto. The Idea of the Holy, Trans. J. W. Harvey, Oxford University Press, 2nd Ed, USA, 1958] 





The Definition of ‘New Age’
In a similar way to defining religion, the definition of ‘New Age’ is subject to a variety of interpretations which differ according to perspective. To evaluate whether or not it would be appropriate to refer to Astrology as being a ‘New Age’ religion a degree of consideration must primarily be given to the meaning of ‘New Age’.
In Michael York describes ‘New Age’ as ‘a modern manifestation of Theosophy and Astrology.’[footnoteRef:9] He goes on to explore the issue of the role of New Age and how it reflects the on-going changes of western society. Asserting that the prime emblematic concept for which New Age is represented is the Age of Aquarius, York discusses the rise of popularity for all things associated with what he terms as ‘the spiritualization of the Human Potential movement’.[footnoteRef:10] The New Age, according to Campion ‘may be located sometimes (although not always) imaginatively in the future, but actually occupies a space outside time, located in the apocalyptic imagination’[footnoteRef:11] There also appears to be an inextricable association of the [9:  M. York. Astrology and New Age: Minority Religion with Mainstream Appeal Paper delivered at the ASR/ASA Conference, Anaheim (18 August 2001), Bath Spa University College, p.1.]  [10:  M, York. 2001, P. 2]  [11:  N. Campion. Astrology and Popular Religion in the Modern West: Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement. Routledge, London, UK 2012. P. 41] 

‘New Age’ and the Age of Aquarius which to some is as elusive as the term New Age. Although as Campion asserts the Age of Aquarius would involve an astrological move in the spring equinox, he also points out that there have been numerous historical occasions associated with this and in addition to this the Aquarian Age (as Wouter Hanegraaff termed ‘Sensu Strictu’) and the term New Age (‘Sensu Lato’) have been repeatedly alternated.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  W. J. Hanegraaff. New Age Religion and Western Culture, Numen Book Series Vol.72, 1996, p.514-524 ] 

According to York what became that which is recognised as New Age began as a growing interest in humanistic psychology, initiated by the work of Abraham Maslow and Robert Assagioli. Exploration in Psychosynthesis and complementary therapies began to grow in popularity as people began to look inward to the self. Having gone through an era which saw the rise of atheism, society was changing and as York stated ‘the human desire for spiritual seeking is a more or less cultural constant, but institutional religion no longer is the framework within which this quest is undertaken in our rapidly changing social and economic world’.[footnoteRef:13] York reflects on how, although vague, the New Age as a movement, is an arena of many beliefs, practices, therapists and teachers which due to its nature appeals to mainstream consumers. York contends that religion could no longer satisfy the needs of the people and therefore ‘The New Age has become emblematic of the affirmation and celebration of spiritual choice. This in turn leads to severe accusations of cultural appropriation – especially from identity-endangered peoples, but New Age insists that the multi-cultural register is now public domain and accessible to everyone.’[footnoteRef:14] Certainly, if heavily influenced by Theosophy, the focus would be based on esoteric teachings rather than mainstream religious dogma and as Theosophy derived from the initial eighteenth century teachings of Emanuel Swedenborg. Swedenborg promoted the development of the ‘inner self’ and that connection to the divine was in the transformation of what lay within a person. It was his ‘ideas of spiritual regeneration, practical piety and an imminent Millenium’ that, Garrett wrote, attracted many people who were what could be termed as disillusioned with the common religion at that time. [footnoteRef:15] It was his Swedenborg’s teaching which were to someday, become the foundational influence on Alice Bailey, one of the most influencial creators of what would be recognised as ‘New Age’. The arena of religion was changing from the visible to the invisible, from the outward displays of rites and ceremony to the concepts of spiritual alchemy and matters of personal conviction.   [13:  M, York, 2001, p. 4]  [14:  M, York, 2001, p. 3]  [15:  C, Garrett. Swedenborg and the Mystical Enlightenment in Late Eighteenth Century England, In the Journal of the History of Ideas, 1984, Vol. 45, pp. 67 - 81.] 


Astrology as a New Age Religion
Having explored the meaning of the definitions for both religion and New Age, the final consideration of this evaluation is that of whether or not Astrology bears any resemblance to either definitions and in what manner. 
It could be argued that Astrology is not compatible with the term religion if were it to be measured according to Durkheim because for example, it is normally practiced on a one-to-one basis and regarding a personal dialogue. However, astrology can involve a connection with the sacred and follow a set of rules which are devised to facilitate connection and so therefore could be considered a religion in accordance to the definition given by Stone. 
According to Schoener, astrology has to be regarded as of a religious nature because it is too connected to religious concepts not to be. He contends ‘When astrology views the cosmos as a living organism, this is thus a religious idea such as we know from, and respect as such in, nature religions.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  G-A, Schoener. Astrology: Between Religion and the Empirical Trans. S. Denson, < http://www.astrology-and-science.com/p-betw2.htm> [accessed 6/12/2020], p.57-58] 

In Selling Spirituality : The Silent Takeover of Religion Carrette and King refer to ‘Capitalist Spirituality’.[footnoteRef:17] They contend that in a similar way to spiritualities which are primarily consumer focused or individualist they ‘tend to disavow explicit association with traditional religions, promoting instead a highly eclectic, dis-engaged and detraditionalized spirituality’.[footnoteRef:18] According to Carette and King, ‘Capitalist Spirituality’ aligns with the social climate and adjusts accordingly to appeal to the current market. J. Milton Yinger attests that religion was constructed as a mechanism to deal with the issues of human existence, that the followers of religion perform a social role by making their communities conscious and demonstrating examples through practice. How a community of astrologers or those who prescribe to astrology perform such a role is perhaps questionable. [17:  J. Carrette and R. King. Selling Spirituality: The Silent Takeover of Religion. Routledge, Oxfordshire. 2005. P. 20.]  [18:  J. Carette and R. King. 2005. P.20] 

If self-improvement is to be understood as a function of religion, then astrology could be considered cohesive to religion in the sense that it is may be used as a guide to understanding the self. Those who turn to astrology as a means of gaining information in order to guide them on their life path do so for the purpose of self-improvement. The function of guidance for precognition has perhaps made a shift in focus from the desire to know what befalls us in the future to what our strengths and weaknesses are likely to be and when will those attributes be challenged or at an advantage.
However, whereas astrology can involve the sacred, the consumer or client does not necessarily experience the sacred as it is the astrologer who engages in the act of reading the astrological charts. This scenario is perhaps what renders astrology open to the afore mentioned exploitation to which Carrett and king referred to. In their work pertaining to ‘Capitalist Spirituality’ they demonstrate how, for some, the market created by spiritual development is an opportunity to make a profit and astrology lends itself easily to becoming a service with the modern client paying for a reading just as an enquirer would employ the services of an auger in Classical Roman society. The astrologer is observing and translating what he or she sees in the charts, therefore that experience and information gained from it is received according to the understanding and limitations of the astrologer. Having been received and experienced by the astrologer, the information is translated to the client who in turn, receives the information related to them according to their understanding and limitation. It could be argued that because the practice of astrology involves a process such as this, it does not involve a direct means of connection with the sacred. However, what is regarded as the sacred or the divine is subject to interpretation. As astrologer Dane Rudhyar contended
“To cast an astrological chart in the way it is done today is just as symbolical a process as painting an oil painting destined to be framed and exhibited in a home or museum, or writing a complex orchestral score, or filling a page of paper with algebraic formulas who’s meaning only a trained mathematician can understand.”[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  D, Rudhyar. The Astrology of Transformation: A Multilevel Approach (Wheaton, Ill. London: Theosophical, 1980), p. 17] 

If the practice of astrology involves a specialist relaying a means of connection with the sacred to the uninitiated, then that could be compared to the role of a priest which is comparable to many so-called mainstream religions. However, as it is also regarded as a method of self-development, it lends itself to the individualism associated with the concepts of New Age. Rudhyar was explicit that the role of the astrologer was to ‘to help the patient to cope with life’.[footnoteRef:20] And so astrology could be considered as a means to creating connection with the self, which to some is regarded as the sacred and the divine. As Rudhyar later asserted ‘the Kingdom of Heaven that is within you, as a potential Son of Heaven’.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  D, Rudhyar. The Birth Chart as a Celestial Message: From The Universal Wholes to an Individual Part. An address to a convention of the American Federation of Astrologers 1976, < https://www.khaldea.com/rudhyar/astroarticles/celestialmessage.shtml> [accessed 15/2020}]  [21:  D, Rudhyar, 1976] 

	In The Writing of Heaven: New Age Astrology, Campion describes the use of four different types of Hellenistic astrology used in the Near Eastern and Western Europe in the fourth century. He names these types as that of prediction and knowing what was to befall the society on a grand scale, secondly, political dealings and what could be viewed as historical events, matters of the soul and the ascent of the soul into the heavenly realms should disaster happen and fourthly, concerns of a personal level.[footnoteRef:22] Campion points out that when compared to early Hellenistic astrology, there appears to be little difference in the role it performs to that of modern astrology which is associated with the New Age.  [22:  N. Campion, 2012, p.51] 

Reinforced by the number of teachers such as Rudolph Steiner, Dane Rudhyar, Sir George Trevelyan, whose spiritual ancestry stemmed from Alice Bailey and the promotion of exploration of the self, rooted in Theosophical esoteric teachings, spiritual enlightenment became intertwined with the expectancy of the oncoming Aquarian age.[footnoteRef:23] Astrology then, became a resource for a wide range of society, from those who viewed it as a wellbeing aid to detailed guidance for those who believe they had incarnated to help usher in the transition into the new aquarian era. This perhaps demonstrates how the concept of New Age can become confused as it is interchangeably referring to a physical shift in planetary positioning with a metaphysical concept. Bailey’s mystical teachings spoke of hidden realities, other dimensions and spiritual beings, expanding the world of existence from the inner to an outer reaching far beyond the limitations of Earth.[footnoteRef:24] Such a mix of beliefs taken from various mainstream religions such as holistic wellbeing therapies to more ‘Marginal’ extremes could encourage those who considered these teachings to class astrology with them.  It could be argued that astrology is what anthropologist Bronislow Malinowski referred to as ‘Weltanschaung’ which translated means ‘World View’. [footnoteRef:25] A ‘World View’ defines the outlook that according to Malinowski is given to every culture and refers to the explanation of the cosmos. With the development of theosophical teachings regarded as belonging to ‘New Age’, along with the many mixed aspects adopted by those who are attracted to the variety of alternative spiritual methods, it could be argued that astrology reflects not only a World View, but also the world view of these methods which would further the cohesiveness of astrology with the term ‘New Age’. However, as astrology can be considered compatible, or complementary to numerous recognised religions, perhaps it could be argued that it is therefore not a religion but a tool which can be utilised as part of a religious or sacred way of life.  [23:  N,. Campion, 2012, p.42]  [24:  A.J. Bailey. The Nature of Esotericism, <https://www.lucistrust.org/arcane_school/talks_and_articles/the_nature_esotericism> {accessed 19/12/2020]]  [25:  B, Malinowski. Argonauts of the Western Pacific: An account of native enterprise and adventure in the Archipelagos of Melanesian New Guinea. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul (Enhanced Edition reissued Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, 2013)] 


Conclusion
Applying two definitions which in themselves are vague, ambiguous and confused with other terms, to Astrology has proven to be as difficult as clarifying the definitions. If religion involves formulating a definition which centralizes a set of social practices, then it would follow that the society, to which it is referring to, cannot be disregarded. It would therefore also follow, that as that society changes, the definition may also. To identify what the New Age is may be considered equally vague or fluid as Campion asserted it exists in the imaginable. Although there are many ways to interpret both religion and what New Age is, the role of Astrology has remained throughout the ages and whilst some may argue that it is a social function rather than a spiritual function, perhaps it actually exists as a multifunctional system, satisfying both social function and spiritual guidance. It may be that because Astrology has endured it could be considered a religion, as Durkheim asserted ‘the very existence of primitive religions, therefore, assures us that they hold to reality and express it.’[footnoteRef:26] As it has existed throughout history it cannot be considered as just belonging to ‘New Age’ within a historical context but is just as much of the ‘New Age’ as any other age which has gone before. [26:  E. Durkheim. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields, New York: The Free Press 1995 [1912]. P.14-5] 
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