 'Discuss how classical notions of soul are reflected in astrology.'
Word count: 3500
Due date: 18 April 2023


Introduction 
The notion of the soul is an essential concept in many spiritual and philosophical traditions, including astrology, which is the practice of relating the heavenly bodies to lives and events on earth.[footnoteRef:2] It is employed almost synonymously with the term ‘psyche’, and usually refers to the part of a person that is invisible, internal, eternal, purposeful and deeply intelligent.  [2:   Patrick Curry, ‘Astrology’, in Boyd, Kelly (ed.) The Encyclopaedia of Historians and Historical Writing, 2 Vols. London: Fitzroy Dearborn 1999, Vol.1, p.55.] 


It was the Greek gave the first surviving written, theoretical accounts of the nature and of the cosmos. Up until the classical period, the worldview of Greek philosophers mainly concerned the earth, and divinity was found through the physical surroundings. Plato, Aristotle and the Stoics however also incorporated the sky, and they formulated their understanding of the world into a cosmology in the real sense of the term. They all believed that the universe was alive and purposeful, animated by the ‘Anima Mundi’ (World Soul). This understanding later prevailed among their contemporaries, leaving deep impact on Islamic and Christian thought.[footnoteRef:3] The classical Greeks understanding of the soul, however, was multifaceted. Each school had a nuanced notion of the soul, and this directly impacts the way astrology is conceptualised and practiced.  [3:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), Ch.13., p.149] 


This essay will explore the different ideas of the soul in the classical period are reflected in the astrology work of Alan Oken (1944-2022), a prominent US astrologer who had taught across the world in multiple languages and authored several books. Oken’s work is known to emphasise psychological and spiritual dimensions, integrating esoteric disciplines such as the Kabbalah and the Ancient Wisdom Teaching. This choice is not only justified by the significance of Oken’s influence on at least two generations of astrologers, but also his unique and profound insights into astrology as a system of thought, as well as the clear communication of his approach. He explains across his writings that horoscope interpretation involves the science and art of astrological synthesis, and that astrology may serve as a cosmic tool for developing consciousness. 

In this essay I shall first examine the classical notions of the soul according to various schools of philosophy, before delving into Alan Oken’s approach to astrology to investigate whether and how the classical notions of the soul are reflected in his work.

The classical notions of the soul
Generally speaking, the soul is believed to be what animates the universe and gives it purpose. Each philosophical school, however, has their own nuanced view on the soul’s nature and function. 

In Plato’s Phaedo, the soul is described as: what gives life to a body once it is within it. Based on the argument that the soul cannot ‘receive the opposite of what she brings’, Socrates concludes that the soul cannot ‘admit death’ and is immortal, imperishable and indestructible[footnoteRef:4], and leaves in its intact self after the body death.[footnoteRef:5] In other words, the Platonic notion of the soul is transcendental, and can exist separately of the body, even after death[footnoteRef:6]. In Timaeus, the soul is said to be key to the creation of the cosmos. It was described that God created human beings by giving them souls which are the parts that are invisible and contain reason.[footnoteRef:7] Since God wanted to create a cosmos that good and orderly, he deemed it necessary to give intelligence to nothing else but the soul, and put soul in the body, therefore building the universe. The process turned our world into a truly living being, which is impregnated with soul and intelligence.[footnoteRef:8] According to Plato, the soul originates in the sphere of the stars, and incarnates on earth after traveling through the planetary spheres.[footnoteRef:9] Plato believes the soul is imprisoned in the body unwillingly, and the body has desires and habits that are contradictory to the soul’s higher nature.[footnoteRef:10] He believes the soul is eternal, and its purpose is to return to the stars, to re-join the divinity it had in initially left behind.[footnoteRef:11] [4:  Plato, Phaedo, 105c & d.]  [5:  Ibid, 106e.]  [6:  Ibid, 67]  [7:  Plato, Timaeus, trans. R. G. Bury (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931) 30b & 37a]  [8:  Ibid, 30a-c]  [9:  Plato, Epinomis, Book X]  [10:  Plato, Phaedo ]  [11:  Campion] 


Aristotle defines the soul in general, as the ‘substance in the sense of the form of a natural body potentially having life’[footnoteRef:12]. Similar to Plato, Aristotle believes the soul is what distinguishes a living thing from what is not alive[footnoteRef:13]; according to him, ‘it is the cause and first principle of a living body’, ‘primary source of locomotion’. He also believes the soul supplies all living things with a purpose – and the purpose is to exist for the sake of the soul, to benefit the soul - ‘clearly the soul is the cause in the final sense’[footnoteRef:14]. This point is further illustrated in Physics, where Aristotle explains that the soul is the reason why all natural beings are different from artefacts, for the formers have an inner principle of change, dictating their change and rest[footnoteRef:15], as well as evolution toward their final form of completion. For Aristotle, the soul has three stages: animal, emotional and rational. The rational soul, or ‘the mind’ is divided into the passive and the active; while the passive mind dies with the body, the active mind, which has a light-like quality, is ‘immortal and everlasting’ and what allows human beings to think.[footnoteRef:16]   [12:  Aristotle, On the Soul, trans. W. S. Hett (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936) II.1 412a19–21]  [13:  Ibid, 413a]  [14:  Ibid, 415b]  [15:  Ibid, (412b15–17)]  [16:  Ibid, 430a] 


The Stoics also believe that the cosmos is a living entity, and has all the characteristics and powers that correspond to having a soul. It is the ‘cohesive cause of the cosmos’. Instead of seeing the universe as aggregate of separate entities, the Stoics believe that it is a unified whole, and each part is capable of influencing another - the theory of cosmic ‘sympathy’. [footnoteRef:17] Forming a significant contrast with the Platonic view of the soul, the Stoics rejects the soul’s transcendental nature. They believe that the world is entirely physical, and everything in this world is bound together by sympathy, or certain inner relationships that connect all things that exist.[footnoteRef:18]  This notion is intimately related to their understanding of causation, fate and providence. Providence refers to the web of the interlinking elements of the Universe which forms the divine plan, and the latter may be discovered by human beings, at least partially by their rational faculties; while fate refers to the web of causes and effects.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Ricardo Salles, 'The Stoic World Soul and the Theory of Seminal Principles', in James Wilberding (ed.), World Soul: A History (New York, 2021; online edn, Oxford Academic, 23 Sept. 2021),]  [18:  Campion, p.157]  [19:  Brouwer, René, ‘Stoic Sympathy’, in Sympathy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015).] 


The concept of linking the soul with the divine, and in particular as in Plato’s cosmology, the soul with the stars, was an important basis for the entire classical astrology.[footnoteRef:20] It is interesting to examine the work of a contemporary astrologer such as Alan Oken, and see how the notion of the soul is reflected within his approach to astrology, two thousand years later after the Greek philosophers.  [20:  Campion, p.149] 


The classical notions of soul reflected in Oken’s work
After a brief overview of Oken’s conceptualisation of the horoscope and astrology, I shall examine the elements essential to the query at hand, while discussing respectively the classical notions of soul reflected therein.

Across several of his books, Oken addresses the nature of the horoscope and its relationship with natal astrology, explains what the astrologer can and cannot see from a horoscope, and the role of astrology with regards to human destiny. In a nutshell, according to Oken, the horoscope reveals life patterns and behaviour traits of the native, which must be considered by the astrologer, while interpreting the natal horoscope, together with the individual’s socio-economic background, as well as their level of consciousness which is for the astrologer to perceive intuitively. Therefore, the horoscope does not contain any ultimate answer[footnoteRef:21], for it is ‘limited per se’ by the native’s evolutionary level and the astrologer’s intuitive capacity[footnoteRef:22]. One can only receive his or her own personal truth by allowing the soul to infuse with an integrated personality[footnoteRef:23]. Given this process, Oken believes the best any astrologer can reach is to combine intellect and intuition while having a spiritual intention, thus allowing healing to take place[footnoteRef:24]. In this regard, astrology acts as a tool of perception that guides us toward better awareness of the inner and outer forces operating around us, elevating our soul toward Light[footnoteRef:25], i.e. transcending the patterns indicated by their chart, and move into self-directed mastery. [21:  Alan Oken, Alan Oken’s Complete Astrology:  Revised Edition (New York: Bantam Books, 1988) p.19]  [22:  Ibid, p.554 ]  [23:  ‘To reveal our own personal truth, we must prepare our personality to receive the Presence of the Soul.’ Alan Oken, Soul-centered Astrology, p.16]  [24:  Alan Oken, Rulers of the Horoscope, p.19]  [25:  Alan Oken, p.19] 


1. The horoscope: a map of interwoven forces and its transcension
For Oken, the horoscope is an ‘energetic map of interwoven forces waiting to be uncovered, explained and interpreted.’ [footnoteRef:26] In this respect his work is similar to most astrologers: to decode this map requires the mastery of astrology as a structured symbolic language, constituted by planets, signs, houses and aspects, and relevant techniques. Oken specifies as he explains the process of horoscope interpretation, that what the astrologer can actually obtain directly from the horoscope as information includes ‘psychological framework of the individual, certain personality traits, vocational tendencies and other behavioural characteristics’.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Alan Oken, Rulers of the Horoscope, p.18                                                     ]  [27:  Alan Oken, Complete Astrology, p.18] 

At first glance, the way that Oken conceptualises astrology practice appears to bear traits of the Stoic theory of sympathy and providence. Examples for explanations of such psychological and event patterns constitute the great majority of his work, as is the case of almost all other astrologers.
‘If humanity can be aware of the forces operating within and without them, they can navigate these forces, mastering their own stars and guiding his own soul to Light.’ The narrative is similar to Plato’s concept of the soul’s ultimate purpose of going back to the stars, to divinity. Oken is one of the few astrologers who discuss the possibility of transcending one’s chart, namely, to live a life free from astrological impacts through self-actualisation and realisation. [footnoteRef:28] [28:  Ibid, p.554] 


2. Limits of the Horoscope: background of growth & level of consciousness
Oken states that the horoscope is limited per se, in the sense it is difficult for an astrologer to accurately forecast the future of a new-born baby, as for whether how exactly they will do in terms of fortune, fame or power. He explains that in this situation, the astrologer who reads the baby’s chart to the parents, must also apply the to the child’s environment, i.e., socio-economic and cultural background, and make interpretations. He further illustrates this point through the example of two children born respectively into royalty and a peasant family, both sharing the same chart. He indicates in this case, that for the astrologer, the planetary patterns are to be interpreted ‘in terms of a royal destiny’ for the prince, and a ‘more mundane existence’ for the peasant child. 

In this regard, Oken clearly states that ‘the natal horoscope must not be looked upon as the final answer to the questions of human destiny, behaviour or character.’ To a large degree, Oken rejects the Aristotelian view of the chart as he does not believe the horoscope constitutes the full representation of a perfect self for the person to grow into, but rather a tool of understanding. Unlike Dane Rudhyar or other humanistic astrologers, who compare individual growth to the process of an acorn growing into an oak tree and who does subscribe to the Aristotelian view of the soul, Oken prefers the image of walking a path of personal evolution as frequently mentioned in his writings and teachings[footnoteRef:29]. For Oken the purpose of astrology is to help one ‘master his own stars and guide his own soul to Light.3 [29:  For example, Alan Oken, Soul-Centered Astrology, p.16] 


The ‘state of individual’s soul’ is an important element to incorporate based on Oken’s methodology of horoscope-reading.[footnoteRef:30] According to Oken, this refers to the question ‘What level of evolution and enlightenment has this particular individual reached?’ how advanced a person’s soul is does not show through the horoscope, for two people of the distinctly different ‘soul-states’ could very well be born at the exact time and have the very same birth chart. The level of development of the soul determines one’s consciousness level, and influences directly how one lives out the patterns indicated by the chart.  Oken explains that the astrologer must exercise his or her intuitive function and perceive energetically through the person they are reading for[footnoteRef:31]. The level of consciousness of the person in question, which is directly connected to how much the soul is infused with the personality. He mentions in particular the role of the soul and its relationship with personal destiny as well as the guiding value of astrology.  Oken’s approach to the soul corresponds to Plato’s transcendental conception. [30:  Alan Oken, Complete Astrology, p.19]  [31:  ] 
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