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‘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

This essay will explore the idea of fate within the work of two astrologers of the 20th and 21st centuries in relation to the popular phrase within modern, western astrology: ‘The stars incline; they do not compel’. The two astrologers chosen for this analysis are Carl Louis von Grasshoff (1865-1919) who went by the name of Max Heindel, and Steven Forrest. Heindel was a Danish-American esotericist who founded ‘The Rosicrucian Fellowship’ originally in Seattle, Washington which Heindel claimed to be ‘An Association of Christian Mystics’ who purpose was to assist in the collective transition to the Age of Aquarius.
 The Rosicrucian Fellowship still exists today and is headquartered in Oceanside, California. According to Liz Greene, Heindel had a significant theosophical background and was largely influenced by Anthroposophy founder, Rudolph Steiner who once belonged to the Theosophical Society founded in the late 19th century by Russian author and occultist Helena Blavatsky (1831-1891).
 Heindel published several books on astrology, occultism, and Rosicrucianism, all of which can be freely downloaded through the fellowship’s website. This essay will utilize four of Heindel’s works in this analysis: Simplified Scientific Astrology, Rosicrucian Cosmo-Conception, The Web of Destiny, and The Message of the Stars (co-written by Heindel’s wife, Augusta Foss Heindel). Steven Forrest is an American astrologer who graduated from the University of North Carolina with a degree in religion in 1971.
 After graduation, Forrest began working as a professional astrologer and has since published bestselling books such as The Inner Sky and The Changing Sky. In addition to his many publications, Forrest has lectured at various conferences and workshops and began an ‘Astrological Apprenticeship Program’ that was offered in various locations in the U.S., Australia, China and Europe.
 Steven Forrest describes his approach to astrology as ‘choice-centered’ and his work has significantly contributed to an astrological paradigm known as ‘evolutionary astrology’. Four of Forrest’s books will be used for this analysis: The Innter Sky, The Changing Sky, Yesterday’s Sky, and The Book of Neptune. 


In exploring conceptions of fate utilized by Heindel and Forrest, it will be useful to define the term. Robert Soloman contrasts fate with the concept of fatalism which he describes as ‘the idea that what happens (or has happened) in some sense has to (or had to) happen’.
 This conception of fatalism implies that past, present, and future events or circumstances are in some way inevitable. As Soloman argues, fatalism does not require nor imply agency.
 A statement such as ‘the Sun will rise tomorrow’ is fatalistic (it will happen) but is not contingent on the inclusion of an external agent (such as a god as a causative factor). Soloman also argues that fatalism is not the same as the more modern conception of determinism.
 Soloman best summarizes fate as:

those definitive moments in life: birth, marriage, children, going broke, finding oneself at war, or being caught up in a natural calamity (legally an “act of God”), and of course death. Especially fascinating are those seemingly insignificant encounters, coincidences, slips, and misunderstandings that, in retrospect, have momentous consequences.

In this, Soloman implies that fate goes beyond the mere inevitability of events but frames such events and their outcomes within the context of their larger impact, influence, and meaning regardless of their perceived value in the moment (whether significant or trivial). Fate is way of conceiving events as having an integral sense of connectedness. In reference to the notion of ‘agency’, Soloman states that ‘fate, like fatalism, can be understood without acknowledging any mysterious agency’.
 This is an important distinction in understanding fate and its relation to astrology because astrological worldviews are diverse, and not all astrologers conceive of fate the same way. For example, fate may be orchestrated by a supreme being or through an individual’s soul or higher spiritual self. This essay will thus define fate as not only a conception of events as being in some way inevitable or intended to occur, but to be concerned with the outcomes, impact, or influence of such events. In this way, fate conceives of the sequence of life events as purposefully connected to one another. Whether this purpose derives from mathematically predetermined factors, a divine agency, or an individual’s personal soul is not necessarily integral to a concise definition of fate. 


Within the statement, ‘The Stars incline; they do not compel’ is the suggestion that celestial bodies (such as stars or planets) somehow inspire, motivate, or impulse individual action but do not directly cause such actions. It exemplifies an astrology that views free will as a vital component of fate. According to Nicholas Campion, this statement, famously stated by astrologer Alan Leo (1860-1917), represented a significant shift among 20th century astrologers of ‘moving from a rigid medieval concern with prediction to a more flexible and reliable concern with personality and self-knowledge’.
 Leo also frequently stated throughout his many works that ‘character is destiny’, suggesting that individuals play an active role in shaping their lives.
 In Leo’s The Progressed Horoscope, he best articulates this view in his suggestion that:

Effort is greater than Fate. Fate is not that rigid, unbending monster that we set up for ourselves, but is capable of being modified--and indeed is changing at every moment.

Here Leo is raising human volition above that of fate itself, and importantly, that fate is always malleable through individual initiative. According to Campion, this paradigmatic shift in astrology, of moving from a concern with deterministic outcomes with that of an individual’s power to shape their lives, was significantly influenced by the Theosophical Society founded by Blavatsky in 1875.
 As Anthony Aveni argues, late-nineteenth century reformers such as Blavatsky: 

tended to view the world optimistically, applying a can-do attitude toward solving the world’s problems: No matter how predetermined you might think the state of the world seems, you can use the untapped power of your mind to improve your situation.

This inevitably led to an astrology concerned more with emphasizing free will and self-empowerment. Rather than exclusively focusing on what the planets might predict, modern astrology became more concerned with how to actively engage one’s fate as indicated by the sky. According to Campion, in addition to presenting ‘a challenge to the prevailing concern of much nineteenth-century astrology with the prediction of external affairs’,
 Blavatsky’s astrology:

was infused with her belief in the esoteric universe and angelic cosmology of the Platonists, Hermeticists, Zoroastrians, Kabbalists, Hindus and Sufis, together with the assumed existence of transcendent spiritual masters, humanity’s spiritual evolution and reincarnation.

The influence of the theosophical current on modern astrology that emerged in the 19th century is significant in understanding both the works of Heindel (who’s influences can be traced from Steiner to Blavatsky) and Forrest. The inclusion of not only conceptions of fate that incorporated free will, but also ideas of ‘spiritual evolution’ and reincarnation serve as significant components of the work of both astrologers analysed in this essay. Leo, who was also a theosophist, contributed much to this shift in modern astrology. As Campion argues, many of the central ideas Leo (and even Blavatsky) proposed were not entirely novel since they drew upon Neoplatonism, Hermeticism, and Eastern philosophy, yet they were shaped through the emerging theosophical lens.
This theosophical lens represented, at the turn of the 20th century, a unique syncretism of both ancient and modern ideas such as Neoplatonism and Darwinian evolution. As Aveni, states, ‘Blavatsky concocted a morally based antidote to Darwin's evolutionary scheme.’
 This ‘morally-based antidote’ consisted of fusing elements of eastern mysticism with Christianity to give meaning to an evolutionary theory that suggested an aimless randomness inherent to nature.
 Thus, evolution was framed as a progression toward an intentional endpoint which would become an integral element of ‘new age’ ideology that came to influence much of modern astrology. 


Heindel’s astrology exemplified the theosophical lens but also brought in the influence of what he labelled as ‘Christian Mysticism’ that largely shaped his conception of fate. In the opening of the first chapter of Heindel’s Scientific Astrology, he states that:

the scientific theory of the genesis of a solar system coincides with the religious teaching of a First Cause, call it God or by any other name, who is the superior intelligence ordering the path of the marching orbs with a definite end and aim in view. That end we may not be able to wholly perceive, but all about us on our planet cannot fail to note, if observant, an orderly progression of all things towards perfection….

In this, Heindel immediately suggests a conception of fate that includes a divine agency, God, and thus suggests that a ‘superior intelligence’ directly influences the movement of the planets toward an intended outcome. While Heindel clarifies that such intention may not be readily apparent, it reveals itself through careful observation, as moving toward some perfected future state. This conception reflects what Campion defines as Blavatsky’s teleological astrology, ‘based on the theory of a final state into which all individuals were to evolve….’
 Additionally, while Heindel’s astrology was teleological, the evolutionary path was guided by a monotheistic deity, God, and thus reflects Heindel’s synthesis of astrology, theosophy, and ‘Christian Mysticism’ that came to define the ‘Rosicrucian’ worldview. 


In contrast, Forrest’s astrology, while retaining many theosophical elements and hinting at a teleological position, presents as a far more secular astrology. In the first chapter of The Inner Sky, Forrest asserts that ‘Astrology is not theological; it is direct, real, experiential’.
Forrest goes on to present two conflicting worldviews. He presents the theosophical view of humans as ‘immortal beings, incarnating in a succession of physical forms, slowly evolving toward a state of union with God’, and compares this with the materialist position that ‘The universe is completely random’ and that ‘consciousness is an electrochemical phenomenon, utterly dependent on the physiology of the brain’.
 Yet, in Forrest’s view, either position is irrelevant to an individual’s lived experience and thus astrology is not contingent on either. As Forrest states:

‘Are we spirit or are we flesh? Astrologically, the proper answer is—who care? If we are depressed or jealous or lonely or in any other unpleasant state of consciousness, changing that condition is our work whether we are nuclear physicists or Hindu pundits.’

Here, Forrest detaches himself from any specific theological position and emphasises the significance of free will; regardless of the reasons for existence, human choices must be made to make any difference. Yet, in later works, Forrest admits to having to censor his earlier works of deeper metaphysical discussions. In Yesterday’s Sky: Astrology and Reincarnation, Forrest states that at the time of publishing The Inner Sky in 1989 that ‘in the New York publishing scene, spirituality was still seen as a marginal topic’.
 In Forrest’s later works, such as Yesterday’s Sky and The Book of Neptune, he more openly identifies himself as an ‘evolutionary astrologer’ who he defines as ‘anyone who speaks simultaneously of astrology and of the evolution of consciousness through many lifetimes, and frames it in a context of free will….’
 In The Book of Neptune, Forrest elaborates on his conception of the ‘evolution of consciousness’, stating that:

Consciousness is not generated through an unconscious or automatic process. The evolution of your consciousness is not analogous to the growth of your body. You’re born a kid and you get bigger. That happens automatically; that’s the karma of the physical body. But consciousness is generated through voluntary, intentional processes.

For Forrest, the evolution of consciousness is different from the evolution of the physical body; the latter happens organically while the former requires effort--free will. In this, Forrest reveals his core teleological position, that an individual’s consciousness improves with each lifetime, but such improvement is contingent on the individual’s willpower. Additionally, he conceives of a distinct dualism between spirit and matter. While this view can be seen as inherently theosophical, it also significantly draws from Platonism. In the Timeaus, Plato conceives of every human soul as having a companion star:

 ‘And if a person lived a good life throughout the due course of his time, he would at the end return to his dwelling place in his companion star, to live a life of happiness that agreed with his character’.

Plato goes on suggest that if an individual failed to live a ‘good life’ he would reincarnate in less ideal forms, in his example, as a woman.
 For Plato, each lifetime should be improved upon through the utilization of willpower and there is inherently a choice of living a good life or a bad one. Similarly, for Forrest and Heindel, there is a direction or intention to evolution, that of moving toward something better. For Forrest, that better outcome is an elevation of one’s consciousness predicated on individual initiative rather than, in case of Heindel, referencing the directive influence of a divine intelligence. Yet, in both astrologers’ conceptions, like Plato’s, choice plays a vital role in spiritual evolution. 


However, while Heindel’s conception of a cosmos ordered and directed by a divine agency appears central to his worldview, throughout his works he is clear to articulate a view that combines the significance of both fate and freewill. Like Forrest, Heindel asserts that an individual’s destiny goes beyond a single life. In the Rosicrucian Cosmo-Conception, Heindel states that ‘it is impossible for one individual's destiny to be all worked in one lifetime, or in one place’.
 Heindel further suggests that:

It is sometimes immaterial into which one of several environments the Ego is incarnated, and when such is the case, it is allowed its choice as far as possible, but once an ego is so placed, the agents of the Lords of Destiny watch unseen, that no act of free-will shall frustrate the working out of the portion of fate selected.

Heindel is stating that an incarnated ‘Ego’ has some degree of choice but that limitations exist, such as when its choices interfere with a larger divine plan. Heindel claims that the ‘Lords of Destiny’ can intervene in such cases when an Ego wavers from the fate selected for it.
 Heindel conceives of an individual’s fate as encompassing both the past, present, and future, such that the effects of certain past actions (from prior lifetimes) cannot be changed. Heindel claims that:

With regard to our past, we are to a great extent helpless, but in regard to future action we have full control, except insofar as we are hampered by our past actions.

Like Forrest, Heindel defines evolution as an improvement such that ‘each cycle being the improved product of those preceding it and the creator of those more developed states which succeed it’.
 For Heindel, like Forrest, each lifetime can in some way become better than the previous one and pave the way for more successful future lives. Free will plays a critical role throughout Heindel’s conception of fate. In the The Message of the Stars, Heindel and his wife, Augusta Foss Heindel, state clearly that predictions will be inaccurate without a consideration of willpower and that ‘we are the arbiters of our destiny’.
 According to Heindel, ‘individual destiny is generated by ourselves in each life’.
 While Forrest’s astrology excludes Heindel’s cosmic hierarchy, such as the existence of an ultimate divine agent with the ‘Lords of Destiny’ enforcing its plan, their conceptions of evolution and the role of free will are similar and echo Leo’s assertion that ‘effort is greater than fate’.
In both conceptions, Heindel and Forrest suggest that the individual soul, incarnating through a succession of lifetimes, creates its fate and is ultimately responsible for the conditions of both present and future lives. 

Both Heindel and Forrest articulate a conception of fate that essentially allows for the coexistence of determinism and freewill. In the case of Heindel, determinism is reflected in the inability to change the consequences of actions from prior lifetimes, a divine plan set out by higher forces, and the inevitability of certain astrological cycles coming to pass. While for Forrest, the arrival of a particular cycle, such as for example one involving the planet Saturn, represents a moment predetermined in the future when an opportunity, involving the nature of Saturn, will inevitably present itself. In Forrest’s conception articulated in The Changing Sky, his key work on predictive astrology, at such a moment, an individual has a choice between Saturn the ‘Teacher’ or Saturn the ‘Trickster’. In the former, an individual would respond to a ‘call to action in the real world’ and facilitate growth and maturity.
 While in the latter, trickster response, an individual would succumb to the ‘temptation to slip into despair and frustration when reality seems to turn against [them]’.
 In echoing ‘The stars incline; they do not compel’ statement, Forrest states clearly that ‘Planets do not make our choices for us. We make those choices ourselves’.
 Forrest further emphasizes that while ‘Certain specific classes of events are “fated;” others remain open to uncertainty and choice’.
 In other words, in the case of Saturn, certain challenges will be presented to an individual, representing the fated or deterministic component, but the choice of how to respond is up to the individual affected. Similarly, Heindel analogizes astrology as a ‘clock of destiny’ where the zodiac represents the dial and the planets the hour and minute hands ‘indicating the month of the year when the different items in the score of ripe fate allotted to each life are due to work themselves out’.
 Like Forrest, Heindel suggests inevitable points in time in which certain issues will present themselves. Yet, like Forrest, Heindel claims that ‘It cannot be sufficiently emphasized, however, that though there are some things that cannot be escaped, man has a certain scope of free will in modifying causes already set going’.
 Heindel suggests that specific manifestations will inevitably occur as determined by astrology, but others can be wilfully altered. 

Thus, Heindel and Forrest articulate a view of fate classified philosophically as a compatibilist position in that they assert that determinism and freewill can coexist and are not mutually exclusive. According to Matthew Talbert, ‘Compatibilism is committed to the claim that even if we live in a deterministic universe, we may still have free will’.
 From the astrological conception, astrological cycles are inevitable and thus deterministic, yet a compatibilist position offers a level of negotiation with predetermined events. For both Heindel and Forrest, astrological predictions cannot be accurately made without consideration of free will; an individual’s choices and responses will ultimately determine the outcome of any astrological factor. Yet, those factors represent certain conditions that will inevitably manifest in an individual’s life and both authors suggest that a less-than-conscious response to any cycle can result in a more predictable outcome. For Forrest, the outcome of a Saturn cycle can be either negatively or positively experienced, and the individual experiencing it will deal with the Saturn cycle at a predetermined time. However, they can respond as either a passive victim or productively in implementing some pragmatic action in the world. Thus, there is a way in which one manifestation of a particular cycle is essentially predetermined if an individual doesn’t properly engage with it. Both Heindel and Forrest also share the view that many aspects of such predetermined events result from one’s karma, or experiences and actions from prior lifetimes, and thus they extend the conception of agency beyond the individual’s ego or conscious self and apply it to a conception of a soul (in Forrest’s case, he equates soul with an evolving consciousness). Additionally, the ‘karmic’ aspect represents a portion of predetermined conditions. While Heindel’s conception is more limiting in that his cosmic hierarchy has some control over an individual’s fate, his position still closely aligns with Forrest’s and is thus compatibilist since he allows for the possible alteration of fate through an individual’s volition. 


While the term ‘fate’ is often used interchangeably with the concept of determinism by the authors analysed, it does inevitably imply a level of determinism but specifically suggests that all events experienced in an individual’s life are purposefully interrelated. A conception of fate gives deeper meaning and significance to the outcome of events. The statement, ‘The Stars incline; they do not compel’ suggests a specific conception of fate that incorporates free will and defines a specific astrological worldview. This worldview within astrology arose out of a paradigmatic shift away from predicting predetermined events to one of self-empowerment and self-understanding. Much of this shift was catalysed by the Theosophical movement that began in late 19th century and significantly influenced modern astrology. Not only did Theosophy, through Blavatsky’s work, shift astrological conceptions of fate, but it also imported ideas of spiritual evolution and reincarnation through a syncretism of Hermetic, Platonic, Eastern, and modern scientific ideas. Both the work of Heindel and Forrest exemplify the influence of theosophy on modern astrology, both focus on the empowerment of the individual through emphasizing free will, and both incorporate conceptions of spiritual evolution and reincarnation. While Heindel’s astrology veers more in a theosophical direction and Forrest’s astrology is more secular, both present a teleological astrology that utilizes a conception of evolution as a linear progression that improves upon itself. Heindel and Forrest also both reconcile determinism and free will within their astrology. In reference to the statement ‘The Stars incline; they do not compel’, such an assertion is inherently a compatibilist position, since what the stars will incline is inevitable and can be astrologically predicted or delineated through an individual’s horoscope. Yet, those conditions cannot be fully known without considering the willpower of the individual. 
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