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Introduction 
This essay critically reviews Franz Cumont’s introduction to his book Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, pp. xi-xvi.[footnoteRef:1] According to Patrick Curry, ‘Astrology’ is defined as ‘the set of theories and practices interpreting the positions of the heavenly bodies in terms of human and terrestrial implications’.[footnoteRef:2] ‘Religion’, as defined by Rudolf Otto, is ‘not simply a belief in supernatural power, but a completely unique experience of that power, an experience that could be approximately characterized as [awe inspiring mystery]’.[footnoteRef:3] This paper will consider Cumont’s introduction and the use of these two terms via the contextualization, summary and analysis of the introduction to his book.  [1:  Franz Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans (New York: Cosimo, Inc., 2006), pp. xi-xvi]  [2:  Patrick Curry, 'Astrology', in The Oxford Companion to the History of Modern Science, ed. by J. L. Heilbron (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) <http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780195112290.001.0001/acref-9780195112290-e-0046> [accessed November 1, 2018]]  [3: Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-Rational Factor in the Idea of the Divine and Its Relation to the Rational (London: Oxford University Press, 1950) cited in Thomas A. Idinopulos and Brian C. Wilson (eds), What is Religion? Origins, Definitions, & Explanations, (Leiden: Brill, 1998), p. 148] 


Context 
This introduction was given by Franz Cumont, a historian who, according to Scheerlinck, employed a multidisciplinary approach to the study of ancient religions.[footnoteRef:4] This work was originally given in the form of a lecture under the auspices of the American Committee for Lectures on the History of Religions, an organization whose aim was to deliver lectures from the ‘best scholars of Europe and [America]’.[footnoteRef:5] This lecture was delivered in December of 1911 before eight universities and institutions consisting of an audience of scholars, researchers, theologians and historians.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Eline Scheerlinck, 'History of Religions in the Making: Franz Cumont (1868-1947) and the "Oriental Religions"', The Making of the Humanities: Volume III: The Modern Humanities, edited by Rens Bod et al., (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2014), pp. 219–232]  [5:  John P. Peters, announcement to Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, by Franz Cumont (New York: Cosimo, Inc., 2006), p. vii]  [6:  Peters, announcement to Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, pp. ix-x] 


The subject matter engages the reemergence of astrology in the form of scholarship, prompted by the reexamination of Greek manuscripts and cuneiform tablets by Cumont and his contemporaries.[footnoteRef:7] Cumont addresses an audience likely interested in astrology, but he states that he does not dwell on their reasons for their interest.[footnoteRef:8] He instead attempts to frame the subject of astrology as emerging from a landscape of superstition, taking an oppositional approach to this discipline. [7:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi]  [8:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xv] 


Summary 
The introduction to Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans covers the reemergence of astrology in the academic landscape by researchers and historians of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, working to uncloak ancient Greek manuscripts and cuneiform tablets.[footnoteRef:9] Cumont describes this renewed interest in astrology and its results in new publications and scholarship.[footnoteRef:10] Cumont introduces astrology’s historical ties to superstition and its impact in the world, and throughout his lecture poses central questions pertaining to astrology’s historical acceptance, its long influence in the development of systems of belief, and its relationship to the sciences.[footnoteRef:11]  In his introduction, Cumont attempts to both evaluate and anchor the subject of astrology’s reemergence in the minds of academics interested in this field of study.[footnoteRef:12] [9:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi]  [10:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi]  [11:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi]  [12:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi] 


Throughout his lecture, Cumont emphasizes four key areas of information to his audience: interest in astrology’s reemergence, the reason of astrology’s survival, the possible benefit of astrological scholarship, and the scope of the subject of astrology in the Eastern and Western world. Cumont emphasizes that astrology’s reemergence reveals the ‘wellsprings of a learned superstition’ and asserts that astrology is an ‘erroneous’ system of belief.[footnoteRef:13] Astrology’s survival, in Cumont’s view, is due to its integration of both science and superstition that allowed it to thrive as its own belief system, spanning more than a millennia of diverse cultural influence.[footnoteRef:14] Cumont alludes to ‘various reasons’ why scholars have reexamined ancient Greek documents, but suggests that it is intrinsically related to a motivation to understand astrology’s influence in scientific systems of thought which survived it.[footnoteRef:15] Throughout his introduction he poses many questions pertaining to this renewed interest but states his aim to confine his address to the parameters of the Greco-Latin world.[footnoteRef:16] [13:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi]  [14:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiii]  [15:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiv]  [16:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, pp. xv-xvi] 


Cumont’s argues that through science we have managed to free ourselves from the superstition inherent in astrological belief, that we exchanged divination for a more reason-oriented goal of understanding the mechanics of our planet in the greater system of the universe.[footnoteRef:17] He argues that astrology influence did not waiver for so long because it tied itself to the ‘earliest stages of every kind of learning’: astronomy, mathematics, meteorology, medicine, botany, ethnography and physics.[footnoteRef:18] Lastly, Cumont continues this argument of astrology and its connection to superstition and science by proposing that there are two categories of people interested in astrology today: historians and the superstitious.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, pp. xi-xii]  [18:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xii]  [19:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xii] 


Cumont promotes a theory that astrology managed to take root among wide-spread cultures because it operated similarly to a theology, resulting in a ‘maze’ of erroneous theories and beliefs that took great efforts of reason to dismantle.[footnoteRef:20] He theorized three central qualifications of labeling astrology as a theology or religious structure; Astrology contained the attributes of faith in the divinity of the cosmos, an influence through its laws and planetary movements, and allowed for the cultivation of theories of interpretation based on observations claimed by astrologers.[footnoteRef:21] In Cumont’s view, as astrology continued to build itself upon a contradictory dogma, it managed to collect ‘complicated and often contradictory doctrines’ leaving him to wonder at the ‘prolonged exertions’ science had to make to ‘free [itself]’ from them.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, pp. xiii-xiv]  [21:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiii]  [22:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiv] 



Analysis 
Cumont’s introduction to Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans is not clearly and logically structured, but rather demonstrates a conversational tone of writing. Cumont’s introduction does not lead from a place of inquiry, but rather shares his judgment on the erroneous nature of astrology with no evaluation and little justification given.[footnoteRef:23] He explains the development of science alongside astrology but interrupts the formulation of this idea with insults to both astrology’s history and field.[footnoteRef:24] What could have been a more liner structure of the introduction to his book is instead punctuated with wonder, on his part, at the motivations for scholarship in this area.[footnoteRef:25] Cumont concludes his introduction in a more grounded manner, providing in the last paragraph the actual parameters of his research in this text: astrology and religion in the Graeco-Latin world.[footnoteRef:26] [23:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi]  [24:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, pp. xi-xiv]  [25:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, pp. xi, xv]  [26:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xv] 


Overall, Cumont is consistent with his central concepts and philosophies surrounding the reemergence of astrological scholarship and his position on astrology’s historical value. He utilizes creative terms in his descriptions of astrology, going as far as to describe it as a ‘mental disease’, supporting his viewpoint that it is an inferior belief system to that of science.[footnoteRef:27] All manner of his writing, from his descriptive terms of astrology to the examples he cites about science freeing itself from this belief system, supports his unsympathetic position.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiii]  [28:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, pp. xi-xiv] 


Cumont provides non-specific sources from both the ancient and contemporary world. At the start of his introduction he mentions recently examined Greek manuscripts and cuneiform tablets.[footnoteRef:29] He also alludes to the scientific breakthroughs of Copernicus, Galileo and Kepler, and sources of religious and philosophical movements such as the Chaldeans and Ptolemy, but doesn’t leverage these sources to buttress against potential detractors of his arguments.[footnoteRef:30] Although specific citations are limited in the introduction, the reader might expect these sources to be more thoroughly examined in the remaining text.  [29:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi]  [30:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, pp. xi, xiv] 


Cumont clearly states his arguments in the introduction but they are not well referenced, nor does he provide good evidence for them within this section. In his opening address, Cumont states that astrology is an ‘erroneous belief’.[footnoteRef:31] He relates astrology to a theology, sharing characteristics of religion in its faith, influence and theories but only to argue that its religious characteristics ‘concealed [astrology’s] radical fallacy’.[footnoteRef:32] Instead of considering from an evaluative position the experience of astrology as a religion or system of belief (that might have motivated its widespread influence), he continuously returns to the erroneous value of astrology as a fundamental truth to his argument, without empirically supporting his reasons for doing so.  [31:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xi]  [32:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiii] 


Cumont argues that astrologers, led by their superstitious beliefs, complicated the dogma of astrology with ‘irrelevant data’, leading to an abundance of doctrines that contradicted one another and dismissed quantifiable experience.[footnoteRef:33] This argument doesn’t serve Cumont’s original motivations for citing Ptolemy (to claim that the last edition of the Tetrabiblos was ‘shockingly bad’), nor does Cumont consider the significance of why he cites Ptolemy as an example in the first place.[footnoteRef:34] Campion states that the ‘creation of a technical astrology was… disseminated throughout the Roman world’ reaching Asia and India, with Ptolemy’s astrological work, Tetrabiblos, being significant in providing central ‘rules for reading horoscopes’.[footnoteRef:35] In his arguments, Cumont ignores significant and consistent wide-spread astrological methods attributed to Ptolemy and the importance of empirical data to astrologers. Schoener states that even from early Mesopotamia, experience was essential to claims, citing the tablets of Enuma Anu Enlil, making clear the ‘importance given to empirical confirmation’ in the ancient world– a practice carried forward into a consistent astrological method of sky observation, noting the date and time, and characteristics of events.[footnoteRef:36] Instead of evaluating methods intrinsic to the development of astrology and dismantling them with empirical evidence, he insults astrologers as being lost in a maze of disillusions.[footnoteRef:37] [33:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiv]  [34:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiv]  [35:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions (New York and London: New York University Press, 2012), pp. 101, 150]  [36:  Gustav-Adolf Schoener, 'Astrology: Between Religion and the Empirical', trans. by Shane Denson, Esoterica, 4 (2002), p. 39  <http://www.esoteric.msu.edu/VolumeIV/astrology.htm>, [accessed 14 February 2019]]  [37:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiv] 


Science is a significant theme of his most central argument; Astrology was akin to an ‘exact science…superimposed on primitive beliefs,’ causing it to be ‘indissolubly linked’ to contemporary science that managed to free itself from the superstitious trappings of the former belief.[footnoteRef:38] This argument fails to evaluate why astrology was connected to ancient and contemporary systems of knowledge such as astronomy, botany and physics in the first place, or explore any potential positive link or motivation for this side-by-side evolution of thought. Most importantly, when examining astrology and religion among the Greeks and Romans, as Cumont aims to do, he paints astrology as lacking qualities of reason and fails to examine ‘reason’ in classical Greek thought that influenced Ptolemy and the development of astrology and Western religion known today. Reason was not alien to astrology; Campion explains that ‘Platonic and Aristotelian systems [of thought]… enabled astrologers [in their analysis]’ and cites Ptolemy’s examination of the condition of Mercury in the soul’s qualities of reason.[footnoteRef:39] Cumont’s arguments lack the basis of classical Greek thought as both shaping the West’s reverence for reason and being essential to both religion and science flourishing. [38:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xii]  [39:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions, pp. 154-155 and Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. By F. E. Robbins (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1940), Book III, 155] 


The introduction’s greatest strength is Cumont’s clear assessment of astrology as a religion, claiming the characteristics of faith, influence, and theories of interpretation.[footnoteRef:40] Although claims by Herbrechtsmeier yield to the definition of religion being a continued ‘matter of dispute among scholars,’ and Cumont’s definition leaves no room for religious notions of experience popularized by Otto, Cumont parameters of religion support his viewpoint of astrology within his arguments.[footnoteRef:41] [40:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiii]  [41:  William Herbrechtsmeier, 'Buddhism and the Definition of Religion: One More Time', Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 32, Issue 1 (1993), p. 1 and Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-Rational Factor in the Idea of the Divine and Its Relation to the Rational (London: Oxford University Press, 1950)] 


The introduction’s greatest weakness is the hostile point of view he takes towards astrology without addressing the potential influence of astrology’s cosmological framework might have had on the development of sciences throughout the Western world. He fails to explore why astrological ideas developed alongside what one might define today as the beginnings of contemporary science. While calling astrology absurd, and alleging that ‘specialists in lunacy will do useful work’ in addressing the subject, Cumont is dismissive and only seeks to support his selective framework of astrology’s impact.[footnoteRef:42] He fails to address any evidence of astrology being highly esteemed; In an example by Schoener, astrology was so revered in the ancient world that it was used as an exclusive tool of the king, often informing the most ‘important political decisions’.[footnoteRef:43] Instead of guiding his reader with evidence for astrology’s inferiority, Cumont’s insults direct the reader to a dismissive point of view of astrology before one even begins to read his main text. [42:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiii]  [43:  Schoener, 'Astrology: Between Religion and the Empirical', p. 40] 



Conclusion 
This essay critically reviewed Franz Cumont’s introduction to his book Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, pp. xi-xvi.[footnoteRef:44]  This paper considered this selection of Cumont’s work along with the terms ‘Astrology’ and ‘Religion’ in the contextualization, summary and analysis of the introduction to his book. Cumont’s introduction was not clearly and logically structured, but rather demonstrated a conversational tone of writing. Although he was consistent with his central concepts and philosophies surrounding the reemergence of astrological scholarship and his position surrounding astrology’s historical value, he does not effectively leverage sources to uphold his arguments against detractors. Instead of considering, from an evaluative position, the experience of astrology as a religion or system of belief that might have motivated its widespread influence, he continuously returned to the erroneous value of astrology as a fundamental truth to his argument. The introduction’s greatest strength was Cumont’s clear assessment of astrology as a religion, claiming the characteristics of faith, influence, and theories of interpretation.[footnoteRef:45] The introduction’s greatest weakness was Cumont’s hostile view towards astrology without addressing empirical evidence or the potential influence of astrology’s cosmological framework on the development of sciences throughout the Western world. [44:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, pp. xi-xvi]  [45:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans, p. xiii] 
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