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Essay 2 AHAN7023 ASTRAL RELIGION

[bookmark: _Hlk7281213][bookmark: _Hlk7281378][bookmark: _Hlk7420199]Is Astrology a Material Religion

[bookmark: _GoBack]1 Introduction 

The question Is Astrology a Material Religion? immediately brings forward issues of definitions, raising questions such as: What is Astrology? What is Religion? Is Material Religion something different from Religion? or is the term Material Religion, as Simon Coleman has suggested, a ‘tautology’?[footnoteRef:1] This essay will explore whether it is possible to arrive at  a definitive answer by following the trail of definitions, and will then turn to look at the essay question from a different angle, through the framework of material religion studies, where the focus is on investigating how religion is made from the meeting of bodies, objects and space. It will consider the astrological natal chart from this angle – what it is, and how it’s used. It will investigate whether the natal chart can be a religious object, something ‘charged with culturally-specific sacred meanings’ – and if engagement with it by the astrologer is an example of material religious practice.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  ]  [2:  Material Religion: The Journal of Objects Art and Belief (Mater Relig Publisher: Bloomsbury Publishing Journal description] 


Definitions - The Thing Itself

Hildred Geertz begins her paper ‘An Anthropology of Religion and Magic’, by discussing the necessity of arriving at definitions, of defining ‘The Thing itself’ - in order to be able to place it into a category, to compare or contrast it with other things, to see what other things might belong in that category. She also discusses the difficulties of arriving at such a definition.[footnoteRef:3] For this essay, there are three immediate, pertinent definitions: religion, astrology, and material religion.  [3:  Hildred Geertz, An Anthropology of Religion and Magic, 1] 


Material Religion
Simon Coleman’s comment, noted above, in his essay ‘Material Religion, A Fruitful Tautology’ suggests Material Religion is not a discreet ‘Thing itself’, separate from Religion. He goes on to say that ‘religion is inherently material in its very constitution’, echoed by B. Meyer et al’s statement that ‘there is no such thing as an immaterial religion’ page 210 (see paper for footnote, says Meyer, 2008) because ‘religion is unable to do without things, places, or bodies.’ Following this logic, therefore, if there is no such thing as ‘a’ material religion, and if all religions are necessarily material, then to pursue the question of whether astrology is a material religion, it is necessary to address the question of whether or not astrology is a religion.

Religion
Difficulties in coming to an essentialist definition, of defining religion as one ‘thing’, have been noted by many scholars; Talal Asad, for example, (in Webb Keane paper) has noted that ‘there cannot be a universal definition of religion because any such definition is itself a historical and parochial product.’[footnoteRef:4] S116 William Herbrechtsmeier has written about the breadth of the debate, saying that ‘The definition of religion continues to be a matter of dispute among scholars. And I suspect that disagreement about the topic will persist so long as religion is studied in academic circles. [footnoteRef:5] Definitions can vary from very specific, such as Emile Durkheim’s (1858-1917) definition of a religion as necessarily involving ‘one single moral community called a Church’, to very broad: Mircea Eliade, for example, posited that ‘to live is to be religious’ page 5. ‘Religious’ is of course not identical with ‘a religion’; Yinger, prefers the term religious when he writes (1969: 89)’We will do well, I think, to speak in terms of a religious quality, present to greater of lesser degree in many situations, rather than of religions.’ De Vries and Weber prefer to look at practice, suggesting that ‘it is fruitful to approach religion as a practice of mediation between the levels of humans and some spiritual, divine, or transcendental force’[footnoteRef:6]. [4:  Webb Keane, ‘The evidence of the senses and the materiality of religion’ Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute (N.S.), S110-S127 (2008)]  [5:  Herbrechtsmeier, William, 'Buddhism and the Definition of Religion: One More Time',
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 1993, Vol. 32 no 1, p. 1.]  [6:  Birgit Meyer, David Morgan, Crispin Paine, S. Brent Plate, ‘The origin and mission of Material Religion’, Religion 40 (2010) 207-2011] 


Religion and astrology

Margaret Hone (1892-1969) wrote ‘there are as many angles of approach to astrology as to religion or art’.[footnoteRef:7] Nonetheless, Patrick Curry’s definition of astrology as ‘the practice of relating the heavenly bodies to lives and events on earth, and the tradition that has thus been generated’, [footnoteRef:8]is broad enough to cover Vedic astrology, with its rituals and statues, as well as newspaper Sun sign columns. Astrology in this essay will mostly refer to contemporary Western horoscopic astrology. [7:  Bernadette Brady, ]  [8:  Curry, Patrick, ‘Astrology’, in Boyd, Kelly (ed.) The Encyclopaedia of Historians and Historical Writing, 2 Vols. Longdon: Fitzroy Dearborn 1999, Vol. 1 pp 55-57 (p. 55)] 


Although, as has been explored in the essay so far, defining religion, and hence astrology as religion, is not a straightforward matter, individual astrologers may have clear ideas on whether astrology is, or is not, a religion. In a survey among astrologers, for example, Nicholas Campion, found that, astrologers’ response to the idea of astrology as a religion ‘was universally negative’.’[footnoteRef:9] He quotes Melanie Reinhart, who echoes Durkheim’s definition of religion as being necessarily involved with a Church, as saying ‘astrology is not a religion in any formal sense because you know there isn't a church and there aren't a whole set of prescribed rituals and moral codes and hierarchy of officials and all the rest of it. So in that sense it is not a religion.’ [9:  Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement
The Extent and Nature of Contemporary Belief in Astrology
Part 3
Chapter 13
Interviews with Astrologers ‘I asked Page 6] 


Other astrologers, however, such as Steven Forrest do assert that astrology is a religion; he notes that  ‘Insofar as it views cosmos, humans, and nature as being reigned over and guided by powers and forces from beyond, astrology is a religion’[footnoteRef:10], he continues, that astrology ‘cannot be separated from a metaphysical framework where dealing with the questions of the personal meaning of life for you and the nature of your spiritual path – those sound like religious categories to me.’ So far, then, exploring the question of whether astrology is a religion via definitions has only led to the conclusion that it all depends on the definition. [10:  Steve Forrest video] 

[bookmark: _Hlk7281176]
Another, possibly more ‘fruitful’ way – to borrow Coleman’s term - of looking at the question is offered by Brent Plate in his book Key Terms in Material Religion. He uses the term material religion to denote, not a distinct entity or ‘Thing Itself’ – ‘a’ material religion - but as a way of studying religion - as a specific type of ‘investigation’, ‘framework’, or ‘focus’. He portrays Material religion studies and practice as being concerned with objects, bodies, the senses, rather than things of the mind, and of the perspective offered by material religion studies being a way to rethink ‘the relations between the secular and the religious’ recognizing that boundaries may be fluid and that such things may be ‘more intertwined than we might at first be led to believe.’ Plate page 3 suggests that ‘To get to the heart of religious activities, we have to begin beyond what we usually think about when we think about religion.’ 
Looking at astrology through the lens of material religion studies, therefore, would be to look at what counts as religious objects, as  ‘images, devotional and liturgical objects, architecture and sacred space, works of arts and mass-produced artifacts’ in astrology, how they are experienced through the senses, as well as the ‘practices that put them to work’, such as ‘ritual, communication, ceremony, instruction, meditation, propaganda, pilgrimage, display, magic, liturgy and interpretation.’[footnoteRef:11] What, then, are astrology’s practices, and what objects does it use? [11:  www.religiousstudiesproject.com/podcast/podcast-david-morgan-on-material-religion/] 

The horoscope as a religious object, ‘charged with culturally-specific sacred meanings.’ [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Material Religion: The Journal of Objects Art and Belief] 


The practise of contemporary western astrology revolves around the object of the natal chart, as shown by Darrelyn Gunzburg’s fieldwork with astrologers. She found that p 183, that ‘Reading a natal horoscope forms the central core of a contemporary western astrologer’s consultation for a client.’[footnoteRef:13] Bernadette Brady in her own fieldwork also found that all the astrologers surveyed ‘constructed and worked with maps (ie horoscopes)’ P 49 and BB. Brady goes on to say that ‘It became apparent that … the map seemed to provide the base on which all other astrological philosophy and techniques stood … The diagrammatical horoscope itself appeared to be the prima materia of the astrologer’s world.’  [13:  Darrelyn Gunzburg, How do astrologers Read Charts,’ 183-201.] 

If the horoscope is the prima materia of astrology, it is easy to see the horoscope as a religious object, and its use as an expression of material religion, in the ancient form of an astrologer’s board. These were boards in Antiquity, made of lasting and expensive materials – ivory, stone, and perhaps glass,[footnoteRef:14] the destroyed remains of which have been found in various sites (one such board, at Grand in the village of Lorraine, was destroyed in AD 170) mostly near temples.[footnoteRef:15]  A description of one such – fictional - board in the Alexander romance describes it as being ‘made from ivory, ebony, gold and silver and … engraved with three zones.’ Onto this board the astrologer ‘poured out the seven stars and the horoscope made of eight artfully worked stones, and put together the miniature heaven.’ The passage goes on to describe which stones were used to represent which planets – Lapis Lazuli, for example, for Venus. These planetary gemstones are also spoken of by Liz Greene, who emphasizes the importance of colour and material which associated the stone with the god. She suggests such stones were understood  as ‘potent intermediar[ies] spanning the abyss between revealed and concealed worlds,’[footnoteRef:16] used in ‘theurgic efforts to transform the soul through a direct experience of divinity... the stones were dynamic participants in the ritual, ensuring that the god in the stone would join in.’ page 28  [14:  Evans page 10, Astrologer’s Apparatus]  [15: Navakona ]  [16:  Liz Greene, page 30 ‘God in the Stone’] 


The above descriptions give the impression of the ‘sensorium’ involved in consulting the astrologer’s board – the sensorium with which material religion concerns itself – colour, ritual, sight, possibly touch, the board of the horoscope becoming a sacred universe in its own right, one that contained and called down the gods. It is easy, here, to identify the astrologer’s board as a religious object, an object that is ‘charged with culturally-specific sacred meanings.’ But what about a modern horoscope, drawn on a sheet of paper, printed, or not, from a computer screen, or simply as an internal image? 

[image: ]

Figure 1 shows a modern horoscope, produced by computer software. It is made up of spheres, like the astrologer’s board, but in place of the precious gems are planetary glyphs, that nonetheless retain – in this software at least – an association of colour with the planets (Venus for example is blue, like the lapis lazuli described above, used with the astrologer’s board). The glyphs, which for many astrologers may simply be a useful shorthand, were associated with soul, spirit and body by Alan Leo (1860-1917). Liz Greene posits that the glyphs may be like ‘the Greek perception of Egyptian hierogliyphics – a word which literally means ‘divine inscription’ – and the understanding of these characters as a mode of symbolically representing aspects of the divine.’[footnoteRef:17] Similarly then, if less lavishly, the planetary glyphs may represent and even embody the divine in the same way as the planetary gems.  [17:  SIGNS, SIGNATURES, AND SYMBOLS:
THE LANGUAGES OF HEAVEN
Liz Greene, page 11] 


The horoscope as sacred map and sacred space 
In her paper ‘Imago Mundi’ Brady puts forward the argument that the horoscope is a sacred map. Whilst some astrologers describe the horoscope as a realistic map of the sky, calling it, for example, ‘a map of the exact moment of your birth,’ or ‘a snapshot of the heavens the moment you were born’ Brady covers the technical reasons why this is not so, noting the many critics of astrology who use what they see as an astrological ‘error’ in the horoscope as fodder to ridicule astrology as self-contradictory and nonsensical, even on its own terms. 

Instead, Brady suggests that the natal chart – unlike modern cartography – is, like medieval maps, ‘ as much concerned with philosophy and theology’ as with any literal geography. Brady thus defines the horoscope  

as a symbolic or sacred map suggestive of what Mircea Eliade defined as an imago mundi. That is to say a map of sacred space[footnoteRef:18]… such maps… placed the sacred or known world in the centre and enabled the individual to communicate with the transcendental world by a ritual iteration of the moment of birth or origin of the world. This constant activity of returning to the moment of origin placed the map, in Eliade’s opinion, in circular time, which he defined as sacred time…’ (See BB for footnotes. Eliade: page 55   [18:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans and ed. Willard R. Trask (1957; repr. London: Harcourt, Inc., 1987, pp. 42, 70, in Bernadette Brady, ‘The Horoscope as an ‘Imago Mundi’: Rethinking the Nature of the astrologer’s Map’. Nick Campion & Liz Greene (eds.) Astrologies, Plurality and Diversity, University of Wales Trinity Saint David (Lampeter: Sophia Centre Press, 2011) p. 47.
] 


In this passage we have not just the idea of the horoscope as a sacred map, but also as a sacred place - a place of communication, and a place of ritual. In Brady’s reading of Eliade it is possible to see the map as a place of ongoing pilgrimage, whereby the astrologer engages with the horoscope in order to return, again and again, to their own origin. 

As mentioned earlier, when looking at the astrologer’s board and glyphs, the horoscope can also be used as a place to call in ‘the gods’ – however the individual astrologer conceives of them. Greene, for example, suggests that some astrologers of the astrologers who still draw the birth chart by hand because ‘something’ happens when these figures are inscribed by the astrologer’ may be ‘albeit unconsciously … invoking the heavenly powers’ that are embodied in the glyphs. Darrelyn Gunzburg, looking at how astrologers read charts, noted that ‘Some authors of astrological texts suggest that the activity of reading a natal horoscope for a client evokes mystery of the divine.’[footnoteRef:19] Gunzburg concludes that the ritual of making the horoscope, and the space the horoscope provides, allow for the imagination to come forward into the astrological session. James Hillman, in a lecture on astrology, called the mathematical aspect of astrology ‘mumbo jumbo’ which was nonetheless necessary for the theurgic ritual that he considered astrology. Whatever speaks through the chart – whether it is the divine, or, in Hillman’s case, the Soul, or in Gunzburg’s conclusion, the imagination - the construction of the natal chart is seen a vital ritual, that provides a space, a time, a window through which ‘the other’ can enter. As Hillman suggested, [footnoteRef:20] ‘we can let the chart work like a mantra which affords revelations that gaze into the beyond, a map of the unseen …’ As an object, therefore, the horoscope has been shown to, at least at times, a religious object, one that is interacted with through the body, vision and imagination of the astrologer to make astrology happen, sometimes providing a place of ritual, sometimes opening a space for the divine – however it is named – to enter, and sometimes providing a sacred space that the astrologer can imaginatively enter, a place, even, of pilgrimage. [19:  Darrelyn, Gunzburg, ‘How do Astrologers Read Charts?’ 183-20?]  [20:  James Hillman, Churaqui, page 8. Appendix ] 


Can the use of the natal chart not be material religion
In the above paragraphs the natal chart/horoscope has been explored as a sacred object which astrologers engage with – often in an explicitly ‘religious’ or ‘spiritual’ way as a core part of the astrological reading, as an example of astrology as material religion. This raises the opposite question, however, to the essay question, that is, can astrology ever not be material religion?  If the horoscope is, as Brady has argued, a sacred map, is there a way of engaging with it as an object that does constitute not material religion? Steven Forrest, an astrologer quoted at the beginning of this essay, who does see his practise as religious, nonetheless believes that astrology, and hence the encounter of astrologer and horoscope, can be entirely non-religious. He offers the example of a hypothetical financial astrologer, one ‘who practices in an existentialist, value-neutral framework and universe’ that uses the horoscope simply to try to pinpoint the best time or place to make more money. In Forrest’s opinion, this is astrology that is not religious. Mohan offers a similar conclusion, in his considering of the Catholic Mass and what he terms the ‘Imaginary’. He states that 

‘Nothing is considered real by the subject unless it is shaped as such by the ‘Imaginary’, that is, by institutionalized images. The Imaginary of the Catholic devotee turns bread and wine into the real body and blood of Christ. The unbeliever, who has a different Imaginary, will not see or feel anything divine in the Eucharist. He or she will perceive no more than real bread and wine. It cannot be said that the Catholic has an Imaginary and that the unbeliever has none. Both construct images to give shape to their experience and are equally shaped by them. But they are different ones.’ Page 377

For Mohan then, there would be nothing inherently sacred in the natal chart unless it is so shaped by the ‘Imaginary’ of the astrologer; if it is not sacred to the astrologer, then it is not sacred and nothing of a religious nature is engaged when such an astrologer interacts with it. Page 377

Webb Keane offers a slightly different viewpoint. He concludes that 

the category of religion must be capable of including not just the ardently faithful but the bored schoolboy who has memorized a credo which he recites by rote.

In other words, if astrology is religious, then it remains so when ‘performed’, no matter what the individual beliefs of the astrologer. Bonnie Wheeler proposes something similar in her study of pilgrimage, challenging the idea of pilgrimage as being characterized as believers coming together with a common purpose; she speaks instead of ‘confluence’ a term that embraces the fact that ‘human desires are never uncomplicated, never entirely direct.’ She describes people engaging in material religion for a multiplicity of motives ‘guilt, gratefulness … to beg for help … health … to avoid debts … to make money.’ [footnoteRef:21] Seen in this light, the hypothetical astrologer, despite his ‘existential, value-neutral’ cosmology, and purely mundane, materialistic intentions, could nonetheless still be seen as engaging in material religious practices in his financial forecasting.  [21:  Bonnie Wheeler, ‘Models of Pilgrimage: From Communitas to Confluence’ Journal of Ritual Studies 13(2) 1999, 26-37 (page 35)] 


Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk7429041]The question of whether or not astrology is a material religion is a difficult one to answer, as the very structure of the question posits astrology, material religion and religion as definable, distinct categories. The positioning of material religion this way is also problematic, as in the works of the writers quoted here, material religion is portrayed in a different way – not as a type of religion, but as either a way of studying religion, a particular focus, or as a way of practising religion. Having reached the conclusion that, with a broad definition of religion as astrology could be seen as a religion, this essay went on to look through the lens of material religion at the astrological natal horoscope, what it is, ways in which it can be considered sacred, and the ways in which astrologers engage with it – that is how the body of the astrologer meets the images and the sacred space encountered in the object of the horoscope. Although it is not possible to draw global conclusions, it was clear that the horoscope can be seen as a sacred object, engaged with through sight – and sometimes to The question of whether or not astrology is a material religion is a difficult one to answer, as the very structure of the question posits astrology, material religion and religion as definable, distinct categories. The positioning of material religion this way is also problematic, as in the works of the writers quoted earlier in this essay, material religion is portrayed in a different way – not as a type of religion, but as either a way of studying religion, a particular focus, or as a way of practising religion that involves objects, the body, and the senses. Having reached the conclusion that, with a broad definition of religion, astrology could be seen as a religion, this essay went on to look through the lens of material religion at the astrological natal horoscope: what it is, ways in which it can be considered sacred, and the ways in which astrologers engage with it. Although it is not possible to draw global conclusions, it was clear that the horoscope can be seen as a sacred object, engaged with through sight – and sometimes touch – a sight that can be inner as well as outer. It is an object that can be meditated upon, gazed into, perhaps journeyed into in the imagination or through an inner ‘pilgrimage’, and even seen through. It can provide space for ritual, as well as sacred space. If astrology is a religion, then it is through this interaction with the natal chart that that religion is made. 
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