Sabrina Imbrogno 2007138
Word Count: 3,530	




Discuss how classical notions of soul are reflected in astrology

Introduction
This essay will utilize an Aristotelian-Ptolemaic framework to consider how a classical notion of soul was conceived and employed within an astrological context. Notions of soul will be defined through examination of Aristotle’s discourse, On the Soul, and through Claudius Ptolemy’s astrological treatise, Tetrabiblos.[footnoteRef:1] The interrelationships between soul, astrology, fate, determinism, and fortune also will be considered throughout this essay. [1:  Aristotle, On the Soul, trans. W.S. Hett (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957); Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. F.E. Robbins (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1940).] 

In Claudius Ptolemy’s time, astronomy and astrology were conjoined disciplines; however, Ptolemy did appear to make a distinction between observation with intent to understand ‘order’ from that which investigates the heavens for another purpose: two forms of prediction were noted, 1) ‘both in order and in effectiveness…whereby…aspects of the movements of sun, moon, and stars in relation to each other and to the earth’ and 2) ‘by means of the natural character of these aspects themselves we investigate the changes which they bring about in that which they surround’.[footnoteRef:2] A modern conception of astrology aligns with Ptolemy’s second definition where meaning was assigned to the movement of celestial objects with regard to people and events on Earth and follows a similar distinction between astronomical measurement and observation with astrological application of meaning to astronomical bodies, also supported by Campion.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book I.1.]  [3:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (NYU Press, 2012), p. 11.; Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, (London, New York: Bloomsbury, 2008), Vol 1, pp. x-xi.] 

Evander McGilvary, in his paper Freedom and Necessity in Human Affairs made the distinction between fatalism and determinism clear: he stated that determinism assumes ‘every natural event is caused by preceding natural events and that in its turn it is the cause of later events.’ Therefore, determinism was conditional and predicated on past action or events. In this context, choice (free will) was an event and therefore falls within the bounds of determinism.[footnoteRef:4] He went on to clarify that determinism does not imply fatalism and explains that fate implies predetermined outcomes that are inevitable—there is no choice, and the future circumstance cannot be overcome or altered. In this essay, the terms fortune, chance, and luck were considered as random happenings without moral implications which fell outside the realm of fate or determinism.     [4:  Evander B. McGilvary, ‘Freedom and Necessity in Human Affairs’, International Journal of Ethics, 45 (1935), pp.381-382.] 

A search for the number of instances of ‘soul’ and selected terms related to fatalism, determinism, and happenstance was undertaken to highlight conceptual areas of commonality and variance between the two primary texts and to glean insights into suggested implications for their notions of soul. (Table 1). Due to the frequent employment of the word ‘soul’ within Aristotle’s thesis, the number of passages within which the word was found has been provided. The remaining counts reflect the number of instances provided by electronic search utilizing the Loeb Classics online library. 

[image: ]
Table 1. A summary of the number of occurrences of selected terms found within two primary source texts. Loeb Classics online search. Compiled by: Sabrina Imbrogno

The first section of this essay will define soul outside of an astrological framework through Aristotle’s discourse regarding soul. The second section will examine the application of soul within an astrological framework as conceived within the Tetrabiblos and whether Ptolemy’s application of Aristotle’s cosmology modified Aristotle’s conception of soul will also be considered.  

The Aristotelian Soul
As a means of defining a classical notion of soul, an examination of Aristotle’s translated text, On the Soul, was undertaken. Aristotle (c. 384-22 BCE), son of a royal physician and disaffected student of Plato, paved the way for a foundational turning point within Greek philosophy; that of methodological observation rooted in sensory experience.[footnoteRef:5] Andrew Gregory in his paper, William Harvey, Aristotle and astrology, noted that Aristotle’s body of work did not seem to contain evidence of a zodiac, birth dates, or the implication of the heavens influencing ‘human fate or character’, but that others, notably Claudius Ptolemy, used Aristotle’s cosmology to assemble a horoscopic astrology; and while no evidence of Aristotle’s views on astrology was noted, his ideas influenced Ptolemy.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Arthur Herman, The Cave and the Light: Plato versus Aristotle and the struggle for the soul of Western civilization (New York, Random House, 2013), pp.41-42.]  [6:  Andrew Gregory, ‘William Harvey, Aristotle and astrology’, The British Journal for the History of Science, 47 (2014), p.205.] 

For Aristotle, soul imparted life, ‘that which has soul is distinguished from that which has not by living.’ [footnoteRef:7] Without a soul, the ‘natural body’ was a husk, a potential, awaiting its completion or ‘actuality.’ [footnoteRef:8] He suggested that soul was mortal and imperfect and could not exist outside the body, ‘it is quite clear, then, that neither the soul nor certain parts of it, if it has parts, can be separated from the body.’[footnoteRef:9] There appear contradictions, however, in relation to the divisibility of the soul throughout the text; in one section, soul was described as consisting of three parts:  the nutritive—food and reproductive needs common to all living creatures; the sensitive—sense perceptions; and the thinking—the mind, described as ‘uncontaminated’ by the other parts.[footnoteRef:10] While the soul as a whole was discussed in terms of parts, the parts were explicitly stated to be inseparable from one another.[footnoteRef:11]    [7:  Aristotle, On the Soul, Book II, 413a20.]  [8:  Aristotle, On the Soul, Book II.412a20.]  [9:  Aristotle, On the Soul, Book II.413a5.]  [10:  Arthur Herman, The Cave and the Light, pp. 51, 57; Aristotle, On the Soul, Book II.415a20 and Book III.429a10.]  [11:  Aristotle, On the Soul, Book I.411b30, I.413B13-32.] 

In relation to death, Aristotle noted that one part of the soul did survive—the thinking, the intellect (logos)—that part not tied to senses or passions.[footnoteRef:12] Arthur Herman explained that the Aristotelian soul can be understood as ‘potential intellect; that the soul is activated at birth by the senses, and that at death, the soul remixes with ‘Universal Intelligence’.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Aristotle, On the Soul, Book I.403a3-25, esp. 5-16.]  [13:  Arthur Herman, The Cave and the Light, p. 229.] 

Thus, the Aristoteian soul was embedded in the physical, but was not of the physical world, 

…the soul cannot exist without the body, but is not itself in any sense a body. It is not a body, it is associated with a body, and therefore resides in a body…’[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Aristotle, On the Soul, Book II.414a20.] 


Following Aristotle’s definitions, two parts of the soul could inherently be subjected to the deterministic laws of cause and effect and perhaps also to chance—the nutritive and sensitive—as they are bound to the material world. The notion of the third and unique part of Aristotle’s conception of soul—the thinking—that part capable of retaining intelligence and remixing into a pool of universal intelligence would have had to exist outside of natural physical existence, therefore suggesting it was not subject to determinism. Aristotle’s notion of a soul, comprised of functionally diverse parts, could have opened the door for Ptolemy’s incorporation of the concepts of ‘fate’ and ‘destiny’ copresent with ideas of determinism and fortune, as suggested in Table 1. 
In summary for Aristotle, soul imparted life, it could not be separated from the body; therefore, it was part of the physical world, but not fully of it. An aspect of the soul, the intellect, survived the death of the body. These characteristics of soul will be considered relative to Ptolemy’s application of it within an astrological context.

Soul Applied to Astrology: Tetrabiblos
Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, written in the second century BCE, was a foundational western astronomical text for over a millennium.[footnoteRef:15] Arthur Herman described Aristotle’s metaphysical and astronomical ideas as reaching culmination in ‘the treatise of the great Ptolemy’; he explained that the astronomical concepts laid by Aristotle and put into practice by Ptolemy functioned as Europe’s foundational text until the time of the Renaissance.[footnoteRef:16] Mark Riley in his paper, Theoretical and Practical Astrology: Ptolemy and His Colleagues, noted Ptolemy’s focus on predictive, geographical, and natural astrology—all of which deemphasized the individual, when compared to other forms of astrology such as electional or interrogational, which required focus be placed on the needs of an individual.[footnoteRef:17] Electional astrology can be considered as the selection of auspicious days and times for specific activities by horoscopic analysis; and interrogational astrology, the asking of a specific question with intention to discern an answer from horoscopic investigation—both lending pragmatic approaches to address daily human concerns. Riley remarked that Ptolemy’s astrology was aligned with theoretical investigation and observation more so than with an everyday practice of astrology, concluding that Ptolemy’s historical renown came not from a practical astrology, but from a fusion of astrological theory and science.[footnoteRef:18] Ptolemy’s theoretical approach to astrology may have limited the importance placed on soul within Tetrabiblos as a soul is inherently connected with an individual. [15:  Ptolemy, Introduction to Tetrabiblos, pp. vii-xxiv.]  [16:  Arthur Herman, The Cave and the Light, p. 94.]  [17:  Mark Riley, ‘Theoretical and Practical Astrology: Ptolemy and His Colleagues’, Transactions of the American Philological Association, 117 (1987), pp. 236-237.  ]  [18:  Mark Riley, ‘Theoretical and Practical Astrology’, pp. 237, 247, 255.] 

The first use of the word ‘soul’, in book I of Tetrabiblos, questions why the circumstances at birth should not be used to understand a person’s body and personality and went on to state that circumstances affecting the body and soul can in fact be understood through horoscopic analysis.[footnoteRef:19] Ptolemy went on to acknowledge astrology’s ability to prognosticate and permit a comprehensive understanding of the soul and the body; he noted, ‘…prognostication by astronomical means is possible…it concerns the original endowments of faculties and activities of soul and body…’, and he included the ability to use astrology to understand disease, length of life, and other areas of life involving the soul.[footnoteRef:20] Here, the soul and body were addressed separately, suggesting that each contained its own attributes, activities, and disposition toward disease. The passages implicated soul as discernable within the birth chart and that it could be understood as distinct from the body.  [19:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book I.6.]  [20:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book I.10.] 

Ptolemy revealed that the body is formed prior to the soul and that the soul showed ‘the characters conferred upon it by the first cause…’, and only later that ‘external accidental qualities’ come to pass.[footnoteRef:21] This signaled that Ptolemy’s conception of soul may be subject to both fatalism and determinism. This may be further reinforced by his assertion that man can be affected by two kinds of fate: divine fate—'unchangeable destiny’ set by the movement of the planets; and ‘mutable fate’—influenced by the movement of the planets but able to be altered by the natural order of necessity.[footnoteRef:22] The suggestion made by the acknowledgment of both an unchangeable and changeable future suggested a compatibilist framework from which a soul would function. The following passage from Tetrabiblos provided further support for this inference, [21:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book III.142.]  [22:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book I.11.] 


In somewhat summary fashion it has been shown how prognostication by astronomical means is possible, and that it can go no further than what happens in the ambient and the consequences to man from such causes—that is, it concerns the original endowments of faculties and activities of soul and body, their occasional diseases, their endurance for a long or a short time, and, besides, all external circumstances that have a directive and natural connection with the original gifts of nature, such as property and marriage in the case of the body and honour and dignities in that of the soul, and finally what befalls them from time to time.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book I.9-10.] 


The ’original gifts of nature’ allotted to the body suggested the natural deterministic laws of cause-effect, as it was stated in contrast to ‘honour and dignity’, assigned to the soul, suggesting fated attributes which the individual did not choose. The concept of chance or luck seemed to be referred to in ‘what befalls them from time to time.’ Thus, all three concepts of fatalism, determinism, and happenstance seemed to have the potential to affect the body and soul within a Ptolemaic astrological framework. 
Conversely in Aristotle, the examination of one instance of the use of the term ‘force’ proved insightful for understanding soul within the context of determinism and its ability to act of its own volition,

There would be a further difficulty in deciding what is the unifying principle, for the elements correspond to matter, and the force, whatever it is, which combines them is supreme; but it is impossible that anything should be superior to and control the soul, or (a fortiori) the mind; for it is reasonable to suppose that the mind is by nature original and dominant, but they say that the elements are the first of all existing things.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Aristotle, On the Soul, Book I.410b15.] 


Thus, fatalism appeared to be argued against with respect to soul outside of an astrological context. Aristotle acknowledged the lack of adequate explanation for force but argued that all movement is natural and made possible by force suggesting an inseparable linkage between a result and its mechanism—force.[footnoteRef:25] This reasoning reinforced previously noted suggestions that the Aristotelian soul was subject to the natural unfolding of a deterministic world and was not constrained by a predetermined fate; this is contrary to Ptolemy’s inclination to confer a compatibilist framework upon the soul. [25:  Aristotle, On the Soul, Book I.406.25.] 

In the Tetrabiblos, the soul housed the intellect and was separate from the body—this functional distinction was evident within Ptolemy’s astrological system.[footnoteRef:26]  One could ascertain the qualities of the rational soul pertaining to intellect, reason, and the mind by examining the ‘condition’ of Mercury within the horoscope; and that the qualities of the irrational parts of the soul—those pertaining to the body and the senses—could be understood via examination of the Moon.[footnoteRef:27] Ptolemy continued by stating that the condition of Mercury and the Moon and any other planets configured to them ‘contribute much to the character of the soul’. So, too, were the Sun and the four horoscopic angles (ascendant, midheaven, descendant, and imum coeli) designated as having importance in discerning how the soul functioned. Indications of disease which ‘affect the character of the soul’ could be understood by examination of how Mercury and the Moon were configured to one another, to the four angles, and to the two malefic planets (Saturn and Mars).[footnoteRef:28] In another passage he noted that Mars ‘introduces severity and misery into life, and implants cares and troubles in the soul and in the body’.[footnoteRef:29] Ptolemy credited the malefic planets with the ability to directly afflict the rational part of the soul.[footnoteRef:30] In addition to the placement of the luminaries (Sun and Moon) and the planets and their configurations, Ptolemy also noted that the ‘places’ (12 horoscopic areas of life or houses) and sect (day or night birth) played a role in determining the character of the soul.[footnoteRef:31] [26:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book II.64.]  [27:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book III.154-155.]  [28:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book III.168.]  [29:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book IV.206.]  [30:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book III.171.]  [31:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book III.156-157.] 

The astrological application of soul, in Tetrabiblos, was presented as discernable by analysis of the horoscope suggesting a degree of fatalism. That Ptolemy’s notion of soul was subject to both fate and cause-effect seemed to contradict that of Aristotle. Arthur Herman, in The Cave and the Light, who discussed Aristotle’s philosophy and its reliance on physical experience as the primary means by which to understand the world and our place in it, stated that Aristotle’s philosophy was one of causation where morality was relative, and the potential of a future (teleology) trumped the past condition of any thing.[footnoteRef:32] Herman noted that soul was changeable due to its inclusory composition of the senses and desires (the nutritive and sensitive).[footnoteRef:33] Change, therefore, was viewed as inevitable, natural, and possible without the loss of identity: all matter was seen as in a continuous state of Becoming—change.[footnoteRef:34]  [32:  Arthur Herman, The Cave and the Light, pp. 41-58.]  [33:  Arthur Herman, The Cave and the Light, pp. 47-49.]  [34:  Arthur Herman, The Cave and the Light, p. 47.] 

Aristotle’s notion of soul was embedded in the material and its continuous state of change functioned as a catalyst in achieving a tangible end, thereby emphasising an intrinsic determinism at work, which included soul as it existed within the natural world. This inherent determinism, suggested by Aristotle, seemed to negate the possibility of fated outcomes, as suggested by the absence of related terms within the text. Additionally, the chosen search terms of ‘fate’, ‘providence’ and ‘destiny’ were not evident in Aristotle’s treatise On the Soul, as documented in Table 1. Thus, the application of an astrological framework around soul appeared to require the inclusion of some degree of fatalism.
A closer consideration of the selected terms related to fatalism, determinism, and happenstance further substantiated a dynamical interplay between these concepts in relation to one’s experience of life. Ptolemy’s use of ‘fate’ suggested that worldly circumstances, especially those concerning illness to the body, were subject to both the natural laws of cause and effect and to predetermined factors; he explained that the nature of the cause determines the extent of its effect and similarly, that preexistent horoscopic factors could mitigate or make more severe a circumstance or illness. Thus, Ptolemy’s astrology suggested that both deterministic and fated conditions were reflected in the birth chart.[footnoteRef:35]   [35:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book I.13-14.] 

‘Destiny’ seemed to be used differently from ‘fate’ and appeared only twice within the same paragraph. In these instances, ‘destiny’ seemed to refer to the physical circumstances into which one is born; Ptolemy stated, 

…a more general destiny takes precedence of all particular considerations, namely, that of country of birth, to which the major details of a geniture are naturally subordinate, such as the topics of the form of the body, the character of the soul…[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book IV.203.] 


Here, Ptolemy made evident that in horoscopic analysis, soul played a subordinate role to the geographical location in which the individual was born—the characteristics imparted by location superseded and influenced the soul.
Concepts related to determinism were considered next: ‘necessity’ was used in three of the five instances to contrast the fatalism of divine allotments with those of necessity; ‘soul’ was not directly referred to in these passages. Ptolemy states,

…those which are provided with resistant forces are easily averted, while those that are not follow the primary natural causes, to be sure, but this is due to ignorance and not to the necessity of almighty power.[footnoteRef:37]  [37:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book I.12.] 


In subsequent passages containing the word ‘necessity’, Ptolemy suggested that planetary conditions and configurations at birth did not alone account for how circumstances were experienced; that there was an interplay between the horoscopic conditions and configurations of the planets and the natural unfolding of causative earthly events.[footnoteRef:38] The other two instances used ‘necessity’ in context as having to know or do something out of obligation.[footnoteRef:39]  [38:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Books I.11, III.106.]  [39:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Books I.5, IV.208.] 

The other selected search term related to determinism, ‘force’, was used in six of the nine instances to refer conceptually to ideas related to strength of influence.[footnoteRef:40] In the other two instances, ‘force’ was used in a manner similar to ‘necessity’ in that it described a deterministic consequence which was subordinate to the ‘universal and primary underlying cause’ of any event.[footnoteRef:41] Ptolemy states,  [40:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Books I.18, I.20, I.22, III.152, IV.196, IV.212.]  [41:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book II.99.] 


The force of nature takes its course without hindrance when the primary natures are concerned, an opinion has been produced that absolutely all future events are inevitable and unescapable.[footnoteRef:42]  [42:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book I.15.] 


This passage seemed to acknowledge that while the natural law of cause and effect was not preventable, nor were outcomes absolute. The allowance of choice within deterministic causality provided avenues for the amelioration or deterioration of a circumstance with regard to the body and the soul, within the Ptolemaic astrological framework.
Lastly, the terms designated as related to happenstance were considered with respect to soul and astrology: the three instances when ‘chance’ and ‘soul’ were copresent within passages of the Tetrabiblos, the terms were not used in tandem. In passage 1.6, Ptolemy stated that the prognostic art of astrology did not involve ‘chance’; however, in a following passage, he seemingly allowed for the confluence of fate, determinism, and chance:

Rather is it true that the movement of the heavenly bodies, to be sure, is eternally performed in accordance with divine, unchangeable destiny, while the change of earthly things is subject to a natural and mutable fate, and in drawing its first causes from above it is governed by chance and natural sequence.[footnoteRef:43]  [43:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Books I.6 and IV.206.] 


Thus, conflicting suggestions were provided with regard to the notion of chance. The term ‘fortune’, instead, related to monetary riches, good luck, and a calculated horoscopic point referred to throughout the text as the Lot of Fortune. The word ‘luck’ was not found in the translated text. Ptolemy’s use of ‘fortune’ in connection to soul reinforced the previous distinctions made between body and soul, while adding a degree of fatalism to a term which was selected, perhaps mistakenly in this essay, as a search term synonymous with ‘chance’ and ‘luck’. Ptolemy noted that, ‘as material fortune is associated with properties of body, so honour belongs to those of the soul’.[footnoteRef:44] Again, seemingly reinforcing a difference in the qualities allotted to the body and the soul. [44:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book IV Introduction, Book 1.9-10.] 

Daryn Lehoux in his paper Tomorrow’s News Today: Astrology, Fate, and the Way Out, noted Ptolemy’s allowance of nondeterministic factors within his astrological framework.[footnoteRef:45] Lehoux’s assertions supported that Ptolemy’s astrology was broadly deterministic, but allowed for factors outside of an individual’s control play a role in the unfolding of their life. Thus, Ptolemy continued to distinguish the body from the soul throughout his astrological framework, while reinforcing a dynamic interplay between fatalism and determinism and seemingly minimizing the importance of random chance events within the body-soul complex or the horoscope without excluding the notion of chance events altogether. [45:  Daryn Lehoux, ‘Tomorrow’s News Today: Astrology, Fate, and the Way Out’, Representations, 95 (2006), pp. 115-116.] 


Conclusion
An Aristotelian-Ptolemaic framework was utilized to define and consider a classical notion of soul within an astrological context. An interrelationship between fate, determinism, and happenstance was suggested in relation to the Ptolemaic conception of soul and its use within his astrological system. Despite Ptolemy’s application of an Aristotelean cosmology, Ptolemy’s notion of soul appeared altered: while both adhered to conceptions of soul subject to determinism, Aristotle, outside of an astrological context, did not seem to connect themes of fate or happenstance with soul. Alternately, Ptolemy’s compatibilist astrological framework indicated that an interplay between determinism, fatalism, and happenstance were factors in understanding the unfolding of events, where the physical world and the body would be subjected to all three factors. 
Ptolemy’s astrology was not found to be soul-centered, although the characteristics of the soul were discernable via horoscopic analysis. His astrology appeared to be predominately centered in the unfolding of events led by astronomical predispositions and worldly unfolding of causes and their natural subsequent effects. Ptolemy’s conception of soul was embedded in the material world due to its habitation in and manifestation through the body and, thus, provided a potential avenue for soul to also be subject to random happenstance. 
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