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7. Does astrology provide the basis for a theory of history?

Word Count: 2986
In his seminal work The Postmodern Condition, French philosopher Jean Lyotard wrote that ‘post modernism is characterized by a rejection of metanarratives’.
 For Lyotard, metanarratives were theories of history like Progress, Enlightenment, Emancipation, and Marxism, that, loosely, sought to impose a ‘totalizing’ theoretical perspective on history.
 Highly controversial, particularly under the purview of postmodern opposition, metanarratives are often based in a combination of progressive and cyclical principles, and assume that historical events are related and constitute part of a greater narrative.
 Despite the dense critical response they illicit however, it is clear that metanarrative historiographies remain an important function of historiographical debate.
 Their theoretical frameworks also present an important cause for considering that astrology may be read as a historiographical model. Owing to a few key features, including its presumption of cyclical patterns, the conditions of its practical use, its intended effects, it is possible that astrology provides a historiographical theory, resembling a metanarrative in its scope. 
 Regardless of whether or not astrology actually proposes an effective historiographical model, it is difficult to argue that astrology lacks experience in forming the foundational underpinning of some historiographical theories, most evident in the numerous iterations of the Great Conjunction theory that have appeared throughout history. Developed over nearly the whole course of astrology’s existence, the Great Conjunction theory proposes that great conjunctions of astrology’s outermost planets (including Jupiter and Saturn in traditional astrology, and later Uranus, Neptune and Pluto) marked the timely and symbolic progression of historical movements.
 Importantly, notable astrologers as Abu Ma’shar, Pierre D’Ailly, Roger Bacon, and Richard Tarnas, have all contributed to the philosophical canon that explains how astrology might serve as a way to chart the meaning and purpose of historical events. Their works, inseparable from each other’s influence, suggest that astrology can constitute a metanarrative historiography. Through the course of evaluating these works, including Roger Bacon’s Opus Majus, Pierre D’Ailly’s collected works, and Richard Tarnas’ Cosmos and Psyche, it will be apparent that astrology has constantly offered a relatively consistent theoretical framework for rationalizing historical principles, amounting to what is evidently, a metanarrative historiography. 
What is a Metanarrative?

In their Retelling Stories, Framing Culture, John Stephens and Robyn McCallum define metanarrative as “a global or totalizing cultural narrative schema which orders and explains knowledge and experience.”
 Their definition suits our precedent understanding presented by Lyotard: that metanarratives apply broad narrative schemes meant to order the readers understanding of history. As an example, Karl Marx’s theories— that the cycles of capitalism would lead to a revolution and the installation of an ‘unalienated society of abundance’—were underpinned by the ideological position that history was evolving by means of an intentional process.
 Now, in order to consider how certain astrological treatises have contributed to historiography, it is important to land on a set of defining terms for what should be considered a metanarrative. Following the postmodern delineation and some preliminary evaluation of other related frameworks, it seems consistent that a metanarrative claims to explain various events in history by giving them meaning, and applying them to a universal principle. 
 In service of that aim metanarratives tend to consist of:

a. a theoretical basis for the historiographical claim, 


b. technical devices that prove that claim, and 


c. a practical use of the claim.

This paper will now consider the degree to which astrology resembles a metanarrative.  
Great Conjunction Theories
Astrological Great Conjunction theories are consistently used throughout history to consider historical trends. In theory, changes in the alignment of the slower moving planets (Saturn and Jupiter in traditional astrology, with the addition of Uranus, Neptune and Pluto in more recent iterations) relate to certain archetypally relevant cultural and epochal changes.
 Pioneered by Babylonian and Arabic astrologers, the theory has been undertaken variously throughout the historical development of the astrological canon. What follows are a number of examples of different practical applications of what might be called astrological historiography: 
Abu Ma’shar and Platonic Roots
In the ancient world, historiography was largely based in cyclical models. In his What Happened to History, Willie Thompson explains that classical Western historiography operated largely under “the presumption that the course of history was not linear, that it moved in cycles: what occurred in the past would occur again in the future.”
 This suggestion, that an ability to know the patterns of the past would result in an ability to predict the future, is foundational for how astrologers would market the use of astrology in their historiography. As is often the case with astrological theory, Platonic philosophy offers an additional bedrock. In his Timaeus, Plato refers to the planets as chronators, highlighting their purpose as time keepers.
 In so doing, Plato presents a theoretical basis for those who would attempt to track the cyclical patterns apparently inherent within history, using the planetary movements as benchmarks. Following this theory, Arabic astrologer Abu Ma’shar assumed that various Great Conjunctions of Saturn and Jupiter, that occurred with nearly every 900 years would entail dominant cultural changes.
 He writes that “the conjunction of the two superior planets necessitate something in the changes of religions and dynasties, […] the occurrence of important matters, the change of the kingdom.’
 Implicit in Abu Ma’shar’s philosophy here is the belief that the patterns of the Saturn-Jupiter conjunctions offer insight both on the historical narrative of the death of kings and revolution of the eras, andsubsequent predictions as to when those same transitions might happen again in the future. To put these revelations in terms of the aforementioned understanding of metanarrative historiography, Abu Ma’sharks supposition of the Great Conjunction theory:

a. operates on a theoretical model set out by a Platonic definition of the 


planets as chronators, 

b. relies on the critical analysis and technical applications of planetary 


aspects in the past and into the future. 

and c. is used to relate potential futures based on a precedent.
Roger Bacon and Pierre D’Ailly
Following Abu Ma’shar’s inquiry, there were a number of medieval astrologers who proposed that the Great Conjunction theory not only posed an effective way to chart the past, and predict the future, but that it also had the ability to corroborate Christian chronology.
 In his Opus Maius, English philosopher Roger Bacon wrote an explication of his work with Astrology (among some of his other studies) to Pope Clement IV. Notably, in the work, Bacon expressed the importance of employing the Great Conjunction theory of historiography to predict the coming of future dangers to the Church.
 Drawing heavily, if not directly from Abu Mashar’s initial inquiry, Roger Bacon noted that by comparing the planetary positions ‘with the political events of such a date we, obtain methods for forecasting future events.”
 In practice, Bacon used planetary placements in conjunction with historical events in order to simultaneously perceive the meaning of that event prescribed by the planets involved, and also in order to determine how future events under the same conjunction might manifest. 
 Inevitably, Bacon also saw the ability within the model of the Great Conjunction theory to affirm religious chronology, particularly in the case of predicting the coming of the antichrist.
 Carrying the banner of Bacon’s adaptation, French theologian Pierre D’Ailly sought to equally use astrology as a historiographical model. In his view, history proved the truth of astrology, and so, in turn, astrology has the potential to reveal the broad patterns of history.
 This theoretical stance aligns D’Ailly’s assumptions with the prior writings of Abu Ma’shar and Bacon, who equally advocated for the reason that the past can predict the future.
 Understanding this, it is important to consider how closely the work of these philosophers resembles a metanarrative historiography. Firstly, the theoretical underpinnings of Bacon and D’Ailly’s work with astrological historiography remain relatively unchanged from their initial appearances in Ma’shar’s initial inquiry.
 It is the same idea that the planets function as markers of social, and in this case, christian epochal cycles. Similarly, the narrative is dependent on the ability to relate historical events to recurrent planetary cycles, proving another close relation to Abu Ma’shars inquiry. Finally, the astrological metanarrative at play in this context attempts to understand the past, and assume safety in predicting the general course of the future based on the cyclical nature of history. In the case of these medieval astrological inquires then, the great conjunction theory amounts to a method for evaluating the past based on a universal principle, the archetype of a metanarrative.
Richard Tarnas and Modern Astrological Historiography
 Following the discovery of three major outer planets (Uranus in 1781, Neptune in 1846, and Pluto in 1930), the applications of the Great Conjunction theory were expanded. 
 Following developments in the way astrology was practiced, accounting for the new additions, astrologers began to consider their implications for extant astrological theories, including astrological historiography, Richard Tarnas’ Cosmos and Psyche is a crucial text in the effort to understanding how astrologers have attempted to modernize the Great Conjunction theory in the modern day. Tarnas’ text proposes a historiographical model that expands on prior theories enacted by Abu Ma’shar, Bacon, and D’Ailly, operating under the same theoretical considerations, though he expands its scope to cover the archetypal influence of the modern planets. Noting at the outset of his text ‘that the modern world is "disenchanted" (entzaubert)’, Tarnas underscores what he believes to be a societal condition that ‘has been voided of any spiritual, symbolic, or expressive dimension that provides a cosmic order in which human existence finds its ground of meaning and purpose.’
 Seeking to recover some of what has been lost in the collective recognition of a spiritual order, Tarnas seeks ‘a careful examination of historical correlations with the cycles of the outer planets’, presuming that their analysis might enhance the extant forms of astrological historiography.
 In the text, Tarnas reworks the initial theory, and writes extensively on how four major astrological transits involving the modern planets may be considered, among the Great Conjunctions of Saturn and Jupiter, to predict the future. The transits listed are between Uranus and Pluto, Saturn and Pluto, Jupiter and Uranus and Uranus and Neptune respectively. Tarnas proceeds, as Bacon does, in his explication of how historical events might correlate to the planetary movements, in order to categorize a number of disjunct phenomena under a universal condition in order to prove the general effectiveness of astrology in ordering historical data. He does this for example by linking Isadora Duncan's dancing (p.174); mass violence and/or assassinations in China, India, France, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the United States and Italy; and the growth of Freud's influence (p.175), among other phenomena to the express effects of transiting aspects of Uranus and Pluto.
 Ultimately then, through Cosmos and Psyche, Tarnas affirms the perception of astrology’s potential for serving as a kind of historiography based on a number of metanarrative principles previously discussed. Namely, Tarnas’ model of astrological historiography offers

a. the knowledge of the outer planets' existence and their corresponding 

archetypal principles, 

b.  the retrospective knowledge of the historical correlations, and,

c. the foreknowledge of future planetary alignments.
 
Importantly, following the publication of Tarnas’ work, a number of astrologers including Rod O’Neal and Keiron Le Grice cosigned on the intention to develop what they consider an ‘archetypal historiography’.
 The essential point being that if the cosmos is inherently meaningful, it should be possible to relate historical and cultural moments to general timings of the planets.
Unabashedly, O’Neal relates that the type of Great Conjunction theory developed under Tarnas’ Cosmos and Psyche does constitute a historiographical model, leaving the question of whether or not astrology provides a historiographical model unnecessary to answer here. For Tarnas, O’Neal and other ‘archetypal historiographers’, it does.
 It should also not go unnoticed that in describing the type of historiographical implications their archetypal historiography might have, O’Neal, relies on the Marxist metanarrative historiographical model.
 Specifically, he notes that the crucial similarity in Marxist and astrological historiographies is that they both imply and attempt to describe meaning to historical patterns based on a teleological worldview
. So with seemingly great finality, Cosmos and Psyche, and its resulting archetypal historiography assume that astrology already contains a definitive historiographical metanarrative. 
Some additional considerations
Importantly, the perception, that astrology can constitute a historiographical theory exceeds the writings of the three astrologers examined here. In his Astrology in the Renaissance, Italian historian Eugenio Garin seems to summarize the apparent aims of an astrological study of history. He writes that ‘The wisest of men is, then, he who reads human history and the stars’.
 Here very clearly, Garin exposes what astrological historians have considered to be astrology’s contribution to the development of a meta narrative historiography. Namely, that by reading cyclical patterns of the planetary motions, one could understand the flow of history and the therefore the future. In light of this affirmation however, it must also be noted that each of Bacon, D’Ailly and Tarnas’s philosophies have been criticized for failing to provide a comprehensive or satisfactory claim to historiography. Namely, Bacon and D’Ailly, operating within the technological restraints of their era, had long used incorrect mathematical data for their observations of the cycles, invalidating some of their efforts. 
 Tarnas, has also undergone criticism from both outsiders and insiders to his archetypal astrology. One reviewer, FIRST NAME Phillipson, accused Tarnas of making broad and convenient observations based on what he calls an ‘elitist and Eurocentric model’ based on the fact that Tarnas largely only cites historical examples of Western importance.
 However, despite these crucial downfalls in their respective works, it must be true that each of Bacon, D’Ailly, and Tarnas present what is at least a potential theoretical framework for historiographical consideration. That is to say that their theories may not stand criticism, however they do constitute a theoretical position. 
Are metanarratives historiographical?
It may seem satisfying here to say that the issue of astrology’s capacity for serving a historiographical function is concluded. However, following our understanding of  metanarrative function, and that astrology might be considered a metanarrative, it is important to consider the implications for accepting metanarratives as effective historiographical models. Postmodernism poses some crucial criticism in this regard.
 Championed by Lyotard, the postmodern perspective adopts a relativist approach to history preferring localized perspectives to metanarratives, and condemning universalizing principles (like those required by metanarratives). Among the crucial disagreements between postmodern, and metanarrative historiographies is a distinctly different answer to the question: does history have a specific meaning or trajectory? Namely, contrary to metanarrative theoretical approaches to history, postmodern philosophies disavow the idea that the progression of human history has a universally applicable meaning. 
 Lyotard, speaking for the postmodern perspective, suggested that ‘local narratives’ are a more appropriate meter for historical consideration, clarifying that ‘local narratives’ were ‘individual stories told by prisoners, students, peasants and deviants of various kinds, impossible to incorporate into the state’s version of events, and thus directly subversive of it’.
 Lyotard’s implicit statement here is that metanarratives are generally oppressive, and unfairly categorize everything in terms of a singular truth.
 In his intimation, metanarratives were insufficient for providing effective historiographical analysis.
 However, it is important, to entertain a few considerations that must be weighed against these criticisms of narrative historiography. First, in response to the suggestion that metanarratives are inherently oppressive, historian Richard Evans notes that variants of the Marxism metanarrative were structured and formulated by minorities’.
 In doing so, Evans suggests then that metanarratives are not necessarily oppressive in their scope. Also interesting is that Thompson, a postmodernist, asserts that despite ‘it being unlikely that it will ever be possible to identify a single driving force or motor of historical evolution’ metanarratives provide a crucial historical clarifications and remain an important factor in the historiographical debate. 
 Implicit here is the suggestion that even though metanarratives may not constitute the ultimate method for historiographical observation, they remain crucial to our understanding of historiography as a whole.
 This is further reflected in O’Neal’s explicit declaration that multiple historiographical reference points have resulted in a more complete understanding of the historical record. 
 In his introduction to three essays on archetypal historiography, he explicitly mentions that astrology is merely another one of many narrative theories that provide consistent information on historical themes. Effectively then, it may be the case that metanarratives, despite not being all encompassing, are worth critical examination at least in the way that they have participated in guiding the conversation. 
 further than that, it is likely that astrology, insofar as it is already implicated in the metanarrative historiographical debate, deserves acknowledgement as a variant of a historiographical theory. 
Conclusion
So, does astrology offer a historiographical theory? Based on a brief consideration of primary sources offered by Abu Mashar, Roger Bacon, Pierre D’Ailly, and Richard Tarnas, coupled with an understanding of the implications regarding historiographical metanarratives, the answer is: probably. That said, insofar as metanarratives are definitive and effective historiographical theories, then the answer would be yes. In review, each of the four philosophers listed, regardless of the distant contexts under which they were operating all found within the theory of Great Conjunctions a model for a kind of historiography that used astrology. Based on the textual suggestions offered by the astrologers in question, an astrological historiography is one that:

a. operates under the belief that the planetary movements are 


symbolically related to historical events,

b. uses the combination of astronomical and historical data, and,  


c. prognosticates and prepare for the future using the past as a 



benchmark. 
Importantly, there are a number of criticisms levelled against both metanarrative historiography, and astrology in general that have notably challenged the idea that astrology can be effectively historiographical.
 However, the fact that there is critical opposition from both scientific and postmodern philosophies does not undo the extant astrological tradition that explicitly claims a historiographical function.
 It may be necessary that more effective critical research be afforded to astrological history in order to develop nuance on the propositions of astrological historiography, but certainly the foundational effort based on astrology’s long past forms what is already an existing theory.
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