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A critical review of the introduction section of Astrology and Religion Amongst the Greeks and Romans. 
Word Count: 2034
This essay critically reviews Franz Cumont’s introduction in his book ‘Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans’.[footnoteRef:1] The book was originally presented as a volume containing a series of lectures by Cumont. These lectures summarise “extensive researches carried on by Prof. Cumont”[footnoteRef:2] over several years. The book was originally published in 1911, and the lectures were presented to an academic and theological audience in a number of Western based educational and theological institutions including: John Hopkins University, Hartford Theological Seminary & the University of Chicago. The audience appears to be entirely male and entirely Western.   [1:  F.V.M. Cumont, Astrology and Religion Amongst the Greeks and Romans (New York: Cosimo Books, 2009), xi-xvii.]  [2:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Amongst the Greeks and Romans, x.] 

On behalf of the Committee in Publication for the volumes of which Cumont’s book was one volume, John Peters asserts that the Cumont’s lectures are presented in a “popular form”[footnoteRef:3], and this is reflective of the means available for dissemination of information in a popular form in the early twentieth century. This in contrast to what is now considered to be the most popular form of publication in the 21st Century: the internet as described in Leiner, et al’s publication: Brief History of the Internet[footnoteRef:4].  Additionally, the definition of popular would have shifted quite considerably since this book was written, due to how information can now be accessed across the globe instantaneously, and by more people than ever before due to technological advances and the fact that more people are literate today than ever before, and this means that access to the written word is no longer restricted to a select few.  [3:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Amongst the Greeks and Romans, x.]  [4:  B. M. Leiner, V.G. Cerf, D.D. Clark, R. E. Kahn, L. Kleinrock, D. C. Lynch, J. Postel, L. G. Roberts, S. Wolff, Brief History of the Internet, (Internet Society, 1997).] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The introduction section of the book presents several key themes. In the opening statement of the introduction chapter, Cumont sets the tone of his argument that Astrology, being a discredited and neglected field, is imposing itself after a period of absence, on “the learned world”. 
Cumont argues that the influence of astrology on what he perceives to be the learned world lasted a thousand years, and he theorises that it was progress made in astronomy as a scientific field that halted the persistence of astrology, through challenging the very concept that astrology was based on: the geocentric system of the universe. He also theorises that “oriental astrology and star-worship” transformed the beliefs of the “Graeco-Latin world” where the elimination of ancient idolatry was to pave the way for the “coming of Christianity”.
In examining the tension that Cumont describes between science and astrology, it would be prudent to assume that he proposes that science and astrology cannot exist side by side in any given culture. 
This premise is contradictory in its nature, this is because the assumption here is that astronomical science and assigning meaning to astronomical bodies are mutually exclusive. There are countless examples of where this is not the case from within the cultures that Cumont makes reference to in his introduction.
An example of this is Babylonian culture. According to Campion [footnoteRef:5] Babylonian culture was once considered as the “cradle of civilisation”, with notable attempts to translate astronomical observations into meaningful information applicable to the use in day to day living. An example of this is the development of the schematic calendar of 360 days. According to Steele[footnoteRef:6], the concept of the Babylonian schematic calendar relies heavily on the use of “the culmination of certain stars to indicate specific moments in time, and the mathematical division of the ecliptic into twelve equal parts”.   [5:  N. Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religion (New York and London: New York University Press, 2012), 124.]  [6:  J. M. Steele, Rising Time Schemes in Babylonian Astronomy (Providence: Springer Briefs in History of Science and Technology), 9.] 

The existence of the science did not mean that Babylonians did not assign meaning to what they observed in the sky. According to Campion[footnoteRef:7], in ancient Mesopotamia (modern day Iraq including Babylon),  if a particular event occurred on earth, the exact celestial alignment was noted, and when this alignment happened again, the priests could use this to customise their advice to the king, taking into account previous incidents.  [7:  N. Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in World’s Religions (New York and London: New York University Press, 2012), 124-125.] 

This example of the coexistence of both astronomy and astrology is not reflective of how Cumont describes these two concept as mutually exclusive. This coexistence may not always be synergetic, and can vary from one culture to the next. This is because in simplistic terms, and as explained by Campion[footnoteRef:8]: “Astrology assumes that there is a significant relationship between stars and planets and affairs on earth”. However, the way in which this principle is expressed can vary from one culture to the next.  [8:  N. Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in World’s Religions (New York and London: New York University Press, 2012), 11.] 

A loose definition of astrology is presented only once in Cumont’s introduction as an “exact science which was super imposed on primitive beliefs”.  It was this perspective, according to Cumont that warranted the interest of historians, and not astrology as a set of beliefs. This is interesting and contradicts the earlier premise that astronomy and astrology are mutually exclusive.  This is especially pertinent because Cumont argues in his introduction that it was the progress of science that stalled the validity of astrology.
Cumont cites the advancements in astronomy made by “Copernicus, Kepler and Galileo” as instrumental to halting the validity of astrology. This is through their proposal of a heliocentric view of our solar system as opposed to a geocentric one, which Cumont considers to be the foundation of astrological thinking. 
However, on examining this concept further, Bellarmine’s inquisition and injunction against Galileo  occurred in 1616 according to Dryer[footnoteRef:9]. Whilst the concept of the sun being centre of the solar system was not widely accepted until this point in time, this was not the first time that this concept would have been proposed in the Western world. As described by Dryer[footnoteRef:10], this was an idea that started earlier on with the idea presented by Philolaus circa. 370 BC, a Pythagorean philosopher that described the centre of the universe as being a “central fire”. This was an initial seed of an idea which gained momentum through the centuries, and it was Kepler in the 1500’s that replaced this idea with the concept that the “central fire” was indeed the sun.  [9:  J.L.E. Dryer, A History of Astronomy from Thales to Kepler, (Dover Publications, 1953), 306]  [10:   J.L.E. Dryer, A History of Astronomy from Thales to Kepler, (Dover Publications, 1953), 36] 

There is also evidence cited by Covington[footnoteRef:11] to suggest that this concept was explored earlier that the 1600’s by none Western astronomers such as Al-Biruni in 1031. However, in his introduction, Cumont depicts a world divided into two sections: the section where astrology originated: Babylonia, Egypt and Syria, and more generally the East, and the section of the world influenced by this emerging set of beliefs: Greece and Rome, representing the West. This setup, according to Cumont[footnoteRef:12] allows for the cross fertilisation of ideas between cultures, however he does acknowledge his limited ability to prove that this has indeed occurred:   [11:  R. Covington, Rediscovering Arabic Science (Arab and Islamic cultures and connections, 2007)]  [12:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion Amongst the Greeks and Romans, xv.] 

“Nor can I prove here by examples how the propagation of astrological doctrines reveals unsuspected relations between the oldest civilisations, and leads him who traces it from Alexandria and from Babylon as far as India, China, and Japan, bringing him back again from the far East to the Far West” 
However, it would appear that the assumption made by Cumont is that the concept of heliocentrism was only considered by Western scientists is not strictly accurate and reflects a slightly bias view point. 
If we are to consider that Cumont argues passionately that astrology is a problematic concept, and that the source of this problem is outside of the West, then it is safe to assume that Cumont views the West to a high standard at the expense of the rest of the world. Whilst he does recognise his own limitations in the context of evidence, he still makes the point. 
Furthermore, over a century on from when Cumont made his assertion that it was advancements in science that stalled the progression in astrology, there is evidence to suggest that astrology has been enabled to reach more and more people cutting across geographical, cultural and linguistic barriers through the use of technologies such as YouTube where a plethora of astrologers routinely share astrological insights with their audiences. 
In addition, scientific advancements have meant that astrological tools such as birth chart calculating software has seen astrological insight is no longer confided to the priests of priestesses of times gone by. 
If Cumont’s assertions were indeed justified, and the rise of science challenged astrology, then surely since we currently live in the most technologically advanced era of our human history, then by that very argument astrology should be consigned to the history books. If anything, astrology is more popular today and is practiced by more people than ever before. 
One of the other key themes explored by Cumont in his introduction is that dispelling the notions of idolatry, synonymous with astrology, would pave the way for Christianity to flourish. If Cumont considers science and astrology to be at odds with one another, then he does not apply the same argument to Christianity. 
The key basis of subjecting Galileo to his inquisition was because his concept of our solar system being heliocentric was seen as damaging to the Christian faith by suggesting that the Christian Bible might be false due to the perception that supported the idea that the solar system is geocentric. 
By this very logic, this places both astrology and Christianity on equal par in terms of its fundamental core concept of the positioning of the relationship between the earth and the sun. This is not an entirely new concept in Christianity because as Campion[footnoteRef:13] states:  it has proven that it is flexible enough to incorporate significant features of other theologies, and since Cumont makes no distinction between astrology and star worship, then Christianity could on this basis have taken on some of the features of astrology as a belief system.  [13:  N. Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in World’s Religions (New York and London: New York University Press, 2012), 171] 

Given Cumont’s Western centric view expressed in his introduction, it is more prudent to assume that he considers Christianity as far removed from astrology as possible and on the opposite side of the spectrum.
In all, Cumont presents an interesting argument which frames astrology as making an unwelcome resurgence in Western thinking. He frames astrology as a foreign and “otherised” concept which was challenged by the emergence of scientific discovery. He does however contradict himself by saying that some civilisations did have some scientific insights, and that superstitious beliefs were later imposed in these, and thus formulating the basis of astrology.  
So the trajectory presented by Cumont is that science existed, superstition was later imposed onto science leading to astrological concepts developing. Then at a later stage (namely in the 1600’s in the West), science came along and discredited astrology through contradicting the very foundation that Cumont thinks astrology is based on and that is: geocentrism. Cumont appears to disregard that other cultures had considered heliocentrism prior to Western efforts, and this still did not halt the existence of astrological thinking. Cumont also does not appear to make a distinction between the Christian geocentric view of the solar system and the similarities between this view and the view presented in astrology. In all, this introduction to Cumont’s work presents a complex snapshot of the arguments presented on astrology in the 20th century, and its complex and intertwined relationship with science. 
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