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Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology

Word count: 5293

Introduction and academic rationale

This essay reports on a research project exploring the question “What is the impact of the study of astrology on the cosmologies of students at an astrology school?”  Martin Bauer and John Durrant have suggested that ‘astrology feeds upon a free-floating 'metaphysical unrest', or a ‘desire to recover a sense of the sacred and a sense of unity.’[footnoteRef:1] This project considers whether this is true of students of astrology, using questionnaire responses and semi-structured interviews to explore the impact of their astrology studies on their ‘sense of the sacred’ and their personal cosmologies. The main hypothesis for this research can be summed up by Cat Cox’s comment that ‘my relationship to life and the cosmos was changing’[footnoteRef:2] as a result of her studies in astrology. The project seeks to understand whether this experience is common to students of astrology and what form any changes to experiences of life and the cosmos might take. The premise of the book Journey through Astrology from which this quote is taken is that whilst the process of learning astrology is intellectual, it is also a deeper journey, encompassing for example changes in the way that self, the world and the cosmos as a whole are understood.[footnoteRef:3] This project aims to investigate this premise, in order to add to existing research on the beliefs and cosmologies of astrologers. The research builds on similar research approached from an insider perspective, for example the work of Bernadette Brady on astrologer’s views of fate.[footnoteRef:4] The research aims to develop academic discourse around what astrologers believe about astrology and how this knowledge or belief impacts their lives, focusing specifically on those who have chosen to undertake formal study. [1:  Martin Bauer and John Durant, ‘Belief in Astrology: a social-psychological analysis’ in Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 1, No. 1, 1997, p. 65]  [2:  Laura Andrikopoulos, Cat Cox and Carole Taylor, ‘Journey through Astrology; charting the astrological voyage of discovery’ (London; Faculty of Astrological Studies Press; 2015), p. 12]  [3:  Ibid, p. 12]  [4:  Bernadette Brady, Theories of Fate among Present-Day Astrologers, (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Wales Trinity St David, 2005), p. 2] 


[bookmark: _Hlk165193549]For the purposes of this study, cosmology can be defined in line with Nicholas Campion who stated that cosmology deals with ‘the ways in which human beings locate themselves in relation to the cosmos, seen as the totality of everything.’[footnoteRef:5] As Campion states, cosmology is a ‘meaning-system,’[footnoteRef:6] and astrology is the ‘assumption that the stars and planets possess, or impart, meaning’[footnoteRef:7]. This research seeks to understand the relationship between the two for those who study astrology. In researching the ‘sense of the sacred’, questions around spirituality inevitably arise. Maria Wixwat and Gerard Saucier define the spiritual, based on their review of relevant literature as will be seen below, as involving ‘various forms of personal, subjective connection to something metaphysical or otherwise beyond the everyday, superficial self.’[footnoteRef:8] This research seeks to understand whether students of astrology have this connection to something beyond the everyday self and the impact astrology might have on that connection. [5:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, (New York and London, New York University Press, 2012), p.10]  [6:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, p. 1]  [7:  Ibid, p. 11]  [8:  Maria Wixwat and Gerard Saucier, “Being Spiritual but Not Religious,” Current Opinion in Psychology, 40 (2021), p. 122] 



Literature Review

[bookmark: _Hlk165193647]Whilst previous research on the cosmologies of astrologers and especially of astrology students is limited, there are some relevant studies and also broader research which gives important context to the present study, which are examined here. Nicholas Campion gives a clear exploration of cosmology and its relationship to astrology in his ‘Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions’, which can be seen as a definitive text on the subject. He refers to astrology as ‘the practical implementation of cosmological ideas’[footnoteRef:9] implying perhaps that learning astrology will by definition call at least for an acknowledgement of cosmology. In expanding on the connection between astrology and cosmology, Campion notes that;  [9:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, p.1] 

Certain of the assumptions than underpin astrology are universal and can be reduced to the notion that either the entire cosmos is alive, or all its parts are interdependent, or both[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, p.12] 

This notion is explored in the current study, to examine for example whether astrology students see the cosmos as consisting of interdependent parts. Campion’s work is therefore foundational to this study, giving context as well as academic rationale to the present work. 

Alison Bird’s DPhil research on Astrology in Education is an ethnographic study of astrological education through various schools, although much of her thesis is an exploration of the epistemology and nature of astrology and is therefore outside of the remit of the present study. However, at several points she notes that students of astrology are more concerned with learning the practicalities of the subject and have ‘no great curiosity to extend their philosophical horizons.’[footnoteRef:11] She therefore alludes to the journey of studying astrology and the possibility of philosophical questions which may arise along the way but does not consider them explicitly. Her work is important as perhaps the only example of research which explores astrological education and therefore the experiences of astrology students, but those experiences are not centred in the work. The current project may therefore be said to build on that work, looking at the impact of astrological education on students rather than at the structures of astrological education itself. [11:  Alison Gwendy Bird, Astrology in Education: An Ethnography, (Unpublished DPhil Thesis, University of Sussex, 2006), p. 201] 


[bookmark: _Hlk165193819]In terms of more general studies which explicitly deal with the beliefs of astrologers, Bernadette Brady’s PhD thesis on astrologer’s views on fate is one of the key sources and several of the questions in the questionnaire used in the current project were inspired by or built on questions used by Brady. Brady specifically challenges the 
‘outsider’ literature on present-day astrology [which] tends to argue that astrology’s appeal is based on … individual’s surrender of personal responsibility to a larger external force. In contradiction to this is the primary, ‘insider’ literature which propounds the theory that astrology’s appeal is based on its advocacy of personal responsibility.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Bernadette Brady, Theories of Fate among Present-Day Astrologers, (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Wales Trinity St David, 2005), p. 2
] 

Her research used a questionnaire and interviews to explore what astrologers actually thought and believed about fate, as well as exploring theoretical perspectives. Whilst the specific belief being studied is outside the current project, Brady’s work gives an important foundation for the present project, especially the clear and accessible questionnaire. Liz Greene’s study of Mystical Experiences among Astrologers also has some relevance here, in that it explores the spiritual experiences of those studying astrology, specifically the attendees at a Centre for Psychological Astrology seminar. The mystical experiences studied were not specifically connected with their astrology studies, but astrology had ‘allowed [the participants] to understand their mystical experience.’[footnoteRef:13] Astrology is not explored specifically as a cosmological journey, as in the present study, but again the methodology of this study was useful in considering how to approach the present research question. Her conclusion that ‘the frequency of mystical experiences among my participants suggests that there may be a particular receptivity in those who are attracted to the serious study of astrology’,[footnoteRef:14] is another pertinent starting point for the current project. [13:  Liz Greene, ‘Mystical Experiences among Astrologers’, Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 13, no. 2, Fall 2009, p. 3]  [14:  Liz Greene, ‘Mystical Experiences among Astrologers’, p. 26] 


[bookmark: _Hlk165193835]In contrast to these insider studies, many studies of astrology take a sociological or psychological approach to consider the role of astrology, for example in alleviating stress and uncertainty, or attempting to ‘describe and quantify belief in astrology’, as Nicholas Campion notes in his summary of such studies.[footnoteRef:15] A relevant example is Outi Lillqvist and Marjaana Lindeman’s paper on ‘Belief in astrology as a strategy for self-verification and coping with negative life events’ which posits that ‘astrological information, though illusory, helps the individual to comprehend both self and the world’.[footnoteRef:16] Research participants were students of astrology, with students of German or psychology used as reference groups. The hypothesis that astrological information verifies self-concept was supported and the participants in the astrology course showed a stronger self-concept than the reference groups. The reasons given for this, in line with the authors’ sceptical approach, were based on sociological theory rather than on the responses of the astrology students and exhibited some bias. For example, they noted that ‘the participants were mainly women, and previous studies have shown that women are generally more superstitious…than men’[footnoteRef:17] without questioning or critiquing what that might mean or how such terms are defined. That said, they conclude that despite being an ‘illusory autotherapy’, astrology has the ‘function of fulfilling the basic need for self-comprehension’.[footnoteRef:18] As well as a more general relevance, this is a significant finding in the context of the present study as the research participants were also active students of astrology. The work of Bauer and Durrant on ‘Belief in Astrology’, mentioned above, also takes a sociological approach. In seeking to ‘account… for the enduring popularity of astrology,’[footnoteRef:19] Bauer and Durrant give several hypotheses including that of ‘metaphysical unrest’, which is most relevant to the current study on cosmologies. They note that people who lack religious structures or are not part of a religious tradition ‘desire to recover a sense of the sacred’[footnoteRef:20] and suggest that astrology may fulfil this role. Once again, the positivist approach means that their results can be seen as limited, since it ‘fails to acknowledge the interactive and co-constructive nature of data collection with human beings,’[footnoteRef:21] as Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey explain in describing the differences between quantitative research such as the study by Bauer and Durrant and qualitative research such as the present study. Bauer’s and Durrant’s definition of belief in astrology is based on a quantitative survey of how many people read newspaper horoscopes and lacks any in depth analysis of what that means to those people, what their beliefs are or the thinking behind them. Quantitative studies of belief in astrology therefore offer some basis for the current study whilst also offering a limited perspective. [15:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Religion in the Modern West; Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age movement (Routledge, London and New York, 2012), p. 5]  [16:  Outi Lillqvist and Marjaana Lindeman, “Belief in Astrology as a Strategy for Self-Verification and Coping With Negative Life-Events,” European Psychologist, 3.3 (1998), p. 202]  [17:  Outi Lillqvist and Marjaana Lindeman, “Belief in Astrology as a Strategy for Self-Verification and Coping With Negative Life-Events,” p. 207]  [18:  Outi Lillqvist, and Marjaana Lindeman, “Belief in Astrology as a Strategy for Self-Verification and Coping With Negative Life-Events’, p. 207]  [19:  Martin Bauer, Martin and John Durant, ‘Belief in Astrology: a social-psychological analysis’ in Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 1, No. 1, 1997, p. 56]  [20:  Martin Bauer and John Durant, ‘Belief in Astrology: a social-psychological analysis’, p. 65]  [21:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (Sage Publications, London, 2011), p. 14] 


[bookmark: _Hlk165193849]Turning to the wider context of the role of the spiritual in contemporary society, the ‘metaphysical unrest’[footnoteRef:22] noted by Bauer and Durrant has been the subject of a significant amount of research in itself. As mentioned above, a useful recent overview is given by Wixwat and Saucier, who draw on both qualitative and quantitative studies to explore the differences between being spiritual and being religious. Whilst not referring specifically to astrology, they do include a diversity of approaches and summarise a range of experiences and definitions of spirituality, giving context for the current study.[footnoteRef:23] Nicholas Campion has summarised developments in spirituality in the context of astrology, emphasising the development of ‘private spiritualities, a shift in the zeitgeist that some commentators refer to as a spiritual revolution.’[footnoteRef:24] Other studies have situated astrology in the broader context of spirituality and religion, notably Lilian Laishley’s 2007 paper on Astrology as Religion which looks at both theory and practice, suggesting that astrology has ‘a worldview that is religious in both its principles and practices’[footnoteRef:25] and exploring astrology as a nature religion. However this is a theoretical exploration rather than an ethnographic study of astrologers themselves, so whilst it raises some interesting suggestions they are not backed up by research from the field. [22:  Martin Bauer and John Durant, ‘Belief in Astrology: a social-psychological analysis’, p. 57]  [23:  Wixwat, Maria, and Gerard Saucier, “Being Spiritual but Not Religious,” Current Opinion in Psychology, 40 (2021), p. 123]  [24:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Popular Religion in the Modern West, p. 188]  [25:  Laishley, Lilan, “Astrology as Religion: Theory and Practice,” Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture, 1.2 (2007), p. 172] 


Finally, a key primary source for this research is ‘Journey through Astrology: charting the astrological voyage of discovery’, published by the Faculty of Astrological Studies. It explicitly addresses ‘the inner experience of the astrological journey’[footnoteRef:26] and introduces many of the themes included here, for example an ‘embodied sense of pleasure of working with a chart or… a wider sense of existing in a meaningful world.’[footnoteRef:27] This research builds on the personal and practitioner experiences recounted in this book and seeks to situate such experiences in a broader academic context. [26:  Laura Andrikopoulos, Cat Cox and Carole Taylor, ‘Journey through Astrology; charting the astrological voyage of discovery’ (London; Faculty of Astrological Studies Press; 2015), p. 7]  [27:  Laura Andrikopoulos, Cat Cox and Carole Taylor, ‘Journey through Astrology; charting the astrological voyage of discovery’, p. 13] 


Methodology

[bookmark: _Hlk165194293][bookmark: _Hlk165194281]The research takes a qualitative approach, seen as more appropriate to a study of beliefs and the creation of meaning in individuals, ‘seeking to understand people’s lived experience from the perspective of people themselves’ as Hennink, Hutter and Bailey explain it.[footnoteRef:28] A questionnaire with 16 questions was created (See Appendix 1) and sent, with permission, to 51 current and former students at the Faculty of Astrological Studies. A total of 27 responses were received. The questions were a mix of statements asking for responses on a Likert scale and free text responses to allow respondents to give more detail. Whilst the specific questions were different, the mode of questioning was based on Bernadette Brady’s PhD thesis questionnaire on astrologer’s views on fate, opening up the possibility of continuity in studies of astrologer’s beliefs. Brady offered phrases expressing a particular belief or opinion around fate and used a Likert scale to gauge her respondents level of agreement or disagreement with them. [footnoteRef:29] This had the advantage of being quicker and easier for respondents to complete than a text-based question asking them about their beliefs, so this was used for example in questions around whether the cosmos is seen as having meaning and the role astrology plays in the lives of the respondents of the present study. As a key factor in the research was to consider what changes might have taken place in the participant’s understanding during the process of beginning to study astrology, the questionnaire addressed the timing around these changes specifically. The same set of possible responses were included twice, with participants asked to consider first their experience before studying astrology and then after beginning their studies. Text based questions were also included to allow respondents the opportunity to express their own opinions. Follow up interviews were then carried out with five of the questionnaire respondents, chosen based on their free text questionnaire responses. Four were women and one was a man, to keep the demographic balance of the questionnaire in which 23 of 27 respondents were female and 4 were male. The Interview questions, included as Appendix 2, were designed to be very open, to give opportunity ‘to capture people’s individual voices and stories,’[footnoteRef:30] as Hennink, Hutter and Bailey explain it, and to build on the survey responses. The focus was on digging deeper into the process or path of studying astrology, and the cosmological or spiritual context for that path. The research therefore takes a mixed methods approach with the aim of reaching ‘a more comprehensive understanding of the topic’, as Judith Bell and Stephen Waters suggest in their consideration of the advantages of such research. The methodology uses two mainly qualitative methods to consider the research question, building on past scholarship in seeking to understand the lived experience of astrologers. [28:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 14]  [29:  Bernadette Brady, Theories of Fate among Present-Day Astrologers, (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Wales Trinity St David, 2005), p. 301]  [30:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 110] 


Reflexivity 

[bookmark: _Hlk165194308]In terms of my own position as the researcher, there is a strong strand of subjectivity running through the research process, as I am a practising astrologer and also a teacher of astrology. The initial trigger for the research was two workshops I taught for the Faculty of Astrological Studies around the student’s personal experiences of studying astrology and the changes it may have brought for them. The research is therefore based to an extent on subjective opinions of my own and anecdotal evidence from fellow tutors and students about the way cosmologies might change when studying astrology, especially at the beginning of the process. My own experience of studying and working with astrology has also been that it is a spiritual journey, so I am approaching this research very much from an insider perspective. Questions in both the survey and the interviews were carefully considered to make sure they were free of any assumptions or bias, and also to avoid leading questions. For example, statements on astrology providing a connection with the physical universe were included alongside statements on astrology providing a connection with the sacred. The questionnaire was kept anonymous to avoid any risk of bias and I focused on especially pertinent comments in the survey which invited deeper reflection as a way of choosing interview participants. Another risk of already having a relationship with the participants is that of lapsing into the more familiar dynamic of teacher and student. I feel that this was mostly avoided during the interviews, perhaps because the interviewees ended up being mainly past students. Given that participants often referred to their own natal charts, especially in interviews, there was also a risk of falling into the practitioner role and commenting on their chart as if during an astrological consultation. During interview 4 for example this was especially noticeable, and I had to pull myself back several times from offering astrological interpretation and ‘balance the insider’s empathy with a position of external detachment’, as Michael York suggested in his study of insider outsider issues among astrologers.[footnoteRef:31] However, there can also be advantages to the emic approach. As Frances Clynes notes in her PhD research,  [31:  Michael York, Insider/Outsider Methodological Problems with the Study of Astrology, British Association for the Study of Religion 50th Anniversary Conference, Oxford (13-16 September 2004), p. 12] 

given the complex nature of astrology and the years of studying needed to become proficient in it and familiar with the astrological world, when researching astrology the inside or emic researcher is at an advantage[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Frances Clynes, An Examination of the Impact of the Internet on Modern Western Astrology, (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Wales Trinity St David, 2015), p. 12] 

I was able to use my insider status as a way of validating my own authenticity as a researcher, and as a researcher who could be trusted. The trust already established can facilitate the research process and the gathering of in-depth information, as Jo Pearson has noted.[footnoteRef:33] Clynes reinforces Pearson’s point, noting that; [33:  Jo Pearson, “‘Going Native in Reverse’: The Insider as Researcher in British Wicca,” Nova Religio, 5.1 (2001), pp. 55-6] 

the issue of trust becomes crucial when people are being questioned about their beliefs, and they are likely to be cautious about revealing their beliefs to someone who does not share them[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Frances Clynes, An Examination of the Impact of the Internet on Modern Western Astrology, p. 12] 

[bookmark: _Hlk165194321]Whilst the insider approach can bring challenges, which I worked to avoid during the research process, there are also significant advantages.

Findings and Discussion

[bookmark: _Hlk165194341]The results of the research showed a close connection between astrological study and spiritual outlook, as Figure 1 below shows.

 Figure 1

All but one of the respondents found that astrology has an impact on their spiritual outlook, and all of them felt that their spiritual outlook influenced their astrology. This suggests that astrology students do engage with philosophical and spiritual questions and are not concerned only with practical astrology as Bird, cited above, suggests. In the survey, the questions on changing cosmologies included the statement “I didn’t really think about it” as a control, to see if cosmological awareness specifically started with astrology study. As Figure 2 below shows, only 15% or 4 of 27 respondents agreed with the statement before they began studying astrology and all were either neutral or disagreed with the statement after beginning their astrology studies. The number who strongly disagreed with the statement increased considerably after beginning astrology study, from 38.5% or 10 out of 27 before to 68% or 19 out of 27 after. It is therefore clear that astrology students do think about cosmological or philosophical questions such as those included in the survey, and this was reinforced by the interview responses, with Interviewee 5 noting for example that ‘what really matters is the wider knowing’. 

 Figure 2

Astrology and the sense of self

[bookmark: _Hlk165194372]The importance of astrology for self development and personal growth was evident throughout the research, confirming the premise of Journey through Astrology cited above. In the questionnaire responses on the role of astrology in the participants lives, getting to know self and others better were responses with highest level of strong agreement, as Figure 3 shows. The question asked how much astrology allowed the respondents to connect with the sacred, the human, the physical world, something beyond the everyday, the world around them, other people and themselves. As can be seen in Figure 3 below, there was a predominance of strong agreement for all of the options. The options for connection with the sacred and connection with something beyond the everyday (listed as “beyond” in Figure 3) may overlap and delineating more clearly between these in future research may be advisable. However overall, it can be seen that studying astrology brings a strong sense of connection with both the human and the sacred, confirming the suggestion of Bauer and Durrant cited above.

 Figure 3

[bookmark: _Hlk165194403]This focus on knowing the self was carried through to the interviews, with all of the interviewees referring frequently to their experience of getting to know their astrological chart. All of them referred to it more than once as a useful “tool”, a phrasing echoed in several of the questionnaire responses. Interviewees gave examples of changes made in their lives based on their knowledge of their natal chart, referring for example to the natal chart as ‘a map of your life.’ The astrological chart was referred to as a ‘tool to understand the bigger picture’ by one interviewee, and a ‘tool for conversation with the divine’ by another, reinforcing the connection of astrology with both the self and something beyond the self shown in the questionnaire results. The research therefore shows astrology bringing a changing level of self knowledge for participants which has a direct impact on their decisions, with one questionnaire respondent referring to a ‘reclaiming of agency.’ Participants also referred to astrology, especially the natal chart, as a map or compass, with one interviewee expressing wonder; ‘it’s so amazing that you have this map.’  Several of the interviewees spoke of finding information in their natal chart which confirmed their life experience, showing an engagement with astrology in a tangible way; ‘I've somehow wound up working for a defence organization…. which is so not in line with my values or anything. But it's in the chart’. These results therefore support the work of Lillqvist and Lindeman cited above in centring astrology as a way of meeting the ‘basic human need’ of ‘understanding oneself and the world.’[footnoteRef:35] The results showed a strong tendency for astrology to be used both for understanding the self and for understanding something beyond the self. [35:  Lillqvist, Outi, and Marjaana Lindeman, “Belief in Astrology as a Strategy for Self-Verification and Coping with Negative Life-Events,” European Psychologist, 3.3 (1998), p. 202] 


Astrology and the spiritual journey

[bookmark: _Hlk165194418][bookmark: _Hlk165194522][bookmark: _Hlk165194539]The results suggest not only that astrology is helpful to those who engage with it but also that it brought a deeper connection with the spiritual, in terms of something beyond the self as defined above. Whilst many participants spoke about changing spiritual journeys, it was not always clear cut or linear. In many cases, there was already an understanding of connection with the cosmos before beginning to study astrology. The results from the survey questions around beliefs before and after studying astrology reflected this. For example, as Figure 4 below shows, after starting their astrology studies, over 80% (22 of 27) of survey respondents strongly agreed that they experience the cosmos as having meaning, compared to just over 40% (11 of 27) before they began studying astrology. It is also worthy of note that none of the respondents actively disagreed with this statement, suggesting that students of astrology already see the universe as meaningful before beginning their studies.

 Figure 4

Likewise, as Figure 5 below shows, respondents were more likely to see themselves as part of the cosmos after they began studying astrology, with all the survey respondents agreeing with the statement. However, even before they began studying astrology, only 11% or 3 of 27 disagreed with the statement, with the majority expressing either agreement (51% or 14 of 27) or strong agreement (22% or 6 of 27). Text responses in the questionnaire also reinforced astrology as a spiritual experience for many respondents. For example, Respondent 2 noted that ‘Studying astrology is the modern day version (for me) of going to church’. Respondent 4 commented that ‘Astrology has helped me to understand that there's a larger and more important spiritual force at work that goes way beyond conventional organized religion.’ 

   Figure 5

Once again, the questionnaire responses were strongly confirmed in the interview responses. Interviewee 3, for example, echoed the questionnaire comment above about astrology as a modern day version of church when she referred to astrology as ‘a kind of worship for me.’ The findings can be said to reinforce Laishley’s assertion that astrology ‘is religious in both its principles and practices.’[footnoteRef:36] The research therefore shows that not only do astrology students experience the cosmos as meaningful, their understanding of or awareness of that meaning changes after starting formal studies of astrology. [36:  Laishley, Lilan, “Astrology as Religion: Theory and Practice,” Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture, 1.2 (2007), p. 172] 


Astrology as part of a wider spiritual journey

[bookmark: _Hlk165194579]However, whilst many participants spoke of astrology as part of their spiritual journey, it was not always the initial trigger for that journey. Indeed, this research has not shown any clear examples of astrology as the initial trigger for a process of cosmological change, but in many cases, astrology was part of a broader journey. For example, questionnaire respondent 15 noted that;
My spiritual outlook has certainly been influenced by astrology, but it's more like building on a foundation that was already there…. So astrology is like an add-on, often a confirmation of a big connected universe that remains a mystery…. I would say that because I was feeling a deep connection with the cosmos, I was attracted to studying astrology. And now, astrology confirms certain feelings and takes it all to a new level.
The idea that studying astrology ‘takes it all to a new level’ was explored by several of the interviewees. For example, Interviewee 1 noted immediately that since starting formal astrology classes, ‘I've had this deepening into my spiritual practice. I'm meditating in a different way now, exploring much deeper things.’ She returned to this theme several times during the interview, speaking about a ‘spiritual awakening’ which had happened previous to beginning formal astrology studies and had in fact been the trigger for her awareness of astrology. Speaking of a phase of transition in her life, she noted ‘that's what's happening right now, which I think was triggered through this work we're doing in in astrology’ and ‘moving to a space of more co-creation and that has all been triggered through this process.’ Likewise, Interviewee 3 spoke of an interconnected process in which;
astrology unlocked all of that [change in worldview]. But I don't think I would have ever had the bravery to study astrology had some something not shifted, you know, shunted me in that direction in the first place.
[bookmark: _Hlk165194592]Studying astrology can therefore be seen as a part of a process in which changes in the sense of self and the understanding of the universe which had already begun were deepened by the study of astrology.

Astrology and the interconnected cosmos

[bookmark: _Hlk165194603][bookmark: _Hlk165194611]This leads to another point which came up repeatedly, that of astrology as a language which allows for an articulation of a cosmological connection. All but one of the interviewees and several of the questionnaire respondents used the word “language” when talking about astrology, so that Interviewee 3 for example continued from the quote above by saying that ‘Astrology is the language of it.’ This was backed up in the questionnaire responses, with Respondent 22 stating for example that ‘Astrology has given me a language with which to articulate and communicate the cosmos.’ Astrology was therefore found to be a way not only of connecting with the spiritual but of articulating that connection. The results could therefore be said to suggest that this ability to articulate something beyond the everyday reality, as well as the deepening understanding of self discussed above, may point to a reason behind the experiences of the participants of a deepening of the spiritual journey following the start of formal astrological studies. Several participants noted the challenges of expressing or communicating spiritual experiences, for example Interviewee 2 who stated that ‘it’s difficult to express in words.’ Interviewee 2 echoed the same phrase ‘it's difficult sometimes to express it in the words’ and Interviewee 4 noted at several points that ‘I'm really not articulating this very well.’ This difficulty in expressing such experiences in words is noted by Liz Greene, cited above, who suggests that her astrologer research participants may be better able to articulate such experiences than the general public, given that ‘the inability to describe a mystical experience is stressed as a core feature in the literature.’[footnoteRef:37] The present study seems to support Greene’s own research, in that participants in both studies felt that astrology helped them to articulate and understand spiritual experiences more clearly. [37:  Liz Greene, ‘Mystical Experiences among Astrologers’, p. 12] 


[bookmark: _Hlk165194621]As well as bringing an ability to articulate the connection to the spiritual, the results also suggested an acceptance of the reality of the astrological symbols on some level. Frequent references were made to the ‘planets’, with Interviewee 1 for example stating that ‘I fully believe that these planets influence us at the individual and at the collective.’ “Planets” was used as shorthand term for something beyond everyday reality in a way which can be seen as specific to astrology, with its tradition of planetary symbolism. For example, Interviewee 2 referred to ‘the planets as like essences or, or archetypal forces,’ reflecting an engagement with symbolism and archetype which was shared by many participants, for example Interviewees 2 and 5 who noted that their engagement with myth, story and archetype had deepened since beginning their astrological studies. Questionnaire respondent 22 explained that; 
correspondences have deepened a lot, along with my understanding of myth and archetype…. I feel a reverence for self now as part of the sacred, rather than a reverence for the externalised sacred which the self can never meet… a reclaiming of agency which is more beneficial in helping others and seems to have accelerated personal spiritual practice. 
[bookmark: _Hlk165029986][bookmark: _Hlk165194677]For some participants, this ‘reclaiming of agency’ coming from understanding the self by means of the birth chart was central. Interviewee 1, for example, talked at length about ‘working with manifestation and co-creation energy,’ using the astrological symbolism to create change in her life. The process she described for this included repetition of the phrase ‘if the stars align’, suggesting that rather than simply working towards manifesting a personal goal, she was aware of a different energy at work which was shown in the astrological symbolism. This balance of active and receptive awareness was echoed by Interviewee 2, who spoke of a ‘kind of pull and push’ between her own agency and a ‘fate which is pushing us … those planetary influences make sure that we are on the right path.’ This suggests a dynamic relationship with a living universe, a cosmology of interdependence which echoes the statement of Campion that astrology rests on the cosmological premise that all parts of the universe are interconnected.[footnoteRef:38] Interviewee 3 also expressed this dynamic relationship; ‘It's not just about looking up there. It's about looking up there to bring it down here, bringing the heavens down to earth.’ This echoes the conclusion of Brady around astrologers and fate that ‘For many astrologers the way they lived with their view of a sympathetic cosmos was through the notion of participation.’[footnoteRef:39] The participants expressed an understanding of the cosmos as interconnected and also explained their participation with it in a dynamic process. [38:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, p.12]  [39:  Bernadette Brady, Theories of Fate among Present-Day Astrologers, p. 290] 


Conclusion

This research project set out to study the experiences of astrology students and their changing relationship with the cosmos. Relevant literature on the cosmologies and beliefs of astrologers and the wider context of spiritual beliefs was reviewed, along with a key primary source. The research took a qualitative, insider approach and the advantages of disadvantages of such an approach were considered. Results from the questionnaires and semi-structured interviews show that studying astrology has indeed brought changes in the relationship to the cosmos and to life for the participants. However, astrology does not always, or even often, seem to be the specific or the only trigger for these changing relationships. Instead, the research has showed astrology as part of a larger continuum of spiritual or cosmological change. The participants all saw the cosmos as meaningful, to a greater or lesser extent, before they began studying astrology. Astrology was found to be meaningful in terms of self knowledge and astrological studies did have an impact on the cosmological and spiritual journeys of the participants, with many citing a deepening of a process which was already underway. Astrology was found to be a language which allows for an articulation of this journey and participants an understanding of the cosmos as interconnected and also explained their participation with it in a dynamic process. More research could be done here, for example to test whether the ability of astrology, suggested by this research, to provide a language for articulating spiritual connection, is a reason behind the accelerating or deepening of spiritual connection described by the participants.





References

Laura Andrikopoulos, Cat Cox and Carole Taylor, ‘Journey through Astrology; charting the astrological voyage of discovery’ (London; Faculty of Astrological Studies Press; 2015),

Bauer, Martin and Durant, John, ‘Belief in Astrology: a social-psychological analysis’ in Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 1, No. 1, 1997, pp. 55-70

Bird, Alison Gwendy, Astrology in Education: An Ethnography, (Unpublished DPhil Thesis, University of Sussex, 2006)

Brady, Bernadette, Theories of Fate among Present-Day Astrologers, (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Wales Trinity St David, 2005)

Campion, Nicholas, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, (New York and London, New York University Press, 2012)

Clynes, Frances, An Examination of the Impact of the Internet on Modern Western Astrology, (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Wales Trinity St David, 2015), 

Greene, Liz, ‘Mystical Experiences among Astrologers’, Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 13, no. 2, Fall 2009, p. 3-31

Hennink, Monique, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (Sage Publications, London, 2011)

Laishley, Lilan, “Astrology as Religion: Theory and Practice,” Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture, 1.2 (2007), 172–88 

Lillqvist, Outi, and Marjaana Lindeman, “Belief in Astrology as a Strategy For Self-Verification and Coping With Negative Life-Events,” European Psychologist, 3.3 (1998), 202–8

Pearson, Jo, “‘Going Native in Reverse’: The Insider as Researcher in British Wicca,” Nova Religio, 5.1 (2001), 52–63 

Wixwat, Maria, and Gerard Saucier, “Being Spiritual but Not Religious,” Current Opinion in Psychology, 40 (2021), pp. 121–25 

York, Michael, Insider/Outsider Methodological Problems with the Study of Astrology, British Association for the Study of Religion 50th Anniversary Conference, Oxford (13-16 September 2004), 


Appendix 1 – Questionnaire

The full questionnaire is included below, along with a link to a summary of the questionnaire responses.

https://forms.office.com/Pages/AnalysisPage.aspx?AnalyzerToken=Rux50OUzsdpyopG5UJBIdcbk5tJwjNuX&id=-REPTm4EBUWcuNshUjEeIeaWS4FbtUZFpWf0SRWsktxUQTc1WFpCMlVDOUZIVjkxNlRLTkI0MzNCQy4u 
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Appendix 2 – Interview Questions



'I  didn't really think about it'

before	agree	neutral	disagree	strongly disagree	15.4	23.1	23.1	38.5	after	agree	neutral	disagree	strongly disagree	16	16	68	



Role of astrology in connecting with...

strongly agree	self	others	world	beyond	physical	human	sacred	81.5	74.099999999999994	48.1	63	40.700000000000003	48.1	57.7	agree	self	others	world	beyond	physical	human	sacred	14.8	18.5	44.4	25.9	40.700000000000003	44.4	23.1	neutral	self	others	world	beyond	physical	human	sacred	3.7	7.4	7.4	11.1	18.5	7.4	19.2	disagree	self	others	world	beyond	physical	human	sacred	strongly disagree	self	others	world	beyond	physical	human	sacred	self	others	world	beyond	physical	human	sacred	



'I experience the cosmos as having meaning'

before	strongly agree	agree	neutral	disagree	strongly disagree	40.700000000000003	29.6	29.6	after	strongly agree	agree	neutral	disagree	strongly disagree	81.5	14.8	3.7	strongly agree	agree	neutral	disagree	strongly disagree	I experienced the cosmos as having meaning	strongly agree	agree	neutral	disagree	strongly disagree	



'I see myself as part of the cosmos'


before	strongly agree	agree	neutral	disagree	strongly disagree	22.2	51.9	14.8	11.1	after	strongly agree	agree	neutral	disagree	strongly disagree	70.400000000000006	29.6	



Connections between astrology and spiritual outlook

Astrology influences spiritual outlook	A lot	A little	Not at all	12	14	1	Spiritual outlook influences astrology	A lot	A little	Not at all	12	15	0	A lot	A little	Not at all	A lot	A little	Not at all	
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astrology students

Hi, I'd really appreciate if you could fill in this questionnaire. As part of my MA Cultural Astronomy and Astrology studies,
I'm conducting research into how studying astrology impacts those who study it and what changes it might bring in their
beliefs about and understanding of the cosmos. Whilst there are many studies of "belief" in astrology, assumptions are
often made around what astrologers believe and how they see the world. There have been very few studies which
actually ask astrologers these questions, so your answers to this survey are important. They will play a part in building an
academic understanding of the cosmologies of astrologers in 21st century western astrology.

All information will be treated in the strictest confidence and your email address only needs to be included if you are
willing to take part in a follow up interview. Please feel free to ignore any question you do not wish to answer. I hope you

enjoy filling in the survey, which should only take 10-15 minutes. Please do let me know if you're interested in the results.

Thank you for your time and for your thoughts!
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4. How long have you been studying astrology with the Faculty of Astrological Studies?

5. How would you describe your religious upbringing?

O Christian

Jewish
Muslim
Buddhist
Hindu
Pagan
Agnostic

Atheist

O O O O O O O O

Other
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6. In terms of religious affiliation, how would you describe yourself now?

O Member of an organised religious institution or group
Spiritual but not conventionally religious
Agnostic

Atheist

O O O O

Other
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7. To what extent would your agree or disagree with the following statements on the role
astrology plays in your life?

Strongly Strongly
agree Agree Neutral Disagree disagree

Astrology helps me to
undrerstga)r/1d mpyself better O O O O O

Astrology helps me to

understand the world around O O O O O

me better.

Astrology helps me to

connect with something O O O O O

beyond everyday reality

Astrology brings a sense of

connection with the physical / O O O O O

material laws of the universe
Astrology brings a sense of
connection with the sacred O O O O O

Astrology brings a sense of

connection with human and O O O O O

social patterns
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8. Thinking now about the connection between astrology and your spiritual outlook, would you
say that...

Alot Alittle Not at all
Astrology has influenced your
spiritual outlook? O O O

Your spiritual outlook has
influenced your astrology? O O O
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9. Please add more details about the connection between your study of astrology and your
religious outlook if you would like to:
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Changing cosmologies

This section considers how your understanding of how the cosmos / universe works might have changed since you began
studying astrology

10. Please think about the extent to which the following statements applied for you BEFORE you

began studying astrology:

Strongly Strongly
agree Agree Neutral Disagree disagree

ovng meaning. O O O O O
om myseir O O O O O

| If fth
commos o P ene O O O O O

| saw the cosmos as

something which could be

explained rationally and O O O O O
objectively

| experienced my life as

having meaning in the wider
cosmos

| didn't really think about it
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11. Please think about the extent to which the following statements apply for you NOW, after
studying astrology:

Strongly Strongly
agree Agree Neutral Disagree disagree

| experience the cosmos a
having meaning s O O O O O
I th 0SMO:! 1

seey € COSMOs as separate O O O O O

| If rt of th
C(s)rz;gwsyse as part of the O O O O O

| see the cosmos as
something which can be
explained rationally and O O O O O

objectively

| i lif havi

meaning in the wider cosmos O O O O O
I don't really think about it O O O O O
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12. Do you feel that your astrology studies have affected...

A lot Alittle

the way you understand the
wider cosmos? O O

the ways you find a sense of
meaning in life?

of meaning in life?

your understanding of a
greater pattern of which you
are a part?

O O
your ability to create a sense O O
O O

your understanding of the
connections, or lack of them,
between different parts of the
cOosSmMos?

O
O
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12. Do you feel that your astrology studies have affected...

A lot Alittle

the way you understand the
wider cosmos? O O

the ways you find a sense of
meaning in life?

of meaning in life?

your understanding of a
greater pattern of which you
are a part?

O O
your ability to create a sense O O
O O

your understanding of the
connections, or lack of them,
between different parts of the
cOosSmMos?

O
O
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14. Would you say that your understanding of time has changed since you began studying
astrology? If so, how?

15. Please give any further information you would like to about how your beliefs and ideas about
how the world works and your connection with the wider cosmos have changed since you
began studying astrology.

16. If you'd be willing to take part in a follow up interview to explore this material in more depth,
please give your email address here.
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Introduction



Ethical details – can opt out, anonymous, recording – Uni cloud server password protected

Purpose of research – triggered by Journey through Astrology workshops, testing the truth of what I taught, journey of changing cosmology

Overlaps with questionnaire and going deeper



Opening questions



How long studying astro / with Faculty

What prompted astrology studies

Spiritual beliefs – clarify / more detail from survey – what was inherited cosmology?

Role of astro in life – past / present / future



Key questions



How have / are beliefs and (cosmology) evolving and what is the place of astrology in that evolution?

Changes in philosophy / cosmology / worldview since studying astro – which came first?

Implications of these changes personally? Collectively?



Can you draw out the evolution of your understanding of how the world works in the context of your astrology studies – did your studies trigger a change in how you understand the universe or did that shift come first and trigger the deepening of astrology studies?



Was there a trigger for this change in understanding (can you pinpoint it?)

Was it always there or did something awaken it? (probe to find out trajectory / details)

How does / did the subsequent journey evolve?



How do any changes in beliefs or understanding of the cosmos impact you? Your life?



If moved away from “mainstream” worldview, how does that impact you? (helpful or challenging?)



What does it mean to see the cosmos as meaningful – what is the impact on your life?



Closing questions



Plans / hopes for astrology / astro studies in future?

Next steps in astro journey?

Any outer changes triggered by changing cosmology?
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