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Comments:
Overall

Your thesis aims to explore modern western esoteric astrology with respect to ideas of karma and reincarnation, specifically asking whether Indian Karman theory and Platonic ideas of the soul can be located within this genre. It relies heavily on Gansten’s hypothesis of a hybrid version of karma as distinct from traditional karman theory and his assertion that this hybrid version is found in Alan Leo’s work.
Overall this is a well written and well referenced thesis, with particularly clear analysis of the chosen astrological texts with reference to the key themes in Gansten’s analysis. It brings out a subtle but interesting conclusion on the differences in 1970s esoteric astrology relative to Leo’s early 20th century astrology. 

You provide some good and relevant background chapters on traditional Indian philosophy and Plato’s ideas on the soul although these could have been more fully utilised in your other chapters, for example providing greater critique on Gansten’s hypothesis. Additionally there is little focus on the ‘reincarnation’ theme save as something implicitly associated with the idea of karma.
Structure and argument
You begin with a mostly clear introduction that introduces the key components of your question. This is fairly involved, since you have two periods of esoteric astrology, Gansten’s hypothesis, an assertion about esoteric astrology being ‘new age’ and then a further question on Plato’s ideas of the soul. Whilst this is all relevant, the addition of Plato’s ideas on the soul in particular reads a little like an afterthought rather than being fully integrated in the original question. Additionally the aim of exploring how belief in karma and reincarnation shapes western esoteric astrology is answered only quite narrowly by revisiting Gansten’s hypothesis on Leo’s use of Karma (which you confirm) and then extending out. Whilst this tight focus is necessary for a piece of work of this length, it might have been more clearly reflected in the thesis title. You could also have said a little more on why it is important to consider karma and reincarnation as themes in astrology e.g. referencing some of Nick’s work on the extent to which these remain important ideas in contemporary astrology. 
Whilst your explanation and argument is generally very good, Alan Leo requires further introduction. Your first mention of him is in the opening paragraph as ‘Leo’s astrology’. But he hasn’t yet been introduced nor his importance in the history of astrology explained. You do include some material on this from p2 onwards but this is after you have already mentioned his work several times. There could also be more justification on the selection of 1970s astrologers e.g. why the intervening astrologers are not relevant. Your treatment of Dane Rudhyar for example is quite cursory. It is debatable that his astrology was just about the self rather than the soul, and in later works, he talks about development in the context of a soul between lives rather than just a psychological approach which is relevant to your topic (his work on transpersonal astrology). Furthermore several of the prominent 1970s psychological astrologers also discuss karma (e.g. Stephen Arroyo wrote a book with karma in the title). However, it is fair to say you have selected a prominent group of so-called esoteric astrologers that seems a good sample of this sort of astrology and distinct from what could be considered the main protagonists within ‘psychological astrology’. 

The inclusion of the material on the New Age is a valid link to wider scholarship but is treated quite briefly after an assertion that both Theosophy and Leo’s astrology (p5) may be considered to be New Age in character. It may not have been necessary to assert this definitively, since you don’t have time to consider this theme in depth. You might also have made more use in this section of Nick’s PhD, although I note you have referenced his Astrology and Popular Religion. 

Chapter Two is called ‘literature review’ but given your research is library based you could have dropped an explicit chapter with this title and simply built up your chapters by theme – many of the early chapters include literature review material. Chapter 3 concerns karma and reincarnation in Indian religion, philosophy and astrology. This is clearly relevant to a wider exploration of karma and reincarnation in astrology but you have not brought this back to your central question of Gansten’s hypothesis or its application to modern western esoteric astrology. Equally chapter 4 is well written and explores important material relating to Plato’s view of the soul but the end of the chapter is finished by stating that the thesis will now focus on the main research aims. This has the effect of suggesting these chapters were somewhat diversionary to the main purpose so some greater integration or linking back to ongoing argument and themes would have helped. 

Chapters 5 and 6 involve a close examination of Gansten’s four themes as they apply firstly to Leo’s astrology and then to the 1970s astrologers. These are well written and clear but could benefit from some linking back to your earlier material on karma in traditional Indian philosophy, for example on p29 where you state Gansten’s view that traditional conceptions of karman transmigratory existence have no beginning or end. Is this questionable? More of this type of analysis might have helped you get under the skin of Leo and the other esoteric astrologers’ use of karma rather than a reaffirmation of Gansten’s theory for Leo and a slight variation for the later astrologers. 

Although there is limited space in a masters’ dissertation, the question of Leo’s view on the soul and to what extent this is in the horoscope could have been further explored, further using your Plato material. Early on in the thesis you state that Leo viewed the soul as belonging in the horoscope which was a major shift in emphasis from earlier astrologers. Yet on p29 you talk about Leo’s view of young and old souls and how their experience of the horoscope varies. Such a theory suggests that the soul is not entirely represented in the horoscope since different souls could have similar horoscopes but experience them quite differently. Also relevant here is Bernadette Brady’s work on dualism and monism in the horoscope which you can find in her PhD exploring fate in astrology.

Your identification of the difference in Leo’s astrology and the later esoteric astrologers in respect of the spiritual curriculum is interesting. Leo’s theory of old and young souls does not seem clearly replicated in later astrology although Liz Greene’s discussion of levels of psychological awareness has a parallel in terms of the level at which the same planetary configuration may be experienced differently by different people based on the ‘level’ or development of their soul/psyche.

You conclude that your thesis has examined how the concepts of karma and reincarnation shape modern western esoteric astrology. But it has only done this with regard to a specific hypothesis i.e. that of Martin Gansten, rather than providing substantial wider discussion, and this tight focus could be brought out more clearly throughout the thesis.

Style
Overall you have a good style, and write well with excellent English and clear analysis. There are a few points you may wish to consider going forward however:
· Occasionally your writing reads as though you are listing various ideas e.g. on p2 where you give a very condensed history of 20th century astrology between Leo and the 1970s esoteric astrologers

· On p11 you open with a discussion on the New Age and the Astrological Ages and then move to Alan Leo and his cosmic evolutionary laws. This makes it seem like Leo is here (in the Esoteric Astrology passage you reference) referencing the Age of Aquarius which he isn’t. It is important to ensure that you don’t misrepresent what each person has said (or has not said).

· You could sometimes expand on comments rather than leaving it to the reader to deduce further. For example on p13 you write that ‘of course’ the argument on progress supports Gansten’s hypothesis but you could briefly mention why rather than using this phrase. You also use the phrase ‘of course’ elsewhere – this should be avoided. Instead, let the evidence and your measured commentary and analysis develop your argument.
Sources and referencing
Generally you use a good range of primary and secondary sources although could have split these out in your biography. You have however only used one book from Stephen Forrest so a wider selection from him and your selected astrologers would have further enriched your research.
Final comments

Overall, a well-written dissertation worthy of a merit mark containing much relevant material and strong analysis of the astrological texts.
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Comments:

This is an excellent piece of work. You have taken a topic which is central to contemporary western esotericism, namely the adoption, or appropriation, of Indian concepts. You have taken two particular concepts, namely karma and reincarnation, and applied them to the case of esoteric astrology, i.e., that branch of astrology primarily concerned with the inner life.

You have established the context with great care, drawing on the secondary literature on western esotericism and on New-Age thought, which are, of course, closely linked and you have referenced key theorists such as Christopher Partridge and Henry Bogdan. Your introductory section on astrology also demonstrated an excellent interweaving of primary and secondary sources from Alan Leo and Alexander Ruperti and Margaret Hone to Patrick Curry and myself. 

Your writing is extremely clear and your referencing throughout is comprehensive and informative and at every single point your use of primary sources and secondary sources is clearly identified.

The whole dissertation is organised in a logical manner moving from the context you provide in your literary review of the main texts and primary and secondary sources through to your research. It is not strictly necessary to have a methodology section in a literary, library-based, research project. However you made this section work and justified your approach using the literature on qualitative research.

Your key research question is set out on pages 1 and 9. On page 1 you set out your main two aims, which are to explore Martin Gansten‘s claims concerning the importation of Indian concepts into western astrology. It is perfectly appropriate to take such a narrow focus and your justification of this is effective. Gansten claims firstly that Alan Leo, the most important of all the theosophical astrologers, adopted notions of karma and re-incarnation from theosophy, and that these then became central to his highly influential reform of astrology. Gansten‘s second claim is that Theosophical notions of Karma were fundamentally different to Indian in that the western version assumed a model of spiritual evolution. 

Your third research question asks whether Plato‘s model of the soul found a place in Alan Leo’s teaching, as it had in a strand of Neoplatonic astrology dating continuously to the mid-15th century. On page 9 you then elaborate Gansten’s theory of four components of the western doctrine of Karma and spiritual evolution as applied in your research to Alan Leo’s esoteric astrology

You conclude on pages 48 to 47 that Gansten is indeed correct, of that and in Leos astrology is based on the AC is so fickle version of, and reincarnation rather than an Indian one, and that Platonic concepts of the soul are prominent in Leos theory. Your research therefore adds detail to and substantiates Gansten’s work.

Chapters 2, 3 and 4 continue your literature review by exploring Theosophical and new-age thought; the theory of karma and reincarnation in India, and the transmigration of souls in Platonic theory. Chapters five and six and then explore Gansten’s claims in particular relation to Leo’s astrology and post-Leo esoteric astrology.

Your research is set out in a most clear way. Having identified your themes and research questions you then systematically look for quotations in the work of Leo and your other selected esoteric astrologers, and demonstrate the presence or not of Indian, Theosophical and Platonic concepts. Your approach is critical and analytical, exactly as required.

If there is a weakness it comes from the fact that half of is devoted to literature review and only half to your examination of the primary sources in esoteric astrology. In many circumstances this balance would work well. However because you are examining the presence of Indian concepts of karma, theosophical concepts of karma and Platonic notions of the soul, as well as Gansten’s four componentsd of Theosophical karma, your examination of each is highly restricted. In addition for primary sources in astrology you have used both Alan Leo and five additional esoteric astrologers. Your examination of your research question in relation to the primary sources therefore depends on, usually, one quotation from the primary source to indicate a particular part of your research question.
In retrospect you could have had a narrower research question: for example not including Plato, and including either Leo, or your five post- Leo astrologers, but not both. 
However, your research proposal was agreed without this excess of both research questions and primary sources being anticipated . The question therefore is whether you undertook the research project as agreed. You did this and you did it well, fulfilling the required criteria: your thesis is well written, clearly structured, includes a proper literature review, is based on a clear research question which is reflected in your actual research, good use of secondary sources to create a context and good use of primary sources in order to answer the question. 
Your conclusion is short and, in ideal circumstances, should be longer and include references. However it does refer back clearly to your theoretical framework.
In summary your dissertation is in its way the very model of a carefully constructed and executed research project. There is material in this dissertation which could be extracted, revised, and published.
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