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A critical review of Cumont

Word Count: 2159
This paper critically reviews the introduction to Franz Cumont's book: Astral Religion among the Greek and the Romans.
 The book is a collection of lectures delivered by Cumont in 1910-11 in the United States summarizing many years of research into astrology conducted by Cumont. In his presentation Cumont overviews how he believes was the development of astrology. He describes its early beginning with the practice of star observations in Babylon, based on a belief that the stars are gods, and that those gods take interest and influence life on earth. Cumont than details how astrology, a 'pseudo-science.. in reality a creed', migrated and transformed paganism and early idolatry in Greece and Rome. Cumont credits astrology as the guidance to the will of kings, and asks how this 'erroneous belief' became a leading doctrine, shaping human thought and social life for three millennia until the 18th century. Cumont regards astrology as a religion and offers two theories: One on the development of a theology, and another regarding the history of the Greco-Roman religion to the point of its conversion to Christianity. This review critiques these theories in the light of Ninian Smart's article: Beyond Eliade: The Future of Theory in Religion, in which he examines Eliade's Sacred-Profane theory and offers suggestions on how to value theories in the study of history of religion. 
 

Worldview

Franz Cumont (1868-1947) was an archaeologist, a philologist and a historian of religion. He studied philology and comparative mythology, conducted archaeological excavations in Syria and Armenia, and while teaching at the University of Ghent he published his monumental work on Mithraism, crediting near east religions in shaping and influencing the Greek and Roman religions of antiquity.
 Cumont was also a chief editor of the Catalogus Codicum Astrologorum Graecorum (CCAG), a 12-volume catalogue of Greek astrological writings, the first compilation of those writings in modern times.
 The series of lectures this introduction commences is the summary of his astrological editorial work, and demonstrates his immense knowledge in the history and philosophies of the Babylonian, Syrian, Greek and Roman eras.  

"It seems to me that we have a problem where a theory in effect is an expression of a worldview, which is then brought to bear upon worldviews",
 is Smart's main critique of Eliade. Cumont and his audience are the academics of the early 20th century, holding a worldview that astrology is a 'hallucination', 'superstition', and a 'monstrous chimera'. His introduction to the subject starts with an almost apologetic tone explaining to his audience why he spent so much time on this 'disturbing astral mathematics'. Cumont suggests that astrology demands the attention of historians, with a focus on understanding the 'manifestations of the irrational'. Cumont's worldview of what astrology and religion are, and his lack of appreciation for many dimensions of astrology, prevents him and his readers from gaining a true answer to his core question: "How could this absurd doctrine arise, develop, spread, and force itself on superior intellects for century after century?"

Astrology and Religion 

Assuming the point of view of a historian, Cumont ventures to study astrology and its history as parallel to any other history of a theology. Yet, he doesn't stipulate what he means by the word astrology. The introduction offers three different possible meanings. The first discusses astrology as a belief: "Its starting-point was faith, faith in certain stellar divinities who exerted an influence on the world."
 The second, treats astrology as "an exact science which was superimposed on primitive beliefs", and in that sense, can be studied from a historical perspective examining the 'progress of reason'.
  A third definition by Cumont, the one used today in regards to astrology, credits it as "the tragic, ceaseless attempt of man to penetrate the mysteries of the future".
 The confusion of what astrology is, and in which discipline should it be studied is still prevalent today. 
We gain a further insight into Comont's definition of astrology, when we consider his definition of the word religion. Cumont is considered as a historian of religions. In a review of his place within the humanities, Eline Scheerlinck reflects on his work as providing a new model for the study of ancient religions: "Instead of focusing on language, names, texts and myths, Cumont's viewpoint was of the entire Altertumswissenschaft (Science of Antiquity). 
 Again, attempting to understand Cumont's idea of religion, I follow Ninian Smart, who offers the 7 dimensions of religion: 1. the ritual or practical; 2. the doctrinal or philosophical; 3. the mythic or narrative; 4. the experiential or emotional; 5. the ethical or legal; 6. the organizational or social; 7. the material or artistic.
 Reading the whole series of lectures I found that out of the above dimensions, Cumont focuses almost exclusively on the doctrinal or philosophical dimension. The ritual, material and ethical dimensions are hardly discussed by him. The narratives and myths are fleetingly mentioned, but mostly as references to the doctrine, not for their own value. He does not emphasize enough the organizational or social aspect and devalues one of the most important aspects of ancient astrology which was the regulation of the calendar (both civic and religious). Though, Cumont does remind his listeners in the 5th lecture that "When to-day we name the days Saturday, Sunday, Monday, we are heathen and astrologers without knowing it, since we recognize implicitly that the first belongs to Saturn, the second to the Sun, and the third to the Moon".
 Cumont does credit the emotional dimension as important in the understanding of the appeal of astrology: "this potent system, which set itself to satisfy the intelligence, made a yet more effective appeal to emotion. If the cults of the East pretended to answer all the questions which man asks concerning the world and himself, they also aimed at stirring his emotions, at arousing in him the rapture of ecstasy."
 The religion of astrology adds an 8th dimension to Smart's list, as Scheerlinck noted: the scientific, leading to Cumont's insistence that the belief in astrology rests on intellectual grounds. 

The most important aspect of Cumont's worldview of what an overall religion is and astrology in particular, is found in his focus on the philosophical dimension of religion. He considers Plato, Aristotle, Zeno and many other great philosophers and poets as mere astrologers. Anyone who discusses the idea of a soul connected to the stars in some manner before birth, during life, and after death, practices the theology of astrology according to Cumont. Further, his worldview emphasizes that religion offers an explanation to the hereafter: "Some sects of mystics--Orphic or Pythagorean--taught that the spirits of the dead departed to dwell in the moon, or to shine among the constellations."
  Cumont gives much credit to the 'sidereal eschatology' popularized by Cicero and Manilius for example, towards his consideration of astrology as a religion. 

Theory in the History of Religion

Ninian Smart writes: "It seems to me a defect of Eliade's approach that he tends to ignore anthropological, sociological and economic estimates of religion".
 Cumont's approach and resultant theories ignore all the above and many more dimensions of religion. His first theory is on the growth of the astrological religion which can be expanded to other theologies as well: first, faith in the stellar divinities. Next: observation of those deities reveals their regular movements, which could then be projected into the future, adding the idea that if the movement is similar, than its influence will probably be similar as well. Lastly, the theory of the planetary influence repeating itself turns into a dogma 'justified by physical and moral reasons'. If experience contradicts the dogma, then new methods are added and doctrines are developed only to get complicated over time. 'By a common process, after believing, people invented reasons for believing', never questioning whether the basic premise - faith in the influence of the stellar divinities on human lives- is correct.

This is an interesting theory and it may explain how astrology survived one change of faith. The basic faith in stellar divinities or planetary gods was transformed by Christianity, yet the doctrine of stellar influence remained and flourished for another millennia until the next change of faith. Cumont credits Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo for breaking down 'The power of astrology', by proving the geocentric model wrong. Cumont does not mention, he may have not been aware, that all three astronomers were practicing astrologers, and as far as we read into their writings, they themselves did not lose faith in astrology even after they were convinced in the heliocentric model.
 Yet, it is true that their discoveries have weakened the belief in astrology. When Cumont gave his lectures, a modern version of astrology was beginning to form in the Western intellectual world, proving that the age old faith in astrology could still attract new followers to the ancient creed. The resurrection of astrology in the 20th century is still a mystery to modern scholars who still search for those 'reasons for believing'. One example for the continued search for the source of belief is Eliade's theory of the 'eternal return': "the nostalgia for a periodical return to the mythical time of the beginning of things, to the 'Great Time'". 
 Astrology may be seen as having the supposed capability to find that 'Great time'. The resurrection of the belief in astrology was researched by Nicholas Campion who, a century after Cumont, writes that "reasons for belief need to be sought and solutions recommended". 
 Astrological doctrines are still being developed (many including an idea of a soul in them) get complicated, and the core belief remains. 

Cumont offers another theory. He suggests that the theology of astrology "was to eliminate the narrower forms of belief and, by changing the character of ancient idolatry, it was to prepare in many respects the coming of Christianity."
 The first theory was presented in a fuller manner, this theory is mentioned in one sentence without any further explanation. Attempting to understand Cumont's building blocks for this theory, lecture 2 reveals that he credits astrology as the first 'international religion', taking hold during Alexander the great conquests.  The second building block from the 6th lecture credits the human interest in the hereafter and the conviction that souls of the departed rise to the stars: "very wide-spread belief of Syrian origin that souls fly to heaven on the back of an eagle".
 He suggests that the idea of an immortal soul as presented by Plato and others, served as a benchmark to a broader, transcendent god of Christianity. Suggesting that from a view of the afterlife spent in Pluto's realm beyond the Styx, the Greek eyes turned upwards towards the heavens. Again, the idea is interesting, but ignoring all other aspects such as the political, and economic achievements of the Macedonian and the Roman Empires. Refusing to acknowledge the known fact that Christianity was birthed within Judaism and its early followers were persecuted in Rome, make it almost impossible for researchers to pursue. The hereafter notions of the Greek philosophers may have broadened 'narrow forms of belief'. Ancient idolatry also changed, but one may expect rituals and beliefs to change in the span of 2 millennia. Cumont does not delve into the practical uses of astrology, its myths of the 'sidereal gods', its influence on the arts, nor its place within the social and economic life in early Babylon and later in Rome. His disregard for other considerations make his theories 'defect' in Smarts words.
Conclusion:

Smart suggestion on evaluating a theory is: "how fruitful that theory is".
 He acknowledges that Eliade's theory is fruitful, by providing new areas for research, new terminology, and of course, because of its impact. In the case of Cumont it seems that his theories were not fruitful, since they did not have much impact. Historians, scientists, sociologists, philosophers and media people grapple with the same riddle of astrology. All coming up with the unclear definitions of what astrology is, what religion is, whether astrology is a religion, and why do people believe in it. Cumont's theory of faith adding scientific rational explanations to itself, and turning into a dogma was largely ignored, though it could be interesting in researching other dogmas that were proved wrong by evolutions in science and/or worldviews. The theory crediting astrology as a preparation for Christianity, with its focus on the hereafter, ignores much historical evidence relating to the progress of Christianity in its early days. Both theories suffer from a very narrow focus on one dimension of religion, the philosophical, excluding other dimensions and research that could have supported them. Cumont's worldview with its disdain for astrology is still prevalent today, the research of astrology and its place within history suffer from that. We are nowhere near answering the question of how astrology forces itself on superior intellects (and the masses) then and now. Maybe an answer will arise when more scholars eliminate those narrower forms of disbelief and study astrology with appreciation and an open mind.
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