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Debbie Lear-HPCA7015-Essay 3
Cultural Astronomy and Astrology – 3500 words - HPCA7015 


'The stars incline; they do not compel.'[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Anonymous, cited in Campion, Nicholas, Astrology and Popular Religion in the Modern West: Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement (Abingdon: Ashgate, 2012), p.58.] 


Introduction
Perhaps one of the biggest debates around the practice of astrology in the Western world concerns the issue of fate and destiny. Do human beings have free will, or are we divinely led? Or can we have both? Is there a broader, timely destiny that plays out over many lifetimes? And if so, can astrology illuminate this? Do our natal charts (a snapshot of the planetary positions at our time of birth) act as a 'blueprint', illuminating how our lives will unfold, or do they merely symbolise areas where we may have the potential for successes or challenges? The above quote implies a correlation between the heavenly bodies and the earthly realm; however, in this scenario, the stars show only a tendency towards something, suggesting that free will is also at play, and in this respect, a person's actions may be contrary to some kind of divine plan. In this essay, I consider the above quote, drawing on definitions and theories of fate, destiny, free will, karma and dharma and how they relate to the practice of astrology and ultimately illustrate varying cosmologies from Ancient Greece to the Modern Western world.

What is Astrology?
According to Historian David Edwin Pingree (1933–2005), Astrology is 'the study of the impact of the celestial bodies - Moon, Sun, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, the fixed stars and sometimes the lunar nodes - upon the sublunar world'.[footnoteRef:2]  This straightforward view suggests that planetary activity directly influences the terrestrial world. While this appears to be a clear definition, it simplifies the various practices of astrology. It fails to expand on the nuances of modern astrology and its evolution, as philosophy transformed the Western world from a god-centred cosmos to a human one.  Today, in addition to traditional forms of astrology, which are predictive and concerned with the physical world, we have modern practices that address the inner world of the psyche, mind and soul.  [2:  Pingree, David, ‘Astrology’ in Philip P. Wiener (ed.), Dictionary of the History of Ideas (New York, Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1973), Vol. 1, pp 118-126, p 118.] 


Platonic Notions of Fate and Free Will.
In Ancient Greek mythology, fate and destiny are controlled by the 'Moirai’ or the Three Fates. Plato refers to them in his Myth of Er. The Three Fates, Clotho, Lachesis and Atropos, are Ananke's daughters, who embody ‘Necessity’, the ultimate force of destiny, governing all life, to which even the gods are subject. Ananke's daughters work together to designate each human's lot of fate as the soul prepares to reincarnate. Lachesis allocates a Guardian Spirit who will accompany the soul in the next life. The Guardian Spirit oversees the spinning of the thread of life. ‘Atropos spins, making the threads of its destiny irreversible’[footnoteRef:3] Plato's allegory clearly illustrates a belief that our physical lives are mapped out before us, tailored to correspond to the celestial spheres and the order of the cosmos. Nicholas Campion, in A History of Western Astrology: The Ancient World, writes that in Hellenistic astrological texts, there is a ‘distinct sense that each infant came into the world with a path to tread, experiencing a series of opportunities or obstacles which coincided with planetary patterns.’[footnoteRef:4] He quotes Plato: ‘The planets are the keepers of time.’[footnoteRef:5] In this way, the planets symbolise the individual’s lot of fate, the cord's length and its strengths and weaknesses.  Or as Ptolemy writes in his Tetrabiblos: ‘It is so evident that most events of a general nature draw their causes from the enveloping heavens.’ [footnoteRef:6] While these views all point to fatalism initially, it’s important to note that Plato proposed an element of free will through his theory of the Tripartite Soul.  In his Timaeus, he suggests that the soul has three parts which govern a human being.  The ‘divine’ portion of the soul governs the head and rational thought, and this part of the soul is immortal while the other two lower parts, one that regulates the torso and the other the lower part of the body, are mortal.  Plato maintains that the middle portion bridges our lower ‘appetites’ or desires and our rational mind.  For Plato, the rational mind belongs to the divine and human beings are tasked with rationalising their desires and complying with the divine World soul.[footnoteRef:7]  For Plato, the Fates can affect the two lower parts of the soul, but not the immortal soul, which is essentially thought.  Or, as Liz Greene simply puts it, ‘The mind or soul is not subject to fate, but the body is full of it.’ [footnoteRef:8] [3:  Plato, The Republic, trans Lee, Desmond. (London, Penguin, 1955), p.392]  [4:  Campion, Nicholas, A History of Western Astrology, Volume 1: The Ancient World, (London: Bloomsbury, 2008) p.84]  [5:  Ibid. p.84.]  [6:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos. Translated by F. E. Robbins. Loeb Classical Library 435. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1940, p.5.]  [7:  Plato, Timaeus, (London: Penguin, 2008), 69c-70a.]  [8:  Greene, Liz, The Astrology of Fate] 


In her book, The Astrology of Fate, psychological astrologer Liz Greene considers the work of Florentine astrologer Marsilo Ficino (1433-1499), who proposed that we can free ourselves from fate by 'freeing our minds from the bondage of earthy things’[footnoteRef:9]  She cites Ficino:  [9:  Greene, Liz, The Astrology of Fate, (Boston: Weiser, 1984), p.123.] 

'
The force of fate does not penetrate the mind unless the mind of its own accord has first become submerged in the body, which is subject to fate… Every soul should withdraw from the encumbrance of the body and become centred in the mind, for then Fate will discharge its force upon the body without touching the soul. [footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ibid, p.122.] 


Like Plato, Ficino’s quote implies a need to surrender to the soul's will, to a destiny already mapped out.  It suggests that we can rise above our physical or earthly desires and compulsions, which may lead us towards the undoing of the soul and away from divinity. In some respect, he assumes that fate treads lightly when we are consciously aware of the consequences of our actions and how they relate to God and the soul.  It also assumes that a physical ‘force’ will intervene should we take a path unaligned to a predetermined destiny—a journey symbolised by planetary activity, which astrologers aim to decipher.

There are also parallels with Plato and Ficino in the work of German astronomer Johannes Kepler (1571-1630)[footnoteRef:11] , who proposes that human beings do have free will and that the soul has a dualistic nature: the ‘passive soul’ and the ‘active soul’. The ‘passive soul’ concerns our sensory perceptions and physical capacity to receive the exterior world. This aspect of the soul, he maintains, is divinely led. The ‘active soul’ is concerned with our rational mind, our intellectual capacity, which, according to Kepler, synthesises with our sensory experiences for reason to emerge. He writes:  [11:  Westman, Robert, Johannes Kepler, Encyclopaedia Britannica, <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Johannes-Kepler> [accessed 11 January 2025].] 

'
The passive soul operates on its own account, is the offspring of the inferior faculties of the soul…is subject to the powers of nature … is strong by the motion of the altercation which it brings to the body, so that it is completely subject to the vital faculty, whereas the active soul is occupied in activity … (is subject) to the will of man … (and) operates outside itself…adapting its operations to the proportions or bringing the proportions into them.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Kepler, Johannes, The Harmony of the World, trans. E.J. Aiton, A.M. Duncan, J.V. Field, (American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia, 1997), Book IV, p.310.] 


Kepler's quote suggests, like Plato and Ficino, that the soul's physical or ‘passive’ element is subject to fate because the cosmos can affect it through physical planetary ‘sympathies.’ Sympathies are the natural qualities of each planet that relate to all life on earth. For example, Venus corresponds to beauty, love, art and creativity[footnoteRef:13], whereas Mars corresponds to war, anger, blood and ego, to name but a few[footnoteRef:14]. This doctrine proposes that planets symbolically correspond to the natural qualities of all things in our lives, and therefore, they can affect them through their motions and interactions. In this way, earthly objects, including our physical selves, are part of an interconnected universe, which is interdependent and subject to fate. Conversely, the ‘active soul’, the rational mind, has free will because it is not, according to Kepler, connected to the physical realm and, therefore, cannot be affected by it. So, regarding astrology, we can assume that humans and all objects are subject to physical fate. And yet, we have free will to react consciously to fated physical experiences. [13:  Bills, Rex E, The Rulership Book: A Directory of Astrological Correspondences (Tempe: American Federation of Astrologers, 1971) pp199-213.]  [14:  Ibid, pp.215-227.] 

 
The Mind/Body Problem.
Plato, Ficino and Kepler propose theories of the soul, which have been split between the mind and the body, yet they propose a capacity for integration.  Theories of soul, fate and destiny changed with the philosophy of Rene Descartes in 1637. In his Discourse on Method and the Meditations, he proposed that human beings are essentially thought and entirely distinct from the body. He maintained that our sensory perceptions are unreliable and all that can be trusted is rational thought, or ‘clear and distinct ideas’.[footnoteRef:15] The distinction between mind and body paved the way for the physical world to become entirely isolated from the mind, so we began to explore them as such scientifically. For Descartes, only the mind connects us to truth and God. With the bridge connecting our physical bodies with the mind/soul removed, Liz Greene suggests that we lost the capacity to ‘counterbalance fate with spirit’ and we simply ‘left fate in the body and in life.’ for Greene, human beings in our modern world are burdened with a ‘dissociation of spirit and body’ which is problematic because the body is obligated to carry ‘the burden of sin’ and the mind is unable to comprehend its ‘compulsions and their affects.’[footnoteRef:16]  In this way, we can view astrology as bridging the gap between the mind/soul/psyche and the physical world, an intricate practice that allows us, through the study of the placement of celestial bodies, their movements and interactions, to recognise where our destiny lies, what we should become through the translation of the natal chart and its symbols. [15:  Descartes, Rene, in his Discourse on Method and the Meditations, 1637, (London: Penguin, 1968). P.2nd meditation.]  [16:  Greene, Liz, The Astrology of Fate, p.123] 


Modern Astrology 
Dane Rudhyar, Theosophist and astrologer, sees the natal chart as an entire symbol that reveals a ‘pattern of destiny’ which is ‘implicit’, and our purpose is to bring it into being, to make it ‘explicit’. In this way, the horoscope embodies potential; the logos alludes to a particular destiny. It is a tool we can use, against which we measure and interpret the affects of planetary transits. Through studying astrology, we can recognise what the ‘seed pattern’ in the birth chart requires for us to grow into our true purpose.[footnoteRef:17] It encompasses a message illuminating a person’s dharma and unique qualities, gifted at birth under a cosmic law of cause and effect.  For Rudhyar, the natal chart contains a symbolic language that can reveal how our lives should unfold. [17:  Rudhyar, Dane, Astrological Insights into the Spiritual Life (New York: Aurora, 1979). p.101.] 

 
 A natal chart is a person-centred symbol. That is to say, it carries a ‘message’– the symbolic formulation of the individual's dharma. It suggests how he can best actualise the innate potentialities of his particular and unique selfhood. It is a symbol, a mandala or logos, a word of power. Astrology seen from this point of view, is a language of symbols. Because it is a language, it implies a process of unfoldment of an idea of feeling-response.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Rudyhar, Dane, An Astrological Mandala (Boulder: Raven Dreams Press, 2023) p. 228 ] 


This contradicts Krishna's writing in the Bhagavad Gita, which declares that we are born with duties that we are fated to carry out because of the laws of Karma, which we bring into this lifetime. Whether we are compliant or not makes no difference; life events will force us to face these duties: ‘Bound by your own duties born of your own nature, O Kaunteya, that which you do not want to do, out of illusion, even that you shall helplessly do.’[footnoteRef:19] According to Paramahansa Yogananda (in his 1939 lecture What is Fate), ‘fate is something ordained – but it is ordained by you, yourself, through the operation of the law of causation, or karma.’[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Chetan, Hari, trans Bhagavad Gita: The Authentic English Translation for Accurate and Unbiased Understanding, (Great Britain: Amazon, 2021), 18:60, p. 218.]  [20:   Yogananda, Paramahansa, What is Fate, 1939, The Wisdom of Yogananda, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=shared&v=e5Hkijgk5xs [Accessed 12 January 2025].] 

For Yogananda, we have the freedom to behave however we please, but every action we take becomes a cause that produces a certain kind of effect.  We reap the results of every action we take, good or bad. Our actions in each lifetime dictate our fate for the next one.  Indian philosophy is integrated into the Humanist astrology of Dane Rudhyar, who also considers human beings as the creators of their own destiny. However, for Rudhyar, there is a divine destiny symbolised in each of our unique birth charts, which we should strive to meet.

Rudhyar considers destiny to result from a ‘process of existence’, which has nothing to do with fate unless we fail to comprehend that how our lives play out depends on ourselves.  He distinguishes that the Self is ‘a unique form of human existence which exists in space; destiny in time.  Self-hood is being; destiny is becoming.’[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Rudhyar, Dane, Astrological Insights into the Spiritual Life, New York: Aurora, 1979, p.100.] 




Alan Leo, Astrologer and Theosophist, 1860 – 1917, maintained that ‘Character is destiny.’[footnoteRef:22]  In his book Esoteric Astrology: A Study in Human Nature (1973), he proposed, like Rudhyar, that human beings can benefit from understanding their birth chart because it illuminates their true purpose or destiny.  He maintains that we should stay close to what our ‘blueprint’ and what the heavens reveal to us through astrology, as it can lead only to success and good karma, whereby our inner voice is subject to deception by a demonic force that Descartes called the ‘evil genius’ which makes us believe untruths about the nature of our existence.  The stars, however, reveal our highest potential[footnoteRef:23]:  [22:  Astro Databank, Leo, Alan, <https://www.astro.com/astro-databank/Leo,_Alan> [accessed 11 January 2025].]  [23:  Descartes, Rene, in his Discourse on Method and the Meditations, 1637, (London: Penguin, 1968).] 


Yes, our destiny is written in the stars; Only the closer the union between the mortal reflection Man and his celestial Prototype, the less dangerous his external conditions and subsequent reincarnations. There are external and internal conditions which affect the determinism of our will upon our actions, and although man cannot escape his ruling Destiny, he has choice of two paths, and it is in his power to follow either. Those who believe in Karma have to believe in destiny, which from birth to death man is weaving around himself as a spider weaves his web; and this destiny is guided either by the heavenly voice of the invisible prototype or by our intimate astral or inner man who is but too often our evil genius.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  The Secret Doctrine, cited in Leo, Alan, Esoteric Astrology: A Study in Human Nature (New Delhi: Saga Publications), 1973. p.37] 


Regarding her astrological practice, Liz Greene believes that archetypal truths are reflected in the horoscope.  For example, she equates fate with Pluto, the Lord of the Underworld. Throughout her book Astrology and Fate, she continually reinforces that where Pluto is found in the birth chart, there is an inevitable loss of someone or something, and a death occurs. Moira (the fates) for Green is the female Pluto-Hades, and wherever we encounter them (through birth placement or transit), it is at best unpleasant and at worst terrifying: [footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Greene, Liz, The Astrology of Fate, (Boston: Weiser, 1984), p.124] 


	Sometimes it may appear that the decree of Fate allots some positive good to men; but from the totality of its functions there can be no doubt that its character is not positive but negative.  It sets a boundary to limit duration, catastrophe to limit prosperity, death to limit life.  Catastrophe, cessation, limitation, all forms of ‘so far and no farther’, are forms of death.  And death is itself the prime meaning of fate.  Whenever the name of Moira is uttered, one’s first thought is of death, and it is in the inevitability of death that the idea of Moira is doubtless rooted.’[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  Walter F. Otto, The Homeric Gods, (London: Thames & Hudson, 1979), p. 264] 


While Rudhyar and Leo consider destiny in our own hands, Greene draws attention to aspects that are not under our control.  In the physical world, loss or endings outside of us are accepted as being influenced by the heavens; however, the inner world, the psyche, is considered immune to planetary influences, which opens questions regarding our emotional and physical responses. Grief often accompanies loss, and it can affect our ability to make rational choices.  In this instance, Greene would argue that losses we experience relating to Pluto are fated and that those losses, although external to us, correlate with our inner psyche.

Conclusion

In light of the discussion above, I am inclined to believe that the stars can both incline and compel.  Firstly, we considered Plato’s cosmology, alongside Ficino and Kepler, all in agreement that the stars affect only the physical world, allowing us free will in responding to exterior, physical transformations. I also considered the Moirai and the role of the Three Fates in myth, which proposes that our destiny is ‘spun’ before reincarnation. Destiny for Rudhyar and Leo spans time and is the collective outcome of all our actions over a lifetime, our choices, and our actions.  In this sense, we are always in a state of becoming.  Suppose we are inclined to consult the stars. In that case, we can decipher the symbolism in our natal chart and understand our ‘celestial prototype’, a unique blueprint that reveals our potential, a divinely constructed map directing us towards being the best we can be. 
I considered the concept of Karma and the assumption that fate is not ordained by a divine force, but by ourselves, and yet there is an overarching destiny that spans lifetimes, each one aiming to correct our negative behaviour from the previous lives.  While we have free will, in some cases, we are compelled to act without choice, such as when we meet Moira or Pluto, in which case our inner capacity to rationalise and overcome physical loss is thwarted.
The one theme running through all of the philosophical and astrological theories I explored is a need to take responsibility for our actions in response to fated physical events. In this way we consciously work with a greater universal truth, as we see in the Corpus Hermeticum:

Hermes: All men are subject to Fate and to generation and change; for these are the beginning and the end of Fate; and all men indeed suffer things fated, but those with reason of whom we have said that the Mind is Guide, suffer not in the manner with the others, but having departed from Vice, not being evil, suffer not evil.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  The Divine Pymander and Other Writings of Hermes Trismegistus (extracts from the Corpus Hermeticum), trans. John, D. Chambers, New York: Weiser, 1982), p. 78] 
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