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‘The stars incline; they do not compel.’
Fate in the astrology of Valens and Abu Ma’shar

Word count: 3532 


Introduction
This paper examines fate in the practice of astrology using the work of second-century astrologer Vettius Valens and ninth-century astrologer Abu Ma’shar, in the context of the statement that ‘the stars incline; they do not compel’. This statement, attributed to various sources including Alan Leo,[footnoteRef:1] means that while individuals may be predisposed toward certain actions or fates, they are not coerced into them by the stars. The works of Valens and Abu Ma’shar reflect this idea.  [1:  Alan Leo, ‘The Editor’s Observatory’, Modern Astrology, New Series, 8.3 (1911), pp. 89-96 (p. 95).] 

Valens was born in 120 CE in Antioch (modern Turkey) and moved to Egypt at the age of 35. His work The Anthology[footnoteRef:2] is a collection of texts outlining the basics of astrology. The information in this work carried down through the centuries, influencing many astrologers, including Abu Ma’shar al-Balkhi, who mentions Valens in his own work The Great Introduction to the Science of the Judgments of the Stars.[footnoteRef:3] Abu Ma’shar was born in 787 CE in Balkh (modern Afghanistan) and was active as an astrologer in Baghdad in the 800s. His Great Introduction has a section arguing for the value of foreknowledge as part of an address to critics of astrology.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Vettius Valens, The Anthology, trans. by Mark T. Riley (Denver: Amor Fati Publications, 2022)]  [3:  Abu Ma’shar, The Great Introduction to the Science of the Judgments of the Stars, trans. by Benjamin N. Dykes (Minneapolis: The Cazimi Press, 2020)]  [4:  Abu Ma’shar, The Great Introduction, pp. 102-116.] 

Both Valens and Abu Ma’shar remain influential for modern astrologers. For example, notable astrologers including Chris Brennan, Leisa Schaim, Patrick Watson, and others are working to reconstruct and apply one of Valens’ chronocrator systems, which is currently being called zodiacal releasing. Ali Olomi, a historian and astrologer, is translating the work of Abu Ma’shar and other medieval Islamic astrologers to revive knowledge and bring forgotten or mistranslated techniques to light while also adding information about the cultural contexts.
Both Valens and Abu Ma’shar also discuss the topic of fate and the value of foreknowledge. Although there are almost 700 years and different cultural and philosophical contexts between the two astrologers and their works, there are notable similarities in their thoughts on fate, especially as it pertains to self-management and fate management.

Definitions and theories
In defining fate, we must first set it apart from determinism. While these words are often used interchangeably in the modern era, Robert C. Solomon writes, ‘Fatalism is the thesis that some event must happen, and no further explanation, notably no causal explanation, is called for’ with determinism being that which ‘can be explained in terms of prior causes and standing conditions’[footnoteRef:5]. Furthermore, he defines fate as ‘a more ancient and therefore often more personalized version of fatalism’.[footnoteRef:6] Using this framework offers greater precision and a clear definition of the word ‘fate’ as an outcome that must happen, which allows for differentiation from thinking of outcomes as driven by cause and effect. [5:  Robert C. Solomon, ‘On Fate and Fatalism’ in Philosophy East and West, Vol. 53, No. 4 (October 2003), pp. 435-454 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/1399977> [accessed 26 March 2023], p. 443.]  [6:  Solomon, ‘On Fate and Fatalism’, p. 442.] 

For this paper, the definition of fate as an outcome consciously sets aside consideration of moral responsibility, in the sense of having an obligation to act, or not act, in a certain way or toward a certain ideal. Doing so allows for a consideration of fate-as-outcome that can be more broadly applied across cultures; belief systems; and the legal, social, and political impacts of individual intersectionality. It also permits defining fate simply as an event or outcome, not an action taken by an individual in response to an event or outcome, or as an effort to change an outcome, the latter of which would be fate management rather than fate itself. That being said, in this paper events may be referred to as ‘fortunate’ or ‘unfortunate’ (or similar) in the style of each astrologer.
Given that both Valens and Abu Ma’shar’s works assert that outcomes may be mitigated or even repelled, additional nuance is required in defining fate in the context of astrology. Suzanne Bobzien cites fourth-century philosopher Nemesius of Emesa in discussing a theory called ‘Egyptian fatalism’ which ‘allow[s] for the—occasional—later change of what has been predetermined as a result of prayers’.[footnoteRef:7] Using this more flexible definition allows fate to exist as a spectrum of outcomes, rather than as single finite events. Thinking about fate as a spectrum leads us to questions about its inevitability and mutability. [7:  Suzanne Bobzien, Determinism and Freedom in Stoic Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 49.] 


The inevitability and mutability of fate
Deciding whether the stars may compel an outcome requires consideration of the extent to which fate is inevitable, and—if an outcome is not completely inevitable—the extent of both fate’s mutability and the belief of individuals that fated outcomes can be changed.
The inevitability of fated outcomes encompasses a range of views. Hyeongmin Kim, et al, in their work on belief in the malleability of fate and impacts to consumer choice,[footnoteRef:8] ‘posit that consumers have an implicit theory about the nature of fate, such that some consider their fate to be fixed, whereas others believe that their fate is malleable and can be changed’.[footnoteRef:9] This aligns with the arguments that Abu Ma’shar, in particular, put forth to those who might doubt the value of astrology as a source of foreknowledge,[footnoteRef:10] which suggests a continuity in the divergence of human beliefs about fate over the centuries; that is, that some people believe there is no point in trying to manage fate while others believe there is room for action and adjustment and behave accordingly. [8:  Hyeongmin (Christian) Kim, Katina Kulow, and Thomas Kramer, ‘The Interactive Effect of Beliefs in Malleable Fate and Fateful Predictions on Choice’, Journal of Consumer Research, Vol. 40, No. 6 (2014), pp. 1139–48 <https://doi.org/10.1086/674196> [accessed 10 December 2023]]  [9:  Kim et al., ‘The Interactive Effect of Beliefs in Malleable Fate and Fateful Predictions on Choice’, p. 1145.]  [10:  Abu Ma’shar, The Great Introduction, p. 102.] 

With regard to the latter belief, the idea that fate can be managed, ameliorated, mitigated, or changed has been part of astrology for quite some time. Hellenistic astrology developed in Ptolemaic Egypt as a blend of Greek, Egyptian, and Mesopotamian astronomical and magical practices[footnoteRef:11] and this blending was not only in the sciences of the stars. It suffused the culture as well. For example, the fusion of the Egyptian goddess Isis with the Greek goddess Tyche ‘…did not represent implacable fate, but the type of fortune or chance that might be changed for the better by foreknowledge or magic’.[footnoteRef:12] This indicates that there was a wide and persisting cultural belief in the ability to change fate beyond astrology, one that continues to this day. [11:  Geraldine Pinch, Magic in Ancient Egypt, revised edn. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010), p. 166.]  [12:  Pinch, Magic in Ancient Egypt, p. 167.] 

However, in her study on fate management in the metaphysical community,[footnoteRef:13] the author found that even among those who profess a belief in fate and its malleability,  [13:  Whitney Hill, Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology: Fate Management in the Metaphysical Community, (Lampeter: University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2023). Unpublished paper.] 


‘…respondents engage in fate management as a wilful behaviour but accept that they don’t have full volitional control over the effects due to a variety of reasons including timing, alignment, or the simple need for the event to occur’.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Hill, Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology, p. 17.] 


This suggests that even those who consider fate to be malleable and astrology to be a valid method of fate management may accept that there are limits to possibility and effectiveness. Again, thinking of fate as a spectrum of outcomes, where the bigger-picture outcome is necessary or inevitable but the finer details are more nuanced or fluid, becomes a useful exercise toward considering whether fate inclines or compels and evaluating the work of Valens and Abu Ma’shar accordingly. 
In some cases, it may be less that fate itself is malleable and more that there are other factors—or other fates—in play. In the second-century work Tetrabiblos, Ptolemy writes that the mutability of a fated event is affected by the number and power of the influences upon it, and whether the primary nature of the event is acted upon.[footnoteRef:15] The greater the scale of an event, i.e. an event impacting a nation and/or its ruler, the more it influences or overrides smaller fated events, i.e. the outcomes for individuals with lesser power or eminence living in the nation and/or dependent on the ruler. In other words, the stars do not compel an army to overthrow a ruler; rather they incline a ruler, whose fate indicates a fall from power, to be destroyed by that army if precautions are not taken—and the people ruled to be further affected according to their individual fates. [15:  Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. by F.E. Robbins, Loeb Classical Library 435 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1940), I.3, p. 27.] 

From these examples arises an understanding that fate is an event or outcome that must occur, but that there are factors influencing the extent of its inevitability, including scale, power, action, and the innate nature being affected. These factors support the idea that the stars do indeed incline rather than compel, because the nuance of various factors creates space for tendencies or dispositions to not only exist but also to be actioned (or not), rather than forcing immutable outcomes. These ideas are also reflected in the work of both Valens and Abu Ma’shar, as demonstrated below.

Fate in astrological theory and practice
Fate is threaded throughout the practice of astrology. According to Nicholas Campion, 

‘Every form of astrology begins by posing a level of fatedness, in which human beings assume a lack of control over their lives but then set out to create choice, negotiate with nature, and enter into a dialogue with time’.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 16.] 


This reflects attitudes written about by Ptolemy,[footnoteRef:17] as well as those uncovered in Hill’s study of fate management among metaphysical practitioners in modern times. Again, the idea of dialoguing with time, the gods, and so on to negotiate fate inherently requires that fate is mutable to some extent, or it would not be possible.  [17:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, I.3, p. 31.] 

This idea of dialogue may be fundamental to Hellenistic astrology, given its partial origins in Mesopotamian astrology. In writing on the topic, Campion says, ‘Destiny derived from a dialogue between heaven and humanity, between ideal and earthly realms and passivity in the face of the future was not an option’.[footnoteRef:18] If dialogue with greater, non-human forces is the driver behind Mesopotamian, Hellenistic, and medieval Islamic astrology, self-management and fate management effectively become the default reasons for the practice—there is no point in dialogue where there is no possibility for either internal or external action. [18:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Volume 1: The Ancient and Classical Worlds (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2008), p. 65.] 

Using astrology with the aim of action makes sense because, as Daryn Lehoux notes, astrology is different from other forms of prediction because ‘the signs from which astrologers make their predictions are unique in that they are themselves predictable and regular’.[footnoteRef:19] This regularized predictability has two effects: it creates a sense of inevitability, i.e. fatedness, but it also invites action. These paired effects are what come through most strongly in the works of Valens and Abu Ma’shar, in the form of self-management and fate management, although we also see elements of chance. [19:  Daryn Lehoux, ‘Tomorrow’s News Today: Astrology, Fate, and the Way Out’, Representations, Vol. 95, No.1 (Summer 2006), pp. 105-122 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/rep.2006.95.1.105> [accessed 16 November 2023], p.113.] 


Fate versus chance in astrology
The concept of luck or chance is intertwined with fate. In writing philosophically about ecology, Matthew Fuller and Olga Goriunova describe fate as ‘an archaic, transcendental form of chance’[footnoteRef:20] and luck as ‘a taming of chance’,[footnoteRef:21] where the latter ‘is activated whenever there is a preformation that comes as a narrowing of the future but within which an unlikely beneficial outcome is obtained’.[footnoteRef:22] They also say, ‘the die is loaded, the cards are marked’[footnoteRef:23] with regard to the likelihood of outcomes. While calling fate ‘archaic’ does more to reflect modern sensibilities (and sensitivities) about free will and control over one’s life, linking fate and chance is a cornerstone of ancient and medieval astrology. [20:  Matthew Fuller and Olga Goriunova, ‘Luck’, in Bleak Joys: Aesthetics of Ecology and Impossibility, 75–92 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2019) <https://doi.org/10.5749/j.ctvthhd56.8> [accessed 15 December 2023], p. 77.]  [21:  Fuller and Goriunova, Bleak Joys, p. 78.]  [22:  Fuller and Goriunova, Bleak Joys, p. 78.]  [23:  Fuller and Goriunova, Bleak Joys, p. 76.] 

This concept of fate-as-chance is accounted for in both Hellenistic and medieval Islamic astrology via the Lots or Arabic Parts, points calculated via natal chart placements and used extensively by both Valens and Abu Ma’shar, as well as their contemporaries. Specifically related to this topic is the Lot of Fortune. The accident of birth gives each individual a Lot of Fortune, where the conditions of the Lot and its ruler describe the range of potentials available as well as which way the dice are loaded when it comes to that which befalls each person: in the individual’s favour, offering material resources, good health, and opportunity; or against, reducing or denying the same.
Adding the nuance of luck or the Lots offers another angle from which to consider the question of whether the stars incline or compel. When an incident befalls someone, whether fortunate or unfortunate, they are not compelled to make the most of good fortune simply because it has occurred. This is apparent in the number of people who, despite having other advantages, allow an event to be the cause for a sort of negative exceptionalism wherein all that happens is the worst that could happen, and it is fated to happen to them, always. Likewise, those with relatively little are not compelled to do nothing but bemoan misfortune; the combination of fate-as-chance and the inclination of their stars leads many to make the most of what’s available, regardless of others having more in quantity or quality of resources or health.
In these examples, we can see where astrology as self-management offers another angle to the question of inclination versus compulsion.

Astrology as self-management
According to Chris Brennan, ‘Hellenistic astrology was developed shortly after the philosophy of Stoicism emerged as one of the dominant philosophical schools in the ancient world’,[footnoteRef:24] adding that ‘the Stoic ideal was to accept your own personal fate no matter what it is, and to treat all events as having the same essential value’.[footnoteRef:25] Stoicism therefore looms large as an influence in Hellenistic astrology and those practices influenced by it. Taking this into account leads to an understanding that the ultimate goal of learning one’s fate was not simply foreknowledge but seizing a divinely given opportunity to manage oneself with greater equanimity. [24:  Chris Brennan, Hellenistic Astrology: The Study of Fate and Fortune (Denver: Amor Fati Publications, 2017), p. 153.]  [25:  Brennan, Hellenistic Astrology, p. 154.] 

Valens makes a direct statement to this point: 

‘For God, in his desire that man should foreknow the future, brought this science into the world, a science through which anyone can know his fate in order to bear the good with great contentment and the bad with great steadfastness.’

So, not only is the benefit of astrology in increasing our ability to self-manage; it may be inferred that human capability to engage with this knowledge came about explicitly so that Stoic self-management is possible.
Valens also states that ‘those who have trained themselves in the prognostic art and in the truth keep their minds free and out of bondage…and live undisturbed’[footnoteRef:26] and that ‘we too must act the parts assigned us by Fate and adapt ourselves to the chances of the moment, even if we do not like them’.[footnoteRef:27] In these comments, Valens may be understood to say that while the stars incline people to certain behaviours or lead their lives to specific outcomes, they do not compel attitude or how we act on the feelings events engender. It is within the grasp and choice of each individual to Stoically accept their fate, to inwardly self-manage, and then to act accordingly toward outwardly managing outcomes. [26:  Vettius Valens, The Anthology, 5: 6, p. 206.]  [27:  Vettius Valens, The Anthology, 5: 6, p. 206.] 

In this same spirit, Abu Ma’shar says, 

‘And also, if these people had had advance knowledge (from the indications of the planets) that the things which they sought would not be completed for them, nor would they be successful in them, they would cease their search and impulse for them, and their pursuing of them; then they would not anticipate the unpleasantness and distress, nor would the impulse for them ensue, nor brooding, regret, and remorse.’[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Abu Ma’shar, The Great Introduction, 1: 1, p. 110.] 


In this sense, astrology is a way to proactively engage emotionally with what is coming (or not coming) rather than hiding away from the possibility of misfortune or mourning the departure of good fortune. Having foreknowledge is a way to moderate a range of emotional responses and, presumably, live better or at least in less mental and emotional distress. In so doing, the individual has a clearer path to managing their fate.

Astrology as fate management
On the topic of fate and astrology, Valens writes:

‘…I offer this advice to my readers, not with the idea that it is possible to appeal the decrees of fate and act according to one’s wishes, but <with the suggestion> that it is possible (I would certainly claim it to be so) for the initiates of this art to weaken the evil to some extent.’[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Vettius Valens, The Anthology, 5: 2, p. 196.] 


This statement suggests that while fate may have the final word in a person’s life, there is flexibility which practitioners of astrology may take advantage of. An outcome may be fated, but there is room to mitigate or ameliorate the misfortune. This is not the same as determinism as defined above; the general outcome would occur regardless of the action taken. Rather, it is the emotional or material experience of the event, or the severity of the outcome, that changes with action. Again, thinking of fate in more nuanced terms as a spectrum rather than as a single outcome that does or must occur is beneficial for understanding the overlap of Hellenistic astrology and fate.
Similarly to Valens, Abu Ma’shar sees the science of the stars as a way to strategically manage one’s fate. He says,

‘But if something delightful happened to a man and he already had advance knowledge of it, he would not be confused nor startled due to it…and he will think in advance about how he wants to manage it’.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Abu Ma’shar, The Great Introduction, 1: 1, p. 112.] 


He speaks similarly on the foreknowledge of unfortunate events and the ability to mitigate them, as well as managing expectations and reactions,[footnoteRef:31] but he also takes the idea of fate management a step further than Valens. Abu Ma’shar writes that foreknowledge allows not only mitigation or amelioration, but also the possibility of an outright repelling of harm: ‘The second way [an astrologer can use foreknowledge] is the detestable thing which, if a man has foreknowledge of it, he has the power to repel it from himself in its entire substance’.[footnoteRef:32] However, the repelling of the undesired or harmful thing is dependent on other factors, such as the individual’s nativity and presumably greater factors like those that would be spelled out in, for example, a medieval Islamic astrologer’s delineation of the mundane Aries ingress. This is similar to what was described by Ptolemy, and where the discussion of factors or weighting in overlapping fates becomes practical. [31:  Abu Ma’shar, The Great Introduction, 1: 1, p. 109-110.]  [32:  Abu Ma’shar, The Great Introduction, 1: 1, p. 106.] 

In this sense, astrology serves a dual purpose. It can spell out certain outcomes or fates: when and how a person might come into an unfavourable situation, or even die. But it also provides the map to possible actions. An event may be fated to occur, but the individual is not compelled to act one way or another. Both the choice to act at all and the choice of actions are entirely in their power, though subject to the availability of personal and community or social resources. In this, Valens and Abu Ma’shar may be inferred to share a view that the stars don’t force anyone to act in accordance with their fate. They simply lay out what may happen and incline certain outcomes to be more likely à la Fuller and Goriunova’s weighted dice, and individuals may decide to act, or not. The success of these actions or the severity of the consequences of inaction are reliant on the mix of factors outlined by Ptolemy, but knowing astrology gives the individual a few marked cards of their own.
Abu Ma’shar also presents a perspective that may seem to contradict the above. In discussing people who criticize astrology because they believe the stars do not indicate the possible, he says, 

‘And just as the planets indicate the possible and the choice which belong to a man, so likewise do they indicate that the man will not choose apart from what the planets indicate: because his choosing the thing or its contrary is by means of the rational soul which mixes with the animal soul in individuals, through the indications of the planets.’[footnoteRef:33]  [33:  Abu Ma’shar, The Great Introduction, 1: 1, p. 88.] 


A surface-level read of this passage may suggest that he is saying the choice or lack thereof is predestined and compelled by the planets. Reading in the context of the rest of the chapter, however, which includes multiple statements like those cited above, offers a different interpretation in line with the idea that fate represents a spectrum which can be managed by taking—or not taking—the choices available to each individual. In other words, the options available may be set, as food options are set at a buffet, and each person may have different constraints (this one is lactose intolerant and cannot eat something on the buffet, that one has extra money and gets an à la carte beverage or menu item). But within those constraints, there are still choices a person may make, and consequences thereof to deal with. These constraints represent a form of chance, i.e. that which is outside an individual’s control, which influences the ability to manage fate.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the works of both Valens and Abu Ma’shar suggest a belief that the stars may make certain outcomes more likely to occur, but that individuals may also choose to leverage the advantage offered by astrology as a predictive tool to mitigate or even change these outcomes. Additionally, individuals may be imbued with a certain nature according to their nativity, but knowing the stars and the fates outlined in the natal chart offers the opportunity to live in a way that invites a more balanced or Stoic outlook on life.
As a result, ‘Egyptian fatalism’ becomes the name of the game, where any compulsion to submit to unfortunate stars or squander the gifts of fortunate ones may be resisted and channelled into more desirable outcomes by taking action. The mutability of fate permits space for a spectrum of severity in both the emotional response and the outcome regardless.
In the work of both Valens and Abu Ma’shar, the stars offer opportunity and influence behaviours, but do not compel the taking of opportunity or action, confirming the statement that ‘the stars incline; they do not compel’.
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