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The stars incline; they do not compel.
Cheryl Abraham 2510780, wordcount: 3545

Introduction 
This essay examines the statement “the stars incline; they do not compel” in relation to the astrological theory and practice of Claudius Ptolemy (100-178 CE) and Alan Leo (1860-1917).
These two astrologers are chosen because they represent two influential moments in the historical development of the astrological traditions most commonly practiced in Europe, North America and Australasia. 

Ptolemy, the Alexandrian astronomer, geographer and astrologer, represents the early codification of astrological theory. In his Tetrabiblos (c. 150 CE) he systematizes astrology using concepts drawn from Aristotelian philosophy and Stoicism.[footnoteRef:1] He provides a foundational model for understanding astrology as a rational and naturalistic discipline within the ancient world. Leo is a British astrologer and leading figure in the development of esoteric and modern astrology. His work was strongly influenced by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-1891) and the Theosophical Society (founded in 1875).[footnoteRef:2] Leo emphasized astrology as a spiritual and moral system concerned with self-development and inner transformation. [1:  Bernadette Brady, “Theories of Fate among Present-Day Astrologers” (PhD diss. University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2012), 141; Lehoux, “Tomorrow’s News Today: Astrology, Fate, and the Way Out,” 107-108. ]  [2:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), 197.] 


The statement derives from the medieval Latin formulation “astra inclinant, non necessitant.”[footnoteRef:3] It is used as a conceptual lens through which to explore astrology’s ongoing negotiation between fate, free will, and determinism, before situating the approaches of Ptolemy and Leo within this broader theoretical framework. [3:  J. L. Zahrt, The Astrological Imaginary in Early Twentieth-Century German Culture (PhD diss. University of California, Berkeley, 2012), 19.] 


Fate, free will, and determinism
I. Ancient mythic origins
In early Greek thought, multiple conceptions of fate coexisted. One of the most prominent was embodied in the figures of the Moirae.[footnoteRef:4] According to Mircea Eliade (1907-1986), the Moirae spin fate like a spider spins a web, “like everything woven, the lives thus created are fixed in a pattern: they have a destiny.”[footnoteRef:5] Similarly, in Roman poetry the spinning of the Parcae at birth is common.[footnoteRef:6] This association between fate and birth prefigures later astrological practices, in which the configuration of the heavens at the moment of birth is taken to signify the pattern of an individual life. The Moirae expressed a mythic understanding of fate, often symbolized through images of weaving or binding (figure 1). As Joseph Campbell (1904–1987) observes, myth is “the secret opening through which the inexhaustible energies of the cosmos pour into human cultural manifestation.”[footnoteRef:7] Myths are stories that connect us to the mysterious forces of the universe. In addition to the Moirae, Greek thinkers developed the idea of anankē, or necessity. For Plato (428/427-348/347 BCE) and Aristotle (384-322 BCE), this could mean either a logical outcome that must follow from earlier events or a kind of unavoidable force built into the structure of the world. These ideas anticipate later notions of determinism.[footnoteRef:8]  [4:  Brady, “Theories of Fate among Present-Day Astrologers,” 49; B.C. Dietrich, “The Spinning of Fate in Homer,” Phoenix 16, no. 2 (1962): 86.]  [5:  Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion (London: Sheed & Ward, 1958), 181.]  [6:  R.B. Onians, The Origins of European Thought About the Body, the Mind, the Soul, the World, Time and Fate, Cambridge University Press, (1988): 352. ]  [7:  Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (New York: Pantheon Books, 1949), Prologue.]  [8:  Plato, Timaeus 40d; Aristotle, Prior Analytics 24b18; J.O. Urmson, The Greek Philosophical Vocabulary (London: Duckworth, 1990), 20, as cited in Brady, “Theories of Fate among Present-Day Astrologers,” 49.] 
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Fig.1: The three Moirae (Clotho, Lachesis and Atropos) at the grave of Alexander von der Mark by  Johann Gottfried
Schadow (1764–1850) in the Old National Gallery, Berlin.



II. Platonic, Aristotelian and Stoic theories
The philosophical schools established by Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics founded by Zeno of Citium (334–262 BCE) each articulated distinct cosmological frameworks that address questions of fate, destiny, and human freedom.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, 149.] 


In Stoic philosophy, second-century CE thinkers built on earlier Greek ideas of fate and necessity to develop heimarménē (Greek: εἱμαρμένη). This concept is defined as a network of causes that governs and orders the universe,[footnoteRef:10] and is described metaphorically as: “…a fine thread running through the whole of existence; it is the logos of the cosmos, the mind of God.”[footnoteRef:11] In De Fato (c. 100–150 CE), heimarménē is presented as an intelligible cosmic order, with Stoic accounts of fate illustrated through references to Platonic dialogues such as the Phaedrus, Timaeus, and Republic.[footnoteRef:12] While Plato and Aristotle also conceive the cosmos as ordered and intelligible, Stoic heimarménē uniquely describes a fully causal and monist system in which all events, including human actions, are integrated. In a monist theory, soul, body, and cosmos all belong to a single, unified natural order governed by the same causal principles. Moral responsibility is preserved because, within this causal order, individuals remain responsible for their rational responses to events, rather than for the events themselves.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  R. Sklenar, “Seneca, Oedipus 980-94: How Stoic a Chorus?,” The Classical Journal 103, no. 2 (2007): 193.]  [11:  J.B. McMinn, “Fusion of the Gods: A Religio-Astrological Study of the Interpenetration of the East and the West in Asia Minor,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 15, no. 4 (1956): 203.]  [12:  Ps- Plutarch, De Fato, vol. VII, Moralia (London: Loeb Classical Library, 1959), 568D.]  [13:  Brady, “Theories of Fate among Present-Day Astrologers,” 77.] 


Plato understands fate as operating within a rational and intelligible cosmos.[footnoteRef:14] While the material world is subject to change, Plato locates the will in the soul, which stands apart from material conditions; as a result, what is “up to us” is identified with having choice. This marks an early articulation of a dualist theory that separates soul and body, and grounds agency in the soul.[footnoteRef:15] However, in the Myth of Er, Plato also makes clear that freedom is limited: choice operates within a moral teleological framework in which virtuous action leads to a better rebirth, while moral failure results in future suffering.[footnoteRef:16] Souls actively choose their future lives prior to reincarnation, and responsibility for the outcome is assigned to the chooser rather than to fate or the gods, preserving ethical accountability. Fate thus establishes the conditions of life, while moral responsibility remains with the soul itself, resulting in a model that combines cosmic order with genuine moral freedom rather than strict determinism. [14:  Ibid., 55, 60.]  [15:  Ibid., 56.]  [16:  Plato, Republic 615b, trans. G. M. A. Grube, rev. C. D. C. Reeve (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1992).] 


Aristotle understood the cosmos as a network of sympathetic relations grounded in the primary qualities of hot, cold, wet, and dry, which are brought into interaction through the movement of the celestial spheres. This cosmology establishes a natural causal order linking celestial motions to processes on earth.[footnoteRef:17] According to Brady, he saw the soul as a “life force and was thus linked with mortality.”[footnoteRef:18] At the same time, Aristotle rejected universal necessitarianism. He allows for contingency within the natural order, and argues that not all events occur by necessity. This position is articulated in his discussion of future contingents, such as the sea-battle problem, which challenges the claim that all future events are already fixed.[footnoteRef:19] Aristotle preserves moral responsibility by grounding human action in voluntary choice rather than in unavoidable necessity.  [17:  Brady, “Theories of Fate among Present-Day Astrologers,” 69.]  [18:  Ibid., 70.]  [19:  Ibid., 70-72. ] 


III. The free will dilemma 
The problem of free will concerns whether human agency can coexist with cosmic order or causal necessity. In medieval philosophy, Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) maintains that the heavenly bodies may influence human temperament and passions, but cannot compel the rational will, which remains capable of moral choice. This position preserves both celestial influence and ethical responsibility without reducing one to the other.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, First Part, ed. Anthony Uyl, 512–13; cited in S. J. Tester, A History of Western Astrology (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1987), 181. ] 

Early modern philosophy reframes the problem through a more radical metaphysical division. René Descartes (1596–1650) introduces a form of dualism distinct from Plato’s, grounded in a sharp separation between mind and body. The realm of thought is removed from the corporeal world governed by physical causation, securing freedom at the level of mind but at the cost of fragmenting the unity of human experience.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Brady, “Theories of Fate among Present-Day Astrologers,” 90.] 


From the early modern period onward, debates about free will increasingly take place within the framework of determinism, as earlier notions of necessity are replaced by causal explanation grounded in the laws of physics, raising the question of whether genuine choice is possible in a law-governed universe.[footnoteRef:22] William James (1842-1910) defines determinism as the view that the present state of the universe uniquely fixes the future, leaving no alternative possibilities; indeterminism emerges as one response to this problem, holding that reality contains a degree of openness such that events are not fully determined by prior causes.[footnoteRef:23] If determinism is accepted, philosophers then divide over whether free will can survive it. Baruch Spinoza represents a hard incompatibilism position, arguing that because the universe is governed by determinism, humans lack the kind of free will required for moral responsibility.[footnoteRef:24] Compatibilism offers the opposing response, maintaining that meaningful human freedom and moral responsibility can coexist with causal determinism, even if all human actions are necessitated by prior events and natural laws.[footnoteRef:25] [22:  Ibid., 88-89.]  [23:  William James, The Will to Believe: And Other Essays in Popular Philosophy (New York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1897), 150.]  [24:  John Martin Fischer et al., Four Views on Free Will (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 85.]  [25:  John Martin Fischer et al., Four Views on Free Will (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 44.] 

This framework establishes the philosophical terms through which the maxim “the stars incline; they do not compel” can be examined in the astrological theories of Ptolemy and Alan Leo.

The natural astrology of Claudius Ptolemy
Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos begins by separating astronomy (the exact study of celestial motions) from astrological prognostication (the interpretation of their effects on the sublunary world), which already frames astrological outcomes as conditioned rather than mechanically forced. In that same opening, he warns the reader not to demand from prognostication the same “sureness” as demonstrative astronomy, because the second art must work amid the instability of earthly particulars.[footnoteRef:26] This distinction highlights two aspects of astrological doctrines: etiology, which concerns astral causation, and semiology, which concerns interpretation and meaning.[footnoteRef:27] This methodological caution is the conceptual seed of ‘the stars incline; they do not compel.’ Ptolemy explicitly ties the weakness of astrological prediction to “material qualities found in individual things” and to the difficulty of handling complex terrestrial circumstances, not to any denial that heavenly configurations have influence.[footnoteRef:28] He argues that a real power emanates from the “eternal ethereal substance” and is dispersed through the region around the earth, so that celestial configurations can genuinely affect what happens here. Yet, the sublunary realm is always changing, which means celestial influence is mediated through shifting conditions rather than an unchanging reality.[footnoteRef:29] The resulting picture is a cosmos that is causal but non-fatalistic: heavenly motions are stable and knowable, but he rejects the idea that human life is predetermined. [26:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, 3.]  [27:  Nicolas Weill-Parot, Astrology, Astral Influences, and Occult Properties in the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries, trans. David Morse (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2013), 204.]  [28:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, 5. ]  [29:  Ibid., 5-7.] 


When Ptolemy turns to the usefulness of astrology, he compares it first to medicine, since both concern bodily goods such as health and temperament and are useful despite not producing riches or fame; he then adds that this limitation does not justify condemning astrology any more than one would condemn philosophy, which likewise does not produce such external goods but is valued for its greater advantages.[footnoteRef:30] Ptolemy explicitly rejects individual determinism, stating that human events are not “originally ordained for each person by some irrevocable divine command,” but arise from a mutable earthly order governed by chance, natural sequence, and general conditions.[footnoteRef:31] He denies that human events unfold by necessity, thereby distancing astrology from a fatalistic doctrine. At the same time, he affirms that the motions of the heavenly bodies themselves are governed by an unchangeable destiny. Earthly affairs are subject to fate because they draw their first causes from the heavens, but unfold through chance, natural sequence, and material conditions. This distinction allows Ptolemy to explain why some events appear unavoidable (such as plagues) while others vary according to a person’s natural temperament and conditions. Astrology thus concerns tendencies rather than necessities: the stars initiate causal influences (incline), but they do not compel outcomes, since earthly events remain contingent. [30:  Ibid., 21-23.]  [31:  Ibid., 23-25.] 

Ptolemy’s position reflects an Aristotelian account of natural causation combined with a mutable notion of fate. His theory is monist because he treats celestial and terrestrial realms as parts of a single natural order linked through cosmic sympathy. Influenced by Aristotle, Ptolemy explains planetary influence through qualitative principles such as heat, cold, moisture, and dryness, rather than through transcendent or metaphysical causes. Within this unified system, he adopts a compatibilist view of free will: while cosmic order governs celestial motions, individual human affairs are not fixed by necessity but remain contingent. Astrology thus describes tendencies rather than compulsory outcomes, preserving human agency within natural causation.

The esoteric astrology of Alan Leo
One of the most influential astrologers of the twentieth century is Alan Leo.[footnoteRef:32] He reformed astrology after its marginalization in the seventeenth century.[footnoteRef:33] He did so by reinterpreting astrology through Theosophy, which reworks Platonic ideas of reincarnation and soul development. For Leo, natal circumstances express karmic necessity rather than fatalistic determination, a view he expresses when he writes: [32:  Brady, “Theories of Fate among Present-Day Astrologers,” 121.]  [33:  Michelle Aroney, “Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World,” The Historical Journal 66 (2023): 1152, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X23000328.] 


“I could come to no other conclusion but that since each Ego was to be born into a special set of conditions there must be some inherent necessity in that soul which linked it to those conditions ; this necessity could be nothing but a state of development, and this development must have been attained in some previous existence.”[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Alan Leo, Astrology for All, 4th ed. (New York: Cosimo Classics, 2006), 333.] 


Leo’s position may therefore be described as compatibilist: karmic necessity determines the conditions of birth, while moral and spiritual freedom governs how those conditions are lived and transformed. According to Campion, “Leo concluded that astrology should abandon its predictive pretensions and focus instead on spiritual awareness.”[footnoteRef:35] For Leo, the horoscope reflects the moral disposition the soul has already formed and thus the material with which it must now work, as he states: “we have made our character what it is; the horoscope represents us as we have made ourselves.”[footnoteRef:36] Astrology thus functions not as a system of fixed prediction, but as a means of self-knowledge that makes conscious transformation possible. Leo emphasizes that planetary influences operate as tendencies which can be consciously directed. He compares the astrologer’s task to cultivation rather than submission, writing that planetary “vibrations” may be used “as a skilled gardener uses his tools – for the cultivation of the garden of the soul”[footnoteRef:37] This distinction presupposes a dualist framework, in which the evolving soul is not identical with the personality and circumstances represented in the horoscope, but stands in a reflective and transformative relation to them. [35:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, 197.]  [36:  Leo, Astrology for All, 335.]  [37:  Ibid.] 

Leo articulates his view on fate and free will by framing it as the central difference between exoteric and esoteric approaches to astrology.[footnoteRef:38] Exoteric astrology is described as a predictive and event-focused practice concerned with outward circumstances, whereas esoteric astrology denotes an inward, spiritually oriented approach concerned with character, consciousness, and the soul’s development. He argues that treating astrology merely as a method of forecasting external events misunderstands its purpose; when approached esoterically, planetary influences are understood as tendencies offering opportunities for growth. The maxim “the stars incline; they do not compel” functions as its ethical foundation: astrology is valuable because it makes the individual conscious of tendencies and thereby morally responsible for how they are lived. Astrological prediction would fail when planetary influences are treated mechanically, since the same influences manifest differently according to the individual’s level of consciousness. One example he gives: “For instance, a man who is taking his personality in hand and making strong efforts to overcome anger and jealousy, or greed and covetousness, will not act so impulsively as those who do not know that they are jealous or greedy…”[footnoteRef:39] In this view “character is destiny.”[footnoteRef:40]  [38:  Alan Leo, The Progressed Horoscope (London: L. N. Fowler & Co., 1906), Preface, v.]  [39:  Leo, The Progressed Horoscope, 6.]  [40:  Ibid., 7.] 

Leo adopted the aphorisms “the stars incline; they do not compel” and “the wise man rules his stars, the fool obeys them” to signal his commitment to free will. [footnoteRef:41] Fate is not abolished, but redefined as a field of conditions within which agency can be exercised, strengthened, and educated over time. The astrologer’s task is therefore not simply to predict events, but to assist the person in transforming inclination into self-mastery. [41:  Campion, Nicholas. “Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement: The Extent and Nature of Contemporary Belief in Astrology.” (PhD diss. Bath Spa University and the University of the West of England, 2004), 113.] 


Conclusion
This essay has shown that the aphorism “the stars incline; they do not compel” captures a long-standing tension within astrological thought between fate, determinism, and human agency. Ptolemy situates astrology within natural philosophy and a Stoic-influenced monist framework; he affirms cosmic order and celestial causation but rejects strict individual necessity. Heavenly motions are governed by unchangeable destiny, but the events on earth unfold through mutable fate, chance, and changing material conditions. Astrology therefore describes tendencies rather than unavoidable outcomes. Alan Leo reinterprets astrology through Theosophical frameworks. He emphasized the soul’s evolution, ethical responsibility, and the possibility of transcending one’s horoscope. Whereas Ptolemy is most strongly influenced by Aristotelian natural philosophy, Leo aligns more closely with Platonic traditions, particularly in his emphasis on the soul’s evolution and reincarnation, which echo the Platonic ascent of the soul and the Myth of Er. Both thinkers adopt compatibilist positions, though they justify the compatibility of celestial influence and human freedom in different ways. Ptolemy locates it within a naturalistic account of causal order, in which celestial influences operate through mutable material conditions, whereas Leo situates it within a moral and spiritual framework, in which astrology functions primarily as a tool for self-knowledge and soul development. Taken together, the approaches of Ptolemy and Leo suggest that astrology must continually renegotiate the relationship between fate and free will in order to remain meaningful across changing contexts. The appeal of the maxim “the stars incline; they do not compel” lies less in its ability to resolve this tension than in its function as a flexible principle that allows astrologers to preserve both cosmic order and human agency, even as the metaphysical foundations of astrology shift.
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