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‘The stars incline; they do not compel.’ 
Discuss this statement in relation to the theory and practice of astrology, 
using the work of two astrologers
In this essay, the statement ‘The stars incline; they do not compel’ is discussed in relation to the theory and practice of astrology, using the work of two astrologers. The origin of the sentence is not known, but it has been cited in various literary works and artworks. For example, Alan Leo, a 20th-century astrologer, quoted the sentence in his book
, encouraging readers to study astrology to spiritually rise to the anticipated world transformation in the Age of Aquarius. The phrase non cogunt (‘they do not compel’) is written on the horoscope William Lily, a 17th-century British astrologer, is holding in his portrait, referring to the argument against fatalism.
 
The sentence presents the view that the stars read by astrologers indicate only tendencies or influences that the stars might exert on people or events on Earth, and do not reveal a predetermined course of events that a person cannot escape, i.e., fate and deterministic nature of astrology. This essay will first review the statement's context in relation to philosophical and astrological discussions of fate, drawing on the works of philosophers and astrologers across different periods. Secondly, the views of two astrologers, Claudius Ptolemy and Dane Rudhyar, are examined with reference to their own words to assess how they considered the extent to which the stars compel individuals and events on Earth. In the third section, their views on how the knowledge of the stars can be used in such premises are reviewed. This review also examines which aspects they believed the stars could explain the possible inclinations. The examination of their works involves evaluating the different historical, cultural, and social backgrounds in which they studied and practised astrology.
Context of the sentence
Fate has been discussed since ancient times across various academic disciplines, including philosophy and astrology. Among ancient Greek philosophers, Plato explained that the soul selects a possible life and then descends through the planetary spheres to the Earth, a process during which its future fate is determined.
 His version of fate, however, suggests that one can change the direction of one's fate for the better by controlling the soul, which he argued consists of three layers: rational, spirited, and appetitive. Plato held that willpower is responsible for maintaining the soul's virtue.
 
Ancient Stoics, by contrast, are known for their causal determinism. Causal determinism holds that every event has a sufficient cause, and, given the conditions and event A, effect B must occur, covering every event with such conditions and leaving nothing to chance
. When such a theory is applied to human life as fate, it leads to fatalism, thereby precluding moral responsibility and free will
. In such a line of thought, if a person commits a crime, their fate and the stars that determined it are to blame. Therefore, responsibility cannot be attributed to the individual, as this would not be legally or socially acceptable. Such a fatalistic approach has attracted criticism, both for philosophical discussion and for the accuracy of astrology as a means of determining one’s fate. Brady states that ‘Consequently when a subject like astrology, which contains determinism, receives criticism it tends to involve arguments based on the debates against Stoic determinism.
’

Greeks are not the only influence on the concept of fate in astrology. Greenbaum points out the impact of Egyptian and Babylonian non-deterministic concepts of fate on Hellenistic astrology.
 Describing this mixed influence of deterministic and non-deterministic approaches on astrology, she commented: 
What may be taking place within astrology is an uneasy truce or an accommodation, perhaps both simultaneously, between two fundamentally different concepts of fate. This is why we see positions of what seem like hard determinism cheek by jowl with positions that allow choice and change within astrological practice.

 There have been accusations that astrology is deterministic, while it lacks a rational explanation for its outcomes. Marcus Tullius Cicero, for example, criticised astrology for predicting people's fates from their birth dates, even though many people would have shared the exact date of birth as Homer, ‘yet there was only one Homer’
. For this criticism, Brady points out that Cicero was ‘arguing against genethlialogy…the superstition that the time and place of birth and nothing else determines with mathematical certainty and mechanical rigidity the entirety of one’s life.’ 
Among contemporary astrologers, determinism regarding fate appears to have less significance. Liz Greene, an expert on psychological astrology, expressed her view that fate is a creation of unconscious complexes in one’s mind:
As individuals and as a collective, we unwittingly contribute to, create, or are drawn into situations which enact internal issues – either because we have been avoiding these issues in the past, or because they are simply ripe and the kairos, the right moment, has arrived.

In a survey conducted by Brady among contemporary astrologers
, 20% (23 of 115 respondents) considered that the source of determinism (fate) in their lives and thus in their charts was linked to their soul’s need for evolution. This evolution presumes the existence of a physical body, with its attendant needs and problems, and the astrologer uses the horoscope as a map to understand what the client’s soul needs to achieve its full potential in the present life.
Lehoux, in his paper discussing whether the deterministic criticism against astrology is fair compared with that of physics, points out that a strong reading can have the power to influence the individuals’ decision, so as a result, the individuals create their own fate: 
So powerful, in fact, that it may not leave people much room to make what they would see as their own decisions. On a strong reading of the power of the stars over human affairs, it may be the case that individuals do not have what you and I would consider to be free will.

His opinion can be interpreted as a case where the stars ‘end up’ compelling, as the information, such as one’s character or future events, is conveyed through reading of a chart and the individual interpreting it as ‘determined’ beyond their free will. 
 In the following section, the examples of two astrologers, Ptolemy from the 2nd century and Rudhyar from the 20th century, are examined to see if their astrological theories and practices agree or disagree with the statement ‘The stars only incline; the stars do not compel.’
Stars compel, to an extent.
Claudius Ptolemy was an astronomer in the second century CE. He is the author of Tetrabiblos, believed to have been written around 120 CE in Alexandria. The book was written as a counterargument to the unreasonableness of astrology, which Carneades and Cicero had doubted and criticised. Campion commented on Ptolemy’s works as ‘arguably had the greatest effect over the long run, through the medieval period’, based on his reputation as an authority in astronomy as well as the merit of his texts
. Komorowska points out that Ptolemy’s work emerged from a unique historical context surrounding astrology, as it was a period when the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle influenced discussions of astrology, while Hermeticism shaped the methodological debate.
 
Ptolemy expressed the view that universal matters, such as the divine and nature, are not negotiable. In other words, these matters are compelled by the stars. He referred to an Aristotelian line of thought, namely, the four ‘primary sublunar’ elements (air, fire, earth, and water) and the ether that influences the Earth. He, however, argued that the divine will does not necessarily govern every event on earth, and some events involve change and a natural sequence; therefore, there is room for intentional or unintentional deviation from the divine will. He wrote:
Rather is it true that the movement of the heavenly bodies, to be sure, is eternally performed in accordance with divine, unchangeable destiny, while the change of earthly things is subject to a natural and mutable fate, and in drawing its first causes from above it is governed by chance and natural sequence.

…it is clear that both in general and in particular whatever events depend upon a first cause, which is irresistible and more powerful than anything that opposes it, must by all means take place; on the contrary, of events that are not of this character, those which are provided with resistant forces are easily averted, while those that are not follow the primary natural causes, to be sure, but this is due to ignorance and not to the necessity of almighty power.

Following such statements, he also noted that qualities such as ‘predictions of more or less, of cold or of heat, and of the individual temperament
’ can influence the outcome even when the individual takes precautions based on the astrology-based predictions. These qualities are part of nature, and thus the area the stars compel. 
  Ptolemy explained that predictions made by astrologers can involve errors, like those in other professions, such as pilots and physicians: 
Since this is the case, it would not be fitting to dismiss all prognostication of this character because it can sometimes be mistaken, for we do not discredit the art of the pilot for its many errors; but as when the claims are great, so also when they are divine, we should welcome what is possible and think it enough. Nor, further, should we gropingly and in human fashion demand everything of the art, but rather join in the appreciation of its beauty, even in instances wherein it could not provide the full answer; and as we do not find fault with the physicians, when they examine a person, for speaking both about the sickness itself and about the patient’s idiosyncrasy, so too in this case we should not object to astrologers using as a basis for calculation nationality, country, and rearing, or any other already existing accidental qualities

This statement from Ptolemy can be understood as his acknowledgement that the astrologer's interpretive ability can reduce the stars' capacity to compel, since it cannot yield a complete or accurate prediction. Komorowska
 makes a similar comment, pointing out that Ptolemy is likely to have actively sought to create this approximation between astrology and medicine by emphasising ‘the incompleteness’ and ‘the openness of the data pool.’ All in all, his view on the stars’ ability to compel is therefore limited to those directly controlled by the divine will, and he leaves room for free will and natural influence for cases where such divine will is not supposed to be concerned with, as well as the cases where astrologers fail to interpret the stars right thus the stars can be seen as not compelling.
The second astrologer, Dane Rudhyar, an American astrologer and composer of the 20th century, also recognised that individuals are influenced by forces beyond their control. His theory was that the natal chart showed the individual’s seed, the potentialities the person could grow into. He, however, denied the existence of an ‘outside agency’, such as the divine, that determines one’s fate. In his own words:
All such beliefs in outside powers influencing, or (as is usually the case) compelling, the personality in this or that manner constitute deteriorations of individual selfhood; they lead to psychological slavery through fear or through transference of the power of initiative, or colloquially speaking, through “passing the buck” to some entity outside of the self.

He explained that the stars can tell the potential of the individual, but they cannot tell ‘1) whether there will actually be a full-grown plant [from the seed-form of the individual]; 2) how perfect this full-grown plant will be, if it is at all.
‘ It is the seed that ‘determines the organic structure and characteristics of the finished plant.’ In other words, this is a limit to which the stars can compel.
He also explained that whether the individual can manifest their destiny depends ‘primarily on the form of the self (seed-form: viz., the birth-chart), but also secondarily on the nature of the social and cosmic environment in the midst of which growth takes place.’
 The destiny, he explains, is therefore subject to change due to the influence of the ‘greater whole
’ the individual is a part of. The ‘greater whole’ is equivalent to the collective, referring to the characteristics owned by a group of individuals, such as the society or family line, but also ‘race, planet, [and] cosmos.’
 This is another area in which the stars can override the individual’s free will. In Rudhyar’s view, the stars can compel at the point of the individual’s birth, defining the individual’s seed and, by doing so, the limits of their capacity to respond to what happens in the surrounding environment. He said, ‘Nothing can come out of a person which was not potentially within that person.’

At the same time, however, he explained that the individual and the collective influence one another. The collectivity too can be ‘influenced and fecundated by the creative activity of those of its members who act as individuals and not merely as photostat copies of the collective pattern, or soul.’
 From this explanation, it can be understood that the collective is not fully compelled by the stars either.
How the stars can help
Based on the extent to which each astrologer believed the stars compel, they developed their astrological theory and practices. Their explanation of the purpose of astrology reflects their different focus and backgrounds.
At the beginning of his book, Tetrabiblos, Ptolemy defined the purpose of astrology to ‘investigate the changes’
 which ‘the aspects of the movements of sun, moon, and stars in relation to each other and to the earth, as they occur from time to time
’ bring about in their surroundings. As to the scope of prognostication astrology can tell, he explained as follows:
…it can go no further than what happens in the ambient and the consequences to man from such causes—that is, it concerns the original endowments of faculties and activities of soul and body, their occasional diseases, their endurance for a long or a short time, and, besides, all external circumstances that have a directive and natural connection with the original gifts of nature, such as property and marriage in the case of the body and honour and dignities in that of the soul, and finally what befalls them from time to time.

Ptolemy divides the subjects to which astrology can be applied into two. The first division ‘relates to whole races, countries, and cities
’, which he called ‘general
’. The second division relates to individual men, which he referred to as ‘genethlialogical.’
 What astronomical knowledge can foretell regarding such matters is explained in detail in Books II and III of Tetrabiblos, respectively. 
Ptolemy stated that the foreknowledge obtained from such reading could lessen the panic when encountering unexpected events and ‘accustoms and calms the soul’. In short, the unexpected would no longer be ‘unexpected’. It also allows individuals to take precautions and mitigate the severity of the consequences, provided the outcome is not attributable to divine will or nature, thereby confirming that he believed individuals could, in some cases, change their futures. He again uses the metaphor of a physician and medicine to explain the benefit of astrology:

…so also in the other cases, if future happenings to men are not known, or if they are known and the remedies are not applied, they will by all means follow the course of primary nature; but if they are recognized ahead of time and remedies are provided, again quite in accord with nature and fate, they either do not occur at all or are rendered less severe.


On the other hand, Rudhyar, writing in the 20th century, argued that the goal of astrology is the ‘alchemy of personality’
, transforming chaos into cosmos. The purpose of astrology is therefore to help individuals understand themselves to fulfil the potentialities and the destiny embedded in them in a seed form. Rudhyar said:
As I see it, astrology is most valuable for human beings living in our disturbed and chaotic society if it is able to help individuals understand more objectively their inner conflicts and their problems of interpersonal relationship, and to fulfill more completely and more harmoniously the possibilities inherent in their total person-body, soul and mind.

To perform such alchemy, he emphasised the importance of psychological analysis, to be used alongside astrology, to understand the individual truly
. He referred to some of the terms and concepts developed by C.G. Jung in his writings, and ideas such as individuation and conscious/unconscious influenced his thought
. His focus was on the psychological aspects of individuals and on supporting their self-transformation amid the influence of the collective. He described his astrology as ‘person-centred’ or ‘humanistic’: 
It is not a predictive and even less a fortune-telling type of astrology. Neither is it an astrology which claims to deal with a transcendent Soul, or past incarnations, or other such mystical or occult topics. It deals first and last with the individual person — but this person considered in all his aspects and as a living, feeling, thinking, self-transforming whole operating in the midst of a geographical and social environment.

His emphasis on self-transformation reflects the influence of the Theosophical Society, a radical movement founded by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky in 1875, and by her followers, who believed in the advent of the Age of Aquarius, which would significantly transform the world.
 Rudhyar’s style of reading the horoscope is also known for its ‘emphasis on an open-ended, optimistic life brimming with potential for change’
. ’Rudhyar denied the traditional line of practice in astrology, seeing certain planets and aspects as malefic. (Ptolemy, for example, wrote a section ‘Of Beneficent and Maleficent Planets’ in Tetrabiblos.) He wrote that in his astrology:
…no planet and no aspect is in itself “good” or “bad.” Every birth-chart is as “good” as any other, in the sense that it symbolizes what the person potentially is and what he is meant to achieve, if he follows the “instructions” which, as it were, are “coded” in the pattern of the sky, as seen from the place and at the exact moment of birth.

In his view, astrology can help individuals understand what the stars compel (the seed from which they are born) and, at the same time, enable them to exercise their free will to take actions that bring them to their full potential.
Conclusion
In this essay, the statement ‘The stars incline; they do not compel’ is discussed in relation to the theory and practice of astrology, using the work of two astrologers, Claudius Ptolemy and Dane Rudhyar. 
First, various discussions and perspectives on fate were examined, drawing on the writings of philosophers and astrologers from antiquity to the present, and presenting different assumptions about what the stars or the creator(s) predetermine, as well as criticisms from non-astrologers, some of which reflected misunderstandings of the practice of astrology and the confusion with philosophical thoughts, especially that of the Stoics.

Second, the views of Ptolemy and Rudhyar on whether the stars compel and, if they do, to what extent were examined. Examination of their words showed different presumptions of the cosmos, and on which respective astrologer developed their theories on what are non-negotiable and what are subject to change, either by nature or by free will. Ptolemy saw the divine will and nature as non-negotiable, while stating that not everything is determined by the divine will and therefore subject to change because of an individual’s act or natural coincidence. He also acknowledged that an astrologer's ability was not perfect and that the reading of the stars should be understood accordingly, as physicians could sometimes make errors in their diagnoses, which could be interpreted as indicating that the stars could not compel, since the reading was not always accurately made. Rudhyar, on the other hand, believed that the stars in the natal chart of an individual defined what kind of ‘seed’ the individual was born into. The seed represents an individual's potential and is immutable. The individual cannot grow beyond the potentialities defined in the seed, and therefore the stars compel to that extent. However, he believed that it is up to individuals and the collective influence around them whether they can achieve the full potential defined in the seed. Such actions are determined by individuals’ free will, not by stars.  
In the third section, their views on how astrology can be used in such premises are reviewed. Ptolemy explained a wide range of subjects, from countries and weather to individual attributes and fortune, that the stars could reveal, including predictions. He explained that astrology could provide foreknowledge that would help the individual prepare their soul for otherwise unexpected events, as well as precautions to lessen their negative impact or even avert them, provided the matter is not of divine will. Rudhyar, by contrast, argued that astrology was intended to help individuals understand their potential and transform themselves to realise their destiny. He claimed that matters such as prediction or past incarnations were unimportant, and his reading style reflected his belief that there is no good or bad birth chart, and it could only help individuals manifest their full potential.
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