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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.

Introduction

An aphorism attributed to the second-century astrologer Ptolemy (c. 100−178 CE),[footnoteRef:1] ‘The stars incline; they do not compel’ sought to discourage those who put too much faith in the effect the stars allegedly had upon humanity.[footnoteRef:2] This axiom essentially means that the stars do not force people to do things but influence their behaviour. Ultimately, it asserts that people have freedom in their will and the potential to master their fate.[footnoteRef:3] What is meant by ‘fate’ here is the principle that one’s choices of action are not free, but rather they are determined by causes independent of one’s will.[footnoteRef:4] Astrology is particularly prone to questions of fate and free will, given that it often claims to be able to predict future events and specify details of one’s character based off of cosmic influences beyond human control.[footnoteRef:5] This essay will explore how fate and free will are interpreted in the theory and practice of astrology, using the works of the renowned British astrologers- Margaret Hone and Alan Leo: first, analysing Hone’s Stoic understanding of fate and the ‘compelling’ nature of cosmic forces on human life; and secondly, examining Leo’s Platonic take on fate and the soul’s potential to overcome the ‘inclination’ of the stars.        [1:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. by F. E. Robbins. Loeb Classical Library 435 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1940), pp. vii-viii]  [2:  Michael A. Ryan, ‘The Iberian Peninsula: Land of Astral Magic’, in A Kingdom of Stargazers Astrology and Authority in the Late Medieval Crown of Aragon (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2011), pp. 80-102 (p. 87)]  [3:  Moriz Sondheim, ‘Shakespeare and the Astrology of His Time’, Journal of the Warburg Institute, 2.3 (1939), 243-259 (p. 245)]  [4:  James A. Parr, ‘On Fate, Suicide, and Free Will in Alarcón’s El Dueño de Las Estrellas’, Hispanic Review, 42.2 (1974), 199-207 (p. 199)]  [5:  Daryn Lehoux, ‘Tomorrow’s News Today: Astrology, Fate, and the Way Out’, Representations (Berkeley, Calif.), 95.1 (2006), 105-122 (p. 113)] 



Margaret Hone: Stoic Fate

Margaret Hone (1892−1969) was an influential English astrologer and educator of the mid-twentieth century.[footnoteRef:6] In her later life she became Principal and Director of Studies at the Faculty of Astrological Studies (1954−1969) and the Vice President of the Astrological Lodge of London.[footnoteRef:7] In 1951 she published The Modern Text-Book of Astrology, which would become the standard textbook of astrology in the UK until the 1970s.[footnoteRef:8] The text provides the reader a solid guide to understanding modern applications and traditional practices of astrology from the Western perspective.[footnoteRef:9] For Hone, astrology was ‘a unique system of interpretation of the correlation of planetary action in human experience’,[footnoteRef:10] and she considered this ‘correlation’ to be an essential part of the interconnectedness of all things in the universe. Thus astrologers can, through careful study and experience, learn to utilise this cosmic connection and use the positions of celestial objects to help chart and make deductions on terrestrial affairs.[footnoteRef:11] She believed that one’s ‘psyche’, which she defined as an indivisible amalgamation of one’s mind, body, soul, personality and will, was contained in one’s horoscope and thus subject to the wider influences of the celestial sphere.[footnoteRef:12] As Hone’s ‘psyche’ inhabited the physical world, it too was answerable to the idea of an all-encompassing fate. This is referred to as the monist theory of fate, and it is typically associated with the philosophy of the Stoics, whereby fate was seen as a natural consequence of a divine cosmos.[footnoteRef:13] To better understand how the stars might ‘compel’ humanity for Hone, the Stoic origins of her reasoning need to first be considered.  [6:  Margaret Hone, The Modern Text-Book of Astrology (Bel Air, MD: Astrology Classics, 2010), back cover]  [7:  Hone, Modern Text-Book, back cover]  [8:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 132]  [9:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 13]  [10:  Hone, Modern Text-Book, p. 16]  [11:  Hone, Modern Text-Book, p. 16]  [12:  Hone, Modern Text-Book, p. 151]  [13:  George E. Karamanolis, ‘Free Will and Divine Providence’, in The Philosophy of Early Christianity, ed. by George E. Karamanolis (New York: Routledge, 2014), pp. 144-180 (p. 151)] 




Stoicism was founded by Hellenistic philosopher Zeno of Citium (c. 335−263 BCE) in Athens during the third-century BCE.[footnoteRef:14] It was popular in the Roman Empire, where Stoic teachings were blended with Platonic ideas to encourage the use of astrology.[footnoteRef:15]According to the Stoic model, everything that takes place in the cosmos is predetermined and fated to happen.[footnoteRef:16] All events unfold as per the plan of the Stoic God who is inherent in all things in nature and the universe.[footnoteRef:17] Fate for the Stoics was synonymous with the divine and the concept of ‘Necessity’.[footnoteRef:18] Necessity, from a Classical Greek perspective, was linked to the necessary and logical result of previous actions, as well as a necessary consequence of how the universe was created.[footnoteRef:19] Necessity’s modern counterpart ‘determinism’ also accounts for this antecedent causation, whereby one’s present actions shape the future, but one’s actions are themselves the direct result of prior events.[footnoteRef:20]    [14:  J. Annas, ‘Zeno’, in The Oxford Classical Dictionary, ed. by Simon Hornblower, Antony Spawforth and Esther Eidinow, 4th edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 1587-1588 (p. 1587)]  [15:  Tamsyn Barton, Ancient Astrology (New York: Routledge, 1994), p. 36; Frederick H. Cramer, Astrology in Roman Law and Politics (Chicago: Ares Publishers Inc., 1996), pp. 51-52]  [16:  Tad Brennan, The Stoic Life Emotions, Duties, and Fate (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 236]  [17:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology. Volume I: The Ancient and Classical Worlds (London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2008), p. 158]  [18:  Karamanolis, ‘Free Will’, p. 151]  [19:  Aristotle, Categories. On Interpretation. Prior Analytics., trans. by H. P. Cooke and Hugh Tredennick. Loeb Classical Library 325 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1938), pp. 200-203 (Line 24b); Plato, Timaeus and Critias, trans. by Robin Waterfield (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 39 (Line 48a)]  [20:  Bernadette Brady, ‘Some Philosophical Roots of Determinism in Astrology’, unpublished paper delivered at the ‘Bath Spa University Graduate School Seminar’ (Bath Spa University, 18 February 2008), pp. 1-2] 





Fate was interwoven into the very fabric of the Stoic cosmos for the cosmos itself was inherently divine.[footnoteRef:21] All physical objects were composed of matter and ‘spirit’, both of which were corporeal, but the active ‘spirit’ was fate.[footnoteRef:22] Roman philosopher Cicero (c. 106−43 BCE)[footnoteRef:23] notes in his De Natura Deorum that the Stoic Chrysippus says the ‘all-pervading world-soul’ operates through ‘the power of Fate, and the Necessity that governs future events’.[footnoteRef:24] Everything is subject to the all-encompassing laws of fate, for as Cicero remarks in De Divinatione, ‘nothing has happened which was not bound to happen’.[footnoteRef:25] In this predetermined world where not only the stars ‘compel’ but the very essence of the universe ‘compels’, it is unsurprising that many classical sources have often directly associated a belief in astrology with this idea of determinism.[footnoteRef:26] For example, Roman historian Tacitus (c. 56−120 CE)[footnoteRef:27] stated that for most men ‘the faith is ineradicable that the future of an individual is ordained at the moment of his entry into life’.[footnoteRef:28] However, if this is the case, and everything is already fixed to happen in a fatalistic system that preordains events and actions no matter what the causal path taken,[footnoteRef:29] then this has some serious implications for freedom of will.[footnoteRef:30]  [21:  Marcus Aurelius, Marcus Aurelius, ed. and trans. by C. R. Haines. Loeb Classical Library 58 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1916), pp. 90-91 (Meditations, Book IV, Line 40)]  [22:  Brennan, The Stoic Life, pp. 236-237]  [23:  J. Balsdon and others, ‘Cicero’, in The Oxford Companion to Classical Civilization, ed. by Simon Hornblower, Antony Spawforth and Esther Eidinow, 2nd edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), pp. 166-172 (pp. 166-167)]  [24:  Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods. Academics., trans. by H. Rackham. Loeb Classical Library 268 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1933), pp. 40-43 (Lines 39-40)]  [25:  Cicero, On Old Age. On Friendship. On Divination., trans. by W. A. Falconer. Loeb Classical Library 154 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923), pp. 360-361 (Book I, Line 126)]  [26:  Lehoux, ‘Tomorrow’s News’, p. 113]  [27:  Alexander Hugh McDonald, Tacitus (2021) <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Tacitus-Roman-historian> [accessed 16 December 2021)]  [28:  Tacitus, Annals: Books 4-6, 11-12., trans, by John Jackson. Loeb Classical Library 312 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1937), pp. 190-191 (Book 6, Line 22)]  [29:  Pascal Massie, Contingency, Time, and Possibility: An Essay on Aristotle and Duns Scotus (Plymouth: Lexington Books, 2011), p. 52]  [30:  Lehoux, ‘Tomorrow’s News”, p. 106] 




In Hone’s astrological theory, one’s ‘psyche’, which included one’s will, was part of the physical realm of existence and was thus under the influence of higher celestial forces that permeate all matter in the universe.[footnoteRef:31] Her monist approach to free will reflects the very Stoic acceptance of an over-arching system of fate and the immanent cosmic correlation between humanity and the heavens: [31:  Hone, Modern Text-Book, p. 16] 


Insomuch as a man identifies himself with his physical self and the physical world around him, so he is indissolubly part of it and subject to its changing pattern as formed by the planets in their orbits.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Hone, Modern Text-Book, p. 17] 


Hone makes it clear that ‘man is only free within limits’ and that although humanity cannot ‘escape terrestrial happenings’, one can ‘by doctrine of free and willing ‘acceptance’’, accept that one’s ‘real self is free in its reaction’ to these inevitable events.[footnoteRef:33] Like the Stoics before her, freedom for Hone was to be found in mental self-agency and, through the process of finding harmony within oneself and the cosmos, one could find peace through reason and calmness of mind.[footnoteRef:34] As historian of astrology Nicholas Campion wrote in his 2008 book A History of Western Astrology: Volume I, ‘The wise man… knowing that events are unavoidable, realises that the only solution is to live in harmony with nature, accept what happens and lead a virtuous life.’.[footnoteRef:35]   [33:  Hone, Modern Text-Book, p. 17]  [34:  Karamanolis, ‘Free Will’, p. 152]  [35:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology. Volume I: The Ancient and Classical Worlds (London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2008), p.186] 





Hone’s Stoically-inspired astrology provides a framework in which the influence of the stars and planets can be better understood through humanity’s intrinsic connection to the universe at large. On the topic of horary astrology (a branch of astrological practice where a practitioner casts a horoscope to answer a particular question at a particular time),[footnoteRef:36] she asserts again that all people exist in unison with the universe and can be swayed by this cosmic ‘correlation’ on a personal level: [36:  Hone, Modern Text-Book, p. 271] 

  
In moments of stress and anxiety, a person seems to feel that he has correlation with something outside himself. It may be that this instinctive feeling springs from unconscious knowledge of his oneness with the universe...[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Hone, Modern Text-Book, p. 272] 


Ultimately, in Hone’s astrology the stars ‘compel’ in the sense that one’s life on earth is inexorably linked to the wider cosmos and certain events or celestial effects are unavoidable.[footnoteRef:38] The cosmos has an influence on us as physical beings as it does on all physical matter. However, Hone believes that free will can be found through self-acceptance and harmonising with one’s inherent connection to the universe.[footnoteRef:39]  [38:  Hone, Modern Text-Book, p. 17]  [39:  Hone, Modern Text-Book, p. 272] 



Alan Leo: Platonic Dualism 

Alan Leo (1860−1917) was a prominent English astrologer and theosophist of the nineteenth and early twentieth-century.[footnoteRef:40] He was and still is considered to be one of the most influential figures in modern Western astrology, as accounted by his contemporaries like Annie Besant (1847−1933),[footnoteRef:41] as well as later astrologers and scholars, such as Margaret Hone,[footnoteRef:42] Patrick Curry [footnoteRef:43] and Nicholas Campion.[footnoteRef:44] His work would go on to revolutionise astrology in the West, adopting theosophic ideologies such as reincarnation and karma into his astrological framework.[footnoteRef:45] He rejected the ‘exoteric’ astrology of event prediction and sought to re-spiritualise the practice of astrology, encouraging people to search inward for spiritual and cosmic truth.[footnoteRef:46] He believed that astrology could be used as a tool to help people in this spiritual journey.[footnoteRef:47] In 1910, Leo published his Astrology for All, an instructional text that endeavoured to provide any layperson with a foundation in what Leo described ‘the science of Astrology’.[footnoteRef:48] In this work he makes his position on fate clear, stating that ‘the horoscope is not the man, nor is his fate his destiny, for man is master of his fate’.[footnoteRef:49] For Leo, physical matter was fated (fated to assume form and shape) but, unlike Hone or the Stoics, one’s soul was free.[footnoteRef:50] His interpretation of fate and free will in a universe of divine cosmic influence was very Platonic in its reasoning. [40:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Popular Religion in the Modern West: Prophecy, Cosmology, and the New Age Movement (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), p. 55]  [41:  Annie Besant, ‘An Appreciation’, in The Life and Work of Alan Leo: Theosophist, Astrologer, Mason, ed. by Bessie Leo and others (London: “Modern Astrology” Office, 1919), pp. 7-10 (p. 8)]  [42:  Hone, Modern Text-Book, p. 295]  [43:  Patrick Curry, A Confusion of Prophets: Victorian and Edwardian Astrology (London: Collins & Brown, 1992), pp. 122-159]  [44:  Nicholas Campion, History of Western Astrology. Volume II:  The Medieval and Modern Worlds (London: Continuum, 2009), pp. 231-233; Campion, Astrology and Popular Religion, p. 57]  [45:  Campion, History of Western Astrology. Volume II, p. 231; Campion, Astrology and Popular Religion, p. 57]  [46:  Alan Leo, Astrology for All (New York: Cosimo, Inc., 2006), p. 293]  [47:  Campion, History of Western Astrology. Volume II, p. 231]  [48:  Leo, Astrology for All, p. iii]  [49:  Leo, Astrology for All, p. 251]  [50:  Brady, ‘Determinism in Astrology’, p. 4] 





As discussed previously, the Stoic understanding of fate and free will held by Hone was ‘monist’, as the soul and will of a person were seen to exist as part of the natural, physical world.[footnoteRef:51] The Platonic model, however, saw the substance of one’s soul to be otherworldly and immortal, and thus not wholly subject to the laws of fate.[footnoteRef:52] In this ‘dualist’ philosophy,[footnoteRef:53] moral responsibility for the actions of individuals was maintained by the process of reincarnation, whereby one was held responsible for the condition of one’s eternal soul via the quality of life one led.[footnoteRef:54] According to Plato (c. 428−348 BCE),[footnoteRef:55] the individual could make their own future, but one was coerced in one’s decision making by karmic-like responsibility to lead a moral life or be threatened with punishment in future incarnations.[footnoteRef:56]  [51:  Nicholas White, Individual and Conflict in Greek Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 320-322]  [52:  L. P. Gerson, ‘Platonic Dualism’, The Monist, 69.3 (1986), 352-369 (pp. 352-353)]  [53:  Abraham P. Bos, “Aristotelian’ and ‘Platonic’ Dualism in Hellenistic and Early Christian Philosophy and in Gnosticism’, Vigiliae Christianae, 56.3 (2002), 273-291 (p. 273)]  [54:  Doug Reed, ‘Platonic Personal Immortality’, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, 100.3 (2019), 812-836 (p. 820)]  [55:  R. E. Allen, ‘Introduction’, in The Dialogues of Plato, Volume 1: Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, Meno, Gorgias, Menexenus, ed. M. Frank and R. E. Allen (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), pp. 1-26 (pp. 2, 6)]  [56:  See the ‘Myth of Er’ in: Plato, Republic, trans. by Robin Waterfield (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 371-379 (Book X, Lines 614-621)] 





In Plato’s Phaedrus, he illustrates the soul’s eternal struggle to overcome the influence of fate and the desires of the body by likening the tripartite soul to a charioteer and a pair of horses.[footnoteRef:57] The charioteer represents one’s will (the rational soul of reason and virtue), but the horses have different natures, with one of the horses ‘of noble breed’ (the spirited soul of emotion) and the other ‘the opposite’ (the appetitive soul of physical desire).[footnoteRef:58] The resulting effect is the charioteer constantly battling to resist the unruly nature of the unnoble horse that drives to satisfy its bodily desires at all costs. It is the role of the charioteer to maintain their will power and to not be led astray by the unnoble horse, if not the soul may be damaged and reborn into lesser positions in future rebirths.[footnoteRef:59] This idea is reiterated by Plato in Cleitophon when he stated that anyone who does not know how to ‘make use of his soul’ is better off not living at all.[footnoteRef:60] Leo’s astrology incorporated these Platonic ideas, stressing the importance of strength in soul in dealing with the ‘inclination’ of cosmic forces. [57:  Plato, Euthyphro. Apology. Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus., trans. by Harold North Fowler. Loeb Classical Library 36 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1914), pp. 470-473 (Line 246b)]  [58:  Plato, Phaedrus, pp. 470-473 (Line 246b)]  [59:  Brady, ‘Determinism in Astrology’, p. 5]  [60:  Plato, Timaeus. Critias. Cleitophon. Menexenus. Epistles., trans. by R. G. Bury. Loeb Classical Library 234 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1929), pp. 316-319 (Line 408b)] 





Not unlike Plato, Leo saw that the strong-willed soul had the potential to rise above the influences of the stars and planets, as well as defying fate itself:

The weak-willed are constantly being affected by all desires and forces outside of themselves, and these forces being too strong for their inherent will to overcome, they eventually succumb to what is called fate, responding blindly to the major portion of the planetary influences.[footnoteRef:61]  [61:  Alan Leo, The Progressed Horoscope (New York: Cosimo, Inc., 2005), p. xii] 


For Leo, one’s fate was linked to the sway of the ‘planetary influences’, but it was in the human potential to overcome these ‘inclinations’ through strength in will and soul. To use Platonic allegory, one’s charioteer was not ‘compelled’ to live the life fated to them at birth, but rather the horoscope represented the material component of one’s life, with one’s soul entangled with the fate of matter but not wholly ruled by it. As Nicholas Campion describes in his 2012 book Astrology and Popular Religion in the Modern West, Leo’s zodiac provided ‘a ‘book’ in which divine plans can be read, using astrology as a language’.[footnoteRef:62] By utilising the astrological chart one could better understand the ‘inclinations’ of the celestial sphere as specifically set out in one’s horoscope, and use this knowledge to help purify the soul and create one’s own destiny. Like Plato, Leo believed that by evolving the soul in this way one could reincarnate into a better life after death, having risen above the ‘exoteric’ forces of the universe.[footnoteRef:63]  [62:  Campion, Astrology and Popular Religion, p. 60]  [63:  Brady, ‘Determinism in Astrology’, p. 6] 





Leo emphatically believed that humanity had free will and that astrology did not vouch for a fatalistic universe of ‘compelling’ stars. Indeed, he believed that astrology could help us to create our own fate:

All our misfortunes are the result of imperfect knowledge: had we complete knowledge, “fate” would have no power over us... I contend that by a knowledge of Astrology… we may avoid many of our troubles.[footnoteRef:64] [64:  Leo, Astrology for All, p. 293] 


Here, Leo’s astrology sees free will as a fundamental aspect of the soul, and an essential power that one must wield if one is to control one’s fate.[footnoteRef:65] By careful practice of astrology one could learn the strengths and weaknesses of one’s character and utilise this knowledge to live in harmony with the planetary influences:  [65:  Leo, Astrology for All, p. 335] 


The different vibrations indicated by the planets constantly affect our natures; but once we know this, we may use these vibrations as a skilled gardener uses his tools- for the cultivation of the garden of the soul.[footnoteRef:66] [66:  Leo, Astrology for All, p. 335] 


Astrology can be used as a guide to ‘rise superior to the directions of the horoscope’.[footnoteRef:67] However, Leo points out that even though we can ‘make our fate’, he has never encountered anyone who has ‘completely broken away from the signs’ nor anyone who ‘lives entirely in the planetary conditions’.[footnoteRef:68] For one to dominate their stars to such a degree would mean ‘perfect control over the mind’ and ‘controlled feeling and emotions’.[footnoteRef:69] A task not easily accomplished for the charioteer who is perpetually bound to the horses of emotion and animalistic desire.[footnoteRef:70] For Leo, humanity was not entirely subject to the ‘inclination’ of the stars for we, as beings of free will, have the potential to choose, learn, grow and harmonise with the greater forces of the cosmos. In Leo’s own words, ‘we cannot too strongly impress upon ourselves that “The stars incline, they do not compel.”’.[footnoteRef:71]  [67:  Leo, Astrology for All, p. 334]  [68:  Leo, Astrology for All, p. 308]  [69:  Leo, Astrology for All, p. 308]  [70:  Plato, Phaedrus, pp. 470-473 (Line 246b)]  [71:  Leo, Astrology for All, p. 335] 



Conclusion

In summary, Margaret Hone’s stars ‘compel’, but if one adopts the Stoic mentality of self-acceptance one can learn to harmonise with the cosmos, recognising that one’s whole being is an integral part of the physical universe itself. One can find peace in accepting fate, recognising that one has free will in how one chooses to react and reason with events of fate and celestial influence. Hone’s astrology can help one on their journey of self-enlightenment, but some things, such as the effects of the horoscope, cannot be avoided. The whole body, mind, will and soul, or as Hone describes ‘psyche’, are contained in a person’s horoscope and because all these are considered physical matter (monism), any expression of ‘free will’ must take place within an over-arching system of fate. For Alan Leo’s astrology, contrastingly, it may be more accurate to say that his stars ‘incline’. As the human soul is not made of physical matter (dualism) it has the potential to rise above the effects of the stars through the process of self-reflection and purification of the soul. Not unlike the Stoics, Leo’s Platonic-inspired cosmic model emphasised the importance of harmonisation with the divine cosmos; however, unlike Hone and the Stoics, human beings have an active role in choosing their fate through the power of free will. Astrology could be used to help an individual better learn the nature of their own character and guide them on their life’s journey to harmonise their soul with the laws of the universe. Planetary and stellar influences may ‘incline’ on our physical selves, but ultimately souls are free to choose their own path. 
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