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Classical Notions of Soul in the Practice of Astrology
Word Count:  3,596 words
Introduction
The soul was an integral part of the classical Greek philosophers’ conceptualisation of the cosmos, which Nicholas Campion said influenced the practice of astrology.[footnoteRef:1]  The purpose of this essay is to discuss whether classical notions of soul are reflected in the work of the astrologer Alan Leo (1860-1917 CE).  This paper will consider concepts of soul from three different Greek philosophers and schools:  Plato (c. 428-348 BCE), Aristotle (384-322 BCE) and the Stoics, whose school was founded in 300 BCE by Zeno of Citium (334-262 BCE).  It will then examine four books from Alan Leo in order to identify which of these classical notions of soul may exist in his astrological teachings.  Before providing more detail on the approach that will be used to answer the essay question, a rationale for selecting Alan Leo is given below. [1:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York:  New York University Press, 2012), pp. 148-160.] 

The astrologer Alan Leo made a significant impact on astrology in the early twentieth century and is described by Campion as ‘the most influential astrologer in the English-speaking world’ during that period.[footnoteRef:2]  Leo was a member of the Theosophical Society, a spiritual movement founded by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-1891 CE) in 1875.[footnoteRef:3]  He was selected for this essay given his importance to astrology but also because of his theosophical beliefs in a spiritual universe and in astrology as a tool for spiritual evolution.[footnoteRef:4]  In addition, there may be a Platonic influence from Blavatsky on Leo given she often quoted Plato in her writings[footnoteRef:5] and Leo is said to have thoroughly studied her work.[footnoteRef:6]  Nevertheless, notions from Aristotle and the Stoics will also be explored using the approach below. [2:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology: Volume II The Medieval and Modern World (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), p.222.]  [3:  Bruce H. Campbell, Ancient Wisdom Revived:  A History of the Theosophical Movement (Berkley: University of California Press, 1980), p.1.]  [4:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology:  Volume II, p. 231; Bessie Leo and Others, The Life and Work of Alan Leo (London:  Modern Astrology Office, 1919), p.11.]  [5:  Helena P. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled:  Volume I, 4th edn. (New York:  J.W. Bouton, 1878), pp. 24-25.]  [6:  Bessie Leo and Others, The Life and Work of Alan Leo, p. 43.] 

This essay will only consider concepts of soul that are relevant to Leo and can be found in his astrological work.  These concepts will be defined as understood by either Plato, Aristotle or the Stoics, they will then be positioned in the work of Leo and examples from his books will be provided illustrating how they pertained to his astrology practice.  The concepts will be organised around three themes starting with the origin of the cosmos and the place of the soul within it, moving to the soul’s relationship with the planets and ending with the soul’s purpose and the level of free-will it holds over its destiny.
The Origin of the Cosmos and the Soul
Leo’s membership of the Theosophical Society influenced his understanding of the cosmos, the soul and in turn what he saw as the goal of astrology.  Theosophists believed in a hierarchically ordered universe with God at its source.[footnoteRef:7]  This view is said to have underpinned Leo’s life and work, and he is quoted by Charles Moore as having claimed that ‘God has a Plan, and Astrology reveals the workings of that Plan’.[footnoteRef:8]  This section will look at how Leo’s conceptualisation of the origin of the cosmos and of the soul was found to be aligned with the philosophy of Plato.  The following elements of Plato’s writings will be covered:  the creation of the universe, the existence of a single creator, the emergence of the soul from that creator and how it linked to two separate states which mirrored the spiritual and material worlds.  Starting with the creation of the universe, these concepts will be examined then they will be located in the work of Alan Leo. [7:  Michael Abravanel, ‘Religious Currents in the Wake of Theosophy’, Handbook of The Theosophical Current, ed. by Olav Hammer and Mikael Rothstein (Leiden, Boston:  Brill, 2013), pp. 173- 192 (p.180).]  [8:  Bessie Leo and Others, The Life and Work of Alan Leo, p. 160.] 

In the Timaeus, Plato provided his explanation of the creation of the cosmos which included the soul and spiritual dimension as well as mankind and the material world organised in a hierarchical model with God at the source.[footnoteRef:9]  He presented several underlying principles that are key to understanding his ideas around the origin of the soul and its place in his model of the universe.  The first principle was that the cause of the creation of the universe was God out of which it emerged.  The second principle was that God never changed unlike the visible part of the universe which was subject to change.  Plato explained this difference by contrasting two states: Being and Becoming.  These two states were to set the scene to a separation between the spiritual and the material, and to the superiority of the former over the latter:  the state of Being, like God, was said to be eternal, unchanging and perfect so the realm of the spiritual and divine, whilst the parts of the universe that were visible and material belonged to the state of Becoming, which was said to be a time bound, imperfect copy of Being and constantly changing.[footnoteRef:10] .  Although the state of Becoming was ever changing, it was said to have a permanent relationship with Being which was maintained through an essence referred to as soul. [9:  Plato, Timaeus, trans. by R.G. Bury (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 1929), 27A-27B.]  [10:  Plato, Timaeus, 28.] 

The states of Being and Becoming were said to reflect each other, one having emerged from the other.  According to Campion, Plato believed the world was not created but rather emanated from God as God thought (or reasoned), and this process first led to the world soul or universal consciousness emerging then to the physical world materialising out of that soul.[footnoteRef:11]  The soul therefore appeared to be a kind of divine energy that led to the formation of the universe and then remained as a bridge between the spiritual and the material realms.  Another key Platonic principle is that perfect forms of everything physical that were later to be referred to as archetypes, existed in the realm of Being.  Campion explained that Being contained the essence of everything that existed in the material world of Becoming.[footnoteRef:12]  How these ideal forms and their physical copies were linked and kept synchronised was by the soul which was said to permeate the whole universe and to be present in all living things.[footnoteRef:13]  In summary, Plato suggested a divine creator who existed in a perfect realm and out of whom a soul essence emanated which gave life and form to everything including the imperfect changeable physical world.  The below will explore how some of these ideas were reflected in Alan Leo’s astrological work. [11:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology: Volume I The Ancient World (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), p. 156.]  [12:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, pp. 152-153.]  [13:  Plato, Timaeus, 36E.] 

Leo also believed in a supreme being as a single creator and his work includes many references to that effect.  He was specific about creation being the work of a single entity and stated that ‘the One and Supreme cause of all is the God of very God’.[footnoteRef:14]  Like Plato, he also believed in a divine essence permeating the universe and although he did not mention soul specifically, he did say when describing his particular type of astrology that he saw life as flowing from a single source and as a result wanted to understand it from the perspective of the ‘One flowing forth into the many’.[footnoteRef:15]  An indication of what substance might be flowing around according to Leo, can be found in his description of the soul ‘as intermediate between Spirit above and Body below’.[footnoteRef:16]  It is likely that in Leo’s scheme the soul related to the human soul and spirit to Plato’s world soul from which flows the human souls.[footnoteRef:17]  It would appear from these examples that Leo like Plato connected the human soul to a higher expression of that soul which existed outside of the physical world in the realm of a supreme being.  Leo’s views on the existence of spiritual and material dimensions are explored next. [14:  Alan Leo, Esoteric Astrology: A Study in Human Nature (London: Modern Astrology Office, 1918), p. xvi.]  [15:  Leo, Esoteric Astrology, p. xiv.]  [16:  Leo, Esoteric Astrology, p. 3.]  [17:  Plato, Timaeus, 36-37A.] 

Leo agreed with Plato on the existence of the spiritual and the material realms and, although again, he did not specifically mention the soul in the passage below, he said that something elusive continually flowed between those two dimensions; he also mentioned the existence of ‘the essential and the formal’ which is reminiscent of Plato’s concept of the perfect forms that exist in the spiritual realm and underpin the material copies in the physical world:
To everything existing there are two sides, the spiritual and the material, the essential and the formal. We are living in a world of duality through which something subtle and undefinable is continually passing and flowing, as an essence or principle behind all things that have this dual manifestation.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Leo, Esoteric Astrology, p. iii.] 

Leo also agreed with Plato on the two dimensions mirroring each other and on the idea that perfection existed in the spiritual realm of Being.  He wrote how the universe of man was an image of the ‘macrocosm or great universe’ and how man’s ‘consciousness mirrors the universe’.[footnoteRef:19]  Regarding perfection, he said that it was through the evolution of his soul that man could come near to the perfection of the universe in which he lived.[footnoteRef:20]  The next section will explore how the idea that the soul connected everything and the belief that the material world was a reflection of the spiritual world led to mankind viewing the planets and stars as intermediaries between the two dimensions which, in turn, is a key concept in the work of an astrologer like Alan Leo.  [19:  Alan Leo, The Art of Synthesis (London:  Modern Astrology Office, 1912), p .4.]  [20:  Alan Leo, The Art of Synthesis, p .4.] 

The Soul’s Relationship to the Planets
As an astrologer, Leo would have naturally believed that the planets influenced life on earth, what is of particular interest in this section is how he saw that influence in terms of its cause and functioning, and how his work includes ideas from both Plato and the Stoics.  The following elements of Plato’s and the Stoics philosophies will be covered where relevant:  the planets as causes of change, the mechanism by which change occurs and the role of the soul.  Starting with how the planets came to be perceived as influencing life on earth, these concepts will be explained and those that are applicable will be situated in Alan Leo’s writings. 
According to Plato, the planets were auxiliary causes of change acting on the physical world following the divine plan .[footnoteRef:21]  They were also living creatures connected to everything else through the same soul essence.[footnoteRef:22]  By joining these two concepts, it is possible to imagine how mankind came to think that observing the planets would benefit their lives and, more specifically as stated by Campion that astrology could disclose God’s intentions.  Leo as an astrologer believed that the planets influenced life on earth, however, his views on the causes and mechanisms behind that influence as well as the role of the soul, were not solely Platonic. [21:  Plato, Timaeus, 46D.]  [22:  Plato, Timaeus, 39A.] 

On the cause of change, Leo believed in the hierarchical model of Plato with God at the start of the chain and the planets as auxiliary causes.  He mentioned several times that God was behind the messages mankind received from the sky.  He talked of ‘searchers after truth’ looking for proof ‘that a wise ruler is behind all manifestation of life’ and wrote that astrology could be used by those who were looking for that evidence.[footnoteRef:23]  However when it came to the essence through which changes happened, Leo seemed to have adopted the views of the Stoics.  Like Plato, the Stoics believed all things in the universe were connected through a kind of essence, but they did not call that essence soul, they called it pneuma.  Hendrik Lorenz described pneuma as a ‘breath-like material’ formed by the Stoic elements of fire and air that pervaded all things and was responsible for the cohesion of inanimate bodies, the vital functions of plant life as well as the mental functions in animals and human.  These mental functions were what the Stoics referred to as the soul whose purpose was to receive ‘impressions’ from the surrounding environment which would cause action or reaction.[footnoteRef:24]  There is still the notion of an essence in the Stoic model but unlike Plato, this essence is not solely spiritual, it is also natural and made of fire and air.  In addition, the Stoics bring in the notion that inanimate objects are also subject to influence so it can be extrapolated that everything is important, not just living things with a soul.  Marion Durand specifies that pneuma was the way the ‘divine active principle’ caused movement in matter and gave it its qualities.[footnoteRef:25]  Looking back at the first section, where Leo mentioned an essence linking all things but never referred to it as soul, it may now be possible to explain his reasoning by including some concepts from the Stoics in his model. [23:  Leo, Astrology for All (London:  Modern Astrology Office, 1910), p. vii.]  [24:  Hendrik Lorenz, ‘Ancient Theories of Soul’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2009) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2009/entries/ancient-soul/> [accessed 21 December 2023].]  [25:  Marion Durand, Simon Shogry, and Dirk Baltzly, ‘Stoicism’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2023) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2023/entries/stoicism/> [accessed 21 December 2023].] 

Like the Stoics, Leo appeared to believe the human soul was part of a system of causation where an essence, which was not identified as soul, influenced all things by communicating impressions to animate and inanimate objects causing them to react.  He discussed how outside sources impacted the soul and how these could be pleasant or unpleasant.  He called these influences ‘vibration of the ether’ which are referred to in the quote below as ‘impacts from without’.  He said these influences were transmitted to the physical world via the planets to both inanimate and animate objects.  In this model, the vibrations referred to by Leo appear to be more akin to the Stoic pneuma in that they make impressions on the part of it which pertains to the soul but also on inanimate objects.  He goes on to say that these influences can be categorised and assigned to the specific planets and in turn to things that share their qualities:
The impacts from without are poured upon us from the heavenly bodies; upon the growing body from conception to birth, and upon the self-conscious human being from birth to death. These impacts fall upon our senses, and they proceed from objects of every description, animate and inanimate, conscious and unconscious; and when properly classified these are the things that are said to be ruled or governed by the planets, in the sense that iron and weapons of war are governed by Mars, books and writings by Mercury, and so on.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Leo, The Art of Synthesis, pp. 3-4.] 

In summary, Leo’s belief in God was strong so for him like for Plato, there was a supreme intelligence behind all things however, this intelligence appeared to activate the process of change and be part of it rather than direct it.  It also seemed to infuse all things whether they were alive or not, which aligns more with the philosophy of the Stoics and may be as the next section will explain to do with Leo’s belief in human agency and in reincarnation as a mechanism through which the soul could evolve and reach its potential.
The Soul’s Purpose and Level of Free-Will
This last section will look at how Leo’s conceptualisation of reincarnation and its importance for the soul was found to be aligned with the philosophy of Plato, however his views on the purpose of reincarnation and the level of agency the soul had in the process were more aligned with the ideas of Aristotle.  The following elements of Plato’s and Aristotle’s writings will be covered where relevant:  reincarnation and the stars, the purpose of reincarnation and how much free-will the soul held in the process.  Starting with reincarnation, these concepts will be examined and those that are pertinent will be located in the work of Alan Leo.
Plato believed the soul to be eternal, to transcend the material world and to reincarnate via the stars.  He explained his theory of reincarnation in the Myth of Er beginning the story by setting out the immortality of the soul then discussing its return to the spiritual world after death where it was judged and either rewarded or punished.[footnoteRef:27]  Leo also believed the soul to be eternal, transcendent, to hold a connection with the stars and to be subject to the cycle of rebirth.  He said that ‘every soul that comes into the physical world brings with it, the web of destiny it has spun in previous lives’.[footnoteRef:28]  He also stated that after hearing of reincarnation, he realised the connection between the soul and the stars.[footnoteRef:29]  Discussing the soul’s evolution, he mentioned the everlasting quality of the soul, its existence outside the physical realm and the temporary nature of the body and the personality.[footnoteRef:30]  Lastly, he was specific that the study of astrology must include the idea of reincarnation and he told his readers that if they did not accept the premise, they would be wasting their time trying to understand his work.[footnoteRef:31]  These statements suggest the importance of reincarnation for Leo and an alignment with Plato, where his opinion differed was on the purpose of reincarnation which is explored below. [27:  Plato, Republic, ed. and trans. by C.J. Emlyn-Jones (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), 614C-616C.]  [28:  Leo, The Progressed Horoscope (London:  Modern Astrology Office, 1906), p. viii.]  [29:  Leo, Esoteric Astrology, p. vi.]  [30:  Leo, Esoteric Astrology, p. 45.]  [31:  Leo, The Art of Synthesis, p. viii.] 

Plato believed in the supremacy of the spiritual over the material and saw the goal of reincarnation as achieving perfection so that the soul could re-join God in the spiritual realm.[footnoteRef:32]  In the Phaedo, Plato explained that those who have lived a pure and just life go on to live in the spiritual realm without a body.[footnoteRef:33]  In a similar way to Plato, Leo suggested that through its evolution, the soul would eventually achieve a level where it would only exist in the spiritual realm.  He said when the soul reached a higher level of evolution it would shed the physical body and be able to expand its consciousness to ‘the extent of contacting the consciousness of all’.[footnoteRef:34]  However, Leo moved away from Plato and towards Aristotle when explaining the level of potential and choice the soul had over its destiny. [32:  Plato, Timaeus, 42B.]  [33:  Plato, Phaedo, ed. and trans. by C.J. Emlyn-Jones (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 2017) 114C.]  [34:  Leo, The Art of Synthesis, p. 135.] 

On fate and free-will, Plato believed that humans lived in a pre-determined universe but could choose to follow God’s moral guidance using their reason.  Campion explained that the mathematical and ordered nature of Plato’s cosmos suggested fate but that because the human soul had a relationship with God, people held some responsibility over their own lives.[footnoteRef:35]  However, because Plato believed that the physical world was imperfect and confusing, he saw the potential of the soul as limited to a choice between morality and depravity.  Campion confirmed that the way out of the cycle or rebirth was by resisting physical passions which would help people ‘return to reason’.[footnoteRef:36]  Leo’s views in this area were more flexible and aligned with two aspects of Aristotle’s philosophy:  the belief that all things had a purpose which they could grow into and the possibility of evolving through physical experience rather than only through reason. [35:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology: Volume I, p. 156.]  [36:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology: Volume I, p. 165.] 

To explain how things came into existence, Aristotle developed the theory of the ‘final cause’.  He suggested that all things had a final cause or purpose which was pre-determined but that they could choose how to grow into that purpose.  Campion said that Aristotle’s concept of final cause could be related to the modern astrological belief that the birth chart contained the potential rather than determined the life. [footnoteRef:37]  Leo agreed when he suggested that ‘All horoscopes are progressive and contain innumerable possibilities for future development’.[footnoteRef:38]  Aristotle also saw knowledge as something that could be gained through experience rather than only reason.  He stated that men came to knowledge through memories which were formed as a result of the experience they had in the physical world.[footnoteRef:39]  Leo shared his views stating that the soul incarnated to evolve through experiences lived in the material world.[footnoteRef:40]  In summary, Leo adopted a Platonic view of reincarnation and like Plato believed in the soul eventually living solely in the spiritual realm.  However, Leo was more aligned to Aristotle when it came to the physical world being a place of learning and to the human soul having a purpose but flexibility in how it chose to reach that purpose. [37:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology: Volume I, p. 170.]  [38:  Leo, The Progressed Horoscope, p. viii.]  [39:  Aristotle, Metaphysics: Book I, trans. by Hugh Tredennick (Cambridge MA:  Harvard University Press, 1933), 980B-981A.]  [40:  Leo, The Art of Synthesis, pp. 1-2.] 


Conclusion
This essay examined how classical notions of soul were reflected in the practice of astrology using concepts of soul from Plato, Aristotle and the Stoics and locating them in the work of the astrologer Alan Leo.  Each section covered a theme moving from a more generic view of the cosmos and the soul to more specific aspects of the chain of causation, its impact on the soul and the purpose of rebirth.  In the first section, it was demonstrated that at a high level, Leo’s cosmology reflected ideas from Plato.  He agreed with Plato on a supreme single creator, on a superior spiritual realm connected to an imperfect and changeable physical world and on the existence of the soul within that model.  However, when Leo referred to more specific aspects of how change occurred and was communicated to the soul via the planets, he included ideas from the Stoics.
This change of views is illustrated in the second section where Leo still agreed with Plato by positioning God as a supreme intelligence behind all things however, on the mechanics of change, his ideas were more in line with the philosophy of the Stoics.  Although Leo’s God was still at the top of the hierarchy, He appeared less directive than Plato’s and like in the Stoics’ model, change was something that flowed in a more natural way and through everything, whether animate or inanimate, and in the case of living things made ‘impressions’ on their souls.  The last section demonstrated that Leo continued with this approach when considering reincarnation.
In the last section, like Plato, Leo saw the ultimate goal of reincarnation as the soul eventually living solely in the superior spiritual realm, however, when it came to how the soul could achieve that goal in practice, Leo was more aligned with Aristotle seeing the physical world as a place of learning and the soul as having a defined purpose but flexibility in how it chose to grow into it.  In conclusion, through exploration conducted for each theme, it was found that at a more generic level of beliefs and probably because of the importance of God in Leo’s conceptualisation of the cosmos and of the soul, his astrological writings reflected a more Platonic framework.  However, when it came to the more specific and practical aspects of his astrology and how it could be used by the soul to evolve, he appeared to be more of a believer in the philosophies of the Stoics and of Aristotle.
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