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A Critical Review of Cumont [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Franz Cumont, Introduction in Astrology and Religion among the Greeks and Romans (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1960 [1912]).] 

Word Count: 2.220
This essay aims to provide a critical review of Franz-Valery-Marie Cumont’s (1868-1947) Introduction in Astrology and Religion among the Greeks and Romans, with a particular emphasis on the man and his times, following E. H. Carr’s advice: ‘Study the historian before you study the facts.’[footnoteRef:2] Astrology and Religion, originally published in 1912, is the ninth volume in the series of American Lectures on the History of Religions. The book contains the lecture series delivered by Cumont in America, one year after his resignation from the University of Ghent in 1910. Although it is promised in the preface, related larger work apparently has never come to light. By the time of the lectures, Cumont, a Belgian archaeologist, classical historian and philologist, has already been accepted as a leading authority in “Mithraism” and “Oriental cults/religions,” as his most famous and influential book, Les religions orientales dans le Paganisme Romain has been published (Paris, 1906) and one year later from the second edition has also appeared in English (Oriental Religions in Roman Paganism Chicago, 1911). Late nineteenth-century with an extent to twentieth-century marks a period that witnessed the emergence of secular historical consciousness in Europe. A period in which, the active pursuit of researches in the history of religious thought, even due to theological concerns, were on the rise, with an aim to define the stages in the historical development/evolution of religion, with the great problem of placing Christianity to its rightful lineage. In 1913, Ernst Troeltsch, a historicist theologian of Protestant German Religionsgeschichtliche Schule movement, as a response to American Journal of Theology’s request, writes: ‘As an eventual result of historical investigation a comprehensive view of Christianity is possible only in the framework of the development of religion.’[footnoteRef:3] Interpretations on theological origins of Europe’s religious heritage also included the concept of historical evolution of religion, in line with theories of anti-Christian anthropologist Edward Burnett Tylor; due to historicism, secularization and Darwinism’s blending with broader knowledge of religious diversity in non-Western cultures, which in turn was mainly due to imperialist ambitions and colonial expansion. ‘The dominant and inescapable attitude in the Western world’ was  ‘historicism, the recognition that all human ideas and values are historically conditioned and subject to change,’ which ‘was now part of the process of intellectualization and disenchantment of which Max Weber spoken of’ Georg G. Iggers records.[footnoteRef:4] Cumont was holding the evolutionist perspective and like Troeltsch was an adherent to historicism. In those respects, Eline Scheerlinck summarises: [2:  E. H. Carr, What is History?  (London: 1987), p.6 quoted in Richard J. Evans, In Defence of History (London: Granta Books, 2000), p.225-226.]  [3:  Ernst Troeltsch, ‘The Dogmatics of the “Religionsgeschichtliche Schedule”,’ The American Journal of Theology. Vol. 17 (1913), p.8.]  [4:  Georg G. Iggers, ‘Historicism: The History and Meaning of the Term’, Journal of the History of Ideas. Vol. 56 (1995), p.133.] 

Cumont’s interpretation of late antique religious evolution … the ‘Oriental’ religions constitute an intermediary step, paving the way for Christianity … was new in the field of history of religions, which tended to focus on Judaism as the precursor of Christianity.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Eline Scheerlinck, ‘History of Religions in the Making: Franz Cumont (1868-1947) and the ‘Oriental Religions’,’ in The Making of the Humanities, ed. by Rens Bod, Jaap Maat, Thijs Wststeijn (Amsterdam University Press, 2014), p.221-222.] 

Richard L. Gordon claims ‘the story Cumont had to tell,’ in Les religions orientales ‘meant treating Christianity as just one religion among many and, by implication, no more true than any other,’ ‘cost Cumont his appointment to the chair of Roman History in Ghent,’ resulting in his resignation, which also marked the end of Cumont’s university career.[footnoteRef:6] The primary agenda of the Astrology and Religion lectures, which is closely linked with aforementioned background, was also explicit in the closing remark of the Introduction: [6:  Richard L. Gordon, ‘Coming to Terms with the “Oriental Religions of the Roman Empire”,’ review of Les religions orientales dans le monde grec et romain: Cent ans après Cumont (1906–2006). Bilan historique et historiographique. Colloque de Rome, 16–18 novembre 2006. (Études de Philologie, d'Archéologie et d'Histoire Anciennes 45) by Corinne Bonnet, Vinciane Pirenne-Delforge, Danny Praet, Numen, Vol. 61 (2014), p.657-8.] 

Our object in this course of lectures shall be limited to showing how oriental astrology and star-worship transformed the beliefs of the Graeco-Latin world … established in the West a sidereal cult, which was the highest phase of ancient paganism … This learned theology, by including in its speculations the entire world, was to eliminate the narrower forms of belief, and, by changing the character of ancient idolatry, it was to prepare in many respects the coming of Christianity.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion, p.xv-xvi.] 

From a closer perspective, the Introduction through which Cumont points a unidirectional and non-resisted version of syncretism, from Babylon to Syria & Egypt and lastly to Roman Empire; can be considered as an apology, in which he provides a justification as a sorry historian, sorry for the topic of the series that he is forced to put his interest and effort of many years, due to the terror of the situation at hand. The series on ancient astrology that ‘learned superstition, which up to modern times has exercised over Asia and Europe a wider dominion than any religion has ever achieved.’[footnoteRef:8] Throughout the Introduction Cumont is the evidence-free-hanging-judge of that; ‘erroneous belief,’ ‘learned system of divination,’ ‘the most monstrous of all the chimeras begotten of superstition,’ ‘heresy,’ ‘astral “mathematics” with disturbing influence,’ ‘a manifestation of the irrational,’ ‘the most persistent hallucination which has ever haunted the human brain,’ ‘lunacy,’ ‘absurd doctrine,’ ‘the desperate error on which the intellectual powers of countless generations were spent,’ ‘the bitterest of disillusions.’[footnoteRef:9] Cumont, in his unidirectional colonialist belief in ‘progress of reason in the pursuit of truth,’ even resists to give astrology its due as a science of antiquity which undeniably has its part in the development of sciences in antiquity; despite his acknowledgement that astrology is ‘indissolubly linked not only with astronomy and meteorology but also with medicine, botany, ethnography, and physics.’[footnoteRef:10] Paul R. Thagard makes it clear in his Why Astrology is a Pseudoscience: [8:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion, p.xi.]  [9:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion, Introduction.]  [10:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion, p.xii.] 

Only when the historical and social aspects of science are neglected does it become plausible that pseudoscience is an unchanging category. Rationality is not a property of ideas eternally: ideas, like actions, can be rational at time but irrational at others. Hence relativizing the science/pseudoscience distinction to historical periods is a desirable result.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Paul R. Thagard, ‘Why Astrology is a Pseudoscience,’ PSA: Proceedings of the Biennial Meeting of the Philosophy of Science Association, Vol. 1 (1978), p.229.] 

In other words, astrology is not a science today, but it was a science in antiquity. And yet, in which historical periods, astrology should be considered as a pseudoscience, is another topic of discussion. When aforementioned taken as a whole, “the historical problem” Cumont defines: ‘How could this absurd doctrine arise, develop, spread and force itself on superior intellects for century after century?’ is problematic at its core. To start with; it is based on the mistaken assumption that science/pseudoscience distinction is an absolute category.[footnoteRef:12] From a non-linear and more inclusive context, that can be broadly categorized as post-colonial, -in the sense that; the special dignity of European identity, that has its roots in ancient civilizations of Greece and Rome, and/or in Christianity was eventually lift down the pedestal,- the answer Cumont provides: ‘This pseudo-science is in reality a creed,’ needs to be negotiated with.[footnoteRef:13] Negotiated with further, and in multiple narratives, due to impossibility of conceptualising single definitions for astrology and for religion, for a period spanning to nearly two thousand years, not to mention the geographical coverage of the planet. Nicholas Campion’s Astrology and Cosmology in the World Religions is a descriptive and pluralist contemporary reference book in that regard, in which Ninian Smart’s seven dimensions of religion accepted as a guiding framework, to accommodate diversity of astrologies and of religions.[footnoteRef:14] Similarly, although in a much narrower and focused context, in Images of Mithra of Philippa Adrych et al., the doctrine of “Mithraism,” in linear transmission is explicitly criticized and the notion of Mithraisms differing in local character are highlighted against “Mithraism” as ‘a unified religious edifice,’ while at the same time Cumont’s work is acknowledged as ‘a monumental achievement’ that founded the Mithraic studies.[footnoteRef:15] According to Gordon’s review, of the results of the international research program (2004-2006), prompted by centenary of first publication of Les religions orientales, response to validity of Cumont’s work is ‘necessarily ambivalent’ and ‘the notion of “Oriental cults/religions” in the Roman Empire is now in crisis.’[footnoteRef:16] Thomas Kunn’s post-empiricist view of science sheds a light, to the core reason of increasing disfavour of Cumont’s once leading-edge interpretations. Evans records, according to Kunn: [12:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion, p.xiii.]  [13:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion, p.xii.]  [14:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012)]  [15:  Philippa Adrych et al., Images of Mithra (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017)]  [16:  Gordon, ‘Coming to Terms with the “Oriental Religions of the Roman Empire”,’ p. 664 & 669.] 

Most scientists worked, often unconsciously, within a ‘paradigm’ or set of theories, assumptions, research agendas and so on, which guided their experiments and ensured that their observations matched the theories they held … only when the anomalies had accumulated to a point where they caused a general sense of unease in the scientific community did the search for a new paradigm begin … Thus, science was not necessarily progressive, and falsifiable scientific theories were not established by experimental confirmation but maintained by intellectual consensus.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, (1962) quoted in Richard J. Evans, In Defence of History (London: Granta Books, 2000), p.42-43.] 

From a grander perspective, Cumont was operating in an old paradigm, in the Newtonian clock-work universe, a mechanistic world-view that lost its validity with the advent of Einstein’s Theories of Relativity and of the quantum mechanics, which is not yet replaced with a new paradigm. And thus, Western civilization, since then lacks a coherent, comprehensive world-view. In Nature Loves to Hide, Shimon Malin affirms:
Our condition is the condition of a culture that is in the throes of a paradigm shift… A paradigm shift concerning the nature of reality is an earth-shaking affair... The fate of the planet is in question, and it was brought to its present precarious condition largely because of our trust in the Newtonian paradigm.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Shimon Malin, Nature Loves to Hide: Quantum Physics and Reality, a Western Perspective (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), p.xii.] 

Malin delves into Alfred North Whitehead’s philosophical outlook in order to discern the main features of this new, emergent paradigm. He indicates Whiteheadian system, with “throbs of experience” as ‘the building blocks of reality,’ accounts very well for the main and especially “weird” features of quantum mechanics, while highlighting Whiteheadian system’s Platonic origins. He enlarges his exploration with the Plotinian cosmic emanative hierarchy that is based on different levels of being/reality with some aspects “higher” or “deeper” than others. As such Malin calls for a new philosophical outlook, through which the special dignity endowed to each human being by Dante’s cosmology (the previous paradigm which collapsed with the Copernican Revolution) can be restored, though this time in a post-modern context. He also warns about the tacit assumptions of the fading paradigm, ‘the influence of which outlasts the adherence to the paradigm itself’ and adds: ‘The belief that science, and science alone holds the key to the understanding of the nature of reality is just such an assumption.’[footnoteRef:19] In that Malin is particularly referring to the tacit assumption which Schrödinger called “the principle of objectivation,” ‘the removal of the Subject of Cognizance, that is, ourselves, from “the domain of nature that we endeavour to understand”.’ By exclusion of the Subject of Cognizance, the possibility of approaching the Nous, the Intelligible realm is barred all the more tacitly and firmly, so the life is removed from nature Malin argues. He adds: [19:  Malin, Nature Loves to Hide, p.xiii.] 

But the Nous is. Plotinus and others have experienced it in its full glory, and most of us have intimations of it in our very best moments. It did stay on, therefore, as the basis of scientific explanations, in the forms of the laws of nature. It stayed, though, within science in the only form science is capable of giving it, namely, as a corpse.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Malin, Nature Loves to Hide, p.202-203.] 

In order to be able to accommodate such a paradigm shift, from a mechanistic to an organic one, within which hierarchy of levels of being can be experienced in the search for Truth, ourselves need to be included in the domain of relevance. Having said that and in relation to our particular case; can “the scientific fact” Cumont provides: The astronomical progress which ‘overthrew the false hypothesis upon which astrology’s entire structure rested, namely, the geocentric system of the universe’ be interpreted from an entirely different standpoint?[footnoteRef:21] Titus Burckhardt argues it was not a discovery of Copernicus himself, but was known to ancient philosophers and sages, and in describing the Copernican Revolution ‘as a simple vulgarization of esoteric knowledge that destroyed the natural and immediate symbolism of the facts,’ he (Burckhardt) points to the cost of that same astronomical progress: [21:  Cumont, Astrology and Religion, p.xi.] 


The discovery of the heliocentric system,  ... obviously could not prove anything against the central cognition of the human being in the cosmos; only, the possibility of conceiving the planetary world as if one were contemplating it from the non-human position, and even as if one could make abstraction of the existence of the human being … had produced an intellectual dis-equilibrium which shows clearly that the ‘artificial’ extension of the empirical knowledge has in it something of the abnormal, and that it is, intellectually, not only indifferent but even detrimental.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Titus Burckhardt, Mystical Astrology According to Ibn ‘Arabi (Louisville: Fons Vitae, 2001 [1950]), p.10
] 

In conclusion, Cumont’s Introduction belongs to an old paradigm, and his interpretations are based on prevailing theories of his times, such as Darwinism, historicism and secularization. Hence, if it is found legitimate, Cumont can be criticized for being a child of late nineteenth-century version of the Newtonian clock-work universe, which is not only not equipped to accommodate the “weird” aspects of reality but also colonialist and unidirectional. A paradigm in which the Western identity and its fruit: empirical science, were on the pedestal with the firm belief in ‘progress of reason in the pursuit of Truth.’ All the while twenty-first-century’s terrors are more tangible and distressing than Cumont’s times and are foundationally caused by the Western belief in a mechanistic cosmology, in a universe without life and meaning. At the same time, astrology is well and alive, and in multiple forms even in twenty-first-century. So maybe the question is: is ‘astrology’s entire structure rested on the geocentric system of the universe?’ Or is it time to entertain the possibility that ‘the natural and immediate symbolism of the facts’ has some relationship with the higher/deeper levels of reality, that are not open to empirical investigation, and due to that relationship, astrological symbolism, in its own peculiar way, is able to perpetually affirm its own life, century after century?
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