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A 3000 words essay written on a topic within the subject area.
C - What role do ‘peak experiences’ play in the psyche’s appreciation of the sky? 
Word count: 3088

Introduction:
This essay discusses ‘peak-experience’, as defined by the psychologist Abraham Maslow, and the role it might play in the psyche’s appreciation of the sky through the use of astrology. 
The task at hand will be done through 4 different sections in this essay named after perspectives that seemed to be relevant regarding the relationship between the sky, ‘peak experience’ and astrology, they are entitled: ‘Astrology, peak experience and enchantment’, ‘The sky as a source of wonder’, ‘Unity and dissolution of boundaries’, and ‘A closer look at astrological consultations’. All of them are interconnected and part of a larger concept pervaded by notions of participation and unity, but they have been separated in themes in order to facilitate the analysis in greater detail.
Before doing that, astrology’s plurality and the ‘ineffability of peak experiences’ make necessary to define how these terms are being used in this paper.[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  Nicholas Campion and Liz Greene, ‘Introduction’, in Astrologies, Plurality and Diversity, ed. by Nicholas Campion and Liz Greene (Lampeter: Sophia Centre Press, 2011), pp.1; Liz Greene, ‘Mystical Experiences Among Astrologers’, Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 13, No. 2, (Winter, 2009), pp. 12.] 

Definition of terms:
According to Abraham Maslow ‘man has a higher and transcendent nature’ which ‘is part of his essence’ and ‘peak experiences’ was viewed by him as an intrinsic manifestation of this side of the human nature.[footnoteRef:2] Maslow talks about these experiences as the base of most religions even though, according to him, they end up being forgotten and transformed into dogma, he claimed that ‘the mystic experience, the illumination, the great awakening, along with the charismatic seer who started the whole thing, are forgotten, lost, or transformed into their opposites.’[footnoteRef:3]  Maslow also argued that these experiences are of great importance for the psyche’s good health and balance for according to him it promotes, amongst other desirable results, the discovery of the ‘true self’, fostering an authentic connection between the individual with his essence and inner voice.[footnoteRef:4]  [2: Abraham Maslow, ‘Preface’, in Religions, Values and Peak Experience, <http://www.bahaistudies.net/asma/peak_experiences.pdf> [accessed in 29 December 2019].  ]  [3:  Abraham Maslow, ‘Preface’, in Religions, Values and Peak Experience, <http://www.bahaistudies.net/asma/peak_experiences.pdf> [accessed in 29 December 2019].  ]  [4:  Abraham Maslow, ‘Peak Experiences in Education and Art’, Theory Into Practice, Vol. 10, No. 3, (June, 1971), pp.152.] 

Patrick Curry defined astrology as generally (…) ‘the set of theories and practices interpreting the positions of the heavenly bodies in terms of human and terrestrial implication’ and Nicholas Campion argued that ‘it is impossible to talk about astrology as a monolithic entity’ as astrology has a ‘diversity of practice across the globe’.[footnoteRef:5] This essay will focus on astrology as divination, which Patrick Curry argues its role is (…) ‘the affirmation of citizenship in a living world – the recognition of which is an experience of enchantment’, an idea echoed in the work of astrologer Richard Tarnas who claimed that by studying astrology one can realise that there is an endless coincidence between the celestial bodies and its patterns with earthly affairs which, according to him, reflects not only a ‘fundamental unity’ but also points out to ‘the intelligent coherence of a living, fully animated cosmos.’[footnoteRef:6]   [5:  Patrick Curry, “Astrology”, in The Oxford Companion to the History of Modern Science, ed. by J. L. Heilbron (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 57; Nicholas Campion and Liz Greene, ‘Introduction’, in Astrologies, Plurality and Diversity, ed. by Nicholas Campion and Liz Greene (Lampeter: Sophia Centre Press, 2011), pp.1; Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, (New York: New York University Press, 2012), pp. 23.]  [6:  Patrick Curry and Roy Willis, Astrology, Science and Culture, (Oxford: Berg, 2004), p. 110; Richard Tarnas, Cosmos and Psyche, (New York: PLUME, 2007), pp. 77.] 

Astrology, ‘peak experience’ and enchantment:
The idea of a live cosmos pregnant with meaning is also present in Curry’s definition of enchantment as (…) ‘an experience of the world as intrinsically meaningful, significant, and whole in a way that is fundamentally mysterious (…) and that includes oneself, not observing it from the outside but participating in it.’[footnoteRef:7] In this quote, the relationship between enchantment and the sense of unity with everything is emphasised for it implies participation rather than just observation, an idea also intrinsically found in Maslow’s concept of ‘peak experience’. According to Maslow a ‘peak experience’ provides the feeling that ‘the universe is all of a piece and that one has his place in it - one is a part of it, one belongs in it (…)’ and he argues that these experiences have the capacity to attribute meaning to life to the point of preventing suicide.[footnoteRef:8]   [7:  Curry, Astrology, pp. 88.]  [8:  Abraham Maslow, ‘Appendix A’, in Religions, Values and Peak Experience, <http://www.bahaistudies.net/asma/peak_experiences.pdf> [accessed in 29 December 2019].  ] 

Scholar Sam Reese talks about Maslow’s view on the equal importance played by the rational and the irrational parts in the human psyche and the need for a healthy balance between them. Reese claims that for Maslow, because of the emphasis on ‘scientific objectivity (…) we no longer have any sense of participation or involvement in the world around us or in our own lives.’[footnoteRef:9] In this quote we can hear a similar theme spoken by Patrick Curry on enchantment and participation rather than detached observation, one of the main characteristics of scientific objectivity. Following this argument, and considering astrology as divination, there is a compatible relationship between the two, ‘peak experiences’ and astrology, as both could be considered potentially an experience of enchantment, which would consequently foster an appreciation of the sky as part of a live cosmos imbued with meaning and, because of that, capable of reflecting or attributing meaning to people’s lives.  [9:  Sam Reese, ‘Discovering the Nonintellectual Self: Abraham H. Maslow’s Humanistic Psychology’, Music Educators Journal, Vol. 60, No. 9, (May 1974), pp. 47.] 

The sky as a source of wonder:
Patrick Curry and Roy Willis claimed that ‘It is a safe assumption that human beings have always found the heavens a source of wonder, meaning and guidance’[footnoteRef:10] Curry quotes Ronald Hepburn regarding what he calls ‘existential wonder’, the idea that the sense of wonder has an important role in interrelationships for people feel more compelled to respect each other when they are connected with this feeling, and this has a resonance with Abraham Maslow’s list of the common qualities after having a ‘peak experience’.[footnoteRef:11] For instance, the sense of unification with the universe, heightened sense of meaning, strong sense of wonder/awe/reverence and less selfishness, to name a few, all of which, similarly to ‘existential wonder’, would also promote an improvement in human relations as a result.[footnoteRef:12]   [10:  Curry and Willis, Astrology, pp. 3.  ]  [11:  Patrick Curry and Roy Willis, Astrology, Science and Culture, (Oxford: Berg, 2004), pp. 87.]  [12:  Abraham Maslow, ‘Appendix A’, in Religions, Values and Peak Experience, <http://www.bahaistudies.net/asma/peak_experiences.pdf> [accessed in 29 December 2019].  ] 

Working with the range of secondary as well as primary sources have brought me the thought that perhaps the main question this essay discusses on what is the role of ‘peak experiences’ in the psyche’s appreciation of the sky, could also be turned around into what is the role that the sky has in triggering ‘peak experiences’. They seem to be potentially connected, ‘peak experience’ as a transcendent moment and the sky as a source of inspiration, and in the context of astrological practice, the sky as ‘a theatrical backdrop for myths, rituals, religions, and personal engagement with the cosmos’ providing the space necessary in order to transcend earthly reality.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, (New York: New York University Press, 2012), pp. 23.] 

Astrologer Mark Jones speaks about astrology’s great potential to ‘remind us of our connection to the sky above’ and astrologer Brian Clark, also talking about astrology, claims that ‘it’s symbolic process inspires a soulful reconnection to the night sky’.[footnoteRef:14]  In a similar fashion, Patrick Curry speaks about astrology as ‘participation in the greatest dialogue of all, the grand conversation of earth and heaven.’[footnoteRef:15] Based on these arguments and considering the sky as a source of wonder and inspiration that naturally resonates with the idea of ‘peak experience’, astrology’s use of the sky possibly reconnects people with the feeling that there is more to life than just the material day to day reality, a characteristic also intrinsically felt during and after a ‘peak experience’ where the individual gets in touch with a different dimension of life. Abraham Maslow claimed that ‘peak experiences’ (…) ‘seems to lift us to greater than normal heights so that we can see and perceive in a higher than usual way. We become larger, greater, stronger, bigger, taller people and tend to perceive accordingly’, and even the words ‘greater than normal heights’ suggests a movement upwards towards the sky, reflecting a potential and fundamental relationship between the sky and ‘peak experience’.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Mark Jones, The Soul Speaks, (Portland: Raven Dream Press, 2015), p. IX; Brian Clark, Soul, Symbol and Imagination, (Australia: Astro*Synthesis, 2019), pp. 24. ]  [15:  Curry, Astrology, pp. 3. ]  [16:  Abraham Maslow, ‘Appendix A’, in Religions, Values and Peak Experience, <http://www.bahaistudies.net/asma/peak_experiences.pdf> [accessed in 29 December 2019].  ] 

Unity and dissolution of boundaries: 
According to Liz Greene, Maslow’s choice of words was in order to keep a positive association rather than a connection with undesirable aspects of words like ‘mystical’ and ‘religious’, suggesting a co-relation between all of these terms, ‘religious’, ‘mystical’, ‘ecstatic’ and ‘peak experiences’.[footnoteRef:17] In a research conducted by Katherine A. Mclean, Jeannie-Marie Leoutsakos, Mathew W. Johnson and Roland R. Griffiths, they claimed that ‘mystical experiences were generally characterized by a profound feeling of unity or interconnectedness’ at its core, while Samuel Brainard argues that ‘nonordinariness’ and ‘profundity’ are two of the most common traits in mystical experiences as well as ‘(…) a dissolving of boundaries between the divine and the mundane’.[footnoteRef:18] This idea of dissolution of boundaries between people and the environment, or between the divine and the mundane found in ‘peak experiences’ is also one of the main characteristics of divination. According to Patrick Curry, divination ‘both facilitates and requires a recovery of (…) unity’, so seeing through this perspective and considering astrology as a divinatory practice, there is a connection between ‘peak experience’ and astrology as both promote the recollection of a sense of unity between everything, including the cosmos or, through another perspective, the loss of boundaries which allows this sense of unity to be experienced.[footnoteRef:19] In this view, ‘peak experiences’ do encourage an appreciation of the sky as it is included in the sense of unity and awe that having these experiences are argued to promote. [17:  Liz Greene, ‘Mystical Experiences Among Astrologers’, Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 13, No. 2, (Winter, 2009), pp. 9.]  [18:  Katherine MacLean, Jeannie-Marie S. Leoutsakos, Matthew W. Johnson and Roland R. Griffiths, ‘Factor Analysis of the Mystical Experience Questionnaire: A Study of Experiences Occasioned by the Hallucinogen Psilocybin’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 51, No. 4, (December 2012), pp. 722; Samuel Brainard, ‘Defining ‘Mystical Experience’’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, Vol. 64, No. 2, (Summer, 1996), pp. 372, 377.]  [19:  Curry, Astrology, pp. 123.] 

This sense of unity is also present in many descriptions given by astrologers about their work. Astrologer Sue Tompkins said that during an astrological consultation she is ‘(…) not even concentrating but (…) (I) have certainly forgotten myself. I don’t exist.’[footnoteRef:20] This feeling of non-existence described by Tompkins resonates with the idea of union with the universe and dissolution of ego, and astrologer Madalyn Hillisdineen talks about a feeling of connection and being ‘one with everything’ when giving an astrology reading.[footnoteRef:21] Astrologer Mark Jones speaks about something happening during an astrological reading which he calls the ‘knowing field’ and he defines it as ‘the personal and transpersonal energy field which interconnects and interpenetrates every individual’ which, according to him, ‘contains a direct knowing about the client’.[footnoteRef:22] Jones talks about this ‘knowing field’ as a phenomena that occurs when personal boundaries are ‘porous’, a word also used by astrologer Brian Clark when he describes what happens in an astrological consultation.[footnoteRef:23] Clark instead of the term ‘knowing field’ speaks about ‘creating a psychic space’ where he argues that a ‘participation mystique’ can take place and, according to him, ‘astrology is a participatory and creative act’.[footnoteRef:24] Once more we have a strong definition of astrology as something that we participate in unity, a very important aspect found in the definition of ‘peak experience’ as well.  [20:  Darrelyn Gunzburg, ‘How do Astrologers Read Charts’, in Astrologies, Plurality and Diversity, ed. by Nicholas Campion and Liz Greene (Lampeter: Sophia Centre Press, 2011), pp. 194.]  [21:  Gunzburg, ‘How do Astrologers’, pp. 194.]  [22:  Mark Jones, The Soul Speaks, (Portland: Raven Dream Press, 2015), pp. 217, pp. 97.]  [23:  Jones, The Soul, pp. 97; Clark, Soul, pp. 33.]  [24:  Clark, Soul, pp. 9, 33, 52, 72.] 

Liz Greene in her research entitled ‘Mystical experiences among astrologers’ claims that the responses she got ‘suggests that there is a connection between the gnostic type of mystical experience and the nature of astrology itself, as both seem to involve an experience of interconnectedness and a perception of inherent pattern and meaning’ and later she raised the hypothesis that the serious students of astrology might be particularly receptive to having ‘peak experiences’, an argument that still needs further research in order to be clarified.[footnoteRef:25] Perhaps a research using a public that have seen an astrologer rather than the astrologers themselves could shed further light on the potential relationship between ‘peak experience’, astrology and the sense of unity with everything, as there is a lack of evidence from the experience that people had as clients during an astrological consultation. [25:  Greene, ‘Mystical Experiences’, pp. 25-26.] 

With these arguments we can, once again, see a direct relationship between ‘peak experiences’ and astrology, for they both promote, to a certain extent depend on and support, a world view comprised of unity and flexibility of boundaries, which is inclusive of the sky.
A closer look at astrological consultations and ‘peak experience’:
In the paper ‘How Astrologers read Charts’ Darrelyn Gunzberg focus on the perspective that analyses the process of reading an astrological chart from the parameters of creativity, using terms like ‘flow’ and ‘creative cycle’, without considering the more mystical aspects that astrologers claimed to feel connected with during an astrological consultation in the interviews for Gunzberg’s research.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Gunzburg, ‘How do Astrologers’, pp. 182, 184, 192.] 

Samuel Brainard argues that mystical experiences ‘signifies a set of universal “core” characteristics that are indeed real’ (…)  and it is, at the same time, also ‘involved with language and concept formation’.[footnoteRef:27] In a similar way, Darrelyn Gunzberg’s argument that an astrological reading is a ‘secular creative endeavour’ could also potentially be a question of semantics, for describing the subjective process that creativity entitles is also, like in Brainard’s words, ‘involved with language and concept formation’.[footnoteRef:28]  [27:  Samuel Brainard, ‘Defining ‘Mystical Experience’’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, Vol. 64, No. 2, (Summer, 1996), pp. 362.]  [28:  Gunzburg, ‘How do Astrologers’, pp. 181; Brainard, ‘Defining’, pp. 362.] 

Another point to be mentioned is that art and creativity are also included in the arena of triggers for mystical experiences, as Abraham Maslow himself claimed that one of the commonest ways of having a ‘peak experience’ is through music and Deborah Freedman also talks about ecstatic experiences amongst musicians and orchestra conductors when (…) ‘one loses identification with the self and becomes one with the universe’.[footnoteRef:29] All of which also agrees with the definitions given by scholars about the relationship between mystical experiences and a sense of unity with everything around, a theme already discussed in the previous topic.  [29:  Abraham Maslow, ‘Peak Experiences in Education and Art’, Theory Into Practice, Vol. 10, No. 3, (June, 1971), pp. 151; Deborah Freedman, ‘Professional notes: In Search of Ecstasy: The Musician’s Dream’, Music Educators Journal, Vol. 99, No.2, (December 2012), pp. 22.] 

Although named differently, many of the listed characteristics in Gunzberg’s paper arguing that astrology is a ‘secular creative process’, strongly resonates with the features in Abraham Maslow’s ‘peak experience’ list. For instance, in the so called ‘creative cycle’ discussed in Gunzberg’s essay, some of the characteristics were that (…) ‘judgements were delayed, and self-consciousness and self-censorship were diminished (…) (with a) changed sense of self, where there was a qualitative alteration to the sense of time and space and where a blurring between self-and-other and self-and-world occurred’.[footnoteRef:30] All of which has a strong resonance with Maslow’s ‘whole universe is unified’, ‘tremendous concentration’ with a ‘passive and receptive cognition’ which would naturally delay judgements and self-censorship as well, also providing a different relationship to time and space with an ego transcending perception of reality.[footnoteRef:31] Similar to the results after having a ‘peak experience’ according to Maslow, Gunzberg talks about ‘autotelic experiences’ and ‘flow experiences’ during an astrological consultation where (…) ‘the person pays attention to the activity for its own sake (…) (where) life is justified in the present. The flow experience has the potential to make life more rich, intense and meaningful’.[footnoteRef:32] Maslow says that in ‘peak experiences’ (…) ‘there is a very characteristic disorientation in time and space, or even the lack of consciousness of time and space. Phrased positively, this is like experiencing universality and eternity’ which echoes Gunzberg’s ‘life is justified in the moment’.[footnoteRef:33] He also claims that ‘recognizing these experiences as end-experiences rather than as means-experiences makes another point (…) peak-experiences are one part of the operational definition of the statement that "life is worthwhile" or "life is meaningful”’, so in his view, ‘peak experiences’ add meaning to life, again resonating with Gunzberg’s definition of ‘autotelic’ and ‘flow’ experiences, terms which she made use in order to analyse how astrologers read charts.[footnoteRef:34]     [30:  Gunzburg, ‘How do Astrologers’, pp. 184.]  [31:  Abraham Maslow, ‘Appendix A’, in Religions, Values and Peak Experience, <http://www.bahaistudies.net/asma/peak_experiences.pdf> [accessed in 29 December 2019].  ]  [32:  Gunzburg, ‘How do Astrologers’, pp. 197.]  [33:  Abraham Maslow, ‘Appendix A’, in Religions, Values and Peak Experience, <http://www.bahaistudies.net/asma/peak_experiences.pdf> [accessed in 29 December 2019].  ]  [34:  Abraham Maslow, ‘Appendix A’, in Religions, Values and Peak Experience, <http://www.bahaistudies.net/asma/peak_experiences.pdf> [accessed in 29 December 2019].  ] 

According to Patrick Curry ‘even the most ‘objective’ and ‘secular’ astrological consultation thus turns out to be a ritual in which the unknown is invited to speak to the enquiry at hand’ and the ‘ritual’ performed by the astrologers before offering a consultation seems to be a common feature which was also discussed in Darrelyn Gunzberg’s paper.[footnoteRef:35] Once we bring in the concept of ritual, in the context of astrology as divination, it could be argued that something else enters the picture which makes possible for the astrological consultation to become a potential trigger for a ‘peak experience’. As Patrick Curry argues (…) ‘in the moment of ritual divination the exclusive dualisms of subject and object (…) partially dissolves in awareness of cosmic connection’ resonating with one of the main ideas pervading ‘peak’, ‘autotelic’ or ‘flow’ experiences, and the feeling that many astrologers described once they are giving an astrological consultation, that of interconnection with everything.[footnoteRef:36]    [35:  Curry, Astrology, pp. 62; Gunzburg, ‘How do Astrologers’, pp. 189.]  [36:  Curry, Astrology, pp. 2-3.] 

Once again there seems to be a strong resonance between what happens during an astrological consultation and the so called ‘peak experience’. There are many other potential situations where a ‘peak experience’ can be triggered, but considering astrology as divination, there seems to be inevitably a potential quality of ‘peak experience’ provided by the relationship between astrologer, astrology, and client, including astrology’s use of the sky. Would that be the same for other astrologers, for example the ones claiming to work with what they call ‘Scientific Astrology’? Hard to say, and this is one of the reasons why in this essay I attempted to narrow the topic down by choosing to focus on astrology as divination. The subject and practice of astrology is vast, and ‘peak experience’ is a concept which is difficult to define, so there are potentially innumerable different perspectives from where the relationship between the two could be analysed, and which is beyond the scope of this paper.  

Conclusion:
This essay attempted to analyse and discuss the role that ‘peak experience’, as defined by the psychologist Abraham Maslow, might have in the psyche’s appreciation of the sky via the use of astrology as divination. This was accomplished through 4 different sections entitled: ‘Astrology, peak experience and enchantment’, ‘The sky as a source of wonder’, ‘Unity and dissolution of boundaries’ and ‘A closer look at astrological consultations and peak experience’.
In the first section it was discussed how both, astrology and ‘peak experience’, could be potentially considered experiences of enchantment, as defined by Patrick Curry, which would enhance an appreciation of the sky as part of a living cosmos imbued with meaning. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Following that, in the section entitled ‘The sky as a source of wonder’, the concept of ‘existential wonder’ was mentioned in connection to ‘peak experience’, considering the sky as a source of this powerful feeling and the role of astrology in reconnecting people with the sky itself. In this section it was discussed that the sky might be seen as a potential trigger for a ‘peak experience’ to happen and the possible role that astrology can have in facilitating this process.
In ‘Union and dissolution of boundaries’ it was talked about the similarities between ‘peak experience’ and astrology in promoting, and to a certain extent depending on, a world view comprised of a sense of unity which includes the sky. It was also said that ‘peak experiences’ do encourage an appreciation of the sky as it is included in this sense of unity and awe that having these experiences are argued to promote. There is a strong resonance between ‘peak experience’ and what happens in an astrology reading from the astrologer’s perspective, but there is still need for further research in order to find out if the client also could experience astrology as a trigger for having a ‘peak experience’.        
And finally, the last section discusses the paper ‘How astrologers read charts’ written by Darrelyn Gunzberg and the similarities, although named differently, between the concepts used by the author to analyse what happens during an astrological consultation and ‘peak experience’. It was argued that there seems to be inevitably a potential quality of ‘peak experience’ provided by the relationship between astrologer, astrology, and client, including astrology’s use of the sky, in the context of astrology as divination. 
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