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Do Astrologers Believe in Astrology?
Introduction

This essay is about a survey which seeks to answer a question raised by the philosopher Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), through which he wondered whether professional astrologers believe in what they profess.
 His critique addressed the fact that astrology is probably supported by a collective belief system, and that astrologers may not necessarily be dishonest about their practices and beliefs; nevertheless, Russell’s appears to be a strong critique of astrology. This essay summarizes the findings of a study conducted amongst a group of practicing astrologers who also teach at an astrological school in the UK. They were asked to fill out an online questionnaire that assessed the role of belief in their astrological practices. The intention was to gain a better understanding of certain astrological ideas that may be based upon individual belief as well as the adherence to certain intellectual and cultural constructs. As a practising astrologer, I kept an insider perspective and focused on any possible bias that my previous astrological experience may have caused throughout this research. This essay is going to address the following themes: a general analysis of the participants’ demographics, their understanding and definitions of astrology, their perception of both synchronicity and reality, the role of belief in their practices, as well as their regular engagement with the sky. The findings of this qualitative research can potentially help the astrological community understand more about the balance between realism and belief in Western astrology.
The questionnaire
The participants of this research share a profound and prolonged interest in Western astrology. This research idea was born from a desire to assess the roots of their individual connections with astrology. They all work as tutors at an astrology school that was founded in the mid-twentieth century in the UK, and have been trained to adhere to strict ethical standards while performing their tutoring duties. All the participants have gone through long periods of training to obtain the required certification that would allow them to teach. As an insider of this group, I am deeply aware of the fact that they all share similar experience that involves years of observation and study. Their personal study and research has shown what they consider to be evidence of astral correspondences between celestial movements and earthly events or circumstances. The school in question adopts an ideological approach that is aimed at helping the student explore the inner landscape of the client, rather than emphasizing the mere correlation of events with astrological facts. The questionnaire was delivered to each one of them virtually, after an explanatory email pointed out the terms of the research. In this essay the identities of the participants have been kept rigorously confidential. Everyone was given the possibility to skip any questions they preferred not to answer. The questionnaire combined a mix of questions with multiple-choice answers and open-ended answers. This was intended to increase the amount and variety of data to collect. Also, the open-ended questions allowed the participants to share details that may have not come up thoughout the rest of the questionnaire. The possibility for participants to openly express opinions about their attitudes to astrology also allowed me to conduct some in-depth qualitative research with a relatively limited number of participants. The questionnaire was composed of a section about demographic data, followed by one on objectivity in astrology, one on fate and free will, one on personal engagement with astrology, and a small number of final open-ended questions.
An insider’s view

As an insider, I maintained awareness on my own perspective about fate, since it is so central in everything astrological. I see astrology as a practice which allows people to decode an order which already exists, unfolds independently and constantly determines spatial and temporal connections in everyone’s life. My goal was to maintain as detached a perspective as possible and to avoid aligning exclusively with the more fatalistic interpretations of the question. It is understandable that a completely objective perspective on the issues analysed cannot be obtained, but a conscious effort was made to minimize personal bias.  On reflexivity, Monique Hennik, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey pointed out that the participants bring their subjective ideas of the world and society, while researchers also bring their own perspectives, and the interaction of both influences determines the research process.
 As the authors specified, reflexivity requires a conscious effort during data collection and interpretation.
Demographics
Out of 17 invitees, 13 responded. The demographics section showed an even spread of different ages, all beyond 40 years old. All the participants declared that they have more than 15 years of experience with the study or practice of astrology. I decided to inquire about their relationship with traditional religious beliefs and, if they followed any religion, how this interacted with astrology. 39% of the participants declared to be religious (mainly Christian), whereas the rest answered that they do not follow any religion at all. Those who specified their creed expressed that they were aware of the influence that their religious background had on their relationship with astrology. The majority of the respondents (69%) hold a master’s degree, but they all have diverse professional backgrounds. These include education, science, arts, social services, business, and finance. The participants were asked about their early and current preferences in astrology, and the majority of them answered that natal chart interpretation, psychological astrology, and synastry (the analysis of the interactions between multiple natal charts within relationships and collaborations of all sorts) are most important to them. This was in line with my expectations because the school in question does not embrace the idea that a pre-determined fate exists and the absence of free will. One of my questions dealt with the possibility that the participants might be averse to particular kinds of astrology, and the picture that emerged signalled that strongly predictive systems were not particularly welcome within this group. Also, this observation appeared to be in line with the school’s objectives, which the participants appeared to meet almost unanimously. All the participants studied at the school in which they teach, as specified earlier in this essay. However, 30% of them pointed out that they have also studied at different schools in Portugal, Austria, and Argentina.
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Figure 1
Age range of participants
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Figure 2
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Figure 3
What astrologers make of astrology
The participants were asked to provide personalized definitions of astrology. The answers were varied, given the open nature of the question. The opinions gathered labelled astrology as a tool, practice, gift, study, language and thought system. This showed that astrology appears to be closely bound to individual perceptions, given the fact that it is based on both analytical and interpretative approaches. Campion explained that the word ‘astrology’ is derived from ‘astron’ (star) and ‘logos’ (word).
 According to him, this relates to an ancient idea that the stars are celestial objects gifted with reason or logic. This is almost totally overshadowed by the contemporary deterministic thought. The seventeenth-century split between astronomy and astrology is at the roots of the current divide between science and spirituality in relation to the sky. Nevertheless, in some contemporary societies, this divide does not exist. Campion pointed out some examples, such as the fact that astronomy and astrology are both jyotish in Indian culture, whereas in Japan they are onmyodo.
 Campion’s remarks appear to have highlighted that the observation of the skies is characterized by both rational and emotional sides. In my survey, this coexistence of rationality and intuition emerged quite clearly. One participant defined it as a tool that helps one read one’s relationship to reality. This notion of ‘relating’ to the outer world, the sky, or universe, emerged from the answers of several participants. One answer labelled astrology as a ‘beautiful way of looking at human life and our connection to the cosmos and to life itself’. The astrologer indicated how it provides a long-term perspective on life events and how it can support individual development. The findings of this study highlighted the idea that astrology helps the individual connect with both oneself and the cosmos. Not only does astrology appear to help the participants connect with a larger picture which is thought to permeate physical and emotional life, but it also facilitates a deep process of self-discovery. This seems to denote the coexistence of both an outer and inner focus in astrological practice. 
Synchronicity
Astrology, by linking heavenly motions with physical and emotional circumstances, looks into the fabric of reality and decomposes it according to some specific connections of meaning. While planning my research questionnaire, I decided that I should try and understand how the participants individually perceived this idea of interconnectedness. Firstly they were asked whether they ever perceived any clear connections between their own unplanned actions and the alignment of any astrological significators. I expected a positive answer, since I was dealing with a group of professional astrologers; in fact, all but one answered that they had had such experiences. The following question proposed a fictitious scenario where a car purchase had been made. The buyer would later review the astrological chart for the moment and place of the purchase, which had not been planned astrologically, and find planetary alignments that resonated with the essence of the purchase. The participants were asked what they believed about this type of synchronistic event. Would they give more weight to the possibility of predetermined fate or the wilful manifestation of real-life circumstances in sync with the heavens? Would they contemplate the idea that the judgement of the buyer determined the outcome of the chart interpretation? The answers were varied, but generally showed acceptance towards the idea of synchronism. One participant wrote ‘we impose meaning on events in the world, we practice the search for patterns in the sky that mirrors what happens on earth’. He added ‘if I find this, I would not believe that the sky caused me to buy the car’. He emphasized the possibility that the sky mirrors the experiences on earth. This answer explored the idea of synchronicity in depth. He introduced an interesting idea that no other participant wrote about, by stating that synchronicity occurs when the buyer discovers that there was a match between celestial patterns and the events which unfolded on earth. Another participant referred to the notion that ‘we are tuned into our charts at a level of which we are unaware’, and that this kind of events allows people to enhance their understanding of astrology. Another answer appeared to dismiss this type of approach, specifying that meaningful symbolism would best be found in the real world in connection with the car, rather than in the astrological chart. Someone else expressed that it is easier to observe synchronicities retrospectively, whereas another contemplated the possibility of pre-determined fate playing a major role in the timing of the purchase. Two members of the astrological group referred to the fact that the purchase was one of several possibilities and that the astrological pattern in question may have given rise to multiple circumstances. One of them described this circumstance as ‘part of a deep process with many faces’, while the other wrote that there are ‘intuitive rhythms in life that we may connect with subconsciously’. This open question allowed me to prompt some deeper thinking within the astrological group and emphasized the role of synchronism in astrological thought.
Order Emerging from Chaos
I determined that the question about the car purchase would perhaps unlock some hidden information, given its open-ended nature. The outcome seems to have highlighted that synchronicity is a very complex notion, given that the answers were so diverse yet thought-provoking. The notion of interconnectedness, or entanglement of the universe has its roots in the Pythagorean idea of Harmonia. Gene H. Handerson wrote that according to this philosophy, ‘through repeated breathing the universe becomes discontinuous and discrete bodies emerge’.
 In this state of constant flux, he added, Harmonia reigns above everything and creates Kosmos out of Chaos, while the music of the spheres is emitted. That is to say, order emerges from chaos. Mircea Eliade explained the universal harmony in terms of order being manifested through the cosmic rhythms. Also, he linked harmony with permanence and fecundity. According to Eliade, the cosmos can be seen as an organism that links reality, life, and the sacred.
 He emphasized that by looking at the sky, humanity can discover the divine, because the sky ‘reveals transcendence, force, eternity’.
 Jan Assmann, author of several works on Egyptology, pointed out that ‘a cosmological society lives by a model of cosmic forms of order’ which, via rituals, determine the essence of political and social structures.
 Norman Cohn explained that in ancient Egypt the Pharaoh was considered semi-divine, and had the ability to deal with the gods while representing the people.
 The Pharaoh’ would make offers to the gods so that they maintained order, or Ma’at, in the world. In Egyptian ideology, Ma’at was thought to have existed since the emergence of order from chaos during primordial times. Plato (c.427 – 348 BC) wrote about the ‘World Soul’. He wrote that the Creator framed the soul and added within her the physical universe.
 The two, according to Plato, are united and partake of reason and harmony. Aristotle referred to Alcmaeon of Croton, who linked the unceasing movement of the divine sun, moon and stars with the eternity and perpetual motion of the soul.
 These observations highlight the profound cultural connections which have existed between humanity and the sky. In Stoicism, the notion of harmonia was seen as ‘sumpatheia’. The interconnecting factor was a sort of divine breath called ‘pneuma’, which was believed to pervade all matter and link the spiritual with the material. Cicero saw the universe as being subject to divine will, like a major city or state that hosts both men and gods.
 It is evident that such connections between the individual and the universe have been evoking sensations of divinity and immensity in different peoples throughout history.
The Role of Belief in Astrological Practice
Russell’s critic, mentioned at the beginning of this essay, addressed the role of belief in human life and linked the argument with what astrologers do. He argued that, although any science-oriented individual would find astrological concepts impossible to accept, belief permeates multiple layers of collective life.
 According to him, if society were to become fully rational, even the application of politics would suffer, since political matters are based on fictitious ideas. In Russell’s words, ‘at all costs, we must be kept stupid’.
 The concept of belief is oftentimes associated with religion, and this is also valid when dealing with astrology. Nicholas Campion pointed out that studies on people’s interest in astrology have often been linked to debates on secularisation, religious decline, the inadequacy of non-scientific ideas, and the rise of New Age spirituality.
 In the 1970s, Robert Wuthnow argued that astrology attracted marginal individuals.
 He stated that ‘it was the more poorly educated, the unemployed, non-whites, females, the unmarried, the overweight, the ill, and the lonely, who were most taken with astrology’. It appears evident that his tone was highly critical and somewhat contemptuous towards those he saw as believers of astrology. He added that his research suggested that astrology may act as a substitute for religion. On a different note, in the late 1980s, Shoshanah Feher suggested that astrology’s adherents are not necessarily marginal.
 According to this hypothesis, astrology appeals to both marginal and mainstream individuals. In 1975, a group of scientists even went as far as issuing a signed statement to call astrologers charlatans and dismissing the roots of belief in this practice.
 They warned ‘those who wish to believe in astrology should realize that there is no scientific foundation for its tenets’. The statement was published in The Humanist Magazine and was drafted by Dr Bart J. Bok, a professor emeritus of astronomy. When asked whether they considered astrology as a univocal interpretation of reality, most of the astrologers who participated to my survey answered negatively. In fact, 80% of them do not believe that a single truth can be revealed through the study and practice of astrology. This appears to be linked to the fact that astrological observations tend to reveal rationally unexplainable connections between astral and earthly circumstances, and this affects all areas of life.
Astrology and Reality
I was interested in understanding whether astrology had somehow influenced the participants’ understanding of the word ‘reality’. One sees reality as multilayered and able to be accessed from varied inner processes. He emphasized the role of feelings in the interpretation of reality, linking this with a rational approach (what do I understand?), a practical approach (how does this work?), and an intuitive approach (what do I believe?). In his opinion, these four ways of relating to reality are valid and can give an account of different aspects of the truth. He also put forward the idea that there may be multiple realities, judging from the fact that people have different astrological birth charts, and different subjective approaches to the interpretation of the world. He concluded by stating that objective reality may be the result of collective consensus. Another participant added an element of relativism to this answer, specifying that, while being unsure of the connections between astrological practice and her perception of reality, she does not see a fixed truth in every context. She perceives a split between her practical and philosophical takes on the term ‘reality’. A different participant shared a rich perspective, specifying that astrology influenced her understanding of the word in question making her aware of the fact that order, intelligence, meaning, and purpose pervade everything, fostering a cyclical perception of the world. Belief in astrology appears to be closely associated with the acceptance of a multi-layered truth which tends to pervade the whole of creation. My perspective as a practising astrologer is definitely in favour of this, so I had to maintain a certain level of ideological detachment while analysing this data. The most productive approach I could take was to look at all these issues from my rational side, trying to tune into the non-spiritual side of my personality while collecting and sorting out the data received from the group of astrologers.
Is the zodiac univocal?
One scenario of interest referred to the interpretive approach one should apply when dealing with the zodiac for people born in the Southern Hemisphere. Regarding the zodiacal signs, Aratus of Soli (c. 315 BC - 240) wrote:

For himself it was who set the signs in heaven, and marked out the constellations, and for the year devised what stars chiefly should give to men right signs of the seasons, to the end that all things might grow unfailingly.

Aratus gave an early account of the cultural connections between seasonality and the various portions of the zodiac. Campion explained that a direct relationship between the zodiac signs and the seasons has existed for millennia.
 He referred to the Mul Apin, a star catalogue dated to around 1000 BC. The Northern and Southern sides of the equator were denominated respectively ‘Way of Enil’ and ‘Way of Ea’. This gave rise to the division of the cosmos into four seasons, and a subdivision of each period into three months. This would determine twelve artificial and equal months, which eventually gave rise to the twelve signs of the tropical zodiac. According to Campion, there is a cultural connection between the zodiac signs and the climatological seasons. In my survey, the question indicated a scenario in which a fictitious person was born in Northern springtime. According to Western tropical astrology, the person’s natal Sun would be in Aries, a sign whose qualities are traditionally associated with heat, initiation and action. However, if the person were born in the Southern Hemisphere, those qualities would not resonate with the essence of the local season. I invited the participants to refer to any previous experience with clients born in Southern latitudes, if possible. Out of 13 responses, five indicated they either lacked experience in working with Southern clients, or that they had never engaged with the issue properly. On the other hand, two responses were friendly to the notion that there might be temperamental differences between people born in opposite hemispheres under the same Sun sign.  One of the most articulated responses came from a participant who was born in the Southern Hemisphere, and reported to have tested an inverted zodiac on himself, his family and his friends, however, he is sceptical that it might work. Nevertheless, he did not rule out the possibility of differences between two people born under the same Sun sign but in opposite hemispheres. As an example, he wrote that ‘a Taurus person born while nature was in its decaying phase may have a slightly different experience from that of a Taurus born in the middle of spring’. One participant expressed great interest in this particular topic, putting forward the idea that a Eurocentric, Northern Hemisphere bias could be at the foundations of modern astrology. She mentioned that Bernadette Brady, who was born in Australia, might be able to provide an informed opinion on this issue. Another participant went in a different direction, putting forward the idea that what matters is the symbolic relationship to seasons, rather than a literal connection. He shared that his siblings were born in Australia and that he is happy with reading their charts using the conventional zodiac. Another opinion referred to the ancient symbolic link between Christmas and the winter solstice. The astrologer wondered whether celebrating Christmas around the summer solstice in Southern latitudes has no relevance symbolically. This scenario was used in the questionnaire as a practical example that would allow me to gauge different opinions on the coexistence of different interpretation methods and intellectual perspectives on the meanings associated with the sky. 
Engaging with the sky
One of the fundamental goals of my study was to assess the ways in which the participants engage with the sky. As an insider, I am aware of the fact that the group is strongly orientated towards an active use of astrological interpretation, accompanied by a continuous intellectual and spiritual engagement with the astral patterns. I referred to Lucien Lévy-Bruhl’s idea of ‘participation mystique’, which he saw as a dynamic interaction between humans and their surroundings.
 He referred to the deep connections which can be established between the animate and inanimate worlds. According to him, participation mystique involved an interchange of mystical powers, as well as a dissolution of boundaries between the observer and the object observed. This sort of symbiosis occurred within what he described as primitive mentality. In my questionnaire, this matter was addressed in a section named ‘personal engagement with astrological transits’. As much as 92% of the respondents declared that they find it useful to check astrological transits regularly, whereas only 8% disagreed with this. 67% of respondents thought that maintaining awareness of daily planetary movements by consulting an ephemeris can improve the way one navigates life. Three respondents (25%) maintained neutrality on this issue, whereas one participant (8%) disagreed with this. Eight participants (67%) declared that it is useful for them to read other astrologers’ forecasts regularly. One maintained neutrality on this, whereas three disagreed. The issue of premonition can be overwhelming for astrologers, so the questionnaire included a series of questions which addressed the participants’ perception of the future in connection with their astrological forecasts. Nine participants (75%) feel optimistic about the future, regardless of the upcoming transits, two did not express any opinions on this (17%), while one disagreed (8%). As much as 55% of the respondents declared that they tend to experience anxiety when an astrological transit which they deem unfavourable is approaching, while 18% of them did not express any opinions, and 27% declared the opposite. I was interested in whether the participants believed in a sort of universal positivity which continuously generates the most fruitful outcomes, regardless of one’s planned actions. This question generated 50% of disagreement, 33% of neutrality and 17% of agreement. Even though around half of the group almost uniformly took a non-fatalistic, sky-aware approach, not many seemed to accept the idea that the universe always brings the best circumstances and outcomes one needs.
Conclusion
This essay has sought to answer Bertrand Russel’s question on whether astrologers believe in what they profess or not. The fundamental point of this research was to understand how much of a collective belief system potentially affects the multi-faceted practice of astrology. The study was conducted by means of a digital questionnaire that was sent out electronically to a group of practicing astrologers. They are all part of a UK-based astrological school and organization, and they have various levels of experience in a tutoring role for international students. The research objective was to gain a deeper understanding of the influence of cultural and ideological constructs upon the practice of astrology. This would entail an in-depth investigation of the participants’ perceptions of astrology as a whole, as well as the role it has played in their individual lives. I conducted this study as an insider, because I am part of the astrological group in question, so I had to consider maintaining as detached a perspective as possible during the compilation of data. Seventeen people were invited to participate to this questionnaire, and twelve responded. Despite the limited number of participants, the questionnaire yielded enough data for me to conduct this study, therefore I reckoned that no follow-up interviews were needed. My strategy included the addition of a certain number of open questions, so that a reasonably expansive amount of data could be gathered. Out of 17 invitees, 13 responded. The group was quite diverse in age, background and nationality. Religious adherence and its influence on their astrological practices was limited to 30%. The first main topic that this essay has dealt with is the participants’ perception of astrology itself. Various definitions emerged, emphasizing the coexistence of rationality and imagination in the practice of astrology. Also, the data collected pointed towards another form of dualistic thinking, which indicates astrology’s ability to direct the individual’s attention towards the cosmos as well as the inner world. The idea of a synchronistic universe in which events happen in sync with celestial movements is at the basis of general Western astrological thought. The participants were asked about their opinions on a fictitious scenario in which an astrologically conversant buyer purchased a car and saw the symbolism of such event reflected in the celestial pattern of the time. Most answers pointed towards a full acceptance of this notion of synchronicity, showing that the participants easily embraced the possibility that an unquantifiable connection between terrestrial life and the sky exists. Also, the idea of a multi-faceted universe with multiple possibilities emerged. Two participants described this as a multiplicity of possible outcomes which could be generated by the astral patterns at play. The research appears to have highlighted the complexity of this idea about synchronicity.  This can be linked to the profundity of concepts such as the ancient Pythagorean Harmonia, Plato’s Anima Mundi or World Soul, the Stoic concept of Sumpatheia, as well as the Egyptian Ma’at. A strong focus was given to the role of belief in astrology. In the 1970s, Wuthnow argued that astrology attracts marginal individuals, whereas in the 1980s Feher did not think this was necessarily the case. During the second half of the twentieth century, several scholars directed their attention to this matter, and some scientists even gathered to issue a statement against astrologers. My study group almost unanimously expressed that reality can be considered multi-faceted, and that an absolute truth cannot be identified through the study and practice of astrology. From the data gathered, it seems that astrological practice tends to foster a non-conventional understanding of reality. From Aratus’ Phaenomena includes a reference to the symbolic connection between climatological seasons and the zodiac signs. As confirmed by Campion, this idea can be found in star catalogues which are 3000 years old. The participants of my survey were asked about their opinions on converse interpretations of the zodiac for people born in the Southern hemisphere. As much as 40% remained neutral, since they lacked experience in working with clients born in the Southern countries. While some acknowledged the possibility that there can be differences depending on the hemisphere where one is born, there is widespread scepticism around the application of inverted interpretations of the zodiac. One participant acknowledged that an old Eurocentric perspective may be permanently imposed on this matter. The final section of my research focused on how people tend to engage with the sky through astrology. A very high percentage of answers indicated that maintaining awareness of the current astrological movements is a useful exercise. The answers were varied, especially around faith about the future. At a glance, it appears that a minority of the participants believes that the universe somehow generates the most fruitful circumstances in accordance with some sort of higher order. Russell argued that belief in astrology is not much different from belief in any political ideology or the application of certain social constructs, such as class divisions. The philosopher argued that the collective is conveniently ‘kept stupid’ for the sake of escaping collective disaster. In the same way, he saw astrological concepts as meaningful for the individual who practices. Also, Russell wrote that the astrologer is not necessarily dishonest about what he believes,  given that there is individualized meaning behind those concepts. The results of my research appear to point towards a multitude of directions, because the findings have highlighted the complexity of concepts such as synchronicity and belief. It appears that belief plays a pivotal role in the practice of astrology, because it either embellishes it with cultural constructs or provides the necessary mythological and esoteric flavour which is often sought when looking at the sky. On the other hand, a great part of data about the participants’ observational experience cannot be dismissed, since it may actually represent an accessway to those aspects of reality which contemporary science fails to recognize or explain.
Appendix
Online questionnaire

https://forms.gle/gSaFrxKaZFrcGcBp9 
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