HPCS 325.  Lecture 5. Ancient Astrology 1. 





Aristotle’s matter theory - the four elements.


There are four terrestrial elements, which are earth, water, air, and fire.


There are two pairs of qualities associated with these elements, hot, cold, dry and wet. 


Thus earth is cold and dry, water is cold and wet, air hot and wet and fire is hot and dry.


Earth and water are heavy and have a natural motion towards the centre of the universe, (the centre of the earth). Air and fire are light and have a natural motion towards the periphery of the universe.





Aristotelian cosmology.


The earth is at the centre of the universe and has no motion whatsoever.


There is a fundamental division between the celestial and terrestrial realms.


Terrestrial refers to the region up to the orbit of the moon, celestial to everything beyond the moon.


The heavenly bodies are made from a fifth element, aether.


The heavens are incorruptible, perfect and unchanging.


The natural motion of aether is circular - thus all the heavenly bodies have perfectly circular orbits, or their motion is a compound of perfectly circular motions.





Potentiality.


For Aristotle, everything has a potential which it will actualise unless hindered from doing so.


Thus an acorn is potentially an oak, and will grow into one unless stopped.


This is so for physical entities too; everything has a natural motion, which it will attempt to realise unless hindered from doing so. 


This is tied up with Greek conceptions of explanation - we explain from the organic and whole to the physical parts, while the Greeks have the tendency to do the opposite. Where we take mechanical and physical entities as paradigms of explanation, the Greeks tend to take organic entities. Thus Aristotle uses a mode of explanation for physics that to us looks more at home in biology - and even in biology we would want to reduce that sort of explanation to one in terms of physical parts (i.e. down to the DNA, for instance).





Aristotle’s qualitative view.


Mathematical descriptions only apply in an exact manner to the heavens - for terrestrial events, the more matter or the more motion involved, the less precise a mathematical description will be.


The world for Aristotle is fundamentally a qualitative rather than a quantitative place.


Things really have the qualities we perceive them to have - they really are e.g. red, and this quality cannot be reduced or analysed in terms of more fundamental properties, e.g. size, shape and motion of particles. Matter is not composed of atoms; rather it is amorphous and characterless, and qualities such as red, hard and round are thought to be added to it to make objects.


Compare modern view, where world is fundamentally quantitative, and qualities (e.g. colour) are explained in terms of those quantities, and mathematics is reckoned to give precise descriptions.





Implications for astrology.


Within the Aristotelian system, the sun is the prime cause of motion in the terrestrial realm; if the sun had no influence, then the elements would separate out into four homogeneous concentric spheres. The means of transmission of the sun’s influence is via the aether, according to Ptolemy. As all the heavenly bodies, sun, moon, planets and stars move in the aether, all have some effect on the earth.


Ptolemy’s argument for the possibility of astrology moves from evidently true astral influences (sun and seasons, moon and tides) to more tendential matters. However, all this is done within the framework of a physical influence of the heavenly bodies and an ordered and regular universe.





Implications for alchemy.


Aristotle’s theory of matter allows for the transmutation between elements. The elements are conceived as having pairs of qualities which can be changed to effect the transmutation. This is actually very common; the change of ice to water to steam for Aristotle is one of earth to water to air. Thus changing  something else into gold is a possibility. Two other matters are important here. Firstly, Aristotle does not conceive of matter atomistically, but rather as a characterless something to which qualities can be added, and then taken away. If we can manipulate those qualities, then perhaps we can produce gold. Finally, there is the tendency in the ancient world to explain in a more organic than reductive matter. To us, gold is an inorganic mineral found in the ground; to the ancients, gold appears to grow in the ground; and if it has grown, then it has grown from something that it was not before, so there must be a possibility of discovering and using this process.


Put in this manner, there is nothing intrinsically irrational or foolish about either ancient astrology or ancient alchemy. They may have been dead ends, but that is something which we can only judge with hindsight. The fact that the ancient Greeks practised astrology and alchemy need not 


affect arguments about their being the originators of science and rational thought.


�
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Science and the Greeks.


The case for the Greeks. As instigators of the activity we call science. As instigators of rationality and science in the stronger sense. Distinction of the natural and supernatural, and assertion that only the natural exists. The notion that the universe is orderly, simple and governed by physical law. General assault on the idea of magic. The use of theory instead of myth and the growth of debate. Consciousness of something like a distinction between technology and science. The growth of methods of demonstration and proof to resolve those debates. The consideration of abstract and general questions - scientific and philosophical. Production of basic ideas about philosophy, logic and mathematics which it makes no sense to deny. Thus trans-cultural truths ? These ideas are true whatever the language and whatever the culture. Recognition that without suppositions about the nature of the world, we cannot get very far in our understanding of it.





Greek ‘magic’.


Objection to this line of thought. The Greeks were fundamentally interested in some magical practices, notably alchemy and astrology. This argument is biased in picking out the most scientific and rational elements of Greek thought. If we don’t ‘cherry pick’, but look at Greek ideas on magic, then they look far less scientific and rational To a certain extent this is true - HoS has tended to ‘write out’ alchemy and astrology. Assumption here is that astrology and alchemy are irrational and unscientific. Possibly so, in a modern context. Is that the case in the ancient world ? Might be the case that ancient astrology, alchemy and science are different enough from modern conceptions of them for this argument to fail. Entails looking at the relationship between Aristotle’s world view, dominant up to around 1600, and astrology and alchemy. Modern anti-astrology arguments;


1) The individual statements of astrology are either (a) so vague as to be meaningless, or (b) couched in such a manner that they are untestable.


2) There is no empirical evidence to support the claims of astrology.


3) There is no possible means by which the motions and positions of the heavenly bodies could have the effects claimed for them.


4) Astrology invests too much significance in time of birth.


5) Astrology is based on outdated astronomy and cosmology.


6) Astrology has proved itself incapable of making any progress.





Aristotle and explanation.


Direction of explanation. Explanation for Aristotle (and indeed many of the ancients) tended to be holistic and organic rather than reductive and analytic. Example of a tree. Modern science might analyse the tree into its component parts and reduce it to them. Thus we might proceed to look at the cytology, biochemistry, chemistry, physics. When we have reduced and analysed to the smallest components, we have explained. Ancients - the tree is a whole and must be understood as a living organism. Generally-we explain from organic to physical, ancients vice-versa. Ancients take organic wholes as paradigms of explanation. Potential and actual. For Aristotle things have a potential which they can actualise - an acorn is potentially an oak. This spills into physics - bodies have a natural place, have a potential to be in their natural place, have natural motion to that natural place.





Ptolemy, c80 - c170 AD.


Many ways, greatest astronomer of antiquity. Perhaps not most original, but most systematic. Created a synthesis of ancient astronomy that lasted down to Copernicus and 1543. Created a similar synthesis for astrology. Sometimes ignored by historians, or seen as a aberration in a great scientist. 


Distinction astronomy and astrology. Distinction between astronomy and astrology. Astronomy mathematical science dealing with perfectly predictable entities. Astrology deals with humans, so must necessarily be more imprecise-many complicating factors. Distinction maths/ medicine ?


Possibility of astrology ? Ptolemy does not assume that astrology is possible. He discusses first whether it is possible. He comments that its difficulty and complexity have made some cynical.





Why astrology works.


Heavens are aethereal, and surround the earth. The upper elements in the terrestrial sphere, fire and air are affected by the aether. Must be so, or Aristotle’s hypothetical scenario about the separating out of the elements would come true - remember it is the sun that is primary in stirring them up. There are certain perfectly normal ways in the motions of the heavens affect what is going on on earth, which we may forget - Ptolemy lists them.


Terrestrial effects of heavenly bodies- Sun. The sun is the cause of  the seasons and the daily temperature, and all living things are in many ways tied in to the solar cycle, daily or yearly. Particularly with living creatures, the temptation might be to take the cause of their behaviour to be due to the sun rather than from evolution and themselves; hibernation and seasonal behaviour.


Moon. So too with the moon; Ptolemy recognises link between moon and tides, and again with the behaviour of animals -  all wax and wane with her. Fertility-human menstruation. Full moon - lunatics.�
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Fertility. From the Babylonians astronomy has been related to the calendar and agrarian problems such as when best to sow crops. In the absence of an explanation of fertility, the motion of the heavens might be seen as the cause Remember fertility in general is likely to be looked on a something odd, and is not understood. Older English customs related to pagan fertility rituals - May pole, Morris dancing, Green man, harvest festival, eggs, etc. Now Christianised and bowdlerised.


Planets. Planetary movements can be correlated with large scale changes in the weather. Notion here is this; all the heavenly bodies are in some way connected together via the aether, and so any motion of them will transfer itself to the terrestrial realm eventually. We are more aware of the greater motion here, of sun and moon, but we also ought to take the lesser influence of the planets and stars into account.


Irrational ? Has anything said so far been irrational ? Something wrong, in attributing influence to the stars in places where it shouldn’t be, but one can see why this belief might occur within the given cosmology.





Character at birth point.


Outline of character from the position of the heavens at the moment of birth. Life as first breath to last breath. Contrast conception or heart/ brain death. Important here is the idea of seed and potentiality. Aristotle - acorn is potentially an oak. That is set in its very nature - how it will develop if it is not hindered by anything else. Humans, when born have a potential to fulfil, and a nature of their own too. That is partly set by the heavens, so can be deduced from positions of the heavens.


Social factors. Ptolemy aware of social factors in development. In different situations, the same person will develop differently - will have the same basic characteristics. It is this which complicates astrology, but astrology still gives us the underlying character.


Against criticism of this art. Incompetent practitioners have given it a bad name, but this does not mean the true art is impossible. Ravelled with other disreputable and false arts. Nature of the art to be somewhat imprecise. Other variations to be taken into account.





Basis in Greek science.


All this works within Aristotelian cosmology. Transfer of astrological influence from celestial to terrestrial by mechanical means via aether.


Rationality ? No one doubts the rationality of Aristotle’s system. Astrology here though seems to be just an extension of that system. It seems to be a possibility, because the heavenly bodies do have some influence on the earth. Question is, to what extent ? Ptolemy’s answer is, to a quite large extent - so large that we can properly do astrology. He may well be wrong in this, but we can see why he might, quite reasonably, have thought that astrology worked - and note that he thinks astrology  complex and difficult matter. A fudge ? But many other proper sciences at the time have to say the same thing. We think we have the right line of approach, but these matters are complex so don’t expect perfect answers straight away. So can only judge success of the programme with hindsight.





Direction of argument.


Against the view that the Greeks began science is the following criticism. The Greeks only look to be doing science because certain bits of the history are commonly left out. In particular, astrology and alchemy seem widespread in ancient Greece. When we feed those in, the Greeks no longer look so good in terms of science and rationality.


Astrology rational. Reply - when we look closely at astrology, the irrational and unscientific critique fails. Ptolemy has a perfectly reasonable approach. Does he breach any of the principles I have argued are important for the Greeks ? Do the modern arguments against astrology work against Ptolemy ? One can argue no on both counts. That astrology doesn’t work, if it does not, is something we can only see with hindsight. The fact that the Greeks do astrology does not affect the argument about the Greeks being the instigators of rationality and science.





Counter view ?


There is a counter accusation to this, which is that again, I have been selective in my history. What I have done is pick out the most rational and scientific account of astrology. There were other rather more mystical and unscientific accounts, and it is these that undermine the claim about the Greeks.


What are the other views ? Basis for other interpretations of astrology in other ancient cosmologies - notably Plato. Macrocosm and microcosm ? Correlative cosmology ? Sympathetic interaction ?


Given the context of scientific development in ancient Greece, are these views irrational ? They are all natural magic rather than spiritual magic views - law obeying but not directly causal. Effect of this debate - not all Greek astrology is irrational or unscientific. Some is clearly within the limits of ancient science. Some may be more on the border. Obviously there will be some beyond too. But there is a core of people in ancient Greece doing science and we should not be worried by the fact they are doing astrology -question is what type of astrology are they doing ? May well be rational and scientific. 


