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Abstract

Astrology is a science which has had an uncertain status throughout its history, from its
beginnings in Greco-Roman Antiquity to the medieval Islamic world and Christian Europe which
led to frequent debates about its validity and what kind of a place it should have, if any, in
various cultures. Written in the second century A.D., Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos is not the earliest
surviving text on astrology. However, the complex defense given in the Tetrabiblos will be
treated as an important starting point because it changed the way astrology would be justified in
Christian and Muslim works and the influence Ptolemy’s presentation had on later works
represents a continuation of the method introduced in the Tetrabiblos. Abt Ma‘shar’s Kitab al-
Madkhal al-kabir ila ‘ilm ahkam al-nujiim, written in the ninth century, was the most thorough
surviving defense from the Islamic world. Roger Bacon’s Opus maius, although not focused
solely on advocating astrology, nevertheless, does contain a significant defense which has
definite links to the works of both Abii Ma‘shar and Ptolemy. As such, he demonstrates another
stage in the development of astrology. These three works together reveal the threads of a trend of
a rationalized astrology separated from its mythical origins which began with Ptolemy and
survived through both medieval Islam and medieval Europe. In the two examples of defending
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astrology I have used, Abti Ma‘shar and Roger Bacon, Ptolemy’s influence can be seen to have
persisted from the second century through to the thirteenth, and the nature of the differences in

their defenses illustrates the continuation and evolution of the tradition of defending astrology.
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Preface

The science of astrology has been attested in surviving literature beginning in the
Hellenistic period in works such as Geminus’ Isagoge and Cicero’s De divinatione and De fato.
The practice of casting individual horoscopes dates back further, to fifth-century Babylon, while
celestial divination in general has been attested at least as early as the second millennium B.C.
with the celestial omens found in the Enuma Anu Enlil. From these early beginnings, astrology
has had a consistent presence in the surviving Greco-Roman, Arabic and Latin literature.
Handbooks on astrology, as well as philosophical descriptions of the science, have been
translated from Greek into Latin, from Greek into Arabic and from Arabic into Latin. Besides the
texts written about astrology, attacks on the science are also present in the literature from
Antiquity into the Renaissance. Astrology was popular enough that the astrological texts were
often the first translated. It was considered dangerous enough to get the attention of many
Christian and Muslim scholars, and astrology has been considered the practical application of
astronomy at least from the time of Ptolemy. Clearly, astrology forms an important part of the
history of science.

Nevertheless, work on the history of astrology has been slow in progressing, in part,
because of a perception well-illustrated by George Sarton when he famously described the
information within The Book of the Zodiac, a translation of Mandaean texts, as “a wretched
collection of omens, debased astrology, and miscellaneous nonsense, ultimately derived from
Arabic, Greek, Persian, and all of the superstitious flotsam that was preserved in the Near East.””

This idea of the history of astrology as being the study of a “wretched subject” has been

'Sarton. 1950, p. 374. For another example of Sarton’s dislike of astrology, see his 1954
review of Cramer’s Astrology in Roman Law and Politics in Speculum 31: 156-161.



summarily dismissed by many historians, beginning with Neugebauer’s equally famous reply
“The Study of Wretched Subjects” which pointed out the value of studying this so-called
pseudoscience. Even in valuable articles such as Anthony Long’s 1982 article “Astrology:
Arguments pro and contra,” we see numerous comments denigrating the practice of astrology,
such as his description of Ptolemy’s work in the Tetrabiblos as “misplaced ingenuity.”” In
contrast, David Pingree, in his 1992 article “Hellenophilia versus the History of Science,” states
that historians cannot be confined to a modern view of what is science and what is worth
studying. It does not matter whether one believes astrology to be true or not. What matters is that
those in the past did see it as a science and treated it as such.’

The Mesopotamian foundations of Greek astrology and the practice of celestial divination
have seen a number of works published in the last century. In contrast to the pace of research in
Greco-Roman and later astrology, studies of the omen literature have acquired a prominent place
in Assyriology. Reiner and Sachs, plus the important research done by Rochberg, have revealed a
much larger debt owed by the Greeks than was previously understood. One example is
Rochberg’s The Heavenly Writing: Divination, Horoscopy, and Astronomy in Mesopotamian
Culture which addresses not only the history of celestial divination and omen texts but also the
historiography of Mesopotamian science.

Even more than a century after its publication, Bouché-Leclercq’s L Astrologie Grecque
is considered the book on Greek astrology and nothing published since has come close to
rendering it obsolete, although it is in need of updating. Thorndike’s History of Magic and

Experimental Science gives another view, although dated, of the practice of astrology, along with

*Long. 1982, p. 187.

*Pingree. 1992, p. 559.



other forms of divination and magic, from Antiquity through the Middle Ages. To these tomes
can be added a number of volumes with more modest goals. Tester’s A4 History of Western
Astrology gives a broad introduction to the complicated history of astrology from its beginnings
in the Hellenistic period to the Enlightenment. He made no claims to be the final word on the
matter but hoped to, in his words, “provide a framework in which to slot new research and
knowledge, until it cracks and breaks and becomes first inadequate and then wholly wrong, as it
will.”* In addition to Tester’s framework, Barton has also presented two works on astrology:
Ancient Astrology which is another introductory work and Power and Knowledge: Astrology,
Physiognomics, and Medicine under the Roman Empire, a book looking specifically at these
various practices in Roman times. Cramer’s Astrology in Roman Law and Politics is another
important volume which addresses the place of astrology in the Roman court as well as the
varying degrees of acceptance or rejection its practitioners faced within the Roman empire,
particularly in Rome itself.

For astrology in later Antiquity and within the Islamic empire, much has been done by
Pingree, not least of which is his series of essays From Astral Omens to Astrology.: From
Babylon to Bikaner as well as his extensive work on the transmission of knowledge from the
Greco-Roman world to India, Persia, and the Islamic empire. One example is his article, “The
Sabians of Harran and the Classical Tradition.” Kennedy and King, although much of their
research has been in astronomy, have also made significant contributions. As more and more
Arabic texts are edited and translated, it will be possible to draw better conclusions on the
practice and the perception of astrology in Islam. In the Latin West, much of the research on

astrology has been focused on the more famous astrologers in the Renaissance, e.g. Ficino and

*Tester. 1987, p. vii.



Cardano, as well as the more vociferous attackers, e.g. Pico della Mirandola. Grafton and
Smoller have both contributed important works on Girolamo Cardano and Pierre d’Ailly,
respectively. For information on astrology in the early Middle Ages, Flint’s book 7he Rise of
Magic in Early Medieval Europe does much to fill the gaps as does her article “The
Transmission of Astrology in the Early Middle Ages.”

One of the many gaps which still remain to be filled within the history of astrology is a
thorough examination of the defenses of astrology. Long’s article “Astrology: Arguments pro and
contra” is still extremely useful even after nearly thirty years, but his presentation ends with
Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos and commentaries thereon with a brief mention of Firmicus Maternus and
St. Augustine in the final few pages. The philosophical tenets of astrology, i.e. determinism and
astral influence, posed problems for those who would continue the practice in the Christian and
Islamic milieux. Attacks on astrology often focused on this issue as they had in Antiquity, but
defenses had to become creative in presenting astrology, which was officially rejected by both
Christian and Islamic doctrine, as a valid course of study, worth pursuing even by those who
were staunch Christians. When astrology spread beyond the Greco-Roman world to the Middle
East and then to Christian Europe, while the foundations stayed the same, the details of how
various proponents of astrology defended the practice changed to reflect the culture in which it
existed. This work will not answer all the questions which still exist about defenses of astrology
and astrology’s place within medieval Christianity and Islam; however, by presenting the
defenses of two well-known scholars, Abli Ma'shar in ninth-century Baghdad and Roger Bacon
in thirteenth-century Paris, an analysis of their methods, the similarities and differences between
them, how they compare to Ptolemy’s defense in the Tetrabiblos, will add to the ever-growing

research on this important part of the ancient and medieval sciences. Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos is not



the earliest surviving text on astrology. However, the complex defense given in the Tetrabiblos
will be treated as an important starting point because it changed the way astrology would be
justified in Christian and Muslim works and the influence Ptolemy’s presentation had on later
works represents a continuation of the method found in the Tetrabiblos. Abt Ma'shar’s defense
of astrology as found in his Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir ila “ilm ahkam al-nujiim was the most
thorough surviving text from the Islamic world. Roger Bacon’s Opus maius, although not
focused solely on advocating astrology, nevertheless, does contain a significant defense which
has definite links to the works of both Abli Ma‘shar and Ptolemy. As such, he demonstrates
another stage in the development of astrology. These three works together reveal the threads of a
trend of a rationalized astrology separated from its mythical origins which began with Ptolemy

and survived through both medieval Islam and medieval Europe.



Chapter 1
The Evolution of Astrology

Definitions of astrology run the gamut from highly specific to highly general. These
definitions have gone through changes throughout the history of astrology. It is possible to create
a perfectly valid definition of astrology that encompasses any type of belief in astral divination or
one so specific that only the modern sense of the stars controlling our actions applies. In the time
periods focused on here, i.e. the Greco-Roman tradition which led both to the Arabic and the
medieval European interpretations, astrology is the study of presumed correlations between
movements, positions, and phenomena of heavenly bodies with mundane circumstances
pertaining to individuals and nations, together with a body of predictive practices which are
related to this study.'

This study required knowledge of how the seven planets of antiquity (Sun, Moon,
Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn) moved through the zodiac, or the band of stars
marking the apparent path of the sun. This band is divided into the twelve signs of the zodiac
which roughly correspond to the constellations populating that region of the sky. The location of
these signs in the sky is as important as the location of the planets. The zodiac is divided into
twelve houses beginning with the sign rising on the eastern horizon, called the ascendant or the
horoscopos, which is one of the four cardines. The other three cardines are midheaven, or the
highest point on path of the zodiac, the descendant, or the western horizon, and lower

midheaven, which is the lowest point on the path of the zodiac and is opposite of midheaven. The

'Clearly, this definition is not one put forward explicitly by any of the ancient authors, per
se. The boundaries between astronomy and astrology were often blurred and even the
terminology overlapped as discussed below. However, in terms of the texts which will be
analyzed in later chapters, this definition encapsulates the main divisions of astrology:
genethlialogical or horoscopic, catarchic, historical and interrogational.
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signs of the zodiac themselves were also divided into smaller pieces which would allow for ever
more precise predictions based on the location of the planets within them.

Within the study of the history of astrology, there has been a long-standing debate about
the validity of the practice in general, as well as its place in the hierarchy of science and its
inclusion or exclusion from religious practice, in particular the place of determinism as one of the
tenets of astrology. This debate took the form of texts written for and against astrology and spans
the time from the second or third century B.C. (and earlier if references found in works by
Geminus and Cicero are accurate) through the Middle Ages and well into the Renaissance and
Early Modern periods.? Attacks on astrology focused on demonstrating that the practice had no
validity and used arguments such as lack of accuracy, problems with determinism, fraudulent
practitioners and comparisons with other equally-disparaged practices. Defenses often relied on
the use of historical examples of successful predictions, obvious instances of celestial influence
such as seasons and tides, and also comparisons with popular practices like medicine and
navigation. The uncertain position of astrology as a science led to the publication of numerous
defenses in Antiquity and the Middle Ages. Few directly addressed the specific attacks, but the
strategies employed to defend it generally involved responses to stock arguments.

1.1 Definition of terminology

In understanding astrological attacks and defenses, the first necessity is to define what is
meant by the term astrology. How does it differ from its sister science astronomy? Did it differ
from astronomy in the past? What are its origins, its tenets? Answers to these questions begin

with a brief look at the terms used for astrology within ancient and medieval texts.

*In addition, although outside the scope of this study, there are also modern-day attacks
and defenses of the practice of astrology, e.g. the 1973 book by Bok and Jerome and Phillipson’s
2003 article, both of which demonstrate the continuation of the debate.



The use of the term Astrology referring to a specific scientific practice was by no means
settled in Antiquity, nor even in the Middle Ages. Hiibner, in his Die Begriffe “Astrologie” und
“Astronomie” in der Antike, points out that the title of Martianus Capella’s eighth book has
switched back and forth between De Astrologia and De Astronomia in editions which came out
between the late fifteenth and nineteenth centuries.’ The usual Greek terms used in speaking of
the practice of astrology as defined above were yeveOAiaxr, which referred specifically to
nativity astrology, and &rnotelecpatikr], while the common Latin terms were mathesis and
mathematicus for the practice itself.* When the terms astrologia and astronomia were used, it
appears that they were interchangeable. Looking at specific authors, we can see the obvious
differences in terminology. In Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, astrology is a type of prognostication which
he defines as one of the “means of prediction through astronomy’ or “that in which by means of
the natural character of these aspects themselves we investigate the changes which they bring
about in that which they surround.” The word astrologia is not found in the Tetrabiblos. Instead,
Ptolemy calls it “prognostication through astronomy.”® The translation of the Arabic phrase as
found in Abti Ma'shar’s Great Introduction to Astrology is “the science of the judgments of the

297

stars”” although astrology was not explicitly separated from astronomy until the tenth century.®

*Hiibner. 1989, pp. 5-6.
‘Hiibner. 1989 pp. 6-8.
*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.1.

Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos 1.3. The Greek phrase is 10 81’ dotpovopiog
TPOYVOOCTIKOV.

"Abii Ma‘shar. Great Introduction to Astrology, title page. The Arabic phrase is ‘ilm
ahkam al-nujium. All translations are mine unless otherwise indicated. For the Arabic text, see
Appendix L

*The Arabic term for astronomy is ‘ilm al-haya.



Roger Bacon does use the Latin astrologia in his Opus maius, but even there, it is not common,
showing up only a handful of times in Book IV and astrologer only in a quotation from the
Centiloquium. Instead, Bacon uses astronomia and astronomer to refer to those who practice
astrology. From those who rejected astrology in antiquity, we can see that astrologia has a
different meaning. For example, Sextus Empiricus in his work Against the Professors, devotes
one of his books to a rejection of astrology. In the first lines of that book, he rejects the use of the
term astrologia/astrologos to refer to the practice and the practitioners, claiming that they took
on the titles of astrologoi or mathematikoi to make themselves sound more important.” Because
of the fallacy of the practice, Sextus Empiricus refuses to address them by that title, instead using
the term Chaldeans. In addition, he does not call what they do astrologia. With two exceptions
(at V.92 and V. 104) in every case, although Bury translates it as astrology, Sextus uses the term
Chaldaike to describe astrology.'* In each example, whether it is being attacked or defended,
astrology is a practice which deserved serious consideration, and regardless of the term used to
describe it, the Classical and medieval meaning of astrology was applied astronomy, or the use of
the stars to predict the course of human events, and as will be seen, the assumption is that the
stars themselves are the causes, rather than the messengers.
1.2 Perceptions of Astrology’s Origins

In addition to the wide variety of terms used to refer to astrology, within the Greco-
Roman tradition, there is also an inconsistency in the perception of the origins of astrology.

Neither the Greeks nor the Romans claimed the privilege of being the founders of astrology, but

’Sextus Empiricus/Bury (trans.). Against the Astrologers, V.2.

"“See, for example, V.43, 45, 49, and 50, and throughout, Chaldaioi is used in place of
astrologers.
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they were inconsistent in laying credit (or blame) on one group. In Antiquity, it was common to
cite the ancients as the source of knowledge. Various writers attributed the tenets of astrology to
either the ancient Egyptians or to the Chaldeans, sometimes both, which, as Bouché-Leclercq
notes, makes discovering the actual paths of transmission that much more complex."'

One example of attributing the origins of science in general to the ancient Egyptians can
be found in Aristotle’s Metaphysics. In Book I, Aristotle’s explanation of the founding of all the
sciences is that it requires the existence of leisure. The priests of Egypt, in his view, were the
founders of all the mathematical sciences because they had the opportunity to devote time to
study.'?> Bouché-Leclercq gives a list of authors who looked to the Egyptians as the founders of
astrology which includes Diodorus, Diogenes Laertius, Manilius, and Firmicus Maternus, among
others."

Later attributions often took the form of citing Nechepso and Petosiris as the authors
passing on their knowledge. Nechepso is the name of a king in Egypt in the seventh century B.C.
while Petosiris could be referring to a number of figures in Egyptian history. Pingree notes that
the most famous attribution would be that of a priest of Thoth in the third century B.C."* A
number of fragments of works attributed to Nechepso and Petosiris survive although the texts can
only be dated back to the second century B.C. Regardless, for many ancient scholars, these two
figures represented the ultimate mortal sources for the practice of astrology. The first century

A.D. Roman astrologer, Manilius, ascribed the ultimate origins of astrology to the god Mercury,

"Bouché-Leclercq. 1899, p. 51.
"2 Aristotle/Irwin and Fine (trans.). Metaphysics 1.1.
PBouché-Leclercq. 1899, p. 51, note 1.

"“Pingree. 2008, p. 547.
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but thereafter refers to “kings whose minds reached out to heights bordering on heaven, kings
who civilized savage peoples beneath the eastern sky” and to “priests who all their lives offered
sacrifice in temples and were chosen to voice the people’s prayer secured by their devotion the
sympathy of God.” While not of certain appellation, Goold believes it is possible that the
reference to priests could be an allusion to Petosiris.'> More certain references are found in later
works. In Book VII of his Natural History, Pliny the Elder makes a brief reference to the “Theory
of Quarters” as a method of determining chronology and says that it was “handed down by
Petosiris and Necepsos.”'® Vettius Valens, a practicing astrologer contemporary with Ptolemy,
endowed Nechepso and Petosiris with nearly-divine qualities, specifically in Book VI, stating
that Nechepso had “left behind all that was earthly whereupon he was able to walk among the
stars.”” Although not going so far as to deify the Egyptians, Firmicus Maternus, in the A.D.
fourth century, often cited Nechepso and Petosiris as major sources of the tenets he was revealing
to Mavortius, describing them as “divine men, altogether worthy and admirable, Petosiris and
Nechepso, who approached the very secrets of divinity.”"®

In contrast, there are as many authors attributing the origins of astrology to the scholars of
Mesopotamia. Cicero, in his work De divinatione, cautions Quintus against believing in astrology
saying that they should “scorn the Babylonians, too, and those astrologers who, from the top of

Mount Caucasus, observe the celestial signs and with the aid of mathematics follow the courses

“Manilius/Goold (trans.). Astronomica 1.40-48. Goold notes that the mention of eastern
kings could be a reference to Zoroaster and Belus, but in the context, Nechepso, known as a king
of Egypt, could be an equally valid interpretation particularly since it is linked to the priests.

'*Pliny the Elder/Rackham (trans.). Natural History VI1.160.

""Komorowska. 2004, pp. 160-161. See also, Vettius Valens/Pingree (ed.). Anthologiae
VIL1.8.

"Firmicus Maternus/Bram (trans.). Mathesis 111 Proe.
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of the stars”"®

although he later describes the Chaldeans as “preeminent in their knowledge of the
stars and their quickness of mind.”*® This, he says, is because of their geographical location. The
wide open view of the sky found in Egypt and Babylon allowed them to focus on and develop
astrology.”'

Like attributions to the ancient Egyptians, there exists a tradition for the transmission of
astrology via one particular scholar. This tradition is not as widespread as that of Nechepso and
Petosiris but can be found in the recognition of the existence of interactions between the
Mesopotamian and Greco-Roman worlds. For example, Vitruvius places the transmission of
astrology from Babylon to Greece squarely on the shoulders of Berossus of Cos, a Babylonian
priest from the third century B.C. who wrote a text, the Babyloniaca, in Greek in an effort to
describe his culture to the Greek world.”> The fragments which have survived show little
astrological content but do include a reference to the Great Year. Its surviving astronomical
content is a short discourse about the moon. Both elements are in the fragments of Book I. Pliny
the Elder also mentions Berossus in Book VII, claiming that “on account of his marvellous
predictions Athens officially erected in the exercising ground a statue with a gilt tongue” and that
he and Critodemus both asserted that the Babylonians had 490,000 years worth of astronomical

observations recorded.” In addition, in Book IX of his work On Architecture, Vitruvius attributes

the knowledge of casting nativities to the “men of genius and great acuteness who sprang directly

¥Cicero/Falconer (trans.). De divinatione 1.36.

*Cicero/Falconer (trans.). De div. 1.91.

ICicero/Falconer (trans.). De div. 1.93.

*Burstein. 1978, pp. 5-6. See also Bouché-Leclercq. 1899, pp. 36-37.

ZPliny the Elder/Rackham (trans.). Natural History VI1.123, 193.
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from the nation of the Chaldeans. First of all, by Berossus who settled on the island state of Cos
and there opened a school.”** In addition to Berossus, Greek writers referenced other Chaldean
scholars who also were credited with introducing various parts of astrology. Among them are
Soudines, Kidenas and Naburianos, all described as Chaldeans or students of the Chaldeans.
Cumont mentions Kidenas, in particular, as one credited with the discovery of the period of the
lunar anomaly used by Hipparchus.” In fact, Vettius Valens, in his Anthologiae states that he
looks to Kidenas and Soudines (along with Apollonius) for information about the Moon, rather
than to Hipparchus to whom he turns for information on the sun.?® Pliny the Elder references
Kidenas and Sosigenes as scholars who studied the movements of Mercury, noticing that it never
moved more than twenty-three degrees from the sun.*’

Perhaps the most obvious indication of the Greco-Roman world’s awareness of the
Babylonian origins lies in the common title for astrologers found in many texts: the Chaldeans.
Historically, the Chaldeans were the rulers in Babylon in the period preceding the Persian
conquest. In Greco-Roman texts, however, the term became synonymous with astrology
containing little association with the Babylonian rulers. One of the earliest uses of “Chaldean” in
association with astrology is found on an inscription at Larisa in Thessaly. One of the four
inscriptions honors a man by the name of Antipater, a native of Syria, who was called a

XoAdoilog dotpovopog.”® Bowersock associates this Antipater with the man mentioned in

*Vitruvius/Morgan (trans.). On Architecture 1X.6.2.
»Cumont, Franz. 1909, pp. 162-164.

*Vettius Valens/Pingree (ed.). Anthologiae IX.11, p. 339.
*'Pliny the Elder/Rackham (trans.). Natural History, 11.39.

%Gallis. 1980, pp. 250-251.
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Vitruvius’ De architectura who followed in the tradition of Berossus of Cos.** This appellation is
found in the works of Geminus, Cicero, Sextus Empiricus, and Ptolemy. As was noted above,
Sextus Empiricus called astrology the art of the Chaldeans, refusing to dignify it with the title of
astrology.* Cicero, also, often uses the term Chaldean to describe the practitioners as well as the
art which they practice. In introducing his section on astrology, Cicero calls the practice
“Chaldaeorum monstra” or the “Chaldean manifestations” and subsequently describes the
“Chaldean method of foretelling the future,” the “prophecies of the Chaldeans” and repeatedly
refers to those making predictions as Chaldeans.’’

Finally, it should be noted that not all scholars were firmly aligned on one side or the
other. Many spoke of both the Egyptians and the Babylonians as being the sources for the
beginnings of astrology. For example, Firmicus Maternus describes the knowledge he will share
with Mavortius as being “what the Egyptian sages and Babylonian priests, who are so
knowledgeable about the force of the stars, have handed down to us in their teaching about
astrology.”** Pliny the Elder speaks equally of Berossus and of Nechepso and Petosiris in his
Natural History. Cicero, although he uses the term Chaldean and seems aware of the origins of
the word, saying that the name comes from the race of people who practiced it rather than from
the art itself, still mentions that there are some who claim that the Egyptians acquired the same

art “through a remote past extending over almost countless ages.”™

*Bowersock. 1983, p. 491.

*E.g. Sextus Empiricus/Bury (trans.). Adversos Mathematikos V.45, 50, 82.
3Cicero/Falconer (trans.). De div. 11.87, 88, 89-99.

*Firmicus Maternus/Bram (trans.). Mathesis 1.6.

3Cicero/Falconer (trans.). De div. 1.2.
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Thus, there is little consensus among the ancient scholars for the origins of astrology.
Piecing together the reality is nearly as complex.

1.3 The Reality: Egyptian astrology

While it was common to attribute to the ancient Egyptians the origin of scientific thought
and the source of culture, the surviving sources for the history of astrology tell a different story.
Texts from various periods of Egyptian history show an astronomy steeped in the religion of the
civilization. While many astrological papyri have been discovered, they date to the Roman
period. In fact, Alexander Jones notes that “no known astronomical papyrus antedates the
Macedonian conquest of Egypt.”** Neugebauer and van der Waerden both dismiss the possibility
of much influence coming from Egypt in either astronomy or astrology. The pieces of Egyptian
astrology which have been found all seem to have been influenced by either Greek or Babylonian
antecedents, including the famous Dendera zodiac.”

This dismissal does not eliminate any sort of influence coming from indigenous Egyptian
traditions, however. While the lack of Egyptian astrology and astronomy before the Hellenistic
era is well-known, equally well-known is the Egyptian origin for the use of decans in astrology.
For the Egyptians, the decans functioned as an approximate method for measuring time during
the night, but this division of a band of stars used to determine the hours of the night, was later
used in Hellenistic astrology as thirds of the zodiacal signs. For the Egyptians, according to
Neugebauer and Parker, the decans initially “indicate (by their risings as we shall see) either
intervals or dividing points. In other words, each decan consists of a well-defined group of stars

which require exactly one hour to rise, or of a single star which, when it appears on the horizon,

*Jones. 1999, p. 301.

»See Neugebauer. 1943, p. 121 and van der Waerden. 1953, pp. 228-229.
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indicates the end of one hour and the beginning of the next.”*® These decans have been seen on
coffins, some of which have been dated back as early as the third millennium B.C., as well as on
papyri and ceiling texts.”’

In addition to the direct contributions, Egypt appears to have played the role of
intermediary between Mesopotamia and ancient Greece. Hemerology, the practice of determining
whether each day of the year would “bring good or ill fortune to businesses or persons” was a
task which was allotted to the “hour-priests” in the pharaonic period. This should not be confused
with astrology because the use of the stars was only pursued to help with the measurement of
calendrical time and was founded on Egyptian mythology, not on the movements of the stars.’®
However, this tradition does open up the possibility that the Egyptian priests incorporated
astrology into their practice as Mesopotamian texts were transmitted to Egypt. While the earliest
Egyptian horoscope only dates back to 37 B.C., Dieleman presents the case of Harkhebi, a
second-century B.C. priest whose abilities are honored in an extant inscription, which gives some
idea of the extent to which the priesthood was involved in astrology during this time period.*’
The inscription describes Harkhebi as an expert in both medicine and astronomy, and most
significantly, he calls the planets, “the gods who foretell the future.”** While this should not be
taken as an illustration of Hellenistic astrology, it does show a shift in the perception of what role

the stars play. Dieleman is quick to note that Harkhebi was not casting horoscopes, but it is likely

*Neugebauer and Parker. 1960, p. 96. For a summary of Egyptian astronomy, see also,
Parker. 1974, pp. 51-65.

*’Neugebauer and Parker, EAT, vols. 1 and 2.
*Dieleman. 2003, pp. 138-139.
*Dieleman. 2003, p. 142.

“Dieleman. 2003, p. 143.
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that Mesopotamian texts influenced the practice of the Egyptian priesthood who were “not at all
reluctant to incorporate the new art into its traditional field of knowledge” and possibly
functioned as a source of transmission of astrological knowledge.*'

In general terms, both the 24-hour division of the day and the 365-day year can be
attributed to the Egyptians and they likely functioned as intermediaries for astrological ideas, but
direct astronomical and astrological influences on the Greco-Roman world are confined to the
contribution of the decans, which were greatly modified from telling the hours of the night to a
division of the signs of the zodiac.

1.4 The Reality: Mesopotamian Origins

In stark contrast to the limited influence of Egyptian scholars on Greco-Roman astrology,
the impact of ancient Mesopotamian astral divination and the detailed observations which were
transmitted to Greek astrologers seem to be instances of genuine influence. The use of technical
aspects such as the zodiac and the evolution of the Babylonian horoscopes, plus the terminology
puts some level of borrowing beyond doubt. As Campion claimed, the question is not whether
Greek astrology owes something to the Babylonians. “What is at issue is the extent to which they
innovated, and what aspects of its technical and philosophical baggage they rejected or
adopted.”™

Historians generally place the origins of astrology within Mesopotamia and the omen
literature. Although omen texts, such as the Enuma Anu Enlil, and the earliest extant copies of
the astronomical work, MUL.APIN, do not contain the type of information normally defined as

astrological in the classical sense, within them, we can see such common threads as the position

*Dieleman. 2003, p. 151.

#Campion. 2000, p. 538.
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of planets indicating certain outcomes and the importance of the zodiac.” Even so, the omen
texts should not be confused with astrology as defined above. These texts do not contain the
philosophical foundation of astrology, i.e. that the stars somehow dictate the fate of mankind.
Rather, they are the signs of the gods, revealing the future to mankind, sometimes with the
intention of allowing them to avoid negative events. In addition, the omina were not intended to
predict the futures of individuals. They were warnings given by gods who “were viewed as the
ultimate causes of the ominous occurrences as well as the authorities behind the texts in which
the omens were compiled.”** This opened up the possibility of changing the outcome through the
use of the so-called “apotropaic” rituals. Unlike the fatalistic brand of astrology which was to
appear in later centuries in the Greek-speaking world, this method of divination did not require a
complete capitulation to the whims of the gods. To be sure, there was a possibility that nothing
could avert the coming catastrophe, but it was not a certainty. A collection of these texts, the
Astrological Reports to Assyrian Kings, shows the variety of predictions given by the astrologers
to the king.
Mars, which stan[ds] inside Scorpius, is about to move out; until the 25" of [Tammuz
(IV)] it will move out of Scorpius and its radiance is fallen. Let the king my lord be
happy; the king should be very glad, (but) until (Mars) goes out, let the king guard
himself. (ARAK 387)*

As a warning, the idea is that once Mars has moved out of Scorpius, the king will be well but not

until then. In the following omen, the focus is again on the land and the nation (cattle, fields,

women of the land) as opposed to focusing on a specific individual, although the king himself is

“The earliest extant copies of both texts date back to the early first millennium B.C.,
from Assyrian sources. Campion suggests that both were compiled in the second millennium. See
Campion. 2000, p. 520.

*“Rochberg. 2004, p. 4. See also, Swerdlow. 1998, p. 3.

“Hunger (ed.). 1992. Astrological Reports to Assyrian Kings, p. 222. Dated to 666 B.C.
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mentioned.

If the moon is surrounded by a halo, and Mars [stands] in it: fall of cattle and of animals

of [the steppe]; the cultivated field will not prosper; ... will diminish.

If a star stands in the halo of the moon: the king and [Ais] troops will be shut up. Mars is

the star [...].

If the moon is surrounded by a halo, and the Pleiades stand in it: in Iyyar (II) pregnant

women will give birth to male children; the king of the world’s land will defect from him

and... [...]. (ARAK 376)*

Unlike later astrology the omen literature reveals a system in which the gods put signs in the
heavens for the benefit of the people with the result that they will be able to avoid the coming
event.*” It would not be until the fifth century B.C. that there was a shift away from kings and
nations to the future of the individual.

Having shown how different Babylonian divination is from later Greco-Roman astrology,
why is it called the forerunner of the science? No matter the philosophical underpinnings, it is
clear that certain technical elements of astrology have their origins in Babylonian divination. For
the purpose of the arguments, a single example will illustrate the fact of transmission from
Babylon to Greece if not the actual process of that transmission.

One of the most important parts of casting a nativity is determining the placement of the
signs of the zodiac. The twelve signs form the foundation for horoscopic astrology. The
composition of the zodiac with its twelve familiar signs can be traced to Babylonian divination as
a method of measurement, locating the planets as they moved through the sky.*® For example, in

Hunger and Pingree’s translation of MUL.APIN, the sun and moon are located in the heavens

relative to constellations on a specific day: “On the 15" of Tesritu the Sun rises in the Scales in

*Hunger (ed.). 1992, p. 213. This particular report is undated; however, Hunger has dated
other reports by Nabl-Suma-iskun to the 670s B.C.

*"Rochberg-Halton. 1990, p. 28.

*Campion. 2000, p. 531.
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the East, and the Moon stands in front of the Stars behind the Hired Man.’ In MUL.APIN,
which dates to the first millennium B.C., there is a list of seventeen constellations through which
the moon and planets pass during their rotations.” These constellations, though marking a lunar
path rather than a solar path, are a clear early stage of the now-familiar twelve-sign zodiac which
marks the paths of the seven heavenly bodies. Within the following list, many of the signs are
equivalent to those of the modern zodiac.

The gods who stand in the path of the Moon, through whose regions the Moon in the
course of a month passes and whom he touches: The Stars, the Bull of Heaven, the True
Shepherd of Anu, the Old Man, the Crook, the Great Twins, the Crab, the Lion, the
Furrow, the Scales, the Scorpion, Pabilsag, the Goat-Fish, the Great One, the Tails, the
Swallow, Anunitu, and the Hired Man.’’
By the fifth century B.C., the twelve-sign zodiac was attested in Babylonian texts, and Steele
demonstrates how even some of the less familiar signs such as HUN, the Hired Man, and Pa,
Pablisag, have influenced the signs of the Greek zodiac. Pablisag is a god from the Kassite period
in the second millennium B.C. who is depicted on a boundary stone as a centaur shooting an
arrow, just as Sagittarius does within Greek zodiacal imagery. Similarly, although less obviously,
the Hired Man is associated with Aries the Ram. Steele follows Urgrind, Wallenfels and Foxrog

in ascribing the shift to a form of cuneiform punning.” By the late fifth century, the seventeen

constellations listed above had been whittled down to the twelve signs used in Greek astronomy

“Hunger and Pingree (ed. and trans.). MUL.APIN: An Astronomical Compendium in
Cuneiform, pp. 73-74.

**Hunger and Pingree (ed. and trans.). MUL.APIN, p. 67.

>!Campion. 2000, p. 532 for the constellations and their modern day equivalents. See also
Hunger and Pingree (ed. and trans.). MUL.APIN, pp. 67-69.

See Steele. 2006, p. 154-156.
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in the fourth century B.C.>

It is also in this period in Mesopotamia that we see the use of zodiacal signs as opposed
to constellations in order to locate the planets, i.e. the use of twelve equal thirty-degree divisions
of the ecliptic rather than the twelve constellations of varying sizes.>* John Britton looked at the
extant texts from the fifth and fourth centuries B.C. and discovered a gradual shift from the use
of genuine constellations to signs. The creation of the signs posed a problem for the Old
Babylonian scholars, particularly those signs that are especially long, specifically Taurus, Leo
and Aquarius, and those that are short such as Cancer and Virgo. The longer constellations would
run into other signs while the shorter constellations would leave gaps.” In creating signs which
were generally aligned with the constellations after which they were named, one of the most
important considerations appears to be the need to keep the Pleiades and the star {-Tau within
Taurus.’® In contrast to van der Waerden’s date of mid-fifth century B.C. for the introduction of
the zodiac, Britton prefers a later date of around 400 B.C. based on reports of planetary positions.
Extant reports prior to 408 B.C. refer to stars and constellations, not signs, while references to
zodiacal signs begin to appear in the literature in 396 B.C. with an evidentiary gap between those
years, and it is possible that the use of zodiacal signs was, in part motivated by the introduction
of horoscopes.’’

That the Greek-speaking world had extensive contact with the Middle East is not in

>Van der Waerden. 1953, pp. 217, 225.
**Rochberg. 2004, p. 131.

“Britton. 2010, pp. 633-637.

*$Britton. 2010, p. 638.

SBritton. 2010, pp. 640-645, 649.
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dispute. From trade routes to the Persian Wars to the conquests of Alexander the Great in the
fourth century, it is clear that the Greeks were aware of and had interactions with the people of
Mesopotamia and its surrounding environs. Van der Waerden notes that, unlike its Babylonian
counterpart, the Greek zodiac appears to have resulted, not from a gradual evolution, but from
some sort of appropriation. Hipparchus claimed that Eudoxus, in the fifth century B.C., divided
the ecliptic into equal zodiacal signs, but Bowen and Goldstein question the reliability of
Hipparchus’ evidence.” Hipparchus interpreted Aratus’ third-century B.C. Phaenomena to be
references to signs, but Aratus only recognized the existence of zodiacal constellations, instead of
signs. However, he does not divide the constellations into degrees.” Both Autolycus, in his De
ortibus, and Euclid, in his Phaenomena, divided the ecliptic into twelve equal arcs. The earliest
occurrence of dividing the zodiacal circle into 360 degrees is found in Hypsicles” Anaphoricus
from the second century B.C.%° Although there is evidence for much earlier use in Babylonian
texts, the Papyrus Hibeh 27, dated to around 300 B.C., is the earliest extant Greek text using
equinoctial hours to divide the day.®' The exact time and method is uncertain, but by the second
century B.C., both the ecliptic and the zodiac were commonplace in Greek scientific texts.

It is clear that technical elements of astrology have their origins in Mesopotamian
divination and omen texts, but what about the practice of astrology itself? How did celestial
divination shift from messages between gods and nations to the influences of the heavens on the

lives of individuals from birth to death no matter their station? Again, the exact method is

*Bowen and Goldstein. 1991, p. 241.
*Bowen and Goldstein. 1991, p. 243.
%Bowen and Goldstein. 1991, pp. 246-247.

*'Bowen and Goldstein. 1991, p. 239. See also Neugebauer. 1972, p. 246.
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unclear and the debate continues as to whether practices in Mesopotamia should be defined as
astrology or if they represent a type of astral divination which should be separated from Greco-
Roman astrology.

1.5  Babylonian Horoscopes

Babylonian omen texts were signs given by the gods to warn of potential dangers or
indicate coming blessings. The other important difference is that, except when foretelling events
affecting the king, omens were not given for individual lives. Rather, the omina referred to the
fate of the land, e.g. that “the harvest of the irrigated land will prosper, the land will be happy.”®
Even those omens read for the king often affected the land as well, e.g. that “Adad will bring his
rains, Ea his floods, king will send messages of reconciliation to king. There will be hostilities in
the land.”®

It was not until the fifth century B.C. that the first Babylonian horoscopes appear in the
source material. Pingree ascribes this gradual shifting focus to the need of diviners to find new
clients as the native rulers gave way to the Macedonian and Parthian invaders.** This shift had
more than one effect on Babylonian divination. Not only did it shift the focus from the nation to
the individual, but, Rochberg speculates that it also shifted the practice from divinatory to
computational, i.e. from a method of communicating with the gods to calculations of the

movements of the heavenly bodies,*”® which is more in line with astrology as practiced in the

Greco-Roman world. The translation by Sachs of a horoscope from the Seleucid Era shows the

2Rochberg. 2004, p. 76.
$Rochberg. 2004, p. 76.
%Pingree. 1997, p. 19.

$Rochberg. 2004, p. 101.
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differences between them and the Greek horoscopes. The Seleucid horoscope relies entirely on
the location of the planets in the zodiacal signs and interestingly enough, omen texts, whereas the
Greek horoscope, dated to A.D. 46,° while definitely relying on the planets, also includes the
signs located at the four cardines, in particular, the horoscopos. In addition, the Greek horoscope
makes use of the Terms, a section of the signs which belong to a certain planet, giving the planet
located in its own Term more power than it might otherwise have. Even with all these
differences, the two horoscopes shown in the table below demonstrate significant commonalities,

showing a developing branch of knowledge.®’

%Neugebauer and van Hoesen (ed. and trans.). GH, p. 21.

%Jones and Steele. 2011, para. 47-54.
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MLC 2190

Year 77 (of the Seleucid Era, month) Siman,
(from?) the 4™ (day until? some? time?) in the
last part of the night (of?) the 5" (day),
Aristokrates was born.

That day: Moon in Leo. Sun in 12;30° in
Gemini.

The moon set its face from the middle toward
the top;

(the relevant omen reads:) “If, from the
middle toward the top, it (i.e., the moon) sets
its face,

(there will ensue destruction.” Jupiter . . . ..
in 18°

The place of Jupiter (means): (His life? will
be) regular, well; he will become rich, he will
grow old,

(his days will be numerous (literally, long).
Venus in 4° Taurus.

The place of Venus (means): Wherever he
may go, it will be favorable (for him);

he will have sons and daughters. Mercury in
Gemini,

with the sun. The place of Mercury (means):
The brave one

will be first in rank,

he will be more important than his brothers, .
Saturn: 6° Cancer. Mars: 24°Cancer . . . . .
The 22d and 23 of each month . . . . .. ..
(Trans. Sachs. 1952, pp. 60-61.)

P. Oxy. 307

We find the sun, the ruler of the world,

in Capricorn 11 '2 degrees, terms of Jupiter.
The moon, mother of all,

we find in Aries 11 degrees,

terms of Venus.

Phainon, the (star) of Saturn, in Sagittarius
30 degrees approximately, terms of Mars.
Phaethon, the (star) of Jupiter, in Cancer,
19 degrees, in retrogradation,

terms of Saturn. Pyroeis,

the (star) of Mars, in Aquarius, 14 /2 degrees,
terms of Jupiter, in the house of the same.
Phosphoros, the (star) of Venus,

in Capricorn, 19 degrees.

terms of Venus. Stil(bon)

Stilbon, the (star) of Mercury,

in Sagittarius 30 degrees,

terms of Mars. The Horoscopos in Virgo,
Midheaven in Gemini, setting (point) in
Pisces,

Lower Midheaven in Sagittarius.

(Trans. Neugebauer and van Hoesen. 1959, p.
20.)

New developments in Babylonian astrology have recently demonstrated even more common

elements. In the past, the Terms were considered to be an element of astrology originating within

the Greco-Roman tradition, but the discovery of two Babylonian tablets containing a system of

Terms contradicts that idea.”® Alexander Jones and John Steele’s discovery adds the system of

Terms to the list of Babylonian contributions to Greco-Roman astrology. Based on the presence

% Jones and Steele. 2011.
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of zodiacal signs and the combination of old form and cursive writing, Jones and Steele assign a
tentative date for the tablets of the fifth or fourth century B.C.% but a later date is possible. The
variants found in the tablets do not correspond with any surviving sources either in the Greco-
Roman world or in Egypt and their use within Babylonian astrology is not clear, but, although no
surviving Babylonian protohoroscopes contain any references to the Terms, it is clear that the
Terms were an element of Babylonian astrology. It should be noted that Pingree disagreed with
the use of horoscope to describe these Babylonian texts because the term refers to the use of the
ascendant or horoscopos, a piece of information not recorded in the Babylonian texts. In From
Astral Omens to Astrology, he prefers the term “proto-horoscopes.””® Whether or not these texts
qualify as horoscopes, however, they have much in common with the later Greek texts, not least
of which because they are predictions made for an individual rather than a nation.
1.6  Astronomical and Cosmological Foundations of Greek Astrology

In examining the foundation of Greek astrology, it is important to note the development
found within Greek scholarship itself. Much of astrology depends on philosophical and
cosmological concepts which arose at least by the fourth century B.C. and possibly earlier. The
sphericity of the earth and the planets, as well as the sphericity of the cosmos as a whole and the
system of nested concentric spheres surrounding and rotating about a spherical earth all became

part of the cosmological underpinnings of the practice of astrology.”" Such ideas were commonly

%Jones and Steele. 2011, para. 1.
"Pingree. 1997, p. 22.

7! Although spherical astronomy was an important assumption in Greek thought, this is
not a requirement for practicing any sort of astral divination or astrology. Neugebauer rightly
points out that, while the Babylonian scholars appear to have assumed some sort of sphericity, it
is not clear that they extended this to actual speculation on the size and shape of the universe. See
HAMA, vol. 2, pp.575-577. More recently, Wayne Horowitz, in Mesopotamian Cosmic
Geography, shows that the general shape of the heavens was circular, like flat rather than domed
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accepted by most serious scholars by the time of Aristotle and his description of the cosmos as
given in Metaphysics A and On the Heavens are general accounts, based on the work of Eudoxus
who was, according to Dicks, “the first Greek astronomer of whom we have definite evidence
that he worked with and fully understood the concept of the celestial sphere.””* This conception
of the universe was not a foregone conclusion by any means. The ancient Egyptians depicted the
world as being bowl-shaped with the goddess Nut stretched from horizon to horizon, while the
Babylonians appear, as mentioned above not to have a specific conception of the universe at all
(at least from surviving sources). Various pre-Socratic philosophers made a number of
hypotheses about the shape of the cosmos from flat to shapes such as cylinders.

However, the geocentric theory of the universe became the generally-accepted
conception. It appears to have originated with the Pythagorean school in the fifth century,
although this is not known with certainty because of the scarcity of primary texts from the pre-
Socratics.” The earliest author describing the geocentric theory in any detail is Aristotle himself.
In On the Heavens 11.11, after presenting the logical notion that the stars do not move and are
therefore spherical, he adds another support to his theory by relating them to the moon:

Again, what holds of one holds of all, and the evidence of our eyes shows us that the

moon is spherical. For how else should the moon as it waxes and wanes show for the

most part a crescent-shaped or gibbous figure, and only at one moment a half-moon? And
astronomical arguments give further confirmation; for no other hypothesis accounts for

the crescent shape of the sun's eclipses. One, then, of the heavenly bodies being spherical,
clearly the rest will be spherical also.”

with the path of Enlil being a “curved band that encircles the earth’s surface.” See pp. 264-265,
in particular.

”Dicks. 1970, p. 153.

For a brief discussion of the origins of a spherical Earth, see Evans. 1998, p. 47 and
Dicks. 1970, pp. 63-91.

7 Aristotle/Stocks (trans.). On the Heavens 11.11.



28

In the following sections (12-14), he discusses the position, size and shape of the Earth, placing it
firmly in the center and taking the shape of a sphere (proved again by observations of the moon).
In Metaphysics A.8 (1073b-1074a), the types of motions of the heavenly bodies are examined. It
is here that Aristotle references Eudoxus, along with Callippus, regarding the movements of the
planets, all of which are carried around the earth on rotating planetary spheres. This would, to
varying degrees of mathematical interpretation, become the standard view of the structure of the
universe.

Writing in the first century B.C., Geminus maintains the same stance, attributing to the
Pythagoreans the common idea that “the movements of the Sun, Moon, and the five wandering
stars are circular and uniform. For they did not accept, in things divine and eternal, such disorder
as moving sometimes more quickly, sometimes more slowly, and sometimes standing still.”” He,
in fact, calls it “the hypothesis that underlies the whole of astronomy.”’® In the Almagest Ptolemy
actually presents arguments illustrating that the heavens move as a sphere, that the Earth must be
spherical, and that the Earth is in the center of the universe,”” but according to Evans, by the
second century, this was mainly pedagogical or a stylistic flourish, not an idea actually requiring
detailed proof.”® However, although Ptolemy’s introduction is giving basic information long
accepted in Greek thought, he is also presenting important arguments supporting these
assumptions rather than simply accepting them without thought.

1.7 Greek Divination

Geminus/Evans and Berggren (trans.). Isagoge 1.19-20.
"*Geminus/Evans and Berggren (trans.). Isagoge 1.19.
""Ptolemy/Toomer (trans.). Almagest 1.3-5.

"®Evans. 1998, p. 48-49.
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While the Greeks possessed a cosmological foundation lacking in Mesopotamian
divination, like the Mesopotamians, the Greeks had a tradition of celestial divination which
predates the rise of astrology. This took the form of a generally-unorganized reading of omens in
celestial events (a practice which continued throughout Antiquity and into the Middle Ages) as
well as the use of stellar risings and settings in weather prediction.

Possibly the most striking celestial events were solar, and to a lesser extent lunar,
eclipses. The darkening of the sun, the reddening of the moon, both spoke to some ominous
portent. There are stories about eclipses functioning as signs of bad things to come. Thucydides,
in his account of the Peloponnesian War, mentions solar eclipses as one of the awful events
which had been considered only tradition rather than fact but “suddenly ceased to be incredible.”
Along with violent earthquakes, droughts, famines and the famous plague, Thucydides also
mentions that “eclipses of the sun occurred with a frequency unrecorded in previous history.””
Thucydides specifically mentions the occurrence of solar eclipses at 2.28.1 and 4.52.1 and,
beginning at 7.50.4, he discusses at greater length results of the famous lunar eclipse which
frightened the Athenian army at Sicily. Plutarch, in his De Fac. in Orb. Lun., makes reference to
a recent solar eclipse during which the stars could be seen at noonday and compares the scientific
explanations they discuss in the text to the reactions of earlier poets such as Pindar and Homer
who “during eclipses bewail ‘the brightest star bereft’ and ‘at midday falling’ and say that the
beam of the sun ‘<is sped> the path of shade’; and to the crown all he will cite Homer, who says

‘the faces of men are covered with night and gloom’...”*" Pliny the Elder lauds the scholars who

PThucydides/Smith (trans.). 1928. The History of the Peloponnesian War 1.23.3.

$Plutarch/Cherniss (trans.). De Fac. 931E-931F. Dicks questions that the references in
the Iliad truly refer to a solar eclipse, preferring the idea of the dust of battle obscuring the sun,
but it is clear here that Plutarch makes that assumption. See Dicks, pp. 223-224.
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dismissed the idea of eclipses as omens of doom and references the apocryphal story of Thales
predicting a solar eclipse and, in doing so, “released the miserable mind of man from fear,
mortality dreading as it did in eclipses of the stars crimes or death of some sort... or in the dying
of the moon inferring that she was poisoned and consequently coming to her aid with a noisy
clattering of cymbals...”®" This superstitious fear, he says, is what led to the defeat of Nicias in
his invasion of Sicily. In his life of Nicias, Plutarch describes the belief in lunar omens that
prevented Nicias from making strategic moves which might have saved the Athenian armies. It is
interesting to note that Plutarch makes a clear differentiation between the lunar eclipse which
frightened Nicias and the new moon phase which “was already understood, even by the common
folk.” The problem lay in not understanding how “being at the full, she [the moon] should on a
sudden lose her light and emit all sorts of colors, this was no easy thing to comprehend. Men
thought it uncanny, —a sign sent from God in advance of divers great calamities.”™

In addition to omens signaling future danger, there existed another tradition, mostly based
on the need for weather prediction in a society based in agriculture and sea trade, and can be seen
at least as early as the eighth century text by Hesiod entitled The Works and Days, a text in which
Hesiod is apparently giving advice to his brother, Perses, on the best times of the year to engage
in certain activities. The power of the predictions lies in a correlation between the patterns in the
sky and the weather at certain times of the year. For example, the time for harvesting grapes is
when “Sirius and Orion reach the midpoint in the sky, and the rosy-figured Dawn can see

Arcturus rising high.”® In contrast, “at such time as the Pleiades are hurtling in flight toward the

$'Pliny/Rackham (trans.). Natural History 11.53.
$2Plutarch/Perrin (trans.). Nicias XXIIL.2.

*“Hesiod/Schlegel and Weinfield (trans.). Works and Days, Lines 609-611.
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misty sea, before Orion in his might” one should avoid engaging in any sea voyages.*

In conjunction with the agricultural application of prediction, the field of medicine also
used stars in their practice. In the fourth century Hippocratic text Airs, Waters, Places, there are
references to the use of stars to aid in diagnosis of and in anticipating disease. “For knowing the
changes of the seasons, the risings and settings of the stars, with the circumstances of each of
these phenomena, he will know beforehand the nature of the year that is coming.”™ In fact, the
author of Airs, Waters, Places attributes a large role to astronomy, stating that

If it be thought that all this belongs to meteorology, he will find out, on second thoughts,

that the contribution of astronomy to medicine is not a very small one but a very great one

indeed. For with the seasons men’s diseases, like their digestive organs, suffer change.®
The stars could indicate what diseases would arise and how long they would last. For instance, by
watching the stars, specifically Sirius and Arcturus, in conjunction with the sun and the winds
which arose at different times of the year, a physician could predict whether fevers would be
severe or slight, how much of disease would afflict the eyes and the lungs, etc.®” Much like for
Hesiod in reference to agriculture and navigation, Hippocrates advocated knowing the
movements of the stars as part of the practice of medicine.

The following are the four most violent changes and the most dangerous: —both solstices,

especially the summer solstice, both the equinoxes, so reckoned, especially the autumnal.

One must also guard against the risings of the stars, especially of the Dog Star, then of

Arcturus, and also of the setting of the Pleiades. For it is especially at these times that
diseases come to a crisis.*

**Hesiod/Schlegel and Weinfield (trans.). Works and Days, Lines 618-630.
®Hippocrates/Jones (trans.). Airs, Waters, Places, 11.14-17.

Hippocrates/Jones (trans.). Airs, Waters, Places, 11.21-26. Note that meteorology
includes astronomy here.

*"Hippocrates/Jones (trans.). Airs, Waters, Places, X.

*Hippocrates/Jones (trans.). Airs, Waters, Places, X1.7-15.
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Such usage of the heavens to tell what is coming on the earth demonstrates the presence of the
idea of the stars having an impact on the lives of individuals. In general, the Hippocratic corpus
indicates correlation not causation, nor is there any concern with the motions of stars and planets
beyond the rising of a star at a certain time of the year, much as Hesiod did a few centuries
earlier; however, these early instances of stellar influence show that the idea of the stars being
able to have an impact on the terrestrial sphere was already present within Greek thought.

In addition to the general traditions shown by Hesiod and the Hippocratic corpus, the

parapegmata (sg. parapegma), a sort of ancient almanac, or as Lehoux defines it, “any instrument

that tracked cyclical phenomena by the use of a movable peg or pegs,”®

used the stars to predict
what the weather would be like on specific days of the year. A number of literary parapegmata
survive from antiquity which essentially list the stars or constellations and what weather may be
associated with them, according to ancient authorities which may have been a way of lending
credence to the predictions. Lehoux notes that the use of stellar prediction in weather was a
common practice in much of the ancient world outside Greece and Mesopotamia, including
Egypt.” The parapegmata were formalized versions of the astrometeorology found in earlier texts
such as those of Hesiod mentioned above but with more reliance upon textual claims than on
actual observations. In the literary parapegmata, at least, it is previous authorities who carry
weight, rather than the observations themselves. Ptolemy says, in the introduction to his Phaseis,
that he will be laying out the computations “only for the more noteworthy bright fixed stars,

along with the weather changes which have been observed by our predecessors at the phases.”™"

¥Lehoux. 2007. Astronomy, Weather, and Calendars in the Ancient World, p. 12.
“Lehoux. 2007. Astronomy, Weather and Calendars, pp. 8-11.

'Ptolemy/Jones (trans.). Phaseis.
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Lehoux argues that, while there is some indication of an observational tradition, the claim that
the parapegmata are observational in nature is not completely valid.”> What we see in these texts,
however, is a continuation of the astrometeorological tradition beginning at least with Hesiod.
One can predict the weather based on stellar risings and settings. In the Miletus parapegma, an
inscriptional parapegma, a sample of the surviving portion reads “....] the south wind blows
according to Eudoxus [and the Eg]yptians; and according to the Indian Cal[laneus,] Scorpio sets
with thunder and wind.”” Within the text of the Geminus parapegma, a text appended to the end
of the Isagoge,”* as with the later Phaseis, appeals to ancient authority, along with descriptions of
stellar risings and settings, are what guides the meteorological prediction. For example, when the
sun is traversing the sign of Cancer, on the twenty-seventh day, “According to Euctemon Sirius
rises. According to Eudoxus Sirius rises in the morning, and for the next fifty-five days the
Etesian winds blow. The first five (days, the winds) are called the Prodromoi. According to
Callippus Cancer <finishes> rising, windy.”” In both cases the text shows the awareness of a
correlation between the setting of the Pleiades and inclement stormy weather or the rising of a
star in the tail of Leo and the rising of Capella (depending on location) with various winds and
possible rain and thunder. It is not necessary that the stars actually cause the phenomena. In fact,

Geminus devotes a chapter of his Isagoge (XVII) to denying that the stars could possibly be

“’Lehoux. 2004, p. 236.
“Miletus II, Inv. No. 456 D. Trans. Lehoux. 2007, p. 225.

*The authorship of the parapegma is still in dispute although it is attached to all the
extant manuscripts of the Isagoge. For a discussion of the Geminus parapegma, along with
references to the debate of its authorship, see Evans and Berggren (2006), Appendix 2, pp. 275-
289. Evans and Berggren do not take a position themselves, preferring to leave the matter
undecided in light of a lack of evidence, but they do present a brief summary of both sides.

»Geminus/Lehoux (trans.). Parapegma, p. 233.
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responsible for the weather on earth, although he does not discount that the stars could function
as signs of what type of weather could be expected. The fact that he feels the need to criticize the
possibility of the stars causing the weather on the earth denotes the presence of a prevailing belief
to that effect. The stars did not necessarily cause the weather patterns, but they could be used to
get an idea of what the weather would be like at that time.”®

Even so, the recognition that the celestial realm influenced the terrestrial world was not
dependent on the tenets of astrology. The passage of the sun through the sky obviously affected
the changing seasons. Although the mechanism was unknown, the moon and the tides were
clearly linked in some way. In addition, both Hesiod and the author of the Hippocratic text
appear to have subscribed to some form of genuine celestial influence in their writings. For
Hesiod, Sirius, as the brightest star in the heavens, also had an effect on the earth: “When Sirius
the dog star dries the head up and the knee, and skin is parched beneath the burning sun, then let
there be some shade beneath a rock and wine from Biblos...”’ In this instance, while it is
possible that it might be a figurative description, Hesiod seems to be ascribing an ability to affect
the terrestrial sphere to a star, not the sun and moon. As was mentioned, the Hippocratic corpus
contains references to the effects of the heavens on the earth. By the time of Geminus, it is clear
that there is an entrenched belief that the stars can affect the terrestrial sphere. It is a beginning to
a sort of stellar influence in the Greek-speaking world and another forerunner to the later
development of astrology in the Hellenistic era. The more obvious phenomena, such as the sun

and moon, lent themselves to positions of import in defenses of the validity of astrology because,

Note also that the parapegmata and other elements of astrometeorology only make use
of the stars, not the planets which are so prominent in horoscopic astrology.

*"Hesiod/Schlegel and Weinfield (trans.). Works and Days, Lines 587-589.
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if the sun and moon are able to affect the seasons and the oceans, why can they not affect those
living on the earth?
1.8  The Rise of Greco-Roman Astrology

In terms of survival and overall influence on later works, the Tetrabiblos of Ptolemy is
one of the most prominent astrological texts coming out of the Greco-Roman world. However, its
date of composition in A.D. mid-second century bypasses at least 200 years of development and
probably more. The oldest surviving horoscope has been dated to 72 B.C., although Neugebauer
and van Hoesen dated the casting to ten years later.”® Based on surviving sources, Pingree places
the date of the “invention” of astrology, specifically genethlialogical astrology, in the second
century B.C. This date is late enough to allow for the entrenchment of the Aristotelian universe
as well as the increasing mathematical ability to calculate the positions of the planets and
document their motions and early enough to account for the varieties of practices found in the
extant texts. Within this astrology are the elements which rely on both Greek and Mesopotamian
antecedents: the geocentric theory of the universe as well as the Hellenistic order of the rotating
spheres and the Mesopotamian concepts of benefic and malefic planets as well as the signs of the
zodiac and the triplicities.”

References to astrology are found in Cicero’s De divinatione and De fato from the first
century B.C. and although Cicero’s knowledge of the science is slight, the work does show a

practice of some sort. In his condemnation of astrology, Cicero sets up Panaetius (third century

*Pingree. 1997, p. 26. He refers to GH pp. 76-78 for the discussion about the mentioned
horoscope.

“Pingree. 1997, pp. 26-29. See also Rochberg-Halton (1988) and (1984), specifically pp.
120-122. The triplicities are four groups of three zodiacal signs each associated with one of the
four elements in Greek astrology, although Geminus associates them with the cardines.
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B.C.) as the only Stoic to reject the idea of forecasting the future via astrology. However, his
understanding of astrology appears lacking whether by design or by simple ignorance of an
uncommon practice. He spends very little time on astrology as a form of divination, mentioning
it only once in Book I as a form of divination common among the Assyrians and Egyptians
because of the “vast plains inhabited by them” and “the open and unobstructed view of the

heavens presented to them on every side”'”

and again in Book II in the form of a diatribe which
runs from I1.87-99. The rest of the work is given to other types of divination or as an analysis of
their underlying philosophy. In the surviving fragments of De fato, the mention of astrology is
even more brief. Cicero uses the example: “If anyone has been born with the Dogstar rising, that
man will not die at sea,””' but the example is used to discredit Chrysippus and his views on fate.
For Cicero, although astrology appears not to have been a prominent part of divination, it was
practiced in his time. Also from the first century B.C.,'"” Geminus’ Isagoge contains references
to the Chaldeans'” and to some common astrological tenets. In laying out the zodiacal signs in
Book II, Geminus mentions what effect certain relations between them have on nativities, e.g.
opposition (IL.5), trine (IL.8-13) and quartile (I.18-26). These references, though brief,
demonstrate the existence of some form of astrology in this time period.

In terms of texts specifically devoted to astrology, we must turn to the first century A.D.

with the works of Manilius and Dorotheus of Sidon.'* As was common for astrological texts,

'%Cicero/Falconer (trans.). De div. 1.2.
"%Cicero/Sharples (trans.). De fat. V1.12.
2Following Jones. 1999.

'%E g see 1.9, 115

'%This text survives only in fragments and in an Arabic translation. See Pingree. 1978,
pp. 426-427 and (1976) Dorothei Sidonii: Carmen Astrologicum.
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both men attributed their art to those wiser than they. For Manilius, astrology is “munere
caelestum,” a gift from the gods first practiced by Mercury.'” In a more earthly attribution,
Dorotheus claimed to have gleaned his knowledge from his travels in Egypt and Babylon when
he “collected the best of their sayings from the first [authorities] who were before me like the
bees which gather [honey] from the trees and all kinds of plants.”'’ In spite of this commonality,
the two treatises reveal a practice still in flux with methodical and even philosophical
differences. There are, of course, similarities in the texts, but each author has individual
procedures which he follows. For example, Manilius, beginning at I11.510, discusses the periods
of life by means of the “chronocrators,” a common idea wherein various celestial motions affect
the divisions of the life of a native, but his method is distinct in that he uses the signs of the
zodiac to denote the divisions, giving two variations on his idea. The simpler variation relies on
the ruler of the first year of life being whatever sign is the horoscopos of the native. The second
year is the second sign and so on until the cycle starts over again. The lords of the months, days
and hours are assigned in a similar fashion. Dorotheus, in Book III, discusses the times of life but
uses the planets as indicators, not the signs, depending on the positions of the various planets
within the zodiac to indicate what fortunes will befall the native during each period.

One aspect of defenses of astrology (as well as attacks) involved a definite shift from the
Babylonian omen texts, from Greek omens and medical texts, and even from the earliest
Babylonian horoscopes. As has been mentioned above, the earlier omen texts demonstrate a
practice that is much more akin to religious worship than to a science, in that the omens were

given by the gods and put in the stars for mankind to read. The shift that we see in the Greco-

1%Manilius/Goold (trans.). Astronomica 1.25-31.

"“Dorotheus of Sidon/Pingree (trans.). Carmen Astrologicum, 1.4-5.
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Roman texts begins a process of removing the gods as the source of the signs found in the stars.
The works of Manilius and Dorotheus, even the attack by Cicero and the brief mention by
Geminus, all show a practice in which there is some assumption of celestial influence on the
earth, rather than a sign in heaven from the gods or a mere correlation between the celestial and
terrestrial realms. This assumption of the philosophical concept of determinism became an
important part of defending astrology. Astrologers and sympathetic scholars had to either explain
how determinism functioned within astrology or else explain how it was not really a part of
astrology. Often, although not specifically mentioned, the need to address this point arose quite
often In order to understand the importance of determinism within the practice of astrology, it is
worth making a digression into its origins and principles.
1.9  Determinism

In the absence of gods putting the signs in the heavens for mankind to read, there is a
need for a replacement explanation, an answer to the question of why reading the movements of
the stars and planets leads to a prediction of future events in the terrestrial sphere. This need was
filled by ascribing some sort of astral influence on the earth by the heavenly spheres. Even at the
time of Hesiod, there were indications of a belief in astral influence. The rising of Sirius
corresponded with an increase in temperature. Although this is not much different from the effect
of the sun on the earth, it is significant in that it created a possibility of celestial objects other
than the two luminaries affecting the sublunar realm. Although the events described in the
Hippocratic corpus and the parapegmata do not depend on stellar influence as such, it is a fairly
simple step to move from a certain star in the sky corresponding to an increase in fevers or other
illness to that certain star causing the increase. Another stage of this theory of change in the

sublunary realm is found in Aristotle’s On Generation and Corruption. In Book II, he describes
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the importance of the duality of movements of the sun in creating change on the earth. “For if
coming-to-be and passing-away are always to be continuous, there must be some body always
being moved (in order that these changes may not fail) and moved with a duality of movements
(in order that both changes, not one only, may result).”'’” This body is the sun. The influence of
the sun on the earth is accomplished through its motion, both its risings and settings and its shift
from north to south in the sky.

Related to this principle of celestial influence on the terrestrial realm is the philosophical
principle of determinism, or the idea that all events have a necessary cause which determines
their occurrence. This general principle was then extended to human lives. Determinism on its
own was a subject of some controversy in ancient philosophy. The idea that human beings have
no control over their own lives could and did cause a measure of debate among the various
philosophical schools.'”® The most well-known advocates of determinism and fate were the
Stoics. Stoicism began with the teachings of Zeno of Citium in the third century B.C. and was
based on the idea that the cosmos is a single unified entity and that everything within it is
inextricably connected.'” There is nothing outside the cosmos and thus there is nothing external
which can affect it. Within the cosmos every individual part, from the stars to plants to people, is
connected through a network of causes which affects every aspect of the cosmos. They cannot be
avoided because there is no way of removing oneself from the network of causes. That would
require removing oneself from the universe. In his Moralia, Plutarch quotes Chrysippus, one of

the early leaders of the Stoic school, as saying that

17 Aristotle/Joachim (trans.). 1922. Generatione et Corruptione 11.10.

1%See, for example, Cicero’s De fato, Boethius’ De consolatione philosophiae, Proclus’
De providentia, and Alexander of Aphrodisias’ De fato.

1Bobzien. 2005, p. 490.
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For since the common nature stretches into all things, it must be the case that everything
that happens in any way whatsoever in the universe and in any of its parts will have
happened in accordance with that nature and its reason in unimpeded sequence; for
neither is there anything to obstruct the organization from the outside nor can any of its
parts change or be in any qualitative state except in accordance with the common
nature.'"
Such a stance indicates that there is only one way for things to turn out, i.e. all events are fated to
occur in a specific, organized fashion, not randomly. Interestingly, this includes both good and
evil doings. Manilius, good Stoic that he was, subscribed to this idea saying,
Let man’s merits, therefore, possess glory all the greater, seeing that they owe their
excellence to heaven; and, again, let us hate the wicked all the more, because they were
born for guilt and punishment. Crime whencesoever sprung, must still be reckoned crime.
This, too, is sanctioned by fate, that I should thus expound the rule of fate.""!
However, this does not automatically give rise to an ability to predict the courses of events.
Although there is a cause for every event, these causes are not strictly linear; rather, “there is an

!> meaning that we may not be able to see

eternal causal nexus, where cause gives rise to cause,
what has caused every event to take place. Even so, according to Plutarch, Chrysippus claimed
that there was nothing which was not caused. Even occurrences which seemed spontaneous were
simply when “concealed causes sneak in and, without our noticing it, they lead the impulse to
one of the two alternatives.”'"* Thus, there is no event, no moment, no object within the cosmos
which is not determined. Man cannot always see what determines his actions, but it does exist

and nothing can be done to thwart it because even the attempt to do so was determined.

This determinism is the tenet which differentiated astrology from its Mesopotamian and

"Plutarch. Stoic. rep. 1050c, as quoted in Bobzien (2005).
""Manilius/Goold (trans.). Astronomica, IV.114-118.
"2Frede. 2003, p. 189.

""Bobzien. 2005, p. 502. Plutarch. Stoic. rep. 1045¢. See Cicero, De div. 11.15 for an
example of one argument against the elimination of chance.
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Greek predecessors. Applying determinism to the movements of the heavens, i.e. that the stars
are not merely signs but causes which dictate the course of events, shifts the practice away from
future events being shown in the heavens by the will of the gods to the influence of the stars.
Interestingly, astrology was not a major aspect of Stoic thought despite the link of
determinism.'"* Astrology’s philosophical foundation lay on the concepts of determinism and
causation, but as a point of argument within philosophy, it has only rare mentions in the early
stages of the evolution of determinism. The reverse, however, is not the case.

The defenses of and attacks on astrology in Antiquity revolve around the validity of
determinism and prediction. However, these arguments, although relying on the same basic
pieces, often took different tacks in justifying the practice. In looking at two early examples,
Manilius and Cicero, there is a commonality in their arguments: Both assume an absolute, all-or-
nothing determinism. As Manilius wrote, fata regunt orbem or “Fate rules the world.”'"* His
point of view on astrology is that everything is fated to happen, including the “will to learn fate’s

16 and that there in no altering that fate. Nothing can change what will come. He goes on in

laws
Book IV to elaborate on his claim, giving examples of the power of Fate ranging from the
founding of Rome to the events of the Punic Wars to the vagaries of death,'"” concluding that

“clearly, there is another and greater power to constrain and rule us, and to subject mortal affairs

to laws of its own: it gives birth to men and at their birth determines the number of their years

"“Long. 1982, p. 191.
"SManilius. Astronomica IV.14.
"eManilius. Astronomica 11.149.

""Manilius. Astronomica IV.26-93.
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and the changes of their fortunes.”"'® The assumption is that Fate willed these things to happen,
that the stars, although far away, “give to the peoples of the world their lives and destinies and to
each man his character.”'"® Although man cannot change his fate, there is value in understanding
and discovering one’s fate. Man is good or bad by the whims of fate, but if one seeks to know his
fate, he will come to understand the universe, or in Manilius’ words: mens humana potest
propria discedere sede/ inque ipsos penitus mundi discender census.'™ For the Stoic, the ultimate
achievement is to become wise, to bring one’s mind into alignment with the universe. It does not
change one’s fate but brings one closer to the divine and “reason is what triumphs over all.”"'
Cicero, in contrast, while subscribing to the idea that there are only two options, all things
operating by fate or fate having no power over the world,'** uses that as a mark against the
possibility of fate in general and astrology specifically. Manilius, possibly with an attack like
Cicero’s in mind, claimed that the act of knowing led to wisdom which validated learning what
the stars had in mind. Cicero claimed that no good can arise from knowing one’s future. “For if
all things happen by Fate, it does us no good to be warned to be on our guard, since that which is
to happen, will happen regardless of what we do.”'* Cicero’s description of astrology as
“Chaldaeorum monstra” at De div. 11.87 leaves little doubt as to his opinions on astrology itself.

His attack both in De divinatione and in De fato contains no recognition of anything but absolute

"$Manilius. Astronomica IV.98-101.

""Manilius. Astronomica 11.82-86.

2"Manilius. Astronomica 1V.877-878.
'2'Manilius/Goold (trans.). Astronomica IV.932.
'22Cicero/Sharples (trans.). De fat. XVIL.39, p. 85.

'ZCicero/Falconer (trans.). De div. 11.21.
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determinism. He describes the practice in this way:
Now since, through the procession and retrogression of the stars, the great variety and
change of the seasons and of temperature take place, and since the power of the sun
produces such results as are before our eyes, they believe that it is not merely probably,
but certain that just as the temperature of the air is regulated by this celestial force, so also
children at their birth are influenced in soul and body and by this force their minds,
manners, disposition, physical condition, career in life and destinies are determined.'**

In the following sentence, he calls this deliriationem incredibilem and dismisses the possibility of

that influence based on the distance of the planets from the earth.'”

Even if he grants the
possibility, there is the problem of how the stars can look different at different places on the earth
and still create the same effects on people in various locations.'* Then, Cicero complains about
the fact that the Chaldeans take no thought as to other possible influences on the birth of a child
from weather to the obvious effects of the parents on the child, i.e. that the “carriage and gestures
of children are derived from their parents.”'?” As Manilius would later do to prove astrology,
Cicero uses historical examples to disprove it. He concludes by saying that “it would seem very
strange to me should anyone, especially at this time, believe in men whose predictions he sees
disproved every day by actual results.”'**

Both Manilius and Cicero, writing perhaps fifty years apart, describe an astrology which
is strictly deterministic, true or false. This astrology is generally horoscopic although they make

no explicit differentiation among the various types. There was no middle of the road in which

their astrology could be practiced using a limited determinism. Rather, it is one in which man’s

'2*Cicero/Falconer (trans.). De div. 11.89.
% Cicero. De div. 11.91.

1%Cicero. De div. 11.92-93.

?"Cicero. De div. 11.94.

12Cicero. De div. 11.99.
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fate is determined and unchangeable no matter what man may do to try and stop it. This strict
determinism is one which eliminates man’s free will. Limited determinism preserves human free
will while still acknowledging the stars as causes, even as primary causes in the sublunar realm.
1.10 Defending the Sciences

Before looking at attacks on and defenses of astrology, it is important to examine the
general tradition which existed in the Greco-Roman world of defending the sciences, a tradition
dating back at least to the fifth and fourth centuries B.C., particularly in the medical literature. As
can be seen in works from the Hippocratic corpus, there was a need for “defining medicine and
setting down its methods” as well as for distinguishing doctors from laymen and real doctors
from frauds.'*® In On the Art, the author has undertaken the defense of medicine in the face of
apparent criticism. The author never identifies his attackers, but Lloyd feels that there is a
genuine opponent being targeted in the text."*® The beginning of the defense is a definition of the
medical arts. This definition contains two parts: the removal of suffering and the alleviation of
disease, as well as not treating a disease that has no hope of a cure."”' The other part of his
defense of medicine involves eliminating things that happen spontaneously. It is possible for
chance to come into play, but any healing which occurs happens because of something that was
done, be it by the patient alone or by the doctor. The author claims that “medicine is real not just
because it acts 31 Tt but also because its results can be foretold.”'** In another text from the

Hippocratic corpus, On Regimen in Acute Diseases, the author compares medicine to the practice

297 Joyd. 1991, p. 249.
30 Joyd. 1991, p. 253.
BI Joyd. 1991, p. 253.

132 Joyd. 1991, p. 254.
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of divination, claiming that doctors need to be able to make prognoses. Because this is a form of
prediction, Lloyd gives examples of other texts such as Prognostics and Epidemics which make a
comparison between the art of medicine and that of prophecy.'* A quick glance at the beginning
of Prognostics shows a similar effort both to defend the practice of medicine and to compare it to
the act of prophecy. The author defends the doctor’s art by stating that not every patient can be
cured and that there is great value in knowing the progression of a disease, even if that
progression leads to death."** This trend of comparing, as well as linking divination and medicine
continues as we shall see below. Another important part of the early defenses of medicine can be
seen in On Ancient Medicine. This text also takes time to defend medicine, but in a different
manner from On the Art, in that the author chooses to elucidate just how exact one can expect
medicine to be. Rather than claim a degree of perfection which could easily be dismissed, there is
an explicit statement that medicine is not an exact art. This does not mean that it is not worth
studying, nor that it will always be wrong.

For one must aim at a measure; but will find no measure—nor number nor weight
besides—by referring to which you will know with precision, except the feeling of the
body. Hence it is difficult to acquire knowledge so precise that one errs only slightly in
one direction or the other.'*
While training can lead to some degree of expertise, “perfect exactness is unattainable.”** This
emphasis on the value of medicine even with its inherent distance from total precision would find

similar expressions in defenses of astrology as well.

Another purpose of these defenses can be ascribed to the fact that, in some cases, the

5 Joyd. 1991, p. 255.
B*Hippocrates/Kelly (trans.). The Book of Prognostics, p. 42.
" Hippocrates/Schiefsky (trans.). On Ancient Medicine, 9.3.

36 loyd. 1991, p. 257.
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“investigators into nature laid claim to a new kind of wisdom,” one that rendered unnecessary
previous beliefs in the power of the gods to cause disease."”” This rationalizing of medicine
would naturally cause some degree of disagreement due to the undermining of tradition, be it
intentional or otherwise. Doctors could expect to be required to justify their diagnoses, their
treatments and to navigate between innovation and tradition. The written word and the rise of
literacy in Antiquity also led to the development of the process of justification. This need could
be seen in medicine as well as in other areas of natural philosophy. This was because “the
individual often thought of himself as participating in—and sometimes literally participated
in—a debate in which the personal contribution of each participant was clearly marked as Ais.”"*®
This debate, be it between practitioners of the same art or between opposing sides, was an
illustration of the rivalry which existed among those who made claim to wisdom in Antiquity.
Lloyd argues that this tension between innovation and tradition, along with the need to justify
whatever process one used, continued at least until the sixth century A.D. when Christianity was
made the official religion of the Roman Empire."*’

Although medicine shows this tradition of defending one’s work (in some cases, even
feeling the need to defend the designation of being a t€yvn), it is not an isolated case, and the
tradition of laying out the reasons that a particular art or science was valid and was important
enough to be practiced can be found in other areas as well. The general art of divination required

a defense. Plutarch addressed the issue of divination in his “Life of Nicias” and in some of the

essays found in his Moralia. Nicias was the general who led the Athenian army to its disastrous

B7Lloyd. 1987, p. 49.
L loyd. 1987, pp. 100-102.

7 loyd. 1987, pp. 107-108.
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attempt to conquer Sicily and also was a believer in divination and celestial omens. Plutarch’s
presentation of the life of Nicias shows a definite belief in the validity of divination. He states
that, although there were priests who were opposed to the Sicilian expedition, Alcibiades
manipulated public opinion by finding oracles that prophesied good things while suppressing any
prophecy that would contradict his assumption of success.'*” Plutarch describes the real
prophecies from the mutilation of the statues of Hermes and the oracle at Delphi “seemed to
advise the city to remain at peace.”"*' In addition, Meton took steps to get out of the expedition,
although Plutarch states that it could have been due to the aforementioned signs or because he
“had already convinced himself of its failure by his own calculations.”'** Plutarch’s presentation,
rather than being a wholesale defense of divination, demonstrates his awareness of astronomical
phenomena. He describes Nicias’ belief in the evil portent of the lunar eclipse as due to his lack
of understanding and the fact that his soothsayer had recently died, not because there is no
validity to divination. Nicias’ superstitions had been calmed by his soothsayer in the past. If his
advisor had lived, Plutarch implies that Nicias would not have been taken in by the lunar
eclipse.'*® While not an explicit defense of divination, the life of Nicias can be seen as an
extended warning against the rejection of omens. In spite of Nicias’ superstition, the overall
impression is that, when done right, divination leads to real knowledge.

In his Moralia, Plutarch again addresses the concept of divination and prophecy. In his

dialogue on “Why the Oracles Cease to Give Answers,” Plutarch engages in a lengthy discussion

149Plutarch/Scott-Kilvert (trans.). “Nicias” 12-13.
“IPlutarch/Scott-Kilvert (trans.). “Nicias” 13.
'2Plutarch/Scott-Kilvert (trans.). “Nicias” 13.

3Plutarch/Scott-Kilvert (trans.). “Nicias” 23.
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of what has happened to the oracles which, in the past, were of greater number and were also
very reliable. Plutarch asks the reason for the decay of reliance on the oracles. One of the
speakers in the essay, Demetrius, answers “You need not busy yourself in enquiries after the
oracles in those parts, seeing we find the oracles in these parts to fail or (to speak better) to be
totally silenced, except two or three; so that it would be more to the purpose to search into the
cause of this silence.”'** Throughout the essay, Plutarch defends divination in several ways, in an
attempt to explain why, in his own time, the oracles were on the decline. In his defense of
divination and prophecy, he gives many examples of prophecies that came to pass which were
given by various oracles throughout Greece. In addition, he gives reasons for the silence of the
oracles now in such a way that would preserve their validity. One reason he gives is the
corruption of the world, stating that the gods do not wish to leave them in a place where they will
be defiled through vulgar and base questions. He also presents the possibility of lower
populations around the ancient oracles as a reason for their disappearance, claiming that the gods
know that there is little need for an oracle in a place that has few inhabitants.'* In the midst of
his discussion of divination, Plutarch presents the problems of fate and also the role of the
planets in divination. He disagreed strongly with Stoic philosophy and took many opportunities
to deride its tenets. Leading up to his ideas about the role of the stars, he rejects what he
describes as a Stoic doctrine which denies the plurality of worlds and would require multiple sets
of gods to administer to other worlds and be the causes for all that happens in those worlds. As a
comparison, he calls up an example of the stars. He says that the gods are “like Castor and

Pollux, ready to succor such as are overtaken by bad weather at sea; for when they appear, the

44Plutarch/Goodwin (trans.). “Why the Oracles Cease to Give Answers” para. 5.

45Plutarch/Goodwin (trans.). “Why the Oracles Cease to Give Answers” para. 7-8.
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winds cease and the waves are calmed. Not that they navigate and are partakers of the same peril;
but they only appear in the sky, and the danger is over.”'*® Here, he presents the stars Castor and

Pollux as stars with the ability to influence the sublunar world. They are separate from the world
but they can aid those living in it.

Returning to his arguments about divination, Plutarch undertakes to explain how and why
divination can work and it is here that his similarities to the defenses of the sciences can be seen.
According to Plutarch, the reason why divination can occur is because of the nature of the human
spirit. It is the same as that of the daemons who, it is argued, are those who are responsible for
prophecy in the first place. He compares divination to the act of remembering, calling it the
“reverse of divination.” If a person can preserve events of the past in his mind, he can then touch
the things which are in the future and can know what is coming."*’ This comparison of secing the
future with remembering the past is reminiscent of the use of analogies and comparisons found in
defenses of the sciences and will be seen specifically in defenses of astrology. In another analogy,
he compares the exhalations from the earth that can sometimes give the power of divination to
searching for ore in mines. Eventually, the vein will run out. Similarly, the exhalations are not
immortal but can also run out and lose their power, leading to a loss of prophetical power.'** The
reason for error in prophecy is due to the nature of divination. “Now the faculty of divining, like
blank paper, is void of any reason or determination of itself, but is susceptible of fantasies and

presentiments.”'* Plutarch also uses Aristotelian properties to give a rational explanation for

1Plutarch/Goodwin (trans.). “Why the Oracles Cease to Give Answers”, para. 30.
7Plutarch/Goodwin (trans.). “Why the Oracles Cease to Give Answers,” para. 39.
8plutarch/Goodwin (trans.). “Why the Oracles Cease to Give Answers,” para. 43-44.

9Plutarch/Goodwin (trans.). “Why the Oracles Cease to Give Answers”, para. 40.
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divination. He explains that the soul is hot and fiery and that when the body is changed to that
state, divination can occur. It is dryness and heat together that makes it possible for “this part of
the soul which does prognosticate may become more intense and get a perfect edge.”'** His major
defense of divination concludes with anecdotal proof of its efficacy. In a similar manner to the
lists provided by Manilius and Cicero, Plutarch tells stories of how oracles have accurately given
prophecy even in the face of doubts."”' His defense of divination and the use of oracles is very
similar to the defenses of medicine.

The tradition of defending one’s chosen science, while not only a direct response to
attacks, is linked to the existence of polemics against it. When it comes to the practice of
astrology, attacks and defenses follow this same tradition.

1.11 Polemics against Astrology

While the defenders of astrology rarely cited specific attackers in their works, the
polemical literature against astrology was vast. There are different degrees of criticism leveled at
astrology in Antiquity. They range from the listing of arguments for and against as illustrated by
Cicero to the Sophist Favorinus’ listing of errors and the absolute rejection by the Skeptic Sextus
Empiricus in his Against the Professors, and to the more rounded critiques given by Plotinus in
the Enneads. These four scholars are not the only critics of astrology in Antiquity, but from their
works, it is possible to see the general trend of attacks on astrology.

The Academic scholars used similar arguments to reject astrology. Cicero, in the first
century B.C., is attacking an astrology that is much less nuanced. His dismissal of divination, i.e.

the process of predicting the future, as found in De divinatione and De fato, includes an attack on

3%Plutarch/Goodwin (trans.). “Why the Oracles Cease to Give Answers”, para. 41.

PIPlutarch/Goodwin (trans.). “Why the Oracles Cease to Give Answers,” para. 45.
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deterministic astrology. When asking if foreknowledge is even possible, he says,

For we do not apply the words ‘chance,’ ‘luck,” ‘accident,” or ‘casualty’ except to an

event which has so occurred or happened that it either might not have occurred at all, or

might have occurred in any other way. How, then, is it possible to foresee and to predict

an event that happens at random, as the result of blind accident, or of unstable chance?'*
If one, instead of accepting that events happen by chance, asserts that all things are
predetermined, Cicero then questions the possibility of any good coming from knowing one’s
fate."”’ If nothing can change the coming event, good or bad, then regardless of what was done or
not done, the result is unchangeable. “Then what becomes of that vaunted divination of you
Stoics? For if all things happen by Fate, it does us no good to be warned to be on our guard, since
that which is to happen will happen regardless of what we do.”"** Even those who tried to weave
some defense into their assertions of the supremacy of fate could not succeed. Either fate controls
everything or it controls nothing.

Cicero’s attack on astrology, although only a small section of the overall discussion of
divination, contains the same disdain for determinism mingled with his rejection of divination by
observation of the heavens. He describes the belief in astrological prediction as the idea that
because the heavens obviously affect such things on earth as temperature, that “children at their
birth are influenced in soul and body and by this force their minds, manners, disposition, physical

condition, career in life and destinies are determined.”"*® Such a belief he calls “inconceivable

madness” (delirationem incredibilem) because calling it “foolishness” (stultitia) is not a strong

'32Cicero/Falconer (trans.). De div. 11.15.

'3*More than likely, it is this type of argument that Manilius and Vettius Valens had in
mind when writing their respective defenses of astrology.

'3Cicero/Falconer (trans.). De div. 11.21.

'3Cicero/Falconer (trans.). De div. 11.89
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enough epithet. The arguments used by Cicero to reject astrology are similar to those in later
texts. He briefly addresses the issue of the lives of twins, focusing on the fact that they are born
at almost identical times, thus under the same arrangement of the heavens but often have very
different lives."*® Another objection Cicero uses is that of the large distances between the earth
and the rest of the celestial spheres. The moon is relatively close, but the other planets are clearly
far away. How could they possibly have an effect on individuals on the Earth?'>” This sentiment
is also expressed by Geminus, i.e. that it is impossible for any kind of influence from the stars
and planets to reach the earth.”® Following this objection, Cicero then brings up the problem of
geography, i.e. that all people born under the same stars throughout the world should have the
same horoscope and the same fate, but that is clearly not the case."® This is an objection which
was used in other polemics, but was also addressed in pro-astrology texts such as Manilius’
Astronomica and Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos. Long explains that Cicero’s use of this argument must
be due either to ignorance or “as a pure dialectical ploy.”'* Finally, at De div. 11.96, the concept
of an unchangeable fate comes up again. If fate is determined by the stars and cannot be changed,
then how would the astrologers explain the “well-known and undoubted fact that many persons
who were born with certain natural defects have been restored completely by Nature herself, after
she had resumed her sway, or by surgery or by medicine?”” Furthermore, men have trained

themselves out of their defects, e.g. Demosthenes’ inability to pronounce the Greek letter r4o.

1*Cicero/Falconer (trans.). De div. 11.90.
'3"Cicero/Falconer (trans.). De div. 11.91.

*Long. 1982, 174. See also Geminus. Isagoge 17.16, 38.
¥Cicero/Falconer (trans.). De div. 11.92-93.

Long. 1982, p. 176.
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This should not have been possible if the stars had decreed their physical characteristics. In his
complete rejection of astrology, there is no acknowledgment of limited determinism, that it is not
all or nothing. In fact, Cicero explicitly states that fate either applies completely or not at all and
his attacks on astrology reflect that same antipathy.

Favorinus, a contemporary of Ptolemy, wrote his critique of astrology in much the same
vein as Cicero. Unfortunately, only fragments of his works have survived. Aulus Gellius
preserved Favorinus’ criticisms of astrology in his work Attic Nights, claiming to have taken
notes during a speech Favorinus made, speaking in Greek. Favorinus’ position, as presented by
Aulus Gellius, is clear from the beginning, as is Aulus Gellius’ own opinion. Astrology is
described as a practice of “tricks and delusions” which have been “devised by jugglers and men
who made a living and profit from their lies.”'®" Favorinus’s objections to astrology are similar to
those of Cicero. He rejects the claim made by astrologers that the influence of the moon on the
tides translates to an effect on human beings. Going further, he states that, even if it could
actually be true, no man lives long enough to understand all the details of the movements of the
heavens and the stars are so far away that it is impossible that anyone could actually predict the
future using a knowledge of their movements, a similar argument to Cicero’s in De
divinatione.'” One objection he raises against astrology is interesting in that it is not a complaint
about the technical parts of astrology. Rather, Favorinus objects to the idea that human beings
could know the future because that would “remove the greatest difference between men and

gods.”'® Like Cicero, Favorinus also rejects astrology based on geographical issues, from

1! Aulus Gellius/Rolfe (trans.). Attic Nights XIV.1.2.
12 Aulus Gellius/Rolfe (trans.). Attic Nights XIV.1.3-5.

' Aulus Gellius/Rolfe (trans.). Attic Nights XIV.1.6.
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bringing up the problems of whether or not predictions in one region of the world should apply in
the same way to the world as a whole to the fact that the first astrologers based their predictions
on observations in only one area and the same stars cannot be seen in every place on the earth.'**

There are stock arguments Favorinus uses which have already been seen in Cicero’s
writings and will be seen again both in polemics and in defenses. These include the problem of
twins, including the difficulty of similar predictions for large numbers of people, mass deaths,
how animals fit into astrological predictions and stellar influence, and the usefulness of
foretelling the future as relates to human emotions. This last will be seen more than once in
defenses of astrology. Favorinus also links astrologers to magicians and portrays them as frauds
intent only on deceit and gaining from that deceit.'® Again, this is an idea which will come up
both in defenses and polemics. For Favorinus, astrology has no redeeming quality and Aulus
Gellius concludes his account with a statement by Favorinus that “there is every reason why you
should not resort to men of that kind, who profess knowledge of the future.”'*

The Skeptical position on astrology can be seen in the work of Sextus Empiricus. He
published his polemic against astrology in the late second century A.D. as a part of his work
Adversos Mathematikos. In his series of diatribes against various subjects, Sextus Empiricus
argued against the possibility of knowing anything at all. He concludes the first chapter of Book I

stating that he will prove that “neither does the subject exist nor the teacher nor the learner nor

the method of learning: therefore no subject of learning exists.”'®” Sextus Empiricus follows his

1% Aulus Gellius/Rolfe (trans.). Attic Nights XIV.1.8-15.
' Aulus Gellius/Rolfe (trans.). Attic Nights XIV.1.35.
1% Aulus Gellius/Rolfe (trans.). Attic Nights XIV.1.36.

'"Sextus Empiricus/Bury (trans.). Adversos Mathematikos 1.9.
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general dismissal with specific polemics against the grammarians, rhetoricians, geometers,
arithmeticians, and musicians. In addition, he devotes a book to a rejection the subject of
astrology, or more particularly those who professed to practice it.

His first complaint against the astrologers, beyond their use of important-sounding titles,
is that they build “a great bulwark of superstition against us” and allow “us to do nothing
according to right reason.”'®® Astrology’s effectiveness hangs on its ties to destiny because if fate
does not cause every event in every life, then astrology cannot exist because “since some events
occur by necessity, some by chance, and some by our action, if the Chaldeans aim at a possible
prophecy, they will certainly make their forecasts about events which result either from necessity
or from chance or from our action,” and if the predictions are based on necessity, then knowing
of the coming event is useless “for it is impossible to avert what happens by necessity whether
we like it or dislike it.” However, if the events are based on chance or on human action, they
cannot be predicted, again rendering astrology useless and worthless.'®” In addition, if one’s life
is determined by the stars present at the time of conception or at birth, an astrologer would have
to know the exact moment at which the child was conceived or born, and that is impossible
because of the vagaries of the human body and the limitations of human perception. Since the
astrologers place so much importance on the exact moment, if they cannot know it, then either
they are giving false horoscopes or astrology is false in itself.'” Continuing with what must have

been stock arguments against astrology, Sextus Empiricus also used the example of a man

'%8Sextus Empiricus/Bury (trans.). Adversos Mathematikos V.2.
'Sextus Empiricus/Bury (trans.). Adversos Mathematikos V.46-48.

'""Sextus Empiricus/Bury (trans.). Adversos Mathematikos V. 55-72.
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destined to die at sea.'”" “If he who was born in the pitcher of Aquarius is doomed to suffer
shipwreck, how is it that the Greeks who were being brought back from Troy were all drowned
together round the ‘Hollows’ of Euboea?” They all could not have been born in the pitcher of
Aquarius, but if they were not and it was only one man who was destined to die in a shipwreck,
“what reason is there why this man’s destiny overmasters the destinies of them all, rather than
that they should all be saved because of one man whose destiny it is to die on dry land?”'”* This
example, like his others is focused on an astrology steeped in strict determinism. As it was for
Cicero and Favorinus, the astrology rejected by Sextus Empiricus is an all-or-nothing prospect
when it comes to predicting one’s fate. Either astrology predicts everything or it predicts nothing.
As opposed to the more subtle astrology we will see in Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, Sextus Empiricus’
arguments are against a crude astrology, similar to the fatalism of found in Manilius’
Astronomica, which gives no allowances for uncertainty. Although he brings up other problems
beyond those elucidated by Cicero and Favorinus, he is still attacking an astrology that is much
less developed than it actually was in the late second century.'”

Plotinus, a third-century Neoplatonist, in contrast with the previous three examples, was
against astrology but not with the same blanket vehemence expressed by a Skeptic like Sextus
Empiricus. His difficulties with astrological predictions stem, not from a desire to reject all
astrology, but from his desire to preserve human free will and to avoid ascribing evil to the stars.

Within his essays, there are three that specifically relate to astrology and the idea of astral

"In De fato, beginning at VI, p. 63 in Sharples’ translation, Cicero used a similar
prediction “if Fabius has been born with the Dogstar rising, Fabius will not die at sea” and
followed it with extended arguments, both philosophical and logical, as to why the statement was
patently impossible.

'"2Sextus Empiricus/Bury (trans.). Adversos Mathematikos V.92-94.

*Long. 1982, p. 186-187.
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determinism, Enneads 3.1, 4.4, and 2.3 which was the latest work on causation, specifically
devoted to the question of whether or not the stars acted as a cause.

Plotinus’ student, Porphyry, states that Plotinus was interested in astrology, and the
multiple essays dealing with the subject show that this was a “sustained engagement on Plotinus’
part” dealing with the stars’ connection to the sublunary world and if a science of predicting the
future based on the movement of the heavens was even possible. Unlike Cicero, Favorinus, and
Sextus Empiricus, Plotinus was much more open to the principle of predicting the future. He was
also much more aware of the subtleties which existed in the various types of astrology. His
engagement with the topic demonstrates his facility with the issues, and his main objection to
astrology is not that the stars can be signs of the future, but that they are causes. The
philosophical implications of the stars as causes of human events is what Plotinus rejects.'”
Adamson notes that it is not the stars as signs nor even necessarily the stars as causes per se that
gives Plotinus trouble. There are two elements of astrology that he requires in order to support
the practice. The first is that of preserving human free will and explaining how human beings can
have autonomy if all their actions are dictated by the movements and arrangements of the stars,
and the second is the maintaining the divinity of the stars. If the stars cause events in the
sublunary world, then they cause both good and evil events, meaning that something divine is the
source of evil which cannot happen.'”

While the other critics of astrology mentioned above looked at only one kind of astrology,

Plotinus was willing to look at other variants. For him it was not an all-or-nothing astrology, i.e.

that the stars cause every action in the sublunary realm. Rather, he occasionally seemed to

174 Adamson. 2008, p. 266.

1> Adamson. 2008, p. 267.
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endorse an astrology in which the stars are signs of the future but not causes. However, this does
not adequately represent Plotinus’ views. He does not have an issue with all things having some
sort of cause. In Enneads 3.1, Plotinus states that all things have a physical cause of some sort.
He also opens the door to an astrology in which the stars act both as signs and as causes of
events, but not every event, and they do not eliminate free will.

Astrology gives what is ours to them, deliberations and emotions, vices and impulses,

giving us nothing and leaving us as stones that are moved, instead of men who have a

function which is their own and comes from their own nature.'’
In Enneads 4.4 Plotinus again addresses the problems of astrology in relation to the soul. As
mentioned before, it is the idea that the divine stars would bring about evil acts that is the
problem. Adamson describes his intentions in this section as an attempt to develop an astral
theodicy and absolve the stars of any blame for evil in the sublunary realm.'”” As many others do,
Plotinus is more than willing to concede direct causation in some areas of astral influence,
including the effects of the sun on temperature and the seasons, but the stars cannot directly
cause evil acts. This of course leaves Plotinus with the problem of where causation comes from
and if the stars are signs, why they are signs. His explanation is a Platonic idea of sumpatheia or
the idea that the universe is one living thing and everything within it are simply parts of the
whole.'™

His criticisms of astrology are seen best in Enneads 2.3 which is one of his later essays.

Plotinus’ views on astrology, his interpretation of what is valid and invalid come in this section.

He rejects the idea that virtue could be caused by the stars and that the stars could be causes for

17Plotinus. Enneads 3.1.5.16-20. Quoted in Adamson. 2008, p. 270.
77 Adamson. 2008, p. 275.

178 Adamson. 2008, pp. 275-276.
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everything in the sublunary realm. He also, again, rejects the perception that the stars could be
deliberately affecting the earth.'” His final decision on how astrology could work can be found in
2.3. We get our souls from the stars as well as “our moral characters, our characteristic actions,
and our emotions, coming from a disposition which is liable to emotion. So what is left which is
‘we’? Surely, just that which we really are, we to whom nature also gave power to master our
passions.”"'® The stars clearly can cause sublunary events, but not every sublunary event, and
human beings have mastery over their own passions. Using aspects of Stoic philosophy, referring
again to the principle of sumpatheia, he states that those who do not live to the potential of their
soul are controlled by fate, “drawn along together with the whole of which he is a part.”"*'

What is important to see in Plotinus’ critique of astrology is that, although he is coming at
it from a different perspective, he is presenting an astrology that is much more easily defended
than the type of astrology rejected by his predecessors. He states that the stars are not the only
physical causes for events, and physical causes are not the only things that determine what
happens because there are aspects of the human soul which are beyond being determined. It is
only astrology in this form that he can accept. Anything else must be rejected as invalid,
particularly any type of astrology that would tarnish the divinity of the stars.

Within these polemics, it is possible to see some common themes. Rejection of astrology
was generally based on a few principles which come from aspects of astrology itself rather than
outside complaints. The problem of physical and astrological twins as well as geographical

variations in horoscopes is something brought up by three of the four critics above. The

17 Adamson. 2008, p. 28]1.

'80P]otinus/Armstrong (trans.). Enneads 2.3.9.10-16. Quoted in Adamson. 2008, pp. 282-
283.

"$1Plotinus. Enneads 2.3.9.27-31. See also Adamson. 2008, pp. 284-285.
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impracticality of knowing all the details of the movements of the stars, particularly when
repeated cycles take place over such a long period of time can be seen in Favorinus, and other
astronomical problems are mentioned by Cicero and Sextus Empiricus. Cicero and Favorinus
both reject astrology with the argument of its uselessness. All four critics spend time with the
problem of determinism. Many of the same ideas are brought up by defenders of astrology as
well, in spite of the fact that astrologers rarely mention specific critics, but the trend of defending
some of these aspects of astrology continues from Antiquity up through the Middle Ages. While
the exact details often change over time and in different civilizations, the basic strategies of
defense stay the same. Those defenses are based on the astrological work of Ptolemy, the
Tetrabiblos. He engages with the common methods of attacking and the astrology he ends up
promoting and defending bears remarkable similarities to that of Plotinus.
1.12 Defenses of Astrology

Ptolemy was not the only scholar to take time to defend the art. His younger
contemporary, Vettius Valens, also devoted space to discussing the dangers facing those who
practiced astrology. These statements are not confined to an introduction, however. The structure
of Anthologiae is such that the nine books were composed over a period of approximately twenty
years and not in the order in which we now have them.'® Joanna Komorowska suggests that
Books VI and VII could be independent works which have been combined with the Anthologiae
over time.'*’ The result of this is that many elements which Vettius Valens uses to defend the
practice of astrology and to raise it to the level of a divine art are found spread throughout the

Anthologiae as a whole. Books V and IX of Vettius Valens’ Anthologiae both contain remarks on

12Riley, Mark. 1996, pp. 5-6.

'K omorowska. 2004, pp. 93, 98-99.
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the dangers posed by those who are ignorant of astrology and yet pretend to practice it as well as
those who intentionally set out to deceive.'™ Where Ptolemy chose to lay out his philosophical
foundations almost exclusively in the first three sections of Book I, Vettius Valens begins his
philosophical discussions in Book V in which he lays out his methodology and his understanding
of predestination.'® In his discussion of the role of Fate, Vettius Valens explains that “As a
result, those ignorant of the prognostic art—or those not willing to engage in it at all—are led
away and enslaved to these previously mentioned gods. They endure all blows and suffer
punishment along with their pleasures.” In contrast, those who choose to pursue mastery of the
art “and in the truth keep their minds free and out of bondage; they despise Fortune, do not
persist in Hope, do not fear death, and live undisturbed. They have trained their souls to be
confident.”'®® He believes in a Fate which is incontrovertible, and the benefits come from
knowing one’s fate without any perception of being able to change that fate. In Book IX, the final
book of the Anthologiae, Vettius Valens begins with a brief note about his worthiness for laying
out these details of astrology, comparing his attempt versus that of Critodemus, whom he calls
“very wise.”
I on the other hand in my previously compiled books, have composed an oeuvre which
does not consist of vain and empty babble, nor have I included questionable solutions
using someone’s mere opinion or purely qualitative non-numerical writings. Approaching
what seemed to be the truth, he <Critodemus> wandered off into endless inquiry and
criticism. One who wishes to write treatises must <proceed> as if wishing nothing else; if
he does <have ulterior motives>, he will import error into his work because of his
ignorance and spite. Therefore having traversed the sea and having crossed many lands, I

have surveyed many climes and nations, have been plunged in long toil and trouble,
finally to be thought worthy by God of attaining secure foreknowledge and a safe

%K omorowska. 2004, p. 82.
'K omorowska. 2004, pp. 82-83.

'8Vettius Valens/Riley (trans.). Anthologiae, V.6, p. 102.
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harbor.'®’

Although Critodemus “approached” the truth, he was not focused on what was most important.
Vettius Valens has presented sure facts and has done so without ulterior motives, with the result
that he has succeeded in writing something making him “thought worthy by God.” This claim to
worthiness can be seen in IX.12 as well, where Vettius Valens states that he knows the ways of
Fate and he is fully-aware of the problems involved in trying to circumvent it. The final result is
that he has “kept the laws of Fate.”'®® If Vettius Valens himself is worthy of the art through
rigorous study and years of effort, there are many who are not, and he makes a definite division
between the genuine practitioners and the frauds. This is especially clear in V.8. The language is
dramatic. These frauds have set out to get what they can from the art and then turn on it.

After they have learned from the ignorant and done with enthusiasm what they should not

have done, they then enjoy praise and honors, and repay their enemies: they revile

honored men, the experienced <astrologers>, on the grounds that they cannot easily make

forecasts nor compose treatises in detail.'®

Beyond his defenses against those who intentionally deride astrology and those who
actively condemn it, Vettius Valens gives space to addressing common topics in astrology such
as mass deaths and the birth of twins. In doing so and in laying out his views on the practice of
astrology, he also makes clear his position on determinism. As mentioned above, Fate, as found
in the Anthologiae, is absolute. Much like for Manilius, Fate rules the world in Vettius Valens’
astrology. In Book VII, he presents the horoscopes of six men who died in a shipwreck. This

relates to the issue of mass deaths and how different horoscopes could lead to the same cause of

death. This issue is used, not only to reject it as a source of criticism, but also to bolster Vettius

"""Vettius Valens/Riley (trans.). Anthologiae IX.1, p. 151.
'"Vettius Valens/Riley (trans.). Anthologiae 1X.12, p. 162.

'"®Vettius Valens/Riley (trans.). Anthologiae V.8, p. 112.
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Valens’ views on the power of Fate. By way of introduction, he states that he will use this
example to show that “nature is astonishing and that nothing happens apart from the will of
Fate—yea, even those lost in wars, collapses, fires, shipwrecks, or any other disaster are
altogether governed by Fate.”' This absolute role of Fate comes up again and again in various
arguments. When explaining the differences between those who believe in astrology and those
who do not, Vettius Valens describes those who reject the art as “those who enter perfunctorily
rapidly come to jeer at this art, because fate has not granted them ready understanding and
immortality.”"' Even in discussing the use of oaths, there is an explanation found in the power of
the Fates.
Wishing men to keep the laws which they have made, the gods do not nullify the Fates;
rather they confirm their effective control of human affairs with unbreakable oaths. For
there is among the gods a fearsome and respected oath “By the Styx,” an oath which is
accompanied by a steady cast of mind and unalterable Necessity.'*?
The gods themselves affirm the absolute power of the Fates in controlling “human affairs.” Fate
is even “preparing the future” by the various parts of life.'”> The most important reason for
studying astrology is to know oneself. Vettius Valens declares that “For this very reason and due
to the information derived from my forecasts, I know myself, I know the foundation which my
Fate has assigned me, and I know that it is impossible for anyone, contrary to Fate, to become
92194

different from what he is.

Vettius Valens’ defense, although not presented as a cohesive argument, contains a

Vettius Valens/Riley (trans.). Anthologiae VIL6, p. 134.
P1Vettius Valens/Riley (trans.). Anthologiae IX.9, p. 158.
2V ettius Valens/Riley (trans.). Anthologiae IX.9, p. 159.
193V ettius Valens/Riley (trans.). Anthologiae IX.9, p. 159.

"*Vettius Valens/Riley (trans.). Anthologiae 1X.12, p. 162.
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number of elements common to other defenses. He sets up the principles of his art, shows
himself to be a good practitioner and contrasts his intense effort with the frauds who attempt to
corrupt the art. As we will see in Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, many of the same aspects of the works
coming before, as well as Vettius Valens’ treatise which was written later, are used in his defense

of astrology.
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Chapter 2
Ptolemy’s Defense of Astrology

The Tetrabiblos is one of the more popular presentations of astrology from Antiquity. Its
author, Claudius Ptolemaeus, while best known for his treatise on mathematical astronomy, the
Syntaxis Mathematica, presented a system of astrology that survived from Antiquity through the
Renaissance in both the Islamic world and in Europe. The Tetrabiblos also contains a defense of
astrology which became a model for defenses even outside the Greco-Roman world. His
presentation of how astrology worked and why it was useful marked a significant departure from
the previous surviving discussions of astrology as seen in the works of Manilius and Cicero
wherein the stars either predict and cause every event in the sublunar realm or they predict and
cause nothing. Ptolemy’s near contemporary, Vettius Valens, while presenting a technical
account of astrology, follows the more deterministic type, similar to both advocates, such as
Manilius, and polemics, such as Cicero and Sextus Empiricus. Other extant texts, like that of
Dorotheus of Sidon, contain no real defense of the practice, focusing instead on the more
technical elements of astrology. Ptolemy’s account is much more subtle, allowing him to address
issues brought up by astrology’s detractors and creates a defense which became the foundation
for later defenders of astrology.

2.1 Ptolemy’s Life and Works

Very few details of Ptolemy’s life are known with any certainty. From the dates of

observations listed in the A/magest, he was active in the mid-second century A.D."' The Suda, a

tenth-century historical lexicon, states that Ptolemy lived during the reign of “king Marcus,”

'"Toomer. 2008, p. 186.
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referring to Marcus Aurelius.? Ptolemy’s name reveals that he was likely Egyptian but with
Greek ancestors, although not related to the family of the Ptolemaic kings. The name Ptolemy
was quite common in Egypt at the time, but because the ruling family had the same name,
Ptolemy the astronomer was confused in later centuries with the ruling Ptolemies and he was
occasionally depicted as a king.’ His first name, Claudius, is Roman, meaning that he was a
Roman citizen, possibly taking his name from the emperor who granted his family citizenship.*
Beyond these simple facts, nothing more is known, not of his life, nor of his education. It seems
likely that he did most, if not all, of his work in the Roman province of Egypt in or near the city
of Alexandria which he specifically mentions as his location for observing the planets, e.g. three
eclipses in Almagest IV.6 and the moon in Almagest V.12.” Ptolemy also describes Alexandria as
located on “the meridian for which we establish the times of the positions [of the heavenly
bodies].”® Alexandria, as its name indicates, was founded by Alexander the Great during his
fourth-century conquests. From that time until the Arab conquest of Egypt and the founding of
Fustat, it served as the capital and became one of the wealthiest and largest cities of the Roman
empire. It was also the site of a large library and remained a center of Greek culture and learning
during the reign of the Ptolemies. The city was captured by Julius Caesar in 47 B.C. and
recaptured by Octavian in 30 B.C. after his defeat of Mark Antony and built up to its former

prosperity. By the second century, Alexandria was again a center of learning and culture, aided

*Taub. 1993, p. 7.

’See, e.g., North. 2008, p. 108, fig. 59. For more on the belief that Ptolemy was a
monarch, see also Burnett. 1998, especially pages 340-342.

*Toomer. 2008, p. 187.
*Ptolemy/Toomer (trans.). Almagest, IV.6 and V.12,

SPtolemy/Toomer (trans.). Almagest, 11.13.
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by its role as a major seaport and thus a center of commerce. The great library and Museum
served as ideal locations for research and education. The actual scope of the collections in the
library are a matter of debate. The ancient estimates range wildly from 40,000 rolls to 500,000
rolls, all of which are likely exaggerations. Even so, the existence of the library and its grandeur
relative to what had previously existed in Antiquity created a situation in which the kinds of
scholarly work for which Alexandria was known could be undertaken.” In the time of Ptolemy,
Alexandria was also acknowledged specifically as a center of astronomical learning. Galen’s
commentary on Hippocrates’ Airs Waters Places contains a reference to it. In his paper for the
conference on Untrodden Areas in the History of Arabic Science, Gotthard Strohmaier quoted
from Galen’s work:

For I saw that all men share the opinion that none among the peoples had mastered the
astronomy as well and had a knowledge of it like the Egyptians. And if somebody feels an
inclination to the study of astronomy and is full of desire for it, let him go to Egypt. At
the time when the construction of Alexandria on the shore of the sea was completed,
people were rushing there, because it was situated at the seaside and they could go there
by ship. Thus a great number of astronomers gathered there.®
While little is known about Ptolemy’s life, many of his works have survived and titles for
others are known.” While the Almagest, originally titled Syntaxis Mathematica, is his most
famous work, Ptolemy wrote other books on astronomical topics. Besides the Tetrabiblos, his

work on astrology (see below), Ptolemy also wrote the Planetary Hypotheses, a cosmological

work giving a physical description of his conception of the universe, the Handy Tables, a set of

"Bagnall. 2002, pp. 357, 360-361.

$Galen/Strohmaier (trans.). “Galen’s Commentary on Hippocrates’ Airs, Waters and
Places.”

*Toomer. 2008, p. 201.
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tabulated data for calculating planetary positions, the Phaseis, a literary parapegma,'® the
Planispherium, a brief treatise on the principle of stereographic projection, and the Analemma, a
work which demonstrates a method for calculating the position of the sun in spherical
coordinates.'"" A definite order of publication is difficult to assert, but based on references in
other works, it seems clear that the A/magest was one of the earliest of Ptolemy’s major works,
composed after 146/147,"> because Ptolemy references it in the Geography and the Tetrabiblos.
Ptolemy’s other surviving works on philosophy, geography, optics, harmonics, along with
references to lost works on mechanics led Olaf Pedersen to suggest that Ptolemy had “intended to
compile a huge ‘Encyclopedia of Applied Mathematics’ as a counterpart to already existing

»13 3 task at which Pedersen feels he succeeded.

comprehensive expositions of pure mathematics,
However, the comparatively large number of astronomical works indicates that Ptolemy was,
first and foremost, an astronomer.
2.2 Ptolemy’s Philosophy

The philosophy underlying Ptolemy’s works has, in the past, been described simply as

Aristotelian and there are plenty of reasons for that, not least of which is the fact that Aristotle is

""Literary parapegmata are formalized systems of astrometeorology indicating the coming
weather based on the positions, risings and settings of the stars. See chapter one. See also
Lehoux, 2007.

"The Planispherium survives only in Arabic and Latin translations, and Analemma in a
few surviving fragments and a Latin translation. Toomer. 2008, pp. 197-198.

">The Canobic Inscription is dated to AD 146/147 and uses a method of computation
which Ptolemy chose to abandon in the A/magest in favor of “more elegant methods.” See
Hamilton, Swerdlow and Toomer. 1987, pp. 55-60. Hamilton, Swerdlow and Toomer also show
that in A/magest, IV.9, Ptolemy criticizes his own work, regarding it as flawed. Their conclusion
is that this apology is due to the fact that he had previously published the rejected method in the
Canobic Inscription.

PPedersen. 1974, p. 13.
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the only philosopher mentioned by name in the Syntaxis'* in the context of his division of
theoretical philosophy into the categories of physics, mathematics and theology. Philosophy is
divided into the theoretical and the practical branches and these branches each have subdivisions
as mentioned above. However, defining Ptolemy simply as Aristotelian ignores the obvious Stoic
influence which can be seen in his other works, including On the Criterion and Hegemonikon
and the Tetrabiblos as well as Ptolemy’s agreement with Platonic ideas. In addition, genuine
Aristotelianism barely existed during this time. Many of the commentaries on Aristotelian works
both in Ptolemy’s time and especially in the centuries after were undertaken by Platonists who
wished to harmonize Aristotle’s thought with that of Plato."> A full investigation of the complex
topic of Ptolemy’s thought is a subject which could fill several volumes even though Ptolemy
does not spend a great deal of time explaining his philosophical views. Liba Taub argues, in
Ptolemy’s Universe, that rather than being an Aristotelian, Ptolemy was a “mathematician greatly
influenced by Platonism.”'® More than that, however, Ptolemy also was a
self-identified philosopher who examined a number of the most pressing philosophical
questions of his time, commented on the (lack of) success of previous philosophical
theories, appropriated the philosophical concepts of contemporary schools, and,
moreover, propounded philosophical ideas unprecedented in the history of ancient Greek
philosophy."’

Pedersen’s description of Ptolemy as predominantly an astronomer does not contradict his

interest in philosophy. On the contrary, his interest in astronomy helps explain his philosophical

leanings. Knowledge is only certain when it is based in mathematics. Physics and theology are

“Ptolemy/Toomer (trans.). Almagest, 1.1.

Sorabji. 2007, p. 11. For an in-depth look at this attempt to harmonize the philosophy of
Plato and Aristotle, see Karamanolis, 2006.

1Taub. 1993, p. 152.

"Feke and Jones. 2011, p. 197.
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both based on foundations which cannot lead to knowledge. Physics relies on changeable matter
while theology has a nature that is “completely invisible and ungraspable.”'® Mathematics, when
pursued carefully, leads to indisputable knowledge, even to the point that mathematics can be
applied to other fields to gain knowledge. The preeminence of mathematics is certainly Platonic
in nature, but Jacqueline Feke argues that the “identification of mathematics with knowledge
appears to be unique to Ptolemy.”"’

Ptolemy’s interest in and near devotion to mathematics is part of Taub’s reasoning for
making Ptolemy a Platonist at heart. In the opening chapters of the Syntaxis, Ptolemy discusses
the importance of mathematics as a subject which can lead to a moral life. In a particularly
Platonic statement, Ptolemy says that he is attempting to order the text he is writing

in such a way as never to forget, even in ordinary affairs, to strive for a noble and

disciplined disposition, but to devote most of our time to intellectual matters, in order to

teach theories, which are so many and beautiful, and especially those to which the epithet

‘mathematica’ is particularly applied.*

In addition, astronomy is an important part of education in Platonic ethical philosophy, meaning
that it is not only a good thing but a necessity to know and understand astronomical topics.
Elements of Plato’s interest in astronomy as a step on the path to imitating the divine can be seen
in his Republic, Laws, and Timaeus.*' 1t is astronomy’s link to mathematics that makes it such an

important subject. In the Tetrabiblos, Ptolemy describes astronomy as a subject which is

“desirable in itself” even without the same kinds of applications which can be found in

"®Ptolemy/Toomer (trans.). Almagest, 1.1.
YFeke. 2009, p. 15.
*Ptolemy/Toomer (trans.). Almagest, 1.1.

2Taub. 1993, pp. 147-150.
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astrology.”

The Platonic elements in Ptolemy’s thought do not negate the Aristotelian nature of his
philosophy, however. The tripartite nature of his philosophy is Aristotelian at its heart, even if it
is not strictly Aristotelian in definition. Ptolemy follows Aristotle’s cosmology and, although he
redefines Aristotle’s divisions, as Feke and Jones argue, his new definitions still have a
foundation in Aristotle’s theory of perception.” In On the Criterion, Ptolemy asserts an
Aristotelian empiricism in his description of intellect. “Through memory, not of the Forms but of
sense impressions and concepts developed in relation to them, intellect has the ability to pass
judgment on both sense perception and the objects perceived.”** Knowledge comes from the use
of intellect, applied to the subject. This fits with Ptolemy’s criterion of truth as framed in On the
Criterion and his presentation of knowledge in the Almagest shows a similar dependence upon
sense perception.”

Even so, Ptolemy’s thought cannot be described simply as Platonic or Aristotelian. In
addition to the elements of those two schools already mentioned, the presence of Stoic principles
are also seen in various works, most especially in the Tetrabiblos. As will be shown below,
aspects of Ptolemy’s defense of astrology have definite Stoic aspects including the idea of a
nexus of causes all connected to each other and the importance of studying astrology in order to
allow one to greet whatever comes with a calm and collected mind. Although these Stoic

influences are not as prominent as the Aristotelian or Platonic elements, they are a definite part of

*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos,1.1.1.
»Feke and Jones. 2011, p. 203.
*Feke. 2009, p. 50.

»Feke. 2009, pp. 55-56.
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his philosophical ideas, which fits with the contemporary philosophy of the Middle Platonists.
Instead of characterizing Ptolemy as an Aristotelian, both Feke and Taub present him as a scholar
who was affected by the dominant philosophy of his time, i.e. an eclectic blend of many diverse
philosophical and religious ideas and a time of an attempt to fully reconcile conflicting schools of
thought.*® His access to various philosophical works is unknown, but his own writings
demonstrate some familiarity with ideas espoused by Aristotle, Plato and possibly those of the
Stoic Posidonius.”’
23 Tetrabiblos

The title of the work commonly referred to as the Tetrabiblos is not known for certain.
Tetrabiblos is the shortened form of a longer title of MaOnpotikn tetpdpifrog covtaic or the
“Mathematical treatise in four books” found in some manuscripts. Robbins suggests that the
more common title found in manuscripts, T& npog LHpov dmotelecpotikd, meaning “The
prognostics addressed to Syrus” was the original title used by Ptolemy.*® In the preface to his
1998 edition, Hiibner notes the wide range of titles given to Ptolemy’s astrological text both in
Antiquity and in modern times. Most of the manuscripts contain TetpdpifAoc (Latin:
Quadripartitum) while others contain drotelecpatikd. Porphyry’s introduction to the
Tetrabiblos contains the title Eicayoyn eic tnv *Anotedeopotikiy 100 Itodepaiov.”” Hiibner

chooses, “post haesitationem constitutum,” to follow E. Boer in using ’AnoteAecpaticd as the

*Taub. 1993, p. 13. Feke. 2009, pp. 66-67.

*’Pedersen. 1974, pp. 31, 401-402. Taub points out that there are considerable difficulties
in determining what, if any, influence Posidonius’ works may have had on Ptolemy since none of
them are extant. In addition, the fragments are of uncertain attribution and occasionally do not
correspond to original Stoic doctrine. See Taub. 1993, pp. 15-16.

*Robbins. 1940, pp. x-xi.

*Hiibner. 1998, p. XXX VIIL
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title.”* While acknowledging the uncertainty of the appellation, I will use the common title of
Tetrabiblos to refer to Ptolemy’s work.

The text was composed after the Almagest and makes reference to it, although not by
name. Beyond that, the exact date of publication is not known. A number of commentaries and
adaptations of the Tetrabiblos were composed in Late Antiquity, many of which have not
survived but are mentioned in extant writings. Robbins mentions one by the name of Pancharios
whose name is preserved, but none of his commentary beyond a few quotations has survived.’' In
addition, there is an anonymous commentary which is generally attributed to Proclus along with
the famous Paraphrase, and an introduction which is attributed to Porphyry. Hephastio’s
Apotelesmatika, written in the fifth century A.D., also contains extensive quotations from the
Tetrabiblos.’® The Tetrabiblos was translated into Arabic early in the translation movement in
Baghdad, first by al-Bitriq and then again by Ibn al-Salt. That translation was revised by Hunayn
ibn Ishaq and the text was commented on numerous times.*® Although it was popular in the
Islamic world, it never gained quite the reputation of the Almagest, possibly because it did not
address the popular catarchic astrology, and thus was surpassed by other original Arabic works.**
In medieval Europe, the Greek text was only printed three times in the sixteenth century. It
enjoyed much more popularity in Latin translations, the earliest of which was made by Plato of

Tivoli in 1138 and followed by two thirteenth-century translations by an anonymous translator

**Hiibner. 1998, p. XXXIX.

*'Robbins. 1940, p. xvi. See also Boll. 1894, pp. 127-131.
*?Robbins. 1940, p. xvi. See also Sarischouli. 2006, p. 183, note 5.
#Gutas. 1998, p. 109. See also chapter 3.

**Toomer. 2008, pp. 198, 202.



74
and Aegidius de Thebaldis.*

The text itself is organized, as its title indicates, in four books. Book I contains the
introduction and Ptolemy’s defense of astrology. In addition, Ptolemy gives an overview of the
basic parts of astrology, i.e. “the most important details of the tabular exposition needful for the
inquiry into particular prognostications.”*® Ptolemy divides astrology into particular, or
individual, and general, or universal. The general signs are those which have effects on areas or
groups of people and have the most power to affect an individual. The particular are those which
affect only the individual native and are less certain. Book II focuses on the characteristics of
general astrology, and his reason for this is that “since weaker natures always yield to the
stronger, and the particular always falls under the general, it would by all means be necessary for
those who purpose an inquiry about a single individual long before to have comprehended the
more general considerations.”” Book III is an investigation of the elements of casting a nativity
for an individual, i.e. the events which come before, during and after birth. He includes aspects of
physical appearance, tendency to illness both of body and soul, how the native is raised, etc.
Book IV closes with what Ptolemy calls the “external accidentals,”® i.e. those things which are
predicted that are not of the body or soul, e.g. wealth and honor. There are two different
conclusions to the text as found in the manuscripts. Robbins supplies both as found in Parisinus

2425 and in three manuscripts in addition to the Camerarius edition. He favors the Parisinus

conclusion because it seems to fit better with the style in which Ptolemy writes. The other, he

*Robbins. 1940, pp. xiv-xv. See also Heilen. 2010, p. 70.
*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 11.1.53.
’Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 11.1.54.

*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, IV.1.173.
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attributes to Proclus’ Paraphrase although Camerarius used it in both editions.* Hiibner takes
just the opposite stance, preferring the Camerarius because the phrasing seems to be in Ptolemy’s
style, again following Boer.” Both conclusions are short passages summarizing the preceding
text.

Reading through Ptolemy’s presentation of astrology in the Tetrabiblos reveals one fact
very clearly. As is the case with most of the surviving astrological handbooks in Antiquity, this is
not a text to be used in the actual practice of astrology. As with the later work by Firmicus
Maternus, one could not cast a horoscope with only the Tetrabiblos to hand. Even with a set of
astronomical tables available for use, casting a horoscope using Ptolemy’s text would be difficult
if not impossible. This is not a weakness to the text, however, because it is not Ptolemy’s
intention to give a guidebook to practicing astrology. Unlike his near contemporary, Vettius
Valens, Ptolemy’s intention is not to teach the practical side of astrology, although even Vettius
Valens’ text contains little of the actual process of practicing astrology. There are no sample
horoscopes provided in the Tetrabiblos while Vettius Valens gives hundreds. As such, Ptolemy is
also more impersonal in his presentation than Vettius Valens whose ardent belief in astrology is
obvious in his text, Anthologiae. Ptolemy’s intention in the Tetrabiblos is not to convert people
to believe in astrology but rather is to present the theories underlying it. This is clear throughout
the text as he provides very little hard data, i.e. detailed tables and mathematics as one finds in
the A/magest. One exception is found at the end of Book I with Ptolemy’s description of the
terms. Although the terms are not generally considered as important as other aspects of making

an astrological prediction, Ptolemy devotes more time to this concept than to almost any other of

*Robbins. 1940, p. 459, n. 1 and 2.

**Hiibner. 1998, p. XXXIX.
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the planetary dignities described in the Tetrabiblos.** He compares those used by the Egyptians
and Chaldeans to a set of terms he claims to have found in “an ancient manuscript, much
damaged, which contains a natural and consistent explanation of their [the terms’] order and
number” and in doing so, he presents the degrees of the various terms for each system.’” Heilen
attributes this attention to detail to Ptolemy’s intention of creating a more rational system of
astrology. In a rare moment of critique, Ptolemy complains that the Egyptian and Chaldean
systems of the terms does not “preserve the consistency either of order or of individual quantity”
and that the numbers for the planets “furnishes no suitable or acceptable argument.”® When he
describes the system he discovered, he states that the text was damaged but it contains a “natural
and consistent explanation of their order and number,” i.e. that this is a system which is far
superior to the traditional systems because there is consistency, terms that can be rationally
explained. In fact, it appears that Ptolemy created the system of terms he claimed to have found
and that he fabricated the discovery of the ancient text purporting to contain the system he
preferred.* The commonly-used Egyptian system was without any clear, rational basis and
Ptolemy needed to show a method that would follow a rational path and yet still fit in with the

requirements of astrological prognostication.*' Because of his need for rationalizing an often-

mystical practice, Ptolemy’s attention to the terms makes sense in the context of the more

“Heilen. 2010, pp. 45-46.

*’Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.20-21.43-49.
*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.20.43.
*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.21.47.
*“Heilen. 2010, pp. 51-52.

*'Heilen. 2010, p. 77.
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theoretical presentation one finds in the Tetrabiblos.
2.4  Ptolemy’s Defense of Astrology

Ptolemy’s defense is not necessarily particularly in-depth, but it does lay the groundwork
for many later scholars, both in the Islamic world and in medieval and Renaissance Europe. His
method of defending astrology is much more subtle and nuanced than the extant works which
preceded the Tetrabiblos. In the first chapters of Book I of the Tetrabiblos, Ptolemy lays out his
defense. Before looking at those parts in detail, it is worth mentioning some of the underlying
assumptions Ptolemy brings to his work. In the A/magest, he devotes much of Book I to
explaining the foundation of his model, including the Aristotelian geocentric cosmos, the
spherical motion and nature of the heavens, the overall size of the cosmos, etc., along with the
more philosophical foundations of his tripartite division of philosophy and the preeminent place
he gives to mathematics. In the Tetrabiblos, there are similar assumptions being made, but
Ptolemy does not take the time to state them explicitly. Instead, these assumptions are found as
he lays out his defense. As in the A/magest, Ptolemy is giving mathematics the highest position
in leading one to knowledge. This is a stand that can also be seen in Book I of his Geography
where he speaks of astronomy and the cosmos as things that “belong to the loftiest and loveliest
of intellectual pursuits, namely to exhibit to human understanding through mathematics [both]
the heavens themselves...and [the nature of] the earth...”** The exaltation of mathematics as that
which leads to sure knowledge is especially applied to the study of the stars. This is obvious in
his division of astronomy and astrology in I.1. At the bottom of his hierarchy is physics which he

describes as being “unstable and unclear” and thus qualifying more as “guesswork than

“Ptolemy/Berggren and Jones (trans.). Geography, 1.1, p. 59.
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knowledge.”* In addition, Ptolemy makes use of ideas that are widely known in the Greco-
Roman world, e.g. the effects of the heavens on tides, the use of stars and planets in
astrometeorology, as well as non-celestial things like the widely-known and believed idea that
garlic would demagnetize a lodestone. All these are brought up and used without any apparent
worry that they will be criticized. Finally, there is an assumption that people will agree that there
is a connection between the celestial and terrestrial realms. Ptolemy does not take time to explain
that this is true. It is something he takes for granted as will be seen below. All these assumptions
lead to the question of who would have been convinced by Ptolemy’s argument. Certainly, a
Skeptic such as Sextus Empiricus would likely not be convinced, but is that Ptolemy’s intention?
The overall tone of the defense is not one that is geared toward a direct debate with critics, but
rather, it seems as though Ptolemy is speaking to an audience already inclined to agree with him
on the general stance. He is presenting astrology, but in the guise of a new method and a new
way of thinking about it. He is not fighting for the acceptance of astrology but for the acceptance
of his rational approach to astrology.

As for the defense itself, it is laid out in four parts, roughly corresponding to the first
three chapters of Book 1. The first is how he defines his astrology. This is a necessity since there
is such a wide range of interpretations of the movements of the heavens, and Ptolemy takes the
time to be precise about what he thinks of as being astrology proper although he does not use that
particular term. The methods he uses in the rest of his defense become common practice in the
works of later scholars both in the medieval Islamic world and in medieval Europe. The
definition of astrology leads to the main defense which begins with a brief discussion of how and

why astrology works. The third part of Ptolemy’s defense of astrology is that of the benefits of

“Ptolemy/Toomer. Almagest, 1.1.
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practicing it. These are the three explicit sections, but woven throughout the work as a whole and
the defense in particular is Ptolemy’s view of determinism, and this is what I will treat as the
fourth part of his defense of astrology because of the controversial nature of the idea in general
and because of its importance in later defenses.
2.5 The Definition of Astrology

As mentioned above, Ptolemy does not use the term &otporoyia in speaking of astrology.
Instead, he calls it one of the two means of 10 " &otpovopiag Tpoyvmotikdv and defines it as
the study of the way in which the planets bring about changes in “that which they surround,” i.e.
the sublunar realm.* Thus, he is presenting the planets as a definite cause, something that
influences the terrestrial realm. It is interesting to note that he includes prediction of the type
found in the A/magest as the other “means of prediction through astronomy,” i.e. predicting the
motions of the planets “in relation to each other and to the earth.”* This type is what is now
defined as astronomy and for Ptolemy is “first, both in order and effectiveness.”*® Though related
to astrology, astronomy stands above it as a type of knowledge which is more accurate and more
able to reveal information on the universe. For Ptolemy, astrology is real but more fuzzy in its
methods and results. One investigating it “ascribes to it the weakness and predictability of
material qualities [i.e. the sublunar world]” but must accept that astrology is possible because “it
is so evident that most events of a general nature draw their causes from the enveloping

heavens.”*’

*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.1.1.
“Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.1.1.
*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.1.1.

*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.1.1-2.
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In the Tetrabiblos Ptolemy describes a practice which is not a perfectly clear-cut science.
Where astronomy’s results are such that “the allegations against the first [astronomy] could be
made only by the blind,” the difficulty in understanding astrology has invited criticisms of
complete incomprehensibility and disparaging claims of uselessness.* For this reason, Ptolemy
says, he is going to explain both that astrology is possible and that its practice is useful. This
defense is not without certain caveats. From the beginning of the Tetrabiblos, Ptolemy
acknowledges the inherent weaknesses of astrology. It is not as good as astronomy in terms of
accuracy and cannot operate without the aid of astronomical data.* Perhaps most importantly, is
the nature of the terrestrial world which affects the surety of what can be known. Although he
does not address it explicitly within the Tetrabiblos, in the beginning of the A/magest, in his
discussion of the division of theoretical philosophy, Ptolemy speaks of physics, i.e. that part of
philosophy which looks at nature or phusis, as a subject which should “rather be called
guesswork than knowledge...because of the unstable and unclear nature of matter.”® Unlike
astronomy which is based in the celestial world and described by mathematics, astrology is the
study of influences from the celestial world on the sublunar, and changeable, realm. In relation to
this, Ptolemy acknowledges the presence of other influences in the life of a native which are able
to impact the course of his life. “But in an inquiry concerning nativities and individual
temperaments in general, one can see that there are circumstances of no small importance and no

trifling character, which join to cause the special qualities of those who are born.”" 1t is clear that

*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.1.2.
¥Ptolemy. Tetrabiblos, 1.1.1 and 1.2.5. See also, Lehoux. 2006, p. 108.
*Ptolemy/Toomer (trans.). Almagest, 1.1.

>'Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.8.
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Ptolemy believed that the stars are not merely signs but are the causes of events here on earth, not
the only causes, but the preeminent cause. Even with the complications, it is still worth the effort

to study because “When [the claims] are divine, we should welcome what is possible and think it

enough.”? Within its limitations, astrology is a valuable and worthwhile tool.

2.6  Why Practice Astrology?

Having elucidated astrology’s limitations, Ptolemy is not through with his defense. By
acknowledging the fact that astrology can still lead one to error, Ptolemy now has to defend the
validity of practicing astrology at all. This he does by giving a plausible explanation and by using
arguments which must have been common even to Cicero two centuries before: because celestial
objects have obvious general effects on the earth, why not particular effects as well? “For the
sun, together with the ambient, is always in some way affecting everything on the earth,” such as
the changing temperature, the passing seasons and even the breeding of animals. In addition, the
moon, “as the heavenly body nearest the earth, bestows her effluence...” most particularly on the
waters, based on the various phases. The other planets and fixed stars also “signify hot, windy,
and snowy conditions of the air, and mundane things are affected accordingly,” a clear reference
to astrometeorology.”> Weather and tides are not the only things commonly determined by
observation. Besides those more-easily-accepted ideas, farmers and herdsmen use various
traditions and experiences to know when crops will grow and when animals will bear offspring.
Beyond those occupations, sailors use the stars to guide them in navigation as well as signals of

coming storms.

>?Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.9.

>Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.3. The fixed stars, i.e. the outermost sphere in
the geocentric universe, were the more common method of prediction used in Greek
astrometeorology as seen in the parapegmata tradition. See chapter 1.
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Clearly, stars are useful as guides in many aspects of life. The problems arise, not because
the stars have no effect, but because of human error and the limits of human knowledge. “Yet
because they cannot in their ignorance accurately know the times and places of these phenomena,
nor the periodic movements of the planets, which contribute to the effect, it happens that they
often err.”* Ptolemy sees the main weakness to be, not the stars themselves, but the uneducated
who observe them. He describes the knowledge of farmers and sailors and herdsmen as being
due, not to knowledge of the laws of nature but rather simply to observation,” with the
implication that it is the lack of education which leads to error. He makes this requirement more
explicit as his explanation continues.
If, then, a man knows accurately the movements of all the stars, the sun, and the moon, so
that neither the place nor the time of any of their configurations escapes his notice, and if
he has distinguished in general their natures as the result of previous continued
study...what is to prevent him from being able to tell on each given occasion the
characteristics of the air from the relations of the phenomena at the time, for instance, that
it will be warmer or wetter?*®
Ptolemy keeps the predictions to that of the air and the weather rather than to human beings at
first, dwelling on the effects of the sun, moon and planets on the elements of the earth, which
was widely accepted, rather than on mankind, which was more controversial. In addition,
Ptolemy asks questions in order to present something he seems to feel is obvious, although his
proof for it is not as sure as he makes it out to be. However, after assuming agreement about the

weather and how, if a man knows exactly the details of the movements of the heavens, he can

predict the changes of the air, Ptolemy then extends his question, quickly making a shift from

**Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.5.

*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.4. Greek: pf) puoik®g, uovov 8¢
TOPATNPNTIKDG.

*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.5.
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weather to human beings. “Why can he not, too, with respect to an individual man, perceive the
general quality of his temperament from the ambient at the time of his birth?”*’ Astrology works
because of the link between the heavens and the earth, but because there are many who do not
really understand the science, they err and lead many people astray. In addition, there are those
who deliberately pretend to know the art with the sole intention of making money. Human error
and human deception, although they make the validity of astrology more difficult to discern, are
not reasons to dismiss the art all together.

Astrology, in Ptolemy’s view, is a very complicated science, one that is based, not simply
on easily-predictable motions, but also on terrestrial interventions. This added complication
means that the predictions will sometimes be incorrect, even with a perfect knowledge of the
movements of the celestial objects, which is also impossible. Astrologers base their predictions
upon an assumption that the heavens move with constant repetition, even at very long intervals.
One such concept is that of the Great Year, i.e. the amount of time it takes for all the planetary
spheres to come into conjunction with the sphere of the fixed stars. In western thought, this
concept is first found in Plato’s Timaeus and is called the Perfect Year by Plato himself.*® The
ideal event would see all seven planets aligned with one point on the eighth sphere, but the actual
application was often less rigorous. This idea was tied in with the concept of time being cyclical
and that the celestial bodies were made to “define and preserve the numbers of time.”* The Stoic
theory of the conflagration as well as their strict determinism has been linked to the Great Year.

Critics of Stoicism took these theories to ridiculous extremes, but at their foundations, the early

>"Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.6.
*De Callatay, Godefroid. 1996, pp. VIII-IX.

**Plato/Cornford (trans.). Timaeus, 39¢. As quoted in De Callatay. 1996, p. 3.
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Stoics did use the Great-Year concept in their perception of cyclical destruction and
rejuvenation.”’ In astrology, celestial cycles gave a starting point for justifying the various effects
the planets and stars have on the terrestrial world. Endlessly-repeating cycles would stand as
evidence for the claims of understanding how the planets affected the sublunar realm. The
understood definition of this Great Year varied considerably from the fragments of the work of
Berosus of Cos to the writings of Nechepso and Petosiris. In the fourth century A.D., Firmicus
Maternus would describe the alignment as each planet being in the fifteenth degree of a sign of
the zodiac.”!

However, in contrast, Ptolemy allows that this complete revolution may actually occur,
but “unless one holds vain opinions of his ability to comprehend and know the incomprehensible,
either takes place not at all or at least not in the period of time that falls within the experience of
man.”** A complete revolution of the entire cosmos would mean that the same celestial events
would cause the same terrestrial events. One of the justifications for the possibility of predicting
the future based on the movements of the heavenly bodies is that there is repetition in those
movements which creates a similar effect to that which has been observed and recorded. Ptolemy
agrees that these movements are similar but they are not exactly the same which is what
contributes to the inaccuracies found in predictions based on ancient records.® If one is only
looking at the atmosphere, the only difficulty in making a prediction is that inaccuracy found in

the records, but when the prediction is made for a human being, there are many other factors that

%De Callatay. 1996, pp. 59-66.
'De Callatay. 1996, pp. 72-73.
2Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.7.

Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.7.



85

are involved, including the time of the year in which a birth takes place and the region in which a
child was born because various regions receive different influences from the heavens. As
important as those regional and atmospheric differences are, Ptolemy, like Cicero, attributes
many differences between people of similar origins to how a child is brought up, claiming that
“all the aforesaid conditions being equal, rearing and customs contribute to influence the
particular way in which a life is lived.”* Ptolemy separates physical causes from celestial causes,
rather than insisting that all causes can be reduced to a celestial motion. There are genuine
physical causes such as the inherent nature of an animal or plant or human being. These will be
influential if all other things are equal.”® Everything has to be considered in order to have a
chance of accurately predicting the life of a nativity. However, this is not a reason to dismiss
astrology, rather it is a reason to approach it carefully and not “demand everything of the art, but
rather join in the appreciation of its beauty, even in instances wherein it could not provide the full
answer.”® As will be discussed below, this has great implications for how Ptolemy views the
nature of determinism and what causes exist in the interaction between the heavens and the earth.
2.7 The Benefits of Astrology

The third piece of Ptolemy’s defense of astrology is his presentation of the usefulness of
astrology, i.e. that it is beneficial. His explanation sounds very similar to the Stoic justification of
astrology as related by Manilius. Ptolemy claims

For if we look to the goods of the soul, what could be more conducive to well-being,

pleasure, and in general satisfaction than this kind of forecast, by which we gain full view

of things human and divine? And if we look to bodily goods, such knowledge, better than
anything else, would perceive what is fitting and expedient for the capabilities of each

%Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.8.
Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.8.

5Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.9.
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temperament.®”’

Learning what lies in the future can only make one better because one will understand the divine,
not just the mundane. Astrology aids in gaining a better grasp of the reality of the universe and
thus is beneficial in a general sense, but that is not all. It also aids in ascertaining what kinds of
bodily goods are appropriate for each person through a knowledge of what comes in the future
for an individual. In fact, if one wishes to reject astrology, as Cicero did in De divinatione, on the
grounds that it brings nothing of material value, then, one should also reject every part of
philosophy because neither does it bring the kind of measurable benefits that astrology’s
attackers used to denigrate the science. This statement about the non-material benefits of
astrology fits in well with that of Manilius; however, Ptolemy’s similarity with Manilius mostly
ends at this point, particularly, as will be shown, in his views on determinism.

The final section of Ptolemy’s defense contains a series of comparisons of astrology with
other types of knowledge to show how even without perfect accuracy, astrology is as valuable as
other accepted practices. He focuses mainly on medicine as a parallel science to astrology, but
also mentions mining, sailing and breeding and refers to the type of astrometeorology seen in
Hesiod’s Works and Days as well as the parapegma tradition.®® These are not illustrations of
reliance on astrology but on the idea of prediction and amelioration being possible when one
knows what is coming through experience. For Ptolemy, it is important to point out that
prediction of the future is something that happens in many areas of study and in many venues. In
this case, he is using things that everyone knows in order to give support to his ideas. In the list

of ideas he gives, one of the more interesting is the lodestone. In Antiquity, it was commonly

’Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.3.10.

%Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.3.13-16.
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believed that a lodestone attracts iron, but if it is rubbed with garlic, it will no longer do so. In the
same way, a sore will spread if it does not receive treatment, but once treatment is applied, the

1. What is interesting about these examples is that Ptolemy clearly does not expect

sore will hea
anyone to deny that these examples are true. It is something that everyone knows. Daryn Lehoux
describes the belief about garlic and magnets as a common trope of Antiquity. It is not only seen
in the Tetrabiblos but also in Plutarch’s Quaestiones Convivales. In both cases, the idea is not
brought up as a point of discussion but as an idea that will give support to a larger argument.”
Along with the trope of garlic and magnets, Ptolemy uses other commonly-accepted
instances of influence and prediction. People admit to knowing the approaching seasons, to
understanding the movements of the stars with respect to navigation, to knowing the best times
for breeding animals (at the full moon). They take steps to cool or warm themselves based on the
coming seasons and are not forced simply to suffer through the extremes. Physicians do their best
to predict the course of a disease in order to cure it, or to know what needs to be done to
ameliorate their patients’ sufferings. If they were to do nothing at all, fate would rule and the
patient would die or live as fate decreed, but with the changeable elements, and an understanding
of them, the physicians are sometimes able to halt the course of a disease. When physicians are
wrong, and sometimes they are, that does not mean that all medicine is false. It is interesting to
note Ptolemy’s acceptance of fallibility with regard to the practice of astrology, medicine,
navigation but in the Almagest, there is no mention of errors or mistakes. Certainly, when he lays

out the foundations for his astronomical models, he mentions those things he finds to be false,

but he does not speak of astronomers who have erred in their practice of astronomy. He does

%Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.3.13.

"Lehoux, Daryn. 2003, pp. 327-330.
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mention that he feels Hipparchus may have erred in a calculation due to his observations, but this
is less about pointing out the fallibility of astronomers and more about laying out Ptolemy’s own
parameters for the year.”! In his Geography, Ptolemy takes time in Book I to present some of the
difficulties involved in creating a map of the world, and one of those difficulties is because of the
size of the earth and the fallibility of man, as well as the changing nature of the world. He states
For the consensus of the very reports that reached our knowledge because its size has
made them inaccessible, while other [parts] have been described falsely because of the
carelessness of the people who undertook the researches; and some [parts] are
themselves different now from what they were before because features ceased to exist or
have changed. Hence here [in world cartography], too, it is necessary to follow in general
the latest reports that we possess, while being on guard for what is and is not plausible in
both the exposition of current research and the criticism of earlier researches.”
Here Ptolemy is clarifying the errors involved in creating a map, pointing out the high potential
for mistakes. He also makes reference to Marinus of Tyre, his predecessor, whose map of the
world was good but contained enough errors that a new map was needed. Ptolemy justifies his
own new map on the basis that Marinus did not approach reports with enough scrutiny nor did he
create a map with a “view either to convenience or to the preservation of proportionality.””?
Those sciences which have a physical aspect to them seem to be those most in need of
justification which fits with Ptolemy’s general view that only mathematics leads to sure
knowledge and that studies of the physical world are guesswork.
But, I think, just as with prognostication, even if it be not entirely infallible, at least its
possibilities have appeared worthy of the highest regard, so too in the case of defensive

practice, even though it does not furnish a remedy for everything, its authority in some
instances at least, however few or unimportant, should be welcomed and prized and

""Ptolemy/Toomer. Almagest, 111.1.
"Ptolemy/Berggren and Jones (trans.). Geography, 1.5, p. 63.

"Ptolemy/Berggren and Jones (trans.). Geography, 1.6, pp. 63-64.



89

regarded as profitable in no ordinary sense.”
For Ptolemy, astrology, as a tool, is no less useful than medicine. It is no less certain than
medicine, and within its limitations, it works well and is able to impart beneficial information to
the native. In fact, Ptolemy claims that the Egyptians found astrology to be so useful that they
united it with the practice of medicine because they saw the potential in being able to predict the
future health of a patient and then in taking steps to ameliorate the suffering.”
2.8  Determinism in the Tetrabiblos

The final aspect of Ptolemy’s defense of astrology is how he deals with the issue of
determinism. In the beginning of his section on the usefulness of astrology, he gives two reasons
why it is valuable to study it.

For, in the first place, we should consider that even with events that will necessarily take

place, their unexpectedness is very apt to cause excessive pain and delirious joy, while

foreknowledge accustoms and calms the soul by experience of distant events as though

they were present and prepares it to greet with calm and steadiness whatever comes.”
This idea of calming the soul, whether in reaction to good or bad events, is obviously Stoic,
similar to his initial claim that knowing the future better connects the soul to the divine. Knowing
what will come in the future keeps one from emotional excess. However, the second reason
Ptolemy gives for the benefits of astrology is where Manilius’ simplistic determinism is left far
behind.

A second reason is that we should not believe that separate events attend mankind as the

result of the heavenly cause as if they had been originally ordained for each person by
some irrevocable divine command and destined to take place by necessity without the

"Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.3.15.
"Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.3.16.

Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos,1.3.11.
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possibility of any other cause whatever interfering.”’

Not every cause comes from the heavens, and not every cause means that there is no possibility
of fighting against it, and yet, this does not negate astrology’s usefulness. Suddenly, Ptolemy’s
astrology is very different from both his predecessors and from the attackers of astrology.
Manilius claims an immutable fate and Vettius Valens speaks of it in a similar fashion, stating
that “Fate has decreed for each person the immutable working out of events, reinforcing this
decree with many opportunities for good or bad consequences.”” Likewise, those who attacked
astrology, e.g. Cicero and Sextus Empiricus, had a similar black-and-white view of astrology.
Throughout his attack in De divinatione, Cicero gives no other option other than that the stars
cause everything or they cause nothing.” Sextus Empiricus, in his Adversos Mathematikos,
explicitly states that the stars have to cause everything or nothing. He says that “since some
events occur by necessity, some by chance, and some by our action, if the Chaldeans aim at a
possible prophecy, they will certainly make their forecasts about events which result either from
necessity or from chance or from our action” and if they are based on chance, they cannot be
predicted.® Stars are a cause, it is true. Ptolemy said so himself in 1.2.8 that the heavens are the
primary cause, but one’s fate is not immutable. There is no fata regunt orbem in Ptolemy’s
astrology, or rather there does not have to be. While the movements of the heavens are destined

and unchangeable,®' those of the earth are not. In fact, Ptolemy calls earthly fate, “natural and

""Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.3.11.

"Vettius Valens/Riley (trans.). Anthologiae, V.6, p. 102.
"Cicero/Falconer (trans.). De divinatione, 11.89-99.

%Sextus Empiricus/Bury (trans.). Adversos Mathematikos, V.46-48.
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mutable.”® Although “drawing its first causes from above it is governed by accident and by
consequence.”® Thus, Ptolemy is neatly attempting to preserve the possibility of changing one’s
future while still giving astrology validity. This is not to say that the stars do not exert a powerful
influence on the earth. They do, and, without intervention, their powers will reign supreme, but
in particular instances, that is only without intervention. “For even of stones, plants, and animals,
and also of wounds, mishaps, and sicknesses, some are of such a nature as to act of necessity,
others only if no opposing thing interferes.”* The mutability of the world affects the divine
influence which comes down from the stars which makes changes possible. That is why, when
change is possible, “we must give heed to the astrologer, when, for example, he says that to such
and such a temperament, with such and such a character of the ambient, if the fundamental
proportions increase or decrease, such and such an affection will result.”® In addition to allowing
for chance, Ptolemy also subsumes the particular to the general, i.e. the horoscope of an
individual to the general predictions given for an entire nation. Not only are the lives of the
natives subject to chance and the changeable natures of the sublunar world, they are also subject
to the larger-scale effects.

We believe it fitting to treat first of the general division [as opposed to the individual or
genethlialogical], because such matters are naturally swayed by greater and more
powerful causes than are particular events. And since weaker natures always yield to the

stronger, and the particular always falls under the general, it would by all means be
necessary for those who purpose an inquiry about a single individual long before to have

k00’ elpopuévny QUGIKTY Kol LETATTOTNV.

$Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.3.11. Robbins translates katd copfepniog kol
Kot eénakolovBnot as “by chance and natural sequence.” The sense is that there is an element of
uncertainty in the causes of the natural world because the natural world changes where the
celestial world is constant and unchanging. Ptolemy clarifies this as he continues his argument.

%Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.3.12.

%Ptolemy. Tetrabiblos, 1.3.13.
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comprehended the more general considerations.*

By demonstrating a less-than-absolute position for astral influence on the sublunar world,
Ptolemy has effectively answered many of the common attacks on astrology, including Cicero’s
claims about irrevocable fate, other influences and even Cicero’s ideas about the correction of
defects, e.g. the famous story that Demosthenes was able to train himself out of the defect that
prevented him from pronouncing the letter 740.*” Ptolemy has not dismissed the idea of the stars
causing the effects, but his caveats allow for a high degree of free will. A person does not have to
see their predicted future and accept that nothing can be done. Rather, one can look at the
prediction and figure out which of the various effects is the strongest. “For if these distinctions
are thus made, it is clear that both in general and in particular whatever events depend upon a
first cause, which is irresistible and more powerful than anything that opposes it, must by all
means take place.”® The stars are a cause, and in some cases, the cause determining the fate of a
person or region of the earth, but because the terrestrial realm is changeable, and because the
elements themselves are not permanent, the determinism cannot be absolute and one’s fate is not
absolutely determined unless one does nothing about it or in those instances in which the stars’
influence overrides the elemental influence.

2.9  Conclusion

In Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos his method of defending astrology presented a major change in

how it was practiced. By grounding astrology in a rational approach, as opposed to the mystical

explanations employed by Vettius Valens, he gave it a scientific foundation. He did not attempt

$Ptolemy. Tetrabiblos, 11.1.54.
*Long. 1982, p. 183.

Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.3.12.
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to deny its shortcomings but justified them in a way that would give later scholars a firm basis
from which to begin their own arguments about the validity and value of astrology. As will be
seen in the following chapters, Ptolemy’s influence was felt for centuries after the publication of
the Tetrabiblos, perhaps not to the same degree as the A/magest, but Ptolemy’s astrology

breathed new life into an art that was often on the periphery of the accepted sciences.
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Chapter 3
Transmission to the Islamic World

Following the publication of Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos in the second century A.D., there
were a number of other astrologers and compilers, many of them in the eastern parts of the
empire. From Vettius Valens, Ptolemy’s younger contemporary, in Antioch to numerous
astrologers located in Egypt, e.g. Paulus Alexandrinus (ca. 4™ cent. A.D.), Hephaestio of Thebes
(ca. 5™ cent. A.D.), and Rhetorius (ca. 7" cent. A.D.), astrology continued to be an important
subject of study, but its practice in Latin Europe began to fade. Even those mentioned,
particularly Hephaestio of Thebes, based his works on Ptolemy’s astrology, and Rhetorius was
more of a compiler than an original astrologer.' Following the decline of the western empire, the
technical works, mostly written in Greek, fell into disuse in the West as the number of people
who could read ancient Greek decreased. This is not to say that there were no Latin astrological
works. Firmicus Maternus’ Mathesis, a compilation of astrological practices, was written in the
fourth century and remained available in Latin Europe, although there are few citations of it until
the eleventh century. However, the Greek authorities were all but lost in early medieval Europe
and the technical pursuit of astrology declined in the Latin West.” In contrast, the Greek East,
centered in Byzantine empire, particularly its capital in Constantinople, did continue the tradition
of technical astrology, both in writing new works and in compilations of older works.’ The

Byzantine Empire maintained a Greek culture, language and traditions which led to the survival

'The identification of Rhetorius and his work has been difficult, but see Pingree’s 1977
article “Antiochus and Rhetorius,” pp. 220-223, for his initial placement of Rhetorius in the early
seventh century. See also Pingree’s 2001 article, “From Alexandria to Baghdad to Byzantium,”
in which he dates Rhetorius’ work to 620 and demonstrates its widespread use in Byzantium and
Baghdad.

*For the Latin astrological tradition see chapter 5.

*Tester. 1987, p. 94.
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of the Greek learning which was lost in the Latin West. Prominent figures in the history of
astronomy and astrology such as Stephanus of Alexandria aided in this preservation.* The actual
identity of Stephanus, as well as which works are genuinely his, has been a matter of some
confusion, but according to Wanda Wolska-Conus, Stephanus of Alexandria and another scholar
called Stephanus of Athens are actually the same person.” Tradition states that after the conquest
of Alexandria, he fled to Constantinople, taking with him the curriculum he taught, which likely
included astrology, and once in the city, he resumed his role as a teacher.® Among the numerous
works attributed to Stephanus, he is well known for a commentary on Ptolemy’s Handy Tables.
The survival of technical works written in Greek is an important part of the process of
transmission to the Islamic world, and the works of Ptolemy, as well as other Greco-Roman
scholars, survived in the Byzantine Empire while almost all but the memory was lost in the Latin
West.

The paths by which astrology reached the Islamic world are many and varied, coming
both from east and west, although the ultimate roots still lie in the astrology practiced in the
Greco-Roman world. On the eastern side, genethlialogical and catarchic astrology were studied
in India during the first millennium B.C., possibly through Mesopotamian astronomy which
survived in the Achaemenid empire, following the death of Alexander the Great.” In the first

millennium A.D., Indian scholars began to incorporate aspects of Hellenistic astronomy, along

*Pingree. 2001, p. 12. For more on Stephanus, see the forthcoming article, “Stephanus the
Alexandrian Philosopher, the Kanon and a Seventh-Century Millennium,” by Mossman Rouéche,
in the Journal of the Warburg Institute.

*Wolska-Conus. 1989, pp. 5-89.
‘Magdalino. 2002, p. 35.

"Plofker. 2009, p. viii.
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with spherical geometry, into their own works, due to “interest in the astrological doctrines
learned from Greeks settling in western India.”® These Indian Greeks were a powerful influence
in the early centuries and their numbers only increased with continuing trade between the Greek
settlements and the Indians. This led to works written by these Indian Greeks, or Yavanas. One
such text is a redaction of a second-century Greek astrological text of which we have a third-
century poetic translation written by Sphujidhvaja, called the Yavana-jataka. The methods
propounded within this text have obvious Greek (and Babylonian) overtones.” Greek influence
on Indian astronomy and astrology had been attested at least since the Seleucid period, and as
trade routes between the Roman empire and India arose, the interactions between the
civilizations continued.'” Nor were the Indian astrologers the only scholars to use Greek texts in
their practice. The Sasanians in Iran appear to have relied predominantly on astrological works
from other civilizations. Indian and Greek science flourished within Iran under the reign of
Shapiir I in the third century A.D. In fact, the surviving text of Dorotheus of Sidon is fully extant
only in an Arabic translation of a Pahlav1 text which was first translated and revised in the A.D.
third and fourth century and seems to be the source of at least two books in Masha'allah’s work
on astrology.'' This seems to be similar to the route taken by the Anthologiae of Vettius Valens,
although only fragments of the Pahlavi text have survived, but unlike Dorotheus’ text, Vettius

Valens’ Anthologiae has survived in Greek.'? Transmission from Sasanian Persia to the Islamic

*Plofker. 2009, p. viii.

’Plofker. 2009, pp. 48-49. See also, Pingree. 2001, p. 4. See also Pingree. 1978.
"Pingree. 1963, pp. 234-237.

"Pingree. 1989, pp. 230-231.

"Pingree. 1963, p. 241.
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world largely came about due to the Islamic conquests, the swift spread of Islam from a local
religion on the Arabian Peninsula to an empire which stretched from al-Andalus to the Indus
River. The unifying factor of religion and political rule during the early centuries brought the
knowledge of Persian scholars into the new empire ruled by the late Umayyad dynasty and, later,
in the Abbasid dynasty. One consequence of this new rule was the translation of texts from
Pahlavi into the language of the empire, i.e. Arabic. The texts translated were not exclusively
astrological in nature, but even before the establishment of the House of Wisdom in Baghdad
under the Abbasids, scientific treatises were being translated into Arabic."

This evidence of transmission is not one of simple translation and reproduction. The
Indian astrologers took the catarchic astrology they received and modified it into what is now
known as interrogational astrology, the idea that the results of an action can be determined by the
use of a horoscopic diagram of the moment the question was asked. Unlike catarchic astrology, it
is not intended to find the most propitious moment to begin an action. Rather it is used to see
what the consequences will be.'* The Sasanians, for all that Pingree generally dismisses any
attribution of originality to their works, do seem to be the originators of historical astrology, in
particular, the use of Saturn-Jupiter conjunctions to explain historical events, and possibly to
predict future events as well. This use of planetary movements is not found in Greek astrology,
but the idea shows up frequently in subsequent works by scholars throughout the Latin West and
the Middle East."

Transmission of astrology coming from the West also came through many routes. Most of

BGutas. 1998, pp. 25-27.
"“Pingree. 2001, p. 5.

PPingree. 1963, p. 245. Examples include such scholars as Masha'allah, Abii Ma'shar,
Abraham Ibn Ezra, Pierre d’Ailly, and Girolamo Cardano.



98

the major work of transmission of knowledge from the Greco-Roman world to the Islamic world
took place during the great translation movements of early Abbasid rule, although it did not begin
in the Islamic world. As the western half of the Roman empire declined, the eastern portion
flourished. The Greek texts which were lost in Rome were studied, copied, passed on in
Constantinople. The survival of these texts was important to the later translation movement
because, as Gutas points out, all the will in the world to translate means little if no texts are
available. Consequently, during the ninth century, Arab scholars were traveling the continent
looking for texts and at this time, copying of secular Greek texts resumed in Constantinople and
it seems possible that these texts were commissioned by Arab scholars for translation into
Arabic.'

Constantinople was not the only source for the transmission of astrology from the west.
Throughout the Near and Middle East, translations from Greek into Syriac took place, although
Gutas argues that these translations were mostly undertaken under the auspices of the Abbasid
rulers in tandem with the translations from Greek directly into Arabic.'” In addition, a center of
Greek learning arose in Harran, a city just south of Edessa in modern-day Turkey, following the
closing of the Athenian school and expulsion of the pagans from the Roman Empire during the
reign of Justinian. It is here that Tardieu and Hadot proposed that Simplicius and other pagan
scholars settled after leaving Athens, within the boundaries of the Byzantine empire but not
forced to convert to Christianity, and it is possible that Simplicius composed his famous

commentaries on the works of Aristotle here as well.'® Astrology flourished in Harran in large

*Gutas. 1998, pp. 175-186.
"Gutas. 1998, pp. 21-22.

"Pingree. 2002, pp. 9-10. See also Hadot. 1987, pp. 3-39. This theory of the
establishment of a Neoplatonic school in Harran has been rejected by Kevin van Bladel. His
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part because of the Sabian scholars who, upon receipt of Ptolemy’s Handy Tables as well as his
important astronomical works the A/magest and the Planetary Hypotheses, incorporated
theoretical astronomy into their star worship." Pingree describes the religion of the Sabians as
syncretic enough to be tolerated by the Muslims following the Arab invasion, a situation more
than likely brought about by the extremely heterogenous population of people who lived there.
The various groups living in Harran included the Sabians, the Christians, the pagans like
Simplicius, the Manichaeans, and the Muslims.?® The culture which flourished in Harran created
a safe haven of sorts for the Greek texts which otherwise may have been lost. As happened in the
east, when the Arab conquerors swept through, the texts which had survived fell into the hands of
the Arab scholars.
3.1 Transmission of Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos

Ptolemy and his works enjoyed a high reputation in the Islamic world. A number of his
works were translated into Arabic during the intense translation period of the eighth and ninth
centuries, including the Tetrabiblos, Almagest, Geography, Optics, Planetary Hypotheses.
Beyond that, other astrological works were also mistakenly ascribed to him. One of the more
famous examples is that of the Centiloguium (entitled Karpos in Greek), a collection of 100

aphorisms supposedly written by Ptolemy based on the Tetrabiblos.*' This text was not only

critique of Tardieu’s hypothesis is based on what he describes as a misunderstanding of al-
MasTdi’s description of the city in his Murij al-dhahab. Van Bladel isn’t claiming a total lack of
interest in Plato at Harran, nor that there was access to Greek texts, but he questions that there
was a school devoted to Plato’s works in the city. See van Bladel. 2009, pp. 70-79.

YPingree. 2002, pp. 13-14.
*Pingree. 2002, pp. 17-19.

*'Richard Lemay has argued that, in spite of the existence of a Greek text of the
Centiloquium, it is, in fact, a creation of an Arabic scholar, Ahmad ibn Yisuf, in Cairo in the
ninth or tenth century. See Lemay. 1978, pp. 91-107. Fuat Sezgin, although using the Greek text
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popular in the Islamic world, but it also enjoyed a good reputation in Europe, still with Ptolemy
listed as the author. Ibn al-Nadim, author of the tenth-century Fihrist, also mistakenly lists a text
on genethlialogical astrology entitled Kitab al-Mawalid as one of Ptolemy’s works.”

Following its publication in the second century, the Tetrabiblos was fairly popular in the
Greco-Roman world.” Porphyry wrote a commentary to the text in the late-third century, most of
the fragments of which are preserved in Hephaestio’s Apotelesmatika from the fifth century,
and Pancharius wrote a commentary around the same time although only fragments of it have
survived. Hephaestio of Thebes compiled his Apotelesmatika based on the works of Dorotheus of
Sidon and Ptolemy.* Three of the later commentaries, attributed to Proclus, Porphyry and
Demophilus, were compiled and translated into Latin by Hieronymus Wolf at Basel in 1559.%
Wolf’s text is a facing-page translation with minor marginal comments throughout and preserves
these anonymous commentaries from late Antiquity. Ibn al-Nadim credits Eutocius of Ascalon, a
sixth-century scholar, with writing a commentary on the first book of the Tetrabiblos. If this is

true, the commentary has not survived, although Eutocius does present Ptolemy’s Terms as an

as evidence for a Greek origin, points out that there are many elements of the Centiloquium
which are not part of the Tetrabiblos, such as catarchic astrology. See Sezgin. 1979, pp. 44-45. If
Ahmad ibn Yisuf is not the author, at the least the attribution to Ptolemy is incorrect.

*Sezgin. 1979, p. 43.
BFor a list of Greco-Roman astrologers, see Pingree. 1978, pp. 421-445.
*Pingree. 1978, p. 438.

*Pingree. 1978, p. 429. See also Hephaestion of Thebes/Pingree (ed.). 1973-1974.
Apotelesmatika.

*Robbins. 1940, xvi. Newman and Grafton (2001) discuss Wolf’s translation in the
introduction to Secrets of nature: astrology and alchemy in early modern Europe. See pp. 9-11.
Wolf’s translation has not been republished since the sixteenth century, but the Bavarian State
Library owns and has digitized one of the surviving texts under the title of In Claudii Ptolemaei
quadripartitum Enarrator ignoti hominis, quem tamen Proclum fuisse quidem existimant.
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example in his work, Astrologoumena.’” In addition, there is the Proclus Paraphrase, of
uncertain attribution, and an anonymous commentary from late Antiquity. Many of these texts,
along with the text of the Tetrabiblos were appropriated by Muslim scholars in the early Islamic
era.
3.2 Astrology in Early Islam

It was during the rule of al-Mansiir (754-775) and his son al-Mahdi (775-785) in the
eighth century that the beginning of an organized translation movement occurred, although the
greatest output occurred in the ninth century.”® Central to this translation of texts was al-Mansiir’s
interest in the uses of astrology. The founding of Baghdad on 30 July 762 was done on the advice
of his court astrologer, Nawbakht, along with three other astrologers, including Masha@'allah, a
Persian-Jewish astrologer. According to al-MasTdi, a tenth-century historian, al-Mansiir was “the
first caliph to favor astrologers and to act on the basis of astrological prognostications. He had in
his retinue the astrologer Nawbakht the Zoroastrian, who converted to Islam upon his
instigation...” In addition, al-Manstr was “the first caliph to have books translated from foreign
languages into Arabic” including such works as Ptolemy’s Almagest, a work on geometry by
Euclid and “other ancient books from classical Greek, Byzantine Greek, Pahlavi, Neopersian, and
Syriac.”® Gutas explains the rise of astrology within the Abbasid court as being due to the

influence of Sasanian culture. The triumph of the Abbasid dynasty over the Umayyads relied

*"Heilen. 2010, p. 62. For a reference to Eutocius’ commentary see also Sezgin. 1979, p.
43,

%Dallal. 1999, pp. 159-161.

¥ Al-Mas‘tdi/Pellat (ed.), Muriij al-dhahab, vol. 5, p. 211, paragraph 3446. Translated in
Gutas. 1998, p. 30. The translation by Paul Lunde and Caroline Stone reads slightly differently:
“He was the first of the Caliphs to bring astrologers to his court and make his decisions in
accordance with the stars.” See Lunde and Stone (trans. and ed.). 1989, p. 388.
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heavily upon support from the Persians, some of whom converted to Islam and others who
remained Zoroastrians.® The Sasanians have already been shown to be interested in Greek
astrological works’' and, although they became a part of the Islamic empire, the stronger parts of
their culture survived and heavily influenced the Abbasid rulers.

Some of the leading astrologers of the early Abbasid period came from Persia, e.g.
Masha’allah and Abii Ma‘shar, and some, like Nawbakht, were Zoroastrians. This tie to the
earlier Sasanian empire also allowed for a reliance upon historical astrology, i.e. the use of the
stars to predict the course of nations, a concept the Abbasid rulers wished to exploit for their own
benefit, portraying themselves as the gatherers of knowledge from all civilizations, not just
Arabic.*”* Gutas describes al-Mansiir’s appropriation of astrology as part of his strategy to
consolidate Abbasid power after the revolution, to remove some of the causes for opposition
from some of the Persian nobility. He established Marw as a center for translation of Pahlavi
texts, many of which were specifically astrological in nature.”> Nawbakht presented this program
of translating foreign texts as the next step in a long history of gathering knowledge, a history
which had begun with the first Hermes who lived in Babylon but then traveled to Egypt and
became a ruler there. Another major gathering of knowledge took place in Alexandria at the great
library where ancient texts were translated into Greek. The Sasanians followed through their
gathering of scientific treatises and translating them into Pahlavi. For Nawbakht, the Abbasids

were simply yet another step in this gathering and preservation of the knowledge of the ancients.

*Gutas. 1998, p. 34.
31See chapter 2. See also Pingree. 1989 and 1963.
*Gutas. 1998, p. 46.

HGutas. 1998, p. 50, 109-110.
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Ibn al-Nadim, in his tenth-century work the Fihrist, quotes Nawbakht as saying that “for the
people of every time and age there is new experience and a renewal of scholarship as
foreordained by the stars of the zodiac, which is the master of time’s destiny as commanded by
Allah, exalted be His majesty.”** By presenting the Abbasid rulers as doing a work which was
both “foreordained by the stars” and an expression of the will of God, Nawbakht illustrates the
interweaving of Sasanian and Islamic culture which al-Mansiir embraced as a necessity for
solidifying his position as ruler of a far-flung empire.

From the beginning of the translation movement, astrological texts formed a significant
part of those efforts. In addition to Arabic translations of the Pahlavi versions of the works of
Dorotheus of Sidon and Vettius Valens, by the ninth century Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos had also been
translated and became an important source for astrologers in the Islamic empire as one of the
earliest texts translated, which contributed to its status in forming the foundations of Islamic
astrology. Islamic scholars were aware of the various issues and principles of technical astrology
as early as the eighth century and the list of translations shows that Ptolemy’s treatise was a part
of that knowledge since the eighth century.”> An awareness of Ptolemy’s importance can be seen
in Kitab al-Nahmutan, written by Abii Sahl ibn Nawbakht, the son of al-Mansiir’s court
astrologer. In the astrological history Aba Sahl gives, he speaks of the passage of learning to
Persia via the gathering and translating of texts. Among those texts he includes “Hermes the
Babylonian who ruled over Egypt, Dorotheus the Syrian [of Sidon], Qaydarts the Greek from the

city of Athens which is famed for its science, Ptolemy the Alexandrian, and Farmasb the

*Ibn al-Nadim/Dodge (trans.). 1971. Fihrist, p. 575.

»Sezgin. 1979, pp. 11-12.
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Indian.”*® The first translation of the Tetrabiblos was made by al-Bitriq Abii Yahya during the
caliphate of al-Mansiir (754-775) at the behest of ‘Umar ibn al-Farrukhan al-Tabari, who had
translated the astrological poem of Dorotheus of Sidon from Pahlavi, because he himself did not
know Greek.”” A commentary on the Tetrabiblos was written by ‘Umar ibn al-Farrukhan in the
second half of the eighth century. It was followed by the translation of Ibrahim ibn al-Salt in the
ninth century. That translation was then corrected by the famous translator Hunayn ibn Ishaq.’® In
addition to the direct translations, Sezgin lists six different Arabic commentaries written from
‘Umar ibn al-Farrukhan’s in the eighth century to that of Abt al-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Ridwan in the
eleventh century.”” Ullmann includes Abt Ma‘shar in his list of commentators. While the original
title of the Greek text is a matter for discussion, the title used in Arabic is fairly consistent.
Sezgin lists Kitab al-Arba’a (The Book of the Four), al-Arba’ al-magalat (The Four Treatises),
al-Magalat al-arba’ (The Four Treatises), and Kitab al-Qada ‘ala al-hawadith (The Book of the
Decree on the Deeds). Only the last, found in the manuscript Dublin, Ch. Beatty 4566, varies
from the reference to the structure of the text.** In addition, at least four scholars had commented
on the text by the tenth century when Ibn al-Nadim wrote his work.*!

Ibn al-Nadim’s Fihrist also demonstrates the popularity of astrology, at least among

Abii Sahl/Gutas (trans.). Kitab al-Nahmutan. Taken from the Fihrist of Ibn al-Nadim,
238.9-239.23. As quoted in Gutas. 1998, pp. 39-40.

’’Gutas. 1998, p. 109.
*¥Sezgin. 1979, p. 42. See also Ibn al-Nadim/Dodge (trans.). Fihrist, p. 640.
¥Sezgin. 1979, pp. 43-44.

*“Sezgin. 1979, p. 43. Sezgin lists one other manuscript with a similar title, Cairo Dar,
miqat 123: fi al-Qada “ala dal@’il al-nujim.

*'Ibn al-Nadim/Dodge (trans.). Fihrist, p. 640.
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educated scholars in Baghdad, particularly in the House of Wisdom. Section two of chapter
seven, which is devoted to the astronomers and mathematicians, contains references to numerous
books written on astrological subjects. From al-Kindi, the “Philosopher of the Arabs,” and his
books on such topics as “Offering Knowledge about Questions by Indication of the Heavenly
Bodies” or “Determining the Usefulness of Astrology”** to the famous works of Mash@'allah and
Abi Ma'shar, to less well-known astrologers such as Sahl ibn Bishr who is listed with a single
astrological work to his name, it is clear that astrology had an important place within this part of
the Islamic world.

That place, however, was not secure. Astrology was often threatened by attacks both from
theological and philosophical scholars. Saliba lists names of authors of polemics against
astrology which range from an eighth-century grammarian, al-Khalil ibn Ahmad, to famous
philosophers such as Ibn Rushd and Ibn Sina in the eleventh and twelfth centuries to Ibn al-
Qayyim, a fourteenth-century theologian. These attacks were not confined to any one group, nor
to a specific century.” The theologians attacked it based on its incompatibility with the tenets of
Islam, but the philosophers also dismissed it based on the same types of arguments which had
been standard in Late Antiquity.

One example is the Book on the Stars by ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Habib, who flourished in the
ninth century in al-Andalus. In writing of the stars, particularly the lunar mansions,* Ibn Habib

introduces the Book on the Stars with a fairly lengthy discourse on the legal uses of the stars.

*Ibn al-Nadim/Dodge (trans.). Fihrist, p. 621.
$Saliba. 2004, pp. 342-343.

*Lunar mansions or al-anwa are a sort of lunar zodiac used for timekeeping and also for
weather prediction which were commonly used in the pre-Islamic Near East and can be traced
back to antecedents in both India (called naksatras) and China. For more information on the
lunar mansions and their use see, e.g., Varisco. 2000, pp. 621-627.
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Bolstering his case with quotations from the Qur'an as well as hadiths,* he specifically
differentiates between using the stars as guides for navigation and using them for predicting the
life of a native.

...in the darknesses of the night and the darknesses of the sea you know by them the

direction you want, west or east or south or north. There is no [power of] guidance in

them for anything else of what the astrologers say, such as need or happiness or death or

life or wealth or poverty or well-being.*
Thus, it is good to learn of the stars enough to be guided during nocturnal travels, but anything
beyond that risks the errors of astrology. Nor is Ibn Habib the only scholar to use hadiths as proof
of the dangers of astrology. Abi al-Hasan al-BardhaT, an early member of the Mu'tazila, quoted
this hadith as a warning: “If someone mentions the stars, stay away from him.”™’ His
interpretation of these words of Muhammad is that only the misguided philosophers would
believe that the stars could be responsible for the course of events.* It is wrong to predict the
future using the movements of the heavens because that is the province of God. Ibn Habib quotes
the Qur'an which reads, “God knows the hour. He sends down the rain and he knows what is in
the wombs, but no [human] soul knows what it will gain the next day and nobody knows in

which land he will die.” [Q 31:34] Since only God can know the future, astrologers who claim to

predict what will come are committing heresy, as are those who believe the astrologers, and

A hadith is a recorded saying or tradition attributed to the Prophet Muhammad. Many
early Islamic scholars used the hadiths to interpret the Qur'an. They were gathered into
collections during the eighth and ninth centuries. Three standard collections of hadiths are al-
Bukhari/Khan, Muhammad Mubhsin (trans.). 1979. Sahih al-Bukhari. Abt Da’ud/Sharfif,
Muhammad Mahdi (trans.). 2008. Sunan Abu Dawud.: the third correct tradition of the Prophetic
Sunna. Muslim ibn Hajjaj al-Qushayri/al-Khattab, Nasiruddin (trans.). 2007. Sahih Muslim:
English translation of Sahih Muslim.

*Ibn Habib/Kunitzsch (trans.). 1994. Book on the Stars, p. 182.
*'Goldziher (trans.). 1981, p. 196.

*Goldziher. 1981, p. 196.
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“whoever commits heresy is called on to repent, and if he does not he is put to death.”*

This introduction even includes a brief foray into the common arguments against
astrology such as the problem of both physical and astrological twins, although those methods of
dismissing astrology are not the focus. For Ibn Habib, it is the religious arena that necessitates the
dismissal of astrology as a valid course of study, not the philosophical or technical arguments.
Astrology is one of the ‘uliim al-awd’il or “the sciences of the ancients.”*® While divination had a
long history within early Islam, astrology as found in Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos was a part of what
Saliba describes as a “coherent but foreign body of Greek philosophy.”' The popularity of these
sciences in intellectual circles did not extend to the religious sphere. Ibn Habib’s critique is only
one of the early polemics, the earliest surviving attack being the poem written by al-Khalil ibn
Ahmad.’* Goldziher illustrates the uneasy status of these sciences among the religious leaders
with descriptions of them as ‘uliim mahjira, “repudiated sciences,” and hikma mashitba bi-kufr,
“wisdom mixed with unbelief.”>* The religious opposition to astrology had a general effect on the
other received sciences. Astrology, as one of these ‘uliim al-awa'il, endangered the practice of
other foreign sciences. In order to avoid this condemnation by association, philosophers
themselves rejected astrology as something unrelated to them. The theological attacks on foreign

sciences could otherwise use the “Achilles heel” of astrology as a way of attacking all foreign

“Ibn Habib/Kunitzsch (trans.). Book on the Stars, pp. 184-185.
*Goldziher. 1981, p. 185.

S'Saliba. 1994, pp. 67-68.

>2Saliba. 1994, p. 68.

»Goldziher. 1981, p. 187.
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knowledge.™ The official religious rejection of astrology had another side effect on the
relationship of astrology with the other foreign sciences: in spite of the continuing use of the
same terminology for both, astrology and astronomy became separated as sciences in Islam. A
common argument from religious leaders was that while astronomy was a permissible science,
astrology was to be avoided.”

This separation of astronomy from astrology came fairly early in the Islamic world.
Astronomers were hard-pressed either to justify the study of a subject so closely connected to that
of astrology or to divorce themselves from it completely. The difficulty lay in the fact that the
Greek sources, from which much of astronomy came, conflated the two disciplines as being
aspects of each other.’® Ptolemy’s definition of the two sciences in the Tetrabiblos relates them

57 an idea which is also found in Arabic texts.

as the “means of prediction through astronomy,
Saliba argues that the reason for the division stems from the aforementioned attacks on astrology.
While the discipline of astronomy was not fully distinct from astrology in classifications of
science until the thirteenth century,’® the beginnings of the separation can be seen, according to
Saliba, with the reign of the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan (685-705) and the

“Arabization of the administration,” i.e. the reforms which made the language of the Qur'an also

the language of politics.”® Quranic scholars could reject all recently-imported sciences on the

>*Saliba. 1992, p. 347.

>Saliba. 1994, p. 70.

*6Saliba. 2002, p. 27.

*"Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.1.1.
*¥Saliba. 1994, p. 66.

*Saliba. 2002, p. 26.
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basis of their foreign origins. It was Ibn Sina in the eleventh century who first explicitly separated
astronomy from astrology in his Classification of the Rational Sciences,” but Janos claims that
al-Farabi, in the ninth century, actually anticipated Ibn Sina’s separation by dividing' ilm al-
nujiim into judicial astrology and mathematical astronomy, similar to Ptolemy’s division of
astronomy and astrology as the “two forms of prognostication through astronomy.”®' By the time
Abt Ma'shar published his thorough defense of astrology, the separation between those who
practiced astrology, ilm ahkam al-nujiim, and those who practiced astronomy, ‘ilm al-hay a, was
growing wide enough that they were beginning to follow separate paths, in effect creating a new
science, called ilm al-hay'a,” in which the intent was not to explain the interaction of the
sublunar world with the celestial realm. Rather, the goal was to accurately describe the structure
and movements of the planets. This allowed astronomy to be described as a mathematical science
while astrology was associated with the less acceptable natural philosophy.” By the late tenth
century, Ibn al-Nadim used the term /ay’a to describe the works of a commentator on the
Almagest, explaining that they had more to do with that discipline than with ‘ilm al-nujiim.** By
divesting astronomy of its astrological links, astronomy “could flourish among the religious elite

who saw in it a complementary discipline to their own.”® This also freed astronomers from the

%Ragep. 1993, pp. 34-35.

%! Janos. 2012, pp. 45-46. This is in opposition to the Ikhwan al-Safa’ who continued to
describe astronomy and astrology as aspects of the same science.

Ilm al-hay a literally means the “science of the configuration,” al-hay’a meaning shape
or form.

%Ragep. 2001, pp. 51-53.
Saliba. 1994, p. 66.

Saliba. 2007, p. 176.
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criticisms being leveled at astrology, meaning that they, too, could attack astrology as being
something other than themselves.

This trend toward polemics against astrology should not, however, necessarily be
considered the public view on astrology. In practice, as Saliba has demonstrated, astrology
enjoyed an important, if ambivalent, place in society. Astrologers were found not only in the
court of the Abbasid caliphs but also under the patronage of other wealthy individuals as well as
performing their art out on the public thoroughfares. The fees practicing astrologers received
ranged from Abl Ma'shar’s 130 dinars per month as the chief astrologer of al-Mu'tazz (866-869),
comparable to the salary of a professor or a judge, down to the 2 dirhams per horoscope cast
earned by street astrologers, or about the price of a fish.®® These details demonstrate a thriving
practice which was tolerated by the religious and political leaders, if not accepted outright.

3.3  Conclusion

This path of transmission was one of two major branches of the transmission of astrology
from Antiquity.®” During the translation period in the eighth and ninth centuries in the Islamic
world, astrological texts were some of the first translated into Arabic. Generally, these texts were
the more technical treatises, although some of the commentaries and compilations from Late
Antiquity were among the translated texts. In spite of the often-uncertain position of astrology
within Islam, it remained a popular subject of study. However, conflicts with the philosophers,
astronomers, and religious scholars also created the necessity of justifying and defending the
practice of astrology. Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos made a straightforward trek from the Greco-Roman

world to the Islamic world, twice being translated directly from Greek into Arabic. This work

%Saliba. 1992, pp. 357-360.

7See chapter five for the Latin tradition.
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contained the foundations of astrology, both philosophical and technical, and many of the later
Arabic treatises were based on the concepts contained within the Tetrabiblos. In addition, the
Tetrabiblos provided an example of how to defend astrology against religious and philosophical
polemics. Although it was far from the only astrological text to make the transition to the Islamic
world, elements of Ptolemy’s method of defending astrology can be seen in Arabic texts,

specifically Abii Ma'shar’s Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir ila ‘ilm ahkam al-nujim.
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Chapter 4
Abii Ma‘shar’s Defense of Astrology

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos had a fairly straightforward
transmission from the Greco-Roman world to the Islamic world. The text provided early
astrologers with a solid defense of a demythologized astrology which made its incorporation into
Islamic science easier, although still at odds with religious scholars and philosophers. Ptolemy’s
arguments, situated as they were within a tradition of defending one’s practice, did not
adequately address all the issues which arose in the early Islamic world which required
adaptation of the defense. Abt Ma'shar, a prominent ninth-century astrologer, wrote a text on
astrology which became very influential in the Islamic world and in late medieval Europe. His
defense is much longer and more in depth than Ptolemy’s defense, but his method of defending
astrology bears a strong resemblance to that found in the Tetrabiblos.

4.1 Life and Works

Ja‘far ibn Muhammad Abi Ma'shar al-Balkhi, the author of Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir ila
‘ilm ahkam al-nujim, or The Great Introduction to the Science of the Judgments of the Stars, was
born in or near the city of Balkh, located in modern-day Afghanistan, in 787. The date and
location of Abli Ma'shar’s birth comes from a horoscope he himself cast and reported in the third
book of Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, the specific date being 10 August 787 at a latitude of 36
degrees.! After the conquests of Alexander the Great, Balkh was a center of Hellenistic culture,
but by the mid-seventh century when the city was conquered by al-Ahnaf ibn Qays, under the

caliphate of ‘Uthman, it was, like the city of Harran, a place where many different cultures and

'Pingree. 1962, p. 487, note 6. Yamamoto contests the traditional dates for Abu Ma‘shar’s
birth and death, citing al-Birtini’s Chronology of Ancient Nations in which he makes reference to
an observation made by Abt Ma'shar in 892 and an observation recorded by Abai Ma'shar
himself made in 896/897. See Yamamoto. 2007, p. 11.
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religions mingled, particularly with the remnants of the Sasanian empire. These cultures included
not only the Greek, but also Indian, Chinese and Scythian, as well as Jewish, Nestorian,
Manichaean and that of the dominant religion of Zoroastrianism, placing Abli Ma'shar in a
multicultural region with beliefs and cultures sympathetic to the tenets of astrology.” This region
was also a source for many of the Abbasid intellectuals and translators in spite of the pro-Iranian
(and anti-Arab) attitude which was prevalent during the early years of the Abbasid dynasty. Ab
Ma'‘shar came from the third generation of the “Pahlavi-oriented intellectual elite.”® However, he
was, according to Ibn al-Nadim, “first a scholar of the Hadith” and came to Baghdad at the
beginning of the reign of al-Ma'miin (813-833) on his way to Mecca for the 4ajj, a journey he
never completed.

While in Baghdad, he became acquainted with ‘Ali ibn Yahya al-Munajjim, an astrologer
well-connected to the caliph al-Mutawakkil (847-861), and learned from him and from his
library.* Abu Ma'shar also became a part of the Arabic intellectual milieu and, according to Ibn
al-Nadim, met al-Kindi, to whom he was initially antagonistic because of his devotion to
philosophy, meaning that Abli Ma‘shar was more than likely a conservative religious scholar.” He

did not begin studying the judgments of the stars until he was forty-seven years old, after a brief

*Pingree. 2008, p. 32.
*Pingree. 2008, p. 32.
*Saliba. 1992, pp. 348-349.

’Ibn al-Nadim/Dodge (trans.). Fihrist, p. 656. Richard Lemay questions this
identification, noting that another Ab@i Ma'shar living in the eighth century would fit that
description much better than the famous astrologer. See Lemay. 1995, p. 6. Manfred Ullmann
also points out the possible confusion. See Ullman. 1972, pp. 316-317. Peter Adamson uses the
anecdote as the starting point for his investigation into the relationship of the thought of Abtu
Ma'shar and al-Kindi without taking a position on its veracity. See Adamson. 2002, pp. 245-246.
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foray into geometry and arithmetic, apparently instigated by al-Kindi himself as a challenge.
Other stories of Abli Ma‘shar’s “conversion” to astrology relate that he studied the discipline
until he became an atheist, lured away from his religious studies by al-Kindt and his
mathematics. As Saliba notes, it was not the arithmetic and geometry which were to be rejected.
Rather, astrology was presented as a subject which had the ability to draw one away from the
worship of God.” The anecdote of Abii Ma'‘shar’s atheism reveals the risk faced by those who
studied the foreign sciences. The aforementioned Aadiths as well as later interpretations of them
illustrate the stance of religious scholars on the topic of astrology within the expanding Islamic
civilization.® Abli Ma‘shar’s studies of astrology led him to incorporate elements of his eclectic
background as he attempted to understand and expand on the state of astrology in the ninth
century. He included both his Pahlavi inheritance and the Greek and Harranian influence
dominating the intellectual circles in Baghdad. Lemay presents the possibility that Abai Ma'shar
gained a reputation as an astrologer while still in Balkh and that his arrival in Baghdad should be
dated to 826, after an anecdote of his casting the horoscope of the “king of the Hindus,” meaning
that he came to the Abbasid capital already trained as an astrologer.’

No matter when his reputation was firmly established, his work as an astrologer and his
writings gained him some fame in Baghdad, leading to his eventual appointment as chief
astrologer for the caliph al-Mu'tazz. During his tenure as the court astrologer, stories were told of

his skills in divination. Ibn Khallikan, a thirteenth-century scholar, relates one in which Abt

SIbn al-Nadim/Dodge (trans.). Fihrist, p. 656.
’Saliba. 1982, p. 215.
¥Goldziher. 1981, p. 196.

’Lemay. 1995, pp. 13-14.
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Ma’shar successfully divined, via his knowledge of the planetary movements, the location of an
officer who had committed a crime against the prince, “on a mountain of gold, which mountain
was in a sea of blood.” However, the officer, knowing of Abli Ma'shar’s skills, took steps to
confuse the predictions. When he was finally given amnesty by the prince, the officer revealed
how he had hidden himself on a golden mortar in a vessel filled with blood. According to Ibn
Khallikan, the prince “was struck with admiration at the artifice he [the officer] had employed
and the skill of Abti Ma‘shar in making the discovery.”"

Whether he was the ex-religious scholar Ibn al-Nadim describes or simply a believer in
astrology, Abii Ma'shar’s works, as listed by Ibn al-Nadim, are almost exclusively astrological in
nature, ranging from The Great Introduction to the Science of the Judgments of the Stars to The
Book of Religions and Dynasties (on the subject of historical astrology) and his works formed
much of the basis for later astrology both in the Islamic world and in the Latin West. Ibn
Khallikan described Abli Ma‘shar as “the celebrated astrologer” and the “great master of his age
in that art.”'' Modern historians such as David Pingree have questioned the validity of Aba
Ma’shar’s reputation as a great astrologer, describing him as “an interesting and instructive
phenomenon,” but that he is “not to be ranked among the great scientists of Islam” mostly due to
his lack of innovation or original thinking.'> Regardless of current perceptions of his skills,
during his own lifetime and even four centuries after his reported death in 886, i.e. at the age of

one hundred,"” Abli Ma‘shar had a reputation as an astrologer and his works were known and

"Tbn Khallikan/de Slane (trans.). Biographical Dictionary, vol. 1, p. 325.
"Tbn Khallikan/de Slane (trans.). Biographical Dictionary, vol. 1, p. 325.
"*Pingree. 2008, p. 35.

“Ibn al-Nadim/Dodge (trans.). Fihrist, p. 657.
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valued."
4.2  Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir ila ‘ilm ahkam al-nujim

The title of Abt Ma‘shar’s text has a few variations based on the manuscript used. In
general, it is translated as Great Introduction to the Science of Judgments of the Stars. The word
ahkam is generally translated as judgments, although it has more specific meanings in Islamic
law, as well as general meanings like authority or decision. The judgment sense of ahkam also
can be seen in the Latin title Liber Introductorii maioris ad scientiam judiciorum astrorum,
where the word ahkam is translated as judiciorum (singular: judicium) which can refer to a trial, a
decision or a judgment. Most of the manuscripts vary only in the preposition used. The title used
by Lemay is Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir ila ‘ilm ahkam al-nujiam. He does note that the oldest
manuscripts do not contain al-kabir, but that it was added in later, possibly due to Ibn al-Nadim’s
differentiation between the text and Abt Ma'shar’s abridgement, calling the first large, al-kabir,
and the second small. The Latin translations preserved the titles based on their respective sizes."
The manuscript Bibliothéque Siileymaniye Library Istanbul, Carullah 1508 has, instead of ila ‘ilm
ahkam al-nujim, i ilm ahkam al-nujiim, and the Carullah 1508 has a full title which is much
longer than that found in any other manuscript.'® One manuscript, Instanbul, Halet Efendi 541,
contains no title and simply begins with a formulaic al-hamdu lillah."” The Leiden University

Library, Cod. Or. 47 has a title, but it is much shorter than Carullah 1508 and also shorter than

"“Ibn al-Nadim gives a list of all the works of which he is aware, and Ibn Khallikan
mentions three by name in his account: a/-Madkhal, al-Zij, and Kitab al-Uliif.

Lemay. 1995, p. 1. For Ibn al-Nadim’s brief description of both works see Ibn al-
Nadim/Dodge (trans.). Fihrist, p. 657.

"*Lemay. 1995, p. 140.

"Lemay. 1995, p. 154.
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the title Lemay uses. On the first page of the text, it is introduced as Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir
li-Abi Ma'shar al-Balkhi."® In this chapter, I will use Lemay’s title and the common shortened
form, Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, to refer to Abii Ma'shar’s text.

Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own, with citations coming from Lemay’s
edition."” He evaluates previous lists of surviving manuscripts made by Carl Brockelmann,*
Manfred Ullmann,”' and Fuat Sezgin.** There is considerable overlap in the various lists, but
Lemay points out that there are errors in the manuscript lists given by Brockelmann and Ullmann
which are then reproduced by Sezgin.** Following his analysis of the previous lists, Lemay
provides a list of nine manuscripts he considers valid texts. The age of these texts ranges from
the Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale ms arabe 5902 which is dated to 936 to the Istanbul,
Nuruosmaniye 2806 which is dated to 1736.**

Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir is widely considered one of the more influential medieval
astrological texts. It was vital for astrology in Islam and was significant in medieval Europe after
being translated into Latin at least twice. The structure of Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir is similar to

that of other works on astrology, both before and after his publication. The work is divided into

"Lemay. 1995, p. 159.

“Charles Burnett and Keiji Yamamoto are preparing a new Arabic edition and English
translation but I have not had access to it.

»As found in Brockelmann. 1943.
?'As found in Ullmann. 1972.
*As found in Sezgin. 1979.
“Lemay. 1995, p. 117.

*Lemay. 1995, p. 118. For a detailed examination of each of the manuscripts Lemay uses,
see pp. 119-172.
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eight books, and each book is further divided into sections. Book one is the introduction in which
Abi Ma'shar presents his defense of astrology, his aims in writing it, the ways in which it is
beneficial and how it relates to other practices. Books two through eight address the various
aspects of astrology from the signs of the zodiac and the different spheres surrounding the earth
to the planets, their aspects and powers, to the more technical parts of astrology, e.g. the houses,
exaltations, lots and how they function in the casting of a horoscope. Within books two through
eight, Abli Ma'‘shar presents astrology with little comment on its validity and without mention of
arguments against it. It is implicit within the text that he considers what he is presenting as true.
This is similar to the handbook on astrology written by al-Qabisi® in the tenth century. Al-Qabist
refers his readers to a previous work in which he lays out his defense of astrology, a text which
is, unfortunately, no longer extant. Abéi Ma‘shar’s introduction is the section set aside for
presenting the philosophical ideas about astrology, and like Ptolemy before him, uses the whole
of the introduction of his Great Introduction to Astrology to present the most thorough defense of
astrology in the Islamic world. This is where he lays out his ideas about the efficacy and validity
of astrology and his arguments against those who would deride astrology as a falsity.

The introduction itself is divided into six parts. The first is a brief introduction and
summary of what the book covers. The second part is on the existence of the judgments (al-
ahkam). In it, Abli Ma'shar presents the beginning of his definition of astrology and makes a
number of comparisons between astrology and other arts. The third part describes how the stars
operate in the world, i.e. the manner in which influence arises and of what type it is. In this
section, Abli Ma'‘shar invokes both Ptolemy and Aristotle in support of his ideas about the

movements of the planets and how they impact the earth below them. The fourth section

»See Burnett, Yamamoto and Yano (trans.). 2004.
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describes the importance of the various forms of the planets and stars. Essentially, the shape of
the planets and the composition of them is what imparts their innate properties and, by extension,
what power and influence they have on the earth. Parts five and six are the sections most devoted
to justifying the practice of astrology. Part five is organized based on Abii Ma'shar’s replies to
what he describes as the various methods used to attack astrology. There are ten groups of people
to whom he responds: those who simply say that the planets are not signs of events on the earth,
those who say that the planets are signs but not of individuals, the philosophers who argue that
the planets cannot show the possible, those who know astronomy and dismiss astrology because
of their supposed knowledge, those who dismiss astrology because knowledge of it can only
come from experience, the mathematicians who look at zijs (sets of astronomical tables) and
dismiss astrology because some of the zijs are wrong, those who are simply envious of the
success of skilled astrologers, those who pretend to be doctors but do not really understand their
art, those who simply are ignorant of astrology, and finally, those of the general public who see
and dismiss those who claim knowledge but really possess no understanding of the planets. Abii
Ma’shar presents each group’s arguments and then, summarily, dismisses them, putting more
emphasis on those which he considers to be the more important arguments. Part six describes
how astrology is a useful practice, one to be encouraged, not dismissed. Abli Ma'shar again uses
a number of examples and analogies to support his claim. The conclusion of his defense is a brief
summary of the main points.
4.3 Reception and Transmission

Abt Ma'shar’s Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir was published around 850 A.D. and from that
time was held as one of the most thorough treatises on the practice of astrology. However, as

popular as Abti Ma‘shar’s work became, astrology continued to hold an uncertain position within
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the Islamic world, one which, officially at least, became more shaky as time passed. Attacks on
the practice and validity of astrology came from both sides: the Muslim leaders who objected on
religious grounds and the scholars whose own work in the foreign sciences linked them with the
religiously-objectionable astrology, a relationship many of them desired to avoid. Although the
focus of this paper is not the polemical astrological literature, a brief presentation of the status of
astrology within Islam will help situate it more firmly within the appropriate historical context.
Even within works on astrology, the questionable nature of its practice can be seen. The
famed eleventh-century astronomer al-BiriinT wrote a handbook on the practice of astrology,
Kitab al-Tafhim li-awd@'il sind at al-tanjim, at the request of Rayhana, the daughter of al-Hasan,
in order to help her in her instruction,’® but even though this text is teaching about the practices
of astrology and the knowledge needed to understand it, al-Biriini cannot avoid giving his
opinion of the art: “By the majority of people, the decrees of the stars are regarded as belonging
to the exact sciences, while my confidence in their results and in the profession resembles that of
the least of them.””” Although he does not completely dismiss astrology, he does place it on the
lowest level of the sciences, giving the impression that the attention it receives is wasted. Al-
Birtini also seems to distance himself from the practice. He may be writing a guide for it, but he
himself is not one of the astrologers. Much of the handbook is simply relaying the methods, but
in those places which require additional commentary, al-Biriin1 generally writes of what the
astrologers say, not what he says. In contrast, many of Abii Ma‘shar’s statements are given in first
person making it likely that he was aligning himself with the astrologers, as one of their number.

Al-Biriin1’s views on astrology are much more openly-negative in other works, including the

* A1-Birtin/Wright (trans.). Kitab al-Tafhim li-awd@il sind at al-tanjim, p. 1.

" Al-Biriin/Wright (trans.). Kitab al-Tafhim, p. 210.
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Athar al-Bagiyya in which he attacks astrologers as those who
excite suspicion against — and bring discredit upon — astronomers and mathematicians, by
counting themselves among their ranks, and by presenting themselves as professors of
their art, although they cannot even impose upon anybody who has only the slightest
degree of scientific training.*®
Able to give his own opinion, al-Birtini is decidedly against astrology and its practitioners. Even
later religious scholars, such as Ibn Taymiyya discussed below, separated the practice of
astrology from that of astronomy with the intent of condemning the former and embracing the
latter.

Nor were astronomers the only members of Islamic society to condemn astrology. As
mentioned above, numerous attacks on astrology were published after Abl Ma'shar’s works.
Mathematicians and philosophers, as other members of those practicing the foreign sciences, also
condemned astrology both on grounds of its lack of validity and its tarnishing of the other foreign
sciences. Saliba states that with a single exception, “no philosopher of any repute would defend
astrology” and this seems to be the common attitude by the intellectual elite.”

From a religious standpoint, the condemnation of astrology had been official from before
Abii Ma'‘shar’s day,” but perhaps the most eloquent religious attack on the science came from Ibn
Qayyim al-Jawziyya in the fourteenth century. Ibn al-Qayyim was taught by the famous Mamluk

muftt Ibn Taymiyya (1263-1318) who, himself, wrote against the practice of astrology. Ibn

Taymiyya’s condemnations take the form of three fatwas of varying lengths in which he explains

* Al-Biriini, as quoted in Saliba. 1982, p. 219.
¥Saliba. 1982, p. 216.

3% Another example of earlier condemnations is that of Ibn Sina, particularly his
aforementioned separation of astronomy and astrology. See, e.g., Michot and Teissier. 2006. The
fourteenth-century historian, Ibn Khaldiin, also took time to condemn astrology in his
Mutaqaddimah, see chapter VI, section 31.
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why it is that believing Muslims should shun the practice.’' In the view of Ibn Taymiyya,
astrologers are, at best, liars seeking to deceive their clients. The underlying issue is that “the
edifice of their science is based on [the premise] that the superior movements are the cause of
events [in this world] and that knowing the cause necessarily yields the knowledge of what is
caused (musabbab).”** Here, determinism is raised as an issue by an opponent of astrology,
pointing out that doctrine as being the major flaw in the practice. Anyone who “believes that this
planet is what administers (mudabbir) him, he is an unbeliever” and has a “corrupt belief.”**
Thus, it is required of every Muslim to condemn astrology and prevent its practice. “This is
indeed among the most important things that God has made incumbent, as far as commanding
what is to be acknowledged and prohibiting what is to be condemned are concerned.”* The other
two fatwas, although considerably shorter than the first, are also clear in their condemnation of
astrology and of its public practice.

In the context of Ibn Taymiyya’s obvious opinions on astrology, it is little wonder that his
more famous disciple, Ibn al-Qayyim, would follow in the same view. For him, astrologers were
usurping God’s power in claiming to predict the future. Not only that, but astrology is, at its

heart, an irrational practice, devoid of truth. “Its practitioners merely follow a tradition absent of

*'For a complete translation of the three farwas along with a brief introduction to Ibn
Taymiyya and the state of astrology under the Mamluks, see Michot. 2004.

*Ibn Taymiyya/Michot (trans.), Fatwa I, p. 291. Ibn Taymiyya also goes on to elaborate
on the impossibility of knowing every single little cause which could lead to an event. God is the
ultimate cause, of course, but his discussion of intervening causes sounds very similar to the
Stoic idea of the networks of causes.

33Ibn Taymiyya/Michot (trans.), Fatwa I, p. 297.

‘Ibn Taymiyya/Michot (trans.), Fatwa I, p. 317.
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all proof and verification.”’ In order to prove the utter falsity of astrology, Ibn al-Qayyim uses a
series of examples which demonstrate that there is no power in the movements of the heavens.
His list bears similarity to Cicero’s list of events in De divinatione where reliance on astrology
ruined many people’s lives and Manilius’ list in Astronomica in which the movements of the
planets determined the course of events. In addition, Ibn al-Qayyim employs the common
argument about stellar influence and how far it goes. For him, as for most critics of astrology, it
is obvious that the earth is affected by the motions of the sun and the moon. He also goes as far
as to admit to some effect on the different ethnicities depending on their particular clime.
However, anything beyond that is wrong and is, in fact, not only ridiculous, but also attacking the
power of God.*® Like Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn al-Qayyim also separates legitimate science from
astrology. The knowledge of science is an area that should be studied along with religion, but
never in place of it. So long as the rational sciences are studied in the proper way, they are of
value, particularly in removing the belief in and practice of the occult sciences which are evil.”’
Ibn al-Qayyim’s stance on determinism, although certainly not coming from the same angle as
that of AbG Ma'shar, is remarkably similar to that which is presented in Book I of Kitab al-
Madkhal al-kabir. He advocates neither unbridled free will nor strict determinism. Instead, a true

Muslim “stands between them [determinism and free will], believing in his free will yet at the

same time knowing he is under God’s will and thus powerless to do what God has not willed, for

*Ibn al-Qayyim/Livingston (trans.), Miftah dar al-sa‘ada wa manshiir wilayat al-ilm wa-
al-irada, p. 469 in the 1939 edition, edited by Mahmud Hasan Rabia. Quoted in Livingston.
1992, p. 600.

*Livingston. 1992, p. 603.

*Livingston. 1992, p. 608. Ibn al-Qayyim extended this condemnation to the practice of
alchemy as well as astrology. See, e.g., Livingston (1971).
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otherwise the Almighty’s power would be diminished.”® Where Abii Ma‘shar speaks of the stars
determining the course of a man’s life and yet the man having the ability to change that course,
Ibn al-Qayyim says that a man will believe in free will and yet know that God has power over all.
In the same manner, he also navigates a middle course between the type of cause-and-effect
relationship which allows for predicting the future and one of complete discontinuity between
moments.”® As similar as their positions may be on a general level, Ibn al-Qayyim gives no place
for the existence of astrology within his framework. It is utterly false and has no claim to truth in
any respect, be it scientific or otherwise.

Even the continuous attacks on astrology could not prevent the continuation of the
practice. Treatises and handbooks were published throughout the Abbasid era and the practice of
astrology continued to be as popular as ever. Astrologers, although officially condemned both
scientifically and religiously, carved out a niche for themselves, one that allowed them to
function as workers of any other occupation did. As Saliba notes, the practice of astrology was
condemned, but it was also regulated, an acknowledgment of its popularity.*’ In addition, the
attacks discussed above speak to the existence of a widespread practice which the polemical
writers felt a need to restrict or eliminate altogether. Ibn al-Ukhuwwa wrote a text in which he
attempted to regulate the common practice of astrology in the fourteenth century, long after the
peak of astrological research in the ninth and tenth centuries.*'

The perpetuation of astrology in the Islamic world was not confined to the eastern

*Ibn al-Qayyim/Livingston (trans.). Mifiah, p. 590. Quoted in Livingston. 1992, p. 609.
*Livingston. 1992, pp. 609-610.
“Saliba. 1990, pp. 356-357.

*Saliba. 1990, p. 357.
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caliphates. Under the Spanish Umayyads in al-Andalus, astrology faced the same pattern of
practice and condemnation which it did in the Abbasid caliphate. The first known Andalus1
astrologer is al-Dabbt who served the Umayyad emir, Hisham I (788-796). Subsequent emirs also
used the services of court astrologers even after the burning of the library (specifically
astrological texts) of al-Hakam II (961-976).** As it had in the east, astrology went through
periods of acceptance and rejection throughout the centuries, but the practice does not seem to
have died out, even surviving the orthodoxy of the Almoravids which followed the pinnacle of
astronomical and astrological research in al-Andalus during the eleventh century.” The process
by which Ab@i Ma‘shar’s work arrived in al-Andalus is not known, but George Hourani’s work
following the development of the so-called “foreign sciences” in the ninth century can at least be
taken as an indication of how such a transmission may have occurred. It took more time for these
sciences to develop in al-Andalus than they had in the eastern empire simply because of the
differences in the conquered cultures. Medieval Spain was located on the frontier and was
comparatively undeveloped both in terms of intellectual foundations and in terms of cultural
centers. The initial educational impetus took place strictly within a religious and legal context.
With the official condemnation of some of the foreign sciences (including astrology), it was more
difficult for them to gain a solid foothold in al-Andalus.** Even so, particularly under ‘Abd al-
Rahman III (912-961) and al-Hakam II, secular learning was patronized and encouraged. The

emirs brought in scholars from the east as both practitioners and teachers.* It was in this manner

#Sams6. 2003, pp. 525-526. For more details on al-Dabbi, see also Samsé. 1979, pp.
228-229.

#Samso. 2003, pp. 526-527.
*“Hourani. 1970, pp. 143-156.

“Lindberg. 1978, p. 58.
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that the scientific texts were collected and groups of scholars arose around those which survived
the occasional purges of the rulers of al-Andalus.

The interactions between al-Andalus and Europe, often commercially-based, created a
situation in which there was mostly-free movement throughout the Iberian peninsula, allowing
European scholars to come and, along with native Spaniards, begin the translations from Arabic
into Latin, which is generally regarded as the impetus behind the European intellectual
resurgence in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Abii Ma'shar’s abbreviated introduction to
astrology was first translated by Adelard of Bath (fl. 1116-1142) in the first part of the twelfth
century,* but during the same century, John of Seville (fl. 1133-1142), likely a Mozarab,
completed the first Latin translation of Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir under the title of
Introductorium maius in scientia astrorum. In addition, Herman of Carinthia (fl. 1138-1143)
made a translation under the title of Introductorius maior siue liber quadrifariam partibus de
indagatione cordis, Introductorium in astrologia Albumasar Abalachi qua de causa et post
astronomiam.*” These translations, along with some of his other works became one of the
foundations of European astrology at the end of the Middle Ages,*® effectively altering the
European astrological tradition.

4.4  Abi Ma‘shar’s Defense of Astrology

Although the full defense of astrology in Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir consists of

approximately 1300 lines of Arabic text in the Lemay edition, the techniques Abli Ma'shar uses

to present astrology as a valid source of information can be categorized in four areas: the

*Lindberg. 1978, p. 62.
*'Carmody. 1956, pp. 88-90.

*For a brief discussion of the Latin translations of Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, see Lemay.
1995, pp. 192-197.
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definition of astrology and its relation to astronomy, his use of analogies and comparisons with
other arts, the benefits which arise from the practice of astrology, and how astrology works, i.e.
the degree of determinism and free will found in it. These areas appear to be very similar to
Ptolemy’s defense in his Tetrabiblos, and on the surface each section seems to be merely an
expansion of the arguments Ptolemy used, but what Ab@i Ma'shar creates is a thorough defense of
astrology as a valid art which can lead one to sure knowledge and can improve one’s life, and one
that is much more than a retreading of the defense in the Tetrabiblos.
4.5  Astronomy vs. Astrology - Abii Ma‘shar’s definition

In order to understand Abli Ma'shar’s point of view on astrology as a useful practice, it is
important to understand his view of the world, and more importantly for this discussion, how he
views the relationship between astronomy and astrology. In section two of his introduction, Abii
Ma’shar presents his view of the world in general and of astrology and astronomy. As Ptolemy
had done centuries before, Abti Ma'shar separates the two sciences from each other, saying that
there are two types of knowledge which can come from the study of the stars. The first is the
science of the whole or of everything (‘ilm al-kull) which covers the study of the quantity and
quality of the celestial spheres, the planets, their shapes and sizes, the velocities, in short, the
observable facts about the sky.* It is the science of Ptolemy’s Almagest and is found by means of
“clear, indisputable evidence which comes from the science of arithmetic and of geometry and of
surveying. Doubt does not mix with it and the senses accept it. This science is not refuted unless
[one] resists the truth.”*

The second science is the science of the judgments or astrology, and it relies on the first

¥ Abl Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.95-115.

S Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir,1.111-113.
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science. Abt Ma'shar described it as the “natural knowledge of each planet and each sphere and
the property of their meaning and what occurs due to the power of their different movements and
their nature.”' Like astronomy, the science of the whole, astrology relies on “clear analogies (or
syllogisms)” (al-qgiyasat al-wadiha) and on the understood powers of planetary motions and
effect of their distance on the earth. Abti Ma‘shar describes those who would try and reject or
refute this science as those who are “distant from knowledge and discrimination and [from] the
knowledge of the conditions of the celestial bodies.”

In this separation of astronomy and astrology, Abt Ma'shar is similar to Ptolemy in
presenting astrology as relying on astronomy, but where Ptolemy begins by placing astrology
beneath astronomy, calling it the “less self-sufficient method” and describing it as lacking the
“sureness of the first,” i.e. astronomy, because of its location in the sublunar realm,” Abi
Ma'shar describes both sciences as resulting in knowledge and people who would refute either
one as ignorant of or ignoring truth. However, there is a difference in how the two scholars
discuss the acquisition of knowledge. Burnett notes the differences in their choices of words
when describing how knowledge is acquired via astrology. For Ptolemy, knowledge of astronomy
comes through demonstration. Astrology, although knowable through observation of the apparent
regular occurrences of the sun and moon, is more uncertain because of the changing elements of

the sublunar realm and because the heavens never fully return to their same state.>* In contrast,

Abi Ma'shar, in Burnett’s opinion, generally avoids the use of the Arabic word for demonstration

> Abli Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.116-117.
S2Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.125-126.
>Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos,1.1.1.

*Burnett. 2002, p. 199-200. See also Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.
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(burhan), speaking instead of the use of analogy (giyas) in proving the veracity of astrology.>
Astrology, in Abli Ma'shar’s view, is a way to truth and is learned from those who came before,
even without the use of demonstration. By studying the movements of the planets in depth,
astrologers may draw important conclusions of what the planets do in the changing of the seasons
and of the natures of things on the earth.’® Here, where Ptolemy places astronomy over astrology,
Abi Ma'shar states that

the second science [astrology] is the fruit of the first science [astronomy] because the

wise man, if he knows the quality of the movements of the spheres and the planets and

their quantity, the result is that he knows what the power of those movements show and

the states of the things in the world. And if he does not know what the planets signify by

their movements, then, the first type of the science of the stars has no result.”’
Without astrology, astronomy is useless, a rebuttal against the idea becoming prevalent among
the astronomers in the Islamic world, mentioned above, that astrology was the “Achilles heel
through which one could launch attacks against these imported foreign sciences and
philosophies.”® This perceived weakness led some astronomers to reject astrology in order to
preserve their own science, but for Abi Ma'shar, astrology is the purpose of studying astronomy
and the two sciences are inseparably connected. In contrast, Ptolemy describes astronomy as
being “desirable in itself even though it does not attain the result given by its combination with

the second.””® Where Abili Ma'‘shar argues that astronomy has no value without the results

available from astrology, Ptolemy acknowledges the lack of practical results but states that

*Burnett. 2002, pp. 205-206.

®Abii Ma'‘shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.173-176.
>TAbli Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1. 891-894.
*¥Saliba. 1992, p. 347.

*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.1.1.
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astronomy is desirable even without those results.
4.6  Al-qiyas - Aba Ma‘shar’s use of comparisons and analogies

It is one of the particular methods of defenders of astrology to use the more obvious
influences of celestial objects on the earth as evidence of less perceptible influences,
extrapolating via analogy how the movements of the planets can affect the sublunar realm.®® The
changing position of the sun has an obvious impact on the weather and the seasons. The moon
stops in its various mansions (manazil) throughout the months and allows nations to “know what
happens in the days of the year from heat and cold and winds and rains and other changes of the
weather.”®' Plants grow in clear relation to the sunlight they receive. The cycles of plants, metals,
animals, and even the sea, all are in relation to the movements of the sun and moon. If these
obvious signs of celestial influence are valid, then why not particular signs as well? Comparisons
and analogies to different types of celestial influences as well as to other occupations gives Abii
Ma’shar another position from which to argue for the validity of astrology.

For Abii Ma'shar, astrology is a definite source of valuable information and he
demonstrates his feelings on it and on the type of knowledge it gives by more than just
comparisons with other celestial influences. Again, following Ptolemy, he makes comparisons
between the knowledge gained by studying the movements of the stars and that gained by
experience in other occupations from farming to ranching or animal husbandry to navigation and
especially to medicine. Those who work at various jobs learn from previous experiences and
from being taught what will come in the future. Farmers know what season will result in the best

crops. Breeders know when is the best time of the year for their animals to breed. Sailors and

% Adamson. 2002, p. 249.

' Abli Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.160-162.
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navigators know what time of the year is most advantageous for travel on the sea and they also
know what times to avoid.

And all of them use what is in it from the good and bad, and they teach those who do not

know it...and they inform (us) that they learned those [things] by their long study and

their interest in the divisions of the year and its power and the path of the sun and the
moon.*
All these people learn through study of the heavens how to be as successful as is possible in their
chosen occupations. They know the movements of the heavens and they know how to apply that
knowledge in practice.

As important as they are in terms of providing the analogous evidence, these other
occupations are not Abli Ma‘shar’s main source of comparison. In what initially seems to be
merely an interesting digression, he spends nearly forty lines (217-254) discussing the various
signs for determining the gender of a child or the number of children a woman will bear based,
not on celestial signs, but on the experiences of midwives in delivering babies. This is something
determined by experience (tajriba) and depends on the appearance of the woman, e.g. the shape
of her eyes, the shape and color of the abdomen and breasts. Their skill in making predictions
improves based on “the length of their experience and by much of what they hear from
predecessors who were experienced in these things in ancient times.”* Abt Ma‘shar continues
with a description of how doctors diagnose diseases, and from this section, it is clear that his
digression was not a digression at all but evidence of the value of experience in predicting future

events. By studying what happened in the past, doctors can extrapolate how a disease will

progress in the future. This idea of the value of previous experience has similarity to the Greco-

2Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.195-198.

8 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.220-221.
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Roman Empirical school of medicine which focused on observation of current illness and using
records of past observations in order to make diagnoses.* The obvious analogy here is that, in the
same way, an astrologer can study how the heavens have moved in the past and affected the
sublunar realm and gain an understanding of what effect they will have in the future. Well-
trained doctors use a variety of evidence in their work. Diagnosing a disease can depend on what
is happening with animals at various times of the year, the differences in the air in certain parts of
the countryside, the influence of various natures and properties on human bodies. More
importantly for Abii Ma'shar’s argument, doctors also rely on “how natures change due to the
strength of the movement of the planets, like the heating power of the sun and the cooling power
of the moon and what is observed from the workings of the planets due to their blending with the
sun and the moon in every season.” Good doctors understand the effects of the celestial realm
on the terrestrial realm and they take that into account when they practice medicine. As Ptolemy
presented in the Tetrabiblos 1.3, Abli Ma'shar relates medicine and astrology saying that
their [the doctors’] arts are nearer to the art of the stars than the arts which we mentioned
before because the art of medicine is knowledge of the nature of the four elements and the
bodies of animals, plants, stones, water, and their blendings and their properties... and the
art of the stars is knowledge of what is affected by the movements of the planets, e.g. in
the difference of the airs of countries and in the conditions of their people and the
changing of their natures and the changes and composition of individual animals and

plants and substances...*

The extensive similarities between the two arts make the comparisons between them valuable, in

%The works of Galen were important in the transmission of the ideas of Empiricism.
Hunayn ibn Ishaq (ca. 808-873), a contemporary of Abii Ma'shar, translated many of these works
into Arabic from Syriac intermediaries. Anawati. 2008, pp. 230-234. See also the Hippocratic
text On Ancient Medicine, e.g. part 2, for the importance of experience in the practice of
medicine.

% Abti Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.262-264.

% Abti Ma'‘shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.266-271.
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part because it will be easier to show astrology’s usefulness and validity through the analogy of
an art that pursues a similar goal. However, that is not the only reason for Abti Ma‘shar’s use of
medicine.

Throughout Book I, Abti Ma'shar continues to bring up the comparison between medicine
and astrology. For him, these are two arts which are inextricably connected, with doctors needing
astrologers in order to practice effectively. Not only is medicine similar to astrology, but it also
relies on astrology to be practiced successfully. In continuing his general trend of comparing
astrology and medicine, Abii Ma'shar focuses on the work of doctors and how they use
foreknowledge to practice their art. Using their knowledge of the humors and how the bodies
react to the different seasons, doctors are able to treat diseases and they will know the cures for
those diseases. “By his foreknowledge, the skilled doctor calms the strength of the evil mixtures
and drives the illnesses from the man.”’” A knowledgeable doctor will be able to inform his
patient of whether or not he will recover from his illness. In the same way,

since he saw, in his foreknowledge of the movements of the planets, that some people

will be afflicted with something horrible, the knowledgeable astrologer proceeds by

telling them because the foreknowledge of the art of the stars is very useful in terms of
what afflicts the man from the horror in his future.®®
These comparisons could lead one to assume that, like Ptolemy, Abti Ma‘shar saw astrology and
medicine as being equals, but there is a difference in Ptolemy’s perception of astrology’s place as
a science versus that of Abti Ma‘shar. Where Ptolemy presents medicine and astrology as both

being equally given to error and being equally valuable in their respective spheres, Abli Ma‘shar

calls both medicine and astrology “universal” arts (kulliyya), but places astrology above medicine

7 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1170-1171.

8 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1177-1180.
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because doctors investigate and draw conclusions based on what they see in the sublunar realm
while the astrologers draw conclusions based on the movements of the planets and it is the
movements of the planets which cause the changes in the natures of things on the earth.®” This
comparison seems similar to Ptolemy’s ranking of astronomy and astrology in the Tetrabiblos,
but in this case, Abll Ma'shar is using the source of the observations in order to elevate astrology
above medicine.”” However, as Ptolemy addressed the occurrence of errors by even the best
practitioners, so also Abli Ma'shar elaborates on the same issue, pointing out that people do not
stop sailing or seeing doctors if an error is made even if death is the result as could be the case in
a misdiagnosis of disease or faulty navigation. With regard to the art of astrology, “their errors
are safer and less dangerous and their rightness is a greater advantage.””" If an astrologer makes a
mistake in his prediction, the worst that could happen is something that would happen anyway if
the prediction had not been made at all. If the astrologer is correct, however, the benefits greatly

outweigh that of any other art. In the end, the only reason people are able to reject astrology is

% Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.288-301.

"Ptolemy is called “Ptolemy the wise,” the author of the Almagest, although he is not
referenced as a source for Abli Ma'‘shar’s methods of defending astrology. In addition, although
he mistakenly believes that the Ptolemy who wrote the Almagest is different from the Ptolemy
who wrote the Tetrabiblos, he is explicitly aware of both works as can be seen in a short excerpt
from Book IV which Heilen (2010) provides in n. 191: “There were a number of Greek kings
immediately after the Two-Horned, Alexander, son of Philip, each of whom was called Ptolemy,
namely ten, nine men and a woman. They lived in Egypt and their rule lasted 275 years. The
majority of them were wise, and one of them was Ptolemy, the wise, who composed the book of
the A/magest on the causes of the motion of the sphere and all the planets within it. Another of
them composed a book on astrology and attributed it to Ptolemy, the author of the book of the
Almagest. It is sometimes said that the very learned man who wrote the book of astrology also
wrote the book of the Almagest. The correct answer is not known because of his (?) error, but the
one who was the author of the book of astrology mentioned the natures of the planets and their
causes in his book.” The idea that Ptolemy was one of the Ptolemaic kings was a common belief
which lasted well into the Middle Ages, both in Europe and in the Islamic world. See Burnett.
1998, pp. 340-343.

""Abti Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.388-389.
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because of their ignorance or the ignorance of those who profess to understand it. The subject
matter, i.e. the movements of the stars and the influence which they bring on the earth makes
astrology nobler than the other arts and the most worthy of study.

In part 5 of Book I, Abti Ma‘shar addresses the various groups who reject astrology and
their reasons for doing so. Two of the groups again require comparisons for the dismissal of their
claims. The fourth group of critics of astrology are those who observe the science of the whole
(‘ilm al-kull), or the astronomers. This group does not deny the power of the planets in
influencing the seasons, but they reject the possibility of being a sign of individual people or
animals. For Abli Ma'shar, it is only those who lie who can reject the power of the planets when
they study their movements and admit their effect on the seasons of the year. Influence proven
and accepted in one area can be extended, by analogy, specifically by a generalization, to another
area. As Burnett explained, Abt Ma'shar relied on analogies throughout his defense of
astrology.” Since it is clear that the seasons shift based on the movements of one of the planets,
namely the sun, “the planets, then, by the power of their movements...signify what happens in
this world.”” Again, Abl Ma‘shar relies on the philosophers, those who link astronomy and
astrology together as sister sciences and who affirm the power of the heavenly spheres. Aristotle,
in particular, as a well-respected philosopher in medieval Islam, was used often by Abii Ma'shar
to support his position. He claims that the philosophers know the power of the planets because
“they [the planets] are higher and nobler than the bodies [on the earth] and it is clear, in the view

of the philosophers, that it is due to their movements that generation and decay are in this world

7?Burnett. 2002, p. 206.

B Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.883-884.
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by the will of God.”™ This seems to be a reference to some Aristotelian ideas, including those
found in On Generation and Corruption and Generation of Animals in which Aristotle ascribes
coming to be and passing away to the power of the planets, especially the sun.”

The eighth group of critics are those who pretend to be doctors and who study medicine
from the ancients without truly understanding it. They study medicine in order to make money
and they reject astrology because of their ignorance of the connection between astrology and
medicine. They may know one branch of medicine but do not have a comprehensive knowledge
of it and thus are not real doctors because they did not “delve into the reading of ancient books
on the art of medicine and on its structures and... did not know the nature of things nor the
natures of the seasons and their similarities and differences.”’® Abii Ma‘shar cites Hippocrates
and Galen as experts in medicine and claims that both knew “that the science of the stars is the
cause of the science of medicine” and that the science of the stars is nobler than medicine and
those who would claim that medicine is more important do not understand their art.”

Again and again throughout his defense, in order to justify a study of astrology, regardless

of the type of information it can give, Abii Ma'shar draws an analogy between experience,

" Abii Ma'‘shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.887-889.

"For Abii Ma‘shar’s use of Aristotelian ideas, see Saliba. 1992, p. 341, n. 1 and Lemay.
1962, e.g. pp. XXiX-XXXiV.

"®Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1022-1024

""Abti Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1040-1045. Abii Ma‘shar overstates
Hippocrates’ views on astrology. While the Hippocratic author acknowledges the use of the
risings and settings of the stars, he is not referring to astrology. See Hippocrates. Airs Waters
Places 11.14-17. Galen’s commentary on Airs Waters Places also demonstrates that Abti Ma'shar
has exaggerated his views on astrology. Toomer’s translation of Book III, chapter 11 contains a
degree of skepticism about the abilities of the “horoscope-casters.” Galen’s view is that most of
them are “false prophets and mountebanks.” See Toomer. 1985, p. 199. However, Galen does
advocate that those studying medicine also learn astronomy, one of the branches of the science of
the stars.
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medicine and astrology. By rejecting gaining a foreknowledge of events via the stars, he claims
that one must reject gaining a knowledge of future events by means of experience and one must
also reject the knowledge doctors have of the progress of a disease which they have gained by
means of experience. The average person will use his experiences to help him know when the
weather will change during the year from cold to hot and vice versa. He uses that same
experience to tell him when it will rain in order that he might avoid being caught in a downpour.
Everyone uses their knowledge gained through experience in this way and “each of the skilled
uses the foreknowledge which comes through experience in their craft, e.g. masters of farming
and planting and herding and obstetrics. They prepare in guarding against the calamities which
they fear before they come.” Through these analogies, Abii Ma‘shar believes that he has gone a
long way toward proving the validity of astrology. Unlike Manilius, he does not give lists of
predictions which have been successful. Rather, he follows Ptolemy in presenting what he
considers to be valid evidence of his claims for astrology. He does not rely on comparisons only,
however. In addition, he presents an extensive defense of astrology on the basis of the benefits of
it gives to a native.
4.7 The Benefits of Astrology

The entire sixth section of Book I is “on the benefit of the science of the judgments” and
shows that “the gift of the knowledge of things existing in this world due to the power of the
movements of the stars is very beneficial.””” Here, Abii Ma'shar is defending astrology’s value as
opposed to its validity. He begins by addressing the attitude that, even if astrology is a valid

practice, it is useless and even detrimental to a man because if what happens is good, he will be

Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1143-1145.

" Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1108-11009.
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happy even if he does not know about it and if it is bad, all he can do about it is worry and make
himself miserable.*® The only reason for holding this opinion, Abli Ma'‘shar claims, is because
astrology’s critics “do not know the virtue of this science nor its beneficial use.” The man who
knows the benefits of astrology “knows the benefit of the foreknowledge of existing things.
However, those who reject the benefit of this science, reject this thing only because they do not
know it.”®" If they really understood the value of foreknowledge, they would know that they use it
all the time to make their lives better. The common person will use predictions of when cold
weather comes to prepare for the lower temperatures, e.g. by wearing warmer clothes, or if he
sees threat of rain, he will run to a protected place or else, again, put on clothes that will protect
him from the storm.*

Returning once again to the practice of medicine, Abti Ma'shar also points out how
doctors use their experiences with previous patients and the knowledge gained from their
teachers in order to treat sickness and disease. This is something that the common person does
not realize, but real doctors know and understand how to watch the times of the year and the airs
around their patients in order to adequately treat them. Doctors also use knowledge from their
predecessors about the humors in order to soothe or weaken the imbalance. As important as
healing his patients, “if the doctor knows from some of what he takes as evidence among reliable
signs that the illness will not disappear and his patient will not recover and that he will die in that

illness, [then] the doctor will inform the patient that he is going to die” in order for the patient to

% Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1110-1115.
81 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1116-1118.

2 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1123-1135.
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have the time to prepare himself and his family for his impending death.® This important service
provided by the doctor is a benefit to his patients, and it is a skill he has gained through his years
of experience.

As he did in his comparisons with medicine, Abi Ma‘shar uses the idea of the value of
experience in order to demonstrate his views on the benefits of knowing future events via
astrology. The arguments Abi Ma‘shar presents in support of this idea are very similar to those in
Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos. Everyone uses and desires foreknowledge in order to face whatever may
be coming in their lives. No matter what the results of the prediction may be, it is worth knowing
them. In order to prove this claim, Abt Ma‘shar presents five possible outcomes of a prediction
of an unpleasant event and why knowing about it is worthwhile. The first is when a widespread
event, one that affects an entire city or region, is predicted that may or may not come to pass.*
Knowing that it is coming allows for the preparation to hold off the hardship. In addition,
knowing that something is coming prevents that event from creating extreme emotions in those
affected by it.** The other four types are particular to an individual. The second type is when an
adversity comes which, if it is known in advance, can be repelled. Obviously, there is a
significant benefit to this be it an illness which can be prevented or steps which can be taken to
avoid being attacked by an enemy. The third is the type of adversity in which only a part of it can
be prevented or repelled if it is known in advance. Again, being able to alleviate an illness or

make an attack less onerous is something worth pursuing. The fourth is the adversity that cannot

8 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1168-1175.

% Abii Ma'shar calls it the general, or ‘Gmmiyya, type. Abii Ma‘shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-
kabir, 1.1180.

®This idea is one found in Manilius’ Astronomica, Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos (1.3) and
appears to be at least partially related to the Stoic idea of the value of controlling one’s emotions.
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be alleviated but the time in which it will remain is known which allows the sufferer to face it
with equanimity. The fifth and final type of adversity is that which cannot be alleviated and
cannot be repelled, e.g. when one learns that death is coming. Knowing death is imminent allows
him to prepare for his death, arranging his affairs and settling any remaining problems. In every
instance, it is useful to have the foreknowledge offered by astrology.® It does not matter whether
or not one can prevent the tragedy from occurring. If he cannot then at least he will be able to
prepare for the coming suffering. For such events as famines, even if the famine itself cannot be
prevented, if a man knows it is coming, he can lay up stores or make arrangements for the time
period when food will be scarce. In so doing, he is not changing the event, but rather, due to his
foreknowledge, he is changing its impact upon him. Such value can be seen in all the variations
Abi Ma'shar listed. If a man is able to change a coming event, then, the knowledge is useful. If
he will only be able to partially change it, there is still value. If all he can know is that it will
leave him after a time, that gives him patience and hope. Finally, even if, like the doctor, all the
astrologer can do is tell the native that his life will end, he will be prepared for his death and will
be able to avoid the problems which can arise from sudden death.”’

The next part of Abli Ma‘shar’s claim of the benefits of astrology is combatting the
argument he says is common for the public (fahm al-"Gmma), i.e. that

it is not necessary for man to examine the science of the stars because he might see in the

stellar phenomenon that an adversity is given at a certain time; instantly, he will worry

because of that knowledge and then that sorrowful knowledge will follow him as will the

thought of it.**

This idea is ridiculous because, according to Abli Ma'shar, if people avoid things that will cause

8 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1180-1186.
% Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1187-1224.

8 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1238-1241.
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them worry, they have to avoid traveling, making money, forming new acquaintances, because all
of those things can cause anxiety due to the uncertain nature of the safety of travel, the security of
one’s money and the question of whether or not a new acquaintance can be trusted. Knowing
what the stars have foretold removes the anxiety because what is coming is already known. One
can avoid dangerous journeys if he knows that the outcome will be disastrous. Reiterating the
same point, Abli Ma'shar, again describing the public perception of astrology, claims that people
have advocated avoiding astrology because of the anxiety that arises in knowing what is coming
and one should avoid all sources of anxiety. Again, he claims this is ridiculous because that
means that one should avoid even events which cause joy, because at the end of those events,
there will be sorrow for the cessation. In rejecting this perception, AbG Ma'shar reiterates the
need for emotional calm. One can be overcome by both extreme sorrow and extreme joy. This
should be avoided and foreknowledge which can be achieved by studying the science of the stars
is the way to preserve one’s equanimity.*

As a method of illustrating the beneficial nature of astrology, Abii Ma'shar explains that
the ability to feel happiness and sadness is what sets human beings apart from inanimate things,
and man’s ability to know things in advance is what sets him apart from animals who can also be
happy or sad. Foreknowledge allows him the chance to avoid those things which could cause him
sadness and to prepare for the joy of good things.” People find happiness through things like
music and are able to enjoy the sound of singing or the playing of musical instruments even

though that may lead to disappointment when the music stops. In fact, if one should avoid

¥John of Seville’s Latin translation ends after this argument but five extant Arabic
manuscripts continue, see Abli Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1288 and p. 109 of the
Notes.

“Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1289-1299.
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knowing things in advance because of the disappointment and anxiety in knowing the end of
pleasant things, Abt Ma'shar claims that a man should avoid eating good food and having sex
with beautiful women because those things will eventually end. Instead, “it is necessary that he
force himself to eat of the worst foods and to drink of the worst drinks and to avoid sex and if he
does have sex, he does so with the ugliest and most repugnant women™' because that way he will
not be as disappointed when those things cease. Abi Ma'shar’s argument here seems to be rather
tongue-in-cheek, but he quickly returns to his insistence that astrology does not make a man more
miserable. In contrast, a man who has foreknowledge of a happy event will be able to be happy
longer simply in the anticipation of that event which makes the pleasure gained from astrology
even better than that of something like music which must cease at some point.”” The benefits also
arise in more negative situations such as when someone is lost or a fugitive or when a person’s
intentions are not known. In each case, consulting an astrologer for aid will allow one to get rid
of the uncertainty and know what is coming. No matter the situation, there is a benefit to
knowing the future. “As for the man of incomplete happiness, he takes steps toward completing
that happiness, and as for a happy man, he takes steps toward the continuation of his
happiness.”™”

4.8  Determinism in Abii Ma‘shar’s Astrology
The final element of Abli Ma‘shar’s defense of astrology is not confined to one section

but is spread throughout the defense as a whole. This part involves his views on determinism and

how the stars have power but do not always circumvent man’s free will, as well as the role of

' Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1281-1283.
2Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1300-1320.

% Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1300-1301.
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choice and causation. The debate about free will and fate was ongoing in the first few centuries
after the rise of Islam because of the implications for what power belonged to God and whether
fate could circumvent God’s power over human beings. Except for a few references, Abil
Ma’shar does not engage in this debate. In fact, he seems to avoid the debate altogether. At the
end of part three, Abli Ma'shar makes one reference to God as Aristotle’s Prime Mover.
And the sphere is eternal in motion; the power of the thing which sets it in motion is
without end. And if its power is without end, it cannot be a body, however it needs to be a
mover of bodies and because its power is limitless. It is not, then, transitory and is not
corruptible. See how we reached the creative mover of the things which are known and
movable and perceptible by the senses, and it is eternal, having limitless power, and it is
not generated and not corrupted: the Blessed and Sublime.”
Then, in part four, there are two short statements with the implication that the power the planets
have to affect the world comes from God. The first, that “it becomes clear now that God, the
Creator, gave signs and natural motions to the planets” and the second, “what the power of the
movements of the planets show from what the Creator makes for them from the motions....”"
Beyond these statements, Abii Ma'shar confines his religious references to the repeated phrase
“by the will of God,” e.g. at 1.419, 510, 889. This phrase occurs thirteen times in Book I,
generally after a statement about the power of the movements of the planets. Beyond this
occasional caveat, Abli Ma'shar does not get into the religious implications of his chosen art,

choosing instead to leave the religious debate out of his defense of astrology and avoid the extra

issues that would likely arise from its inclusion.” Saliba interprets this lack of engagement with

**Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.513-517.
% Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.542-543, 612-613.

The religious debates surrounding the issue of fate and free will and determinism
involved numerous factions and continued until the mid-tenth century when the accepted
doctrines for the Sunni and Shi‘a sects were generally settled. There are many works dealing with
this issue. For a look at the general structure of the religious debates see Ess, Josef van. 2002. Les
prémices de la théologie musulmane, esp. Chapters 3 and 5. Watt, W. Montgomery. 1985.
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the religious leaders as likely being due to Abli Ma‘shar feeling he had “made his peace with the
religious scholars” by saying that the planets themselves did the will of God.”’

Instead of focusing on the religious implications of his defense, Abli Ma‘shar lays out his
reasons for writing his extensive defense of astrology in the first section of Book I in which he
describes the structure of Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir. The six sections of Book I are about the

existence of the judgments and their corroboration with the power of the movements of

the planets and the quality of their influence on this earth and the reply to those who
assert the rejection (of the judgments) through evidence and sufficient proofs and the use

Islamic Philosophy and Theology, a general introduction to the various groups and the issues
arising among them. Winter, Tim (ed.). 2008. The Cambridge Companion to Classical Islamic
Theology, esp. Part I: Historical Perspectives. For more on the specific issues of free will,
predestination and determinism, see, e.g. Burrell, David B. 1993. Freedom and Creation in Three
Traditions. This book contains a comparison of various perceptions of God among Jewish,
Christian and Islamic theology. For discussions of human freedom and causation, specifically,
see Chapter 6: Creatures Acting in a Created World and Chapter 7: On the Relations between the
Two Actors. Ess, Josef van. 1991-1995. Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert
Hidschra: Eine Geschichte des religiésen Denkens im frithen Islam, 6 vols. This work is in a
class by itself in terms of the depth into which van Ess goes in his examination of early Islamic
theology. The volumes contain extensive discussions of the various sects involved in the
religious debates, particularly the Qadariyya, the Mu'tazila and the Ash'ariyya. However, for a
specific discussion on the issues of predestination and free will, see Band IV, D1
Problemgeschichtliche Zusammenfassung, 1.3 Namen und Attribute, especially pp. 435-439 and
D2 Das Menschenbild, 2.1 Das Handeln, pp. 482-512. Frank, Richard M. 2005. Early Islamic
Theology: The Mu'tazilites and al-Ashari, esp. Chapter III “Several Fundamental Assumptions
of the Basra School of the Mu'tazila,” Chapter IV “Al-Ma‘'dim wal-Mawjid: the Non-Existent,
the Existent, and the Possible in the Teaching of Abii Hashim and his Followers,” and Chapter
VII “The Structure of Created Causality According to al-Ash‘ari.” Kenny, Joseph. 2003.
Philosophy of the Muslim World: Authors and Principal Themes, an introductory text on the
issues. See specifically Chapter 3: Secondary causality or determinism. Marmura, Michael E.
2005. Probing in Islamic Philosophy: Studies in the Philosophies of Ibn Sina, al-Ghazali and
Other Major Muslim Thinkers, esp. “Al-Kind1’s Discussion of Divine Existence and Oneness”
(with John M. Rist), “Divine Omniscience and Future Contingents in Alfarabi and Avicenna”
and “A Medieval Islamic Argument for the Intrinsic Value of the Moral Act.” Watt, W.
Montgomery. 1948. Free Will and Predestination in Early Islam. Watt, W. Montgomery. 1973.
The Formative Period of Islamic Thought. For information specifically about the issue of
determinism, see Chapter 4: God’s Determination of Events, pp. 82-116.

“Saliba. 2002, pp. 30-31.
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of foreknowledge of events from the science of the stars.”
Not only is he describing the methods by which the planets affect the earth, but also the reasons
why one should believe in astrology at all. The idea of proving the existence of determinism or
even of explicitly defining his stance on determinism is not mentioned. However, the degree to
which the stars determine one’s fate and the degree to which mankind has free will is an issue
which arises repeatedly throughout Book I. Abti Ma‘shar’s desire may not be specifically about
justifying astrology and the place of determinism within it, but because of the Greco-Roman
foundations of astrology and the philosophical foundation of determinism, it is hardly a subject
he could avoid. Although, as mentioned above, Abii Ma‘shar does not engage with the religious
debate itself, his location within the Islamic milieu and the intricacies of free will in the context
of God’s power further complicate the issue of determinism, if only in terms of how his readers
would accept or reject his justification. The numerous alternatives to the simple determinism of
someone like Manilius do not come up as possibilities for Abli Ma'shar. His solution to the
problem of free will, while very different from that of Ptolemy, does not make use of the concept
of multiple causes nor of the concept of accidents. Piecing together Abti Ma‘shar’s views on
determinism and astrology requires looking at the various elements to which he alludes
throughout his defense.

Returning briefly to AbG Ma'shar’s definition of astrology, it is clear that astronomy and
astrology are similar in that they both track the movements of the planets, but there is an
additional requirement for astrology, i.e. that the effects of the movements of planets be known.

The science of the judgments includes “what is generated and takes place from the power of their

% Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.71-73.
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% and how power affects the sublunar realm. The

different movements and their natures
common reference to the obvious effect the movement of the heavens has on seasons, on plants,
on temperature are all present in this defense, but in reality, even Abli Ma'shar differentiates
between that kind of celestial influence and the kind which is found in astrology proper. In
introducing the subject, he describes the argument as one based on analogy (giyas), one that has
been used by numerous astrologers before him and even by his mentor al-Kindi.'” These changes
in seasons and weather are obvious to the public as examples of how the heavens affect the earth,
but these things can be seen in general observations and do not require the technical ability found
in the practicing astrologer. They are only one facet in an art which Aba Ma'shar places above all
others. Doctors use the art of the stars as an aid in their practice, but it is the astrologers who
“draw conclusions from what exists and what happens in this world by the motions of the planets
and their effect on these natures and their changes or mutations.”'*" It is in this section that Aba
Ma’shar explicitly states his views on the planets and their power over the sublunar realm: “The
planets, by their motions, are a cause for how the natures change, and the natures are changed by
the movements of the planets.”'* The planets are not merely signs of future events, they are
causes of those events.

While the planets are often described as merely showing (dalala) the coming events, the

sentence above is repeated throughout Book I. In part four, following from his explanations of

how the planets are able to affect the sublunar realm in part three, Aba Ma'shar gives

% Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.123-124.
'"Burnett. 2002, pp. 201-202.
%' Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.293-294.

12 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.295-296.



147

considerable space to discussing what properties are innate to terrestrial objects and what
properties are not. In conjunction with that discussion, he brings out an important aspect of
characteristics which leads into his explanation of the possible in part five. The innate
characteristics of an object, be it living or not, cannot be changed once given. A man is not going
to change into a fish. A man lives, has reason and will die. Those things cannot be changed. That
form is permanent once given. However, there are characteristics which do change such as health
and sickness, size and shape, temperature, etc.'” The planets have power and influence over all
these things from the initial form to all the impermanent characteristics which can and do change
during the life of that man. The planets work together in causing the formation of the various
parts and also work in tandem to cause variations within each human being.'”* This power is
elaborated in section five. When discussing the method by which the stars make changes on the
earth, Abli Ma'shar states, unequivocally, that “the planets, then, are the cause of the motions of
these elements and their changes into each other” through the will of God. They are causes of
changes in the four elements and thus are causes of changes in man as well. God made the world
and the stars and planets as well and so He made the causes of change on the earth, i.e. the
planets.'” The relationship between the planets and the sublunar realm becomes even more
explicit as the comparison between astrology and medicine continues. The astrologer, through his
investigation of the planets, can predict periods of health and sickness in people and periods of
good or evil. The power of astrology does not end there. According to Abli Ma'shar, the

movements of the planets affect “the bodies, minds, character, morals and the rest of the parts” of

18 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.586-600.
1 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.601-657.

19 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.699-713.
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a human being. The different powers, different risings and settings of the planets and the stars,
they all combine to affect the traits of individuals.'” This is why it is such a high and noble art,
indeed, why Abai Ma‘shar calls it the noblest of the arts. By studying the perfect, celestial realm,
the astrologer can gain foreknowledge of events on the earth.'”’

One interesting facet of Book I of Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir is that the common word for
fate, gadar, is not used. The idea of foreknowledge is expressed by the Arabic phrase
taqaddumat al-ma'rifa but in spite of the elements of determinism in this book, Abti Ma‘shar
does not use the words which would evoke an unmistakable sense of predetermination. It is
possible that this is a deliberate avoidance of vocabulary which could be religiously
inflammatory. If the story related by Ibn al-Nadim is correct, then Abii Ma'shar would be aware
of which words to avoid and which words would be better to use. In addition, this foreknowledge
is the same ascribed to those who work in farming, husbandry, navigation, medicine, etc., and
yet, it is also a different type of knowing, and it seems impossible that Abti Ma‘shar could think
that it is exactly the same. There is another possibility, however, and this is the intriguing idea

proposed by Adamson: Abt Ma‘shar’s astrology is deterministic, but he saw no conflict between

1% Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.326-334.

"""Interestingly, the nobility of the art does not preclude it from being corrupted by men,
nor from inaccuracies creeping in. As mentioned above, like Ptolemy before him, Abai Ma'shar
does not present a science free from error. Astrology, like medicine, like navigation, like most
arts, can be done inaccurately, even by those trained in the practice. This idea of the perfection of
the art itself vs. the imperfection of the men who practice bears an interesting similarity to the
perfection of the heavens vs. the changeability and imperfection of the earth. Astrology should
not be blamed and rejected for the errors made by those who study it, just as medicine should not
be rejected because doctors make errors. However, even this flaw is made into a strength because
Abi Ma'shar explains that, even with these errors, astrology is better than the other arts because
people stand to gain much more from accurate predictions and lose less from inaccurate ones.
See Abu Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.377-398. See below.
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determinism and free will.'”® If this is true, and Adamson makes a good case for it, Abil
Ma'shar’s defense of astrology takes a definite turn away from Ptolemy’s strategy of defense. He
does not need to incorporate other causes to account for free will, for accidents, for good and
evil. Free will still exists even if the stars do cause events on earth. This seems to be a
contradiction in terms but does not appear to be for Abii Ma'shar. In looking through the various
defenses he uses in section five and section six in Book I, it becomes clear that the idea of
determinism is most definitely present in AbG Ma'shar’s astrology as is the idea of choice.
Indeed, to Abll Ma'shar, astrology predicts what is possible as opposed to what is necessary or
impossible."”

This approach requires a philosophical proof that the possible even exists, and the
discussion is found within Abli Ma'shar’s response to the third group of who would reject the

99110 those

validity of astrology, “some of those who engage in rational enquiry and disputation,
who would reject it based on the argument that “the stars do not show the possible (al-
mumkin).”'"" The attention given to this problem is lengthy (a full 150 lines in Lemay’s edition)
because there are many among those who believe in and practice astrology who are incapable of

answering the accusation. Thus, AbG Ma'‘shar wishes to give them the foundation from which

they may argue successfully against their detractors. The argument is steeped in the philosophy of

1% Adamson. 2002, p. 247, especially 253ff.
19 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.725-872.

""Abi Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.725. Adamson indicates that the phrase
more than likely refers to the mutakallimiin, possibly the Mu'tazila, who use rational arguments
in the service of theology. See Adamson. 2002, p. 262. Burnett points out that Lemay’s choice of
manuscript reading, “people of speech and the theoreticians,” is found only in one manuscript
while the majority have this alternate reading. See Burnett. 2002, p. 207, n. 22.

" Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.727.
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Aristotle''? and is an argument that is mainly centered on interpretations of Aristotle’s works.
The idea presented by this group of critics is that the stars only show the necessary and the
impossible and cannot show the possible and thus astrology is false. Going even further, Abii
Ma'shar presents the view of those whom he calls al-mutafalsifin al-awwalin, the ancient
philosophasters, who try to argue that the possible does not even exist, i.e. that things are either
necessary or impossible. This is demonstrated, the philosophasters say, by the example of two
men speaking of the weather. One says that it will rain tomorrow and the other says it will not
rain. One of those states will be true and one will be false. There is no possibility of some
intermediate state. This group would say that whatever happens must happen and whatever does
not happen could not have happened.

And they say that people are forced to their actions by the events; if they do a thing, they

do it because they are compelled to do it and it is necessary; and if they do not do it, they

refrain from doing it because it is impossible that they do it — everything which is, is

necessary and that which is not, is impossible that it be and the stars show only the two

and there is definitely no possible.'"”
Essentially, it appears that these false philosophers are arguing for the idea of absolute
determinism, i.e. the stars show and cause what will happen in the future with no possibility of
changing that future.

Abt Ma'shar, using al-faylasif as his reference, refutes the idea and argues that the
possible does indeed exist and has been proven, mostly through human action. The reason for the

existence of the possible, and by extension the validity of astrology, is because of the nature of

man. Necessity and impossibility are due to nature. It is impossible for fire to be cold or for ice to

"2Abili Ma‘shar does not refer to Aristotle by name but rather calls him al-faylasiif, the
philosopher. E.g. see 1.729.

'3 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.746-750.
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be hot. The ability to choose, to be rational, creates the possible. However, a human being may
make a decision about what he will do, whether good or evil. “If a person says: [ was doing good
before and I am now doing good, he is not able to say: I, in what comes, will do good with
certainty, because he does not know if that is possible or not...”"'"* Because men make decisions
with regard to planting or building or traveling or making friends, and because men can consult
with others and consider the benefits of their decisions, the possible exists.'"” Essentially, for Abi
Ma‘shar, there is a definite choice for mankind. A man can decide what he wants to do and he
may or may not do it. While one might be able to predict certain events which are not the result
of the rational mind of man, it is predominantly within the situation of man choosing what to do
where the possible exists and where it is most valuable to consult the stars. A human being may
make a decision about what he will do, whether good or evil.

Having shown that the possible exists, AbGi Ma'shar has to demonstrate that the stars are,
in fact, able to show what is possible and not just what is necessary or impossible.''® Burnett
notes that it would have been easier to defend astrology by accepting that the possible does not
exist because “one could say that the movements of the stars necessarily caused every change in
this world, and nothing was left to chance. Astrology would become an apodeictic science.”""”
However, one of Abli Ma‘shar’s intentions is to maintain man’s free will, a position which is

shared by this group of astrology’s detractors. Mankind is unique in having free will because he

is not made up merely of the four elements (which the planets do affect), nor just the animal soul.

" Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.755-766.
'S Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.778-785.
16 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.816-820.

""Burnett. 2002, p. 208.



152

Human beings are “composed of the animal mind, the rational (mind) and the four elements” and
thus, are subject to the power of the movements of the planets on every level, not just the
possible, but also the impossible and the necessary.''® Having proved the existence of the
possible and its presence in men, Abli Ma'shar has to demonstrate that the planets will be signs of
the possible and not merely the impossible and the necessary. The natural movements of the
planets and their own rational souls have an effect on the sublunar world.'"” They do this because
of the presence of the four elements and because the planets “signify the arrangement of the
animal soul and the rational soul and the body,” causing the things which are necessary, not
allowing the things which are impossible and presenting the choices involved in the possible. All
possibilities come from the movements of the planets, and then the rational man chooses through
the energy of his rational soul.'*’ In terms of the possible, the impossible and necessity,
astrology’s main use is in illuminating the possibilities. The astrologer is not asked to look at the
things which are definitely impossible or necessary. He does not examine the movements in the
heavens to discover whether fire is hot or cold, or whether snow is hot or cold. Rather, “he
examines whether the fire will burn a body tomorrow...or not” and whether or not it will snow.'*'

Through his investigation, he determines which of the possibilities will occur, and thus, he

"8 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.832.

"9 Abli Ma‘shar presents Aristotle’s (“the philosopher’s”) contention that the celestial
bodies are living and have rational souls, but he seems skeptical of that idea, writing, “as for the
planets, if they have rational minds, they are not in need of them because of their distance from
problems.” Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.871-872. The planets, being above the sphere of the
moon, are simple bodies which move in predictable patterns. They do not face the kinds of
decisions required for rational souls in the sublunar world. Human beings have to make choices
in order to avoid difficulties. The planets do not. Thus, even if they do have rational souls, even
if they are living, they do not function as human beings do.

120 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.836-843.

12! Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.846-847.
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determines which possibilities will become impossible and which will become necessary, i.e.
through the choice he has made, a man shifts the possible to the impossible or necessary because
in making his choice, he is changing it from a possibility to an absolute. The movements of the
planets show only what is possible and through their influence on the rational soul, the animal
soul and the elements, they are the causes of all that occurs.

The power of the planets influences all these parts of a human being. That it is a genuine
power exerted over the sublunar realm can be seen in the way in which Abli Ma'shar believes that
possibility is presented. A person “does not choose except from what the planets show because
his choice for something or its opposite comes from the rational mind [which] is mixed with the
animal mind.” Thus, “the person does not choose except what the planets show from the
necessary or the impossible.”'** Abii Ma‘shar’s fascinating solution to the issue of determinism is
that the person may only choose insofar as the choices are presented to him by the stars. Those
choices are his because of the rational mind which he possesses, but his choices are restricted,
and in certain cases, he does not have a choice at all. He cannot choose outside of the options
given to him by the stars.

This idea of whether or not it is possible to change what the stars have shown is one of
the areas in which there is a call for questioning Abii Ma'shar’s determinism. He plainly believes
that human beings can choose within a defined spectrum of choices, but he also believes that
there are times when what has been predicted can be changed. If one’s future is determined by

the movements of the heavens, then how is it possible that the predicted future can be altered?

12 Abli Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.860-861, 865-866. In his 2002 article,
Adamson notes that the ideas presented in this passage are so obviously deterministic that a
medieval scribe wrote “Cave, hic sermo durus est.” (Beware, this discourse is hard.) beside
those lines. See p. 264, fn. 37.



154

For Abii Ma'shar, this is not a problem. In describing the types of adversity which the stars
predict, he explains that there are five types.
The first is the adversity which, if the man knows it, he may or may not be able to avoid it
and it is general. The second is the adversity which, if he knows in advance, he will be
able to avoid it completely. The third is the adversity which, if he knows in advance, he
will be able to avoid some of it through his foreknowledge. The fourth is the adversity
which he knows by his foreknowledge that he will suffer and then it will leave him after a
known time. And the fifth is the adversity which, if he knows in advance, he will
definitely not be able to avoid it.'*
This type of presentation could, on the surface, indicate a type of astrology that is simply showing
what will happen not causing the coming events. Taken by itself, there is nothing causative or
deterministic in this section. It is simply a list of the different types of predictions astrology
offers. However, taken in context with the previous sections, it is an indication of how Abt
Ma'shar sees no conflict between free will and determinism. Some things which are determined
by the stars can be changed; some cannot. All this refers to the difference between those things
which are possible and those which are impossible or necessary. Abli Ma‘shar’s arguments in
section five, coupled with his elaborations and frequent mentions of the powers of the planets
over the sublunar realm, demonstrate the compatibility of free will and determinism in Abi
Ma’shar’s perception. It is possible to see these various arguments simply as inconsistencies in
the defense of astrology, but the amount of detail Abli Ma'shar presents within Book I not only in
discussing the existence of the possible but also in his extensive analogies with the other arts, the

attention to detail, all combine to show a point of view which is not inconsistent but is a

medieval example of compatibilism, the idea that free will and determinism are not mutually-

123 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1180-1186.
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exclusive principles.'** While this concept is never explicitly stated within the text, Abd
Ma’‘shar’s methods of defending astrology and his declaration that a man can choose but only
what the stars themselves allow him to choose demonstrates a compatibilistic stance when it
comes to determinism.

Conclusion of Abii Ma‘shar’s Defense of Astrology
Abt Ma'shar’s closing arguments are a review of previous points he has made. People
always use foreknowledge gained from experience. Like doctors who practice medicine,
astrologers study the stars in order to know what is coming with the intent of helping their
clients. However, astrology is better than medicine because
doctors infer things from the nature of the seasons, changes from state to state and from
ephemeral and tangible things. As for the astrologers, they make inferences about living
beings from the celestial bodies and from what happens to the seasons and the natures
due to the power of these motions. The astrologers also infer from what was in ancient
times while the doctor infers what is in one season of the year or in one hour of the day.
He rarely can know what has passed.'”
Being able to predict from celestial objects which are perfect and unchanging results in better
knowledge than that garnered from the sublunar realm. Abii Ma'shar’s intent is to present a
science which is perfectly adapted for the use of mankind. The men who practice it are not all
perfect at it and the results do not always result in the possibility of change, but astrology speaks

to the rational mind, that part of the soul of man which separates it from animals. He concludes

his defense of astrology saying

'2*Here I am following Adamson (2002), p. 265ff., against Lemay (1962) who argues that
Abt Ma'shar’s astrology cannot allow for choice or free will. The debate regarding
compatibilism continues to the present day, but whether or not a modern analysis allows for the
compatibility of determinism and free will, it seems clear here that Abt Ma‘shar saw no difficulty
in the mutual existence of these two concepts.

125 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1338-1343.
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that the soul (al-nafs) is the best thing in man and it is happy with the knowledge of
things that are and that were, but it is not as happy with all arts of knowledge or the
knowledge of things past and present as it is with the art of the stars; the art of the stars,
since it is better and foreknowledge of existing things comes from it, it is more beneficial
than all the arts.'*

Astrology is the greatest of all the arts because of its subject matter and its ability to give

foreknowledge makes it the most valuable for human beings to possess.

126 Abli Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir 1.1344-1347.
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Chapter 5
The European Tradition

5.1 Astrology in the Roman Empire

The practice of astrology in medieval Europe began with the same foundations as that of
the Islamic world, but it took a very different turn, mostly in terms of the sources available to
continue a tradition of stellar prediction. Where the astrologers in Islam had access to the works
of technical astrologers such as Ptolemy and Vettius Valens and a continuing pattern of
transmission of technical knowledge in the major periods of translation in the eighth and ninth
centuries, access to the technical treatises and the technical details of actually practicing astrology
were lost to a large degree in late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages. What brought about the
loss of the works of Ptolemy and Vettius Valens, the training in the practice of astrology which
later flourished in the Islamic world (in spite of varying degrees of opposition)? A number of
problems can be found within the history of Rome herself and the western Roman Empire at
large. These problems, ranging from the public and official perception of the status of astrologers
to the decline and eventual “fall” of the western Roman Empire, led to a decrease in the number
of people who either knew the art of technical astrology or else were willing to speak of it
openly.'

There was a decline in the number of people who could read Greek, the language of the
intellectual in the Roman Empire, but in addition to this loss of ability, there was a shift in how
astrology was viewed. This was not an abrupt shift, nor one that can be blamed on any single

event, but it was a genuine shift and largely began after the fall of the Roman Republic and the

'This does not mean that there were no practicing astrologers. The loss of the written
sources in the western Roman empire removed access to the technical treatises but not to those
people who were already trained in the practice itself.
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establishment of the empire. The outward expression of the official perception of astrology and
those who practiced it can be seen in a series of expulsions of astrologers from Rome and
occasionally from the surrounding areas. Only one such expulsion occurred during the Roman
Republic,” but from its fall to the reign of Marcus Aurelius in A.D. 180, upwards of thirteen
times, the astrologers were forced to leave Rome.? That astrology held some degree of
prominence in Rome can be seen in the fact that there were enough practicing astrologers in the
city to warrant a general expulsion as well as the status achieved by a few families of astrologers
who became advisors to the emperor. Cramer notes that these expulsions were not intended to rid
Rome of the practice of astrology completely, nor to be a permanent situation. Rather, they were
temporary emergency measures meant to prevent activities considered dangerous in a specific
time, such as in the time preceding the enthronement of a new emperor.* In general, astrology’s
veracity was much less questioned during the time of the Roman Empire than in the Middle
Ages. Certainly, some scholars such as the Skeptic Sextus Empiricus wholeheartedly rejected the
validity of astrology, but as they accepted the religious beliefs of many of the groups they
conquered, so also did the Romans accept the different styles of divination also practiced by the
inhabitants of other regions. Their acceptance also stems from their agricultural foundations and
the astrometeorology which was no doubt a part of their own history as it was in ancient Greece.’

Astrology gained a foothold in the Roman mindset during the Republic when Greek

*Bouche-Leclercq. 1899, pp. 546-547. This is not an indication of more people accepting
astrology during this time period but rather of its relative infancy in the culture. However, by the
end of the Republic, astrology was at a high point in the level of acceptance.

*Cramer. 1951, pp. 9-10.
*Cramer. 1951, pp. 10-11.

°On the early role of Roman divination see, e.g., Barton. 1994, pp. 33ff.



159

philosophy was transmitted into the intellectual milieu of the Roman aristocracy. Both Cramer
and Barton point to the acceptance of Stoicism as one of the factors leading to the rise of
astrology. Stoicism, while giving divination a prominent place, does not require astrology and it
was, in Barton’s words, “at most a subordinate feature of Stoic interest in divination,”® but this
does not preclude astrology riding on the wave of Stoic philosophy as it became popular in
Rome. The eclectic nature of the Greek philosophical tenets favored by the Roman elite means
that few were converted to one philosophical school but used pieces from many different schools.
This diffusion of philosophical ideas, along with their own history of astrometeorology and
divination, allowed astrology and the Stoic concept of cosmic sympathy (later incorporated by
Ptolemy into his philosophical foundations) to take root within the intellectual milieu of Rome.”
Not all members of the elite were enamored of this science. Cicero’s emphatic rejection of
astrology in De divinatione and De fato demonstrates the fact that this idea of the stars dictating
our futures was an idea which was abhorrent to some, although even close friends of Cicero were
known for their astrological practices.® By the time the Republic fell, astrology was prominent in
Roman society, although, as in the Greek world and as it would be in the Christian and Islamic
worlds after, it had its share of critics.

Before the rise of Christianity and the rejection of astrology, one of the reasons for
official condemnation of astrology, or at least temporary expulsions of those who practiced
astrology, was because of the way astrological predictions and interpretations could be used. The

famous comet which appeared in the sky at the death of Caesar was interpreted officially by

SBarton. 1994, pp. 37-38.
’Cramer. 1954, p. 58 and Barton. 1994, p. 38.

*One such example is that of Nigidius Figulus whom Lucan portrays prophesying the
beginning of a new era with Caesar’s crossing of the Rubicon. See Lucan, Civil War 1.639-672.
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soothsayers, but was also used by astrologers to signal the beginning of a new age for Rome.’ In
33 B.C. Agrippa issued one of the expulsions in the form of an ordinance which affected only the
city of Rome.'" This was more of a political move than an attack on the practice of astrology,
since both Agrippa and Octavian believed in astrology’s veracity. The decree was issued and
never renewed, likely expiring at the end of the year. In trying to cultivate the Roman populace
onto his side in the civil war against Marc Antony, Octavian knew he had to contend against
Mark Antony’s popularity in the Greek east, and many of the astrologers at this time were not
native Roman citizens. By expelling the astrologers who likely supported Mark Antony, Octavian
was removing the possibility of astrologers using their art in support of his opponent.''
Astrologers’ influence in Roman empire peaked with the rule of Vespasian and his sons,
Titus and Domitian in the first century B.C.'* Although astrology itself was largely accepted to a
degree, imperial support for its practice waned. Decrees expelling astrologers from Rome or from
all of Italy declined as well. Only one expulsion is recorded and that during the reign of Marcus
Aurelius, again in a failed attempt to reduce local unrest. Cramer points out that at no time during
these bans was astrology itself suppressed. It was the practitioners who could manipulate the
craft. However, it is also important to note that these expulsions could only apply to noncitizens
and the astrologers constituted a largely foreign element in Rome and Italy during this time.
Thrasyllus, astrologer to Tiberius, was not a Roman citizen even with his high position in the

imperial court. Some of the records of expulsions justify driving the astrologers out of Rome by

’Bouche-Leclercq. 1899, pp. 548-549.
°Cramer. 1951, p. 20.
"Cramer. 1951, pp. 18-21.

"For examples of the influence astrology, see Suetonius/Rolfe (trans.) 1914. Titus 9.2 and
Cramer. 1954, pp. 141-142.
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speaking of astrology as “ingenious fraud,”"’ something to be avoided in general. Others make it
clear that it is the practitioners themselves who pose the danger.'* The perception is that
astrological predictions pose a danger to the imperial court and to the stability of the government
as a whole. When citizenship became universal in A.D. 212, mass evictions of astrologers were
no longer feasible, but it was only a matter of time before the practice itself was targeted.
Diocletian took the first steps, as Cramer notes, long before Christian fanaticism would make it
illegal. At the end of the third century, he issued an empire-wide ban of astrology, one which was
not made permanent until the end of the fourth century when the Christianizing of the Roman
empire began, particularly under the reign of Constantine 1. Firmicus Maternus, a practicing
astrologer gave warnings to those who would continue the practice, that they should be careful
about how they spoke and to whom and where.
See that you give your responses publicly in a clear voice, so that nothing may be asked
of you which is not allowed either to ask or to answer. Beware of replying to anyone
asking about the condition of the Republic or the life of the Roman Emperor. ...it is a
wicked man and one worthy of all punishment who, when asked, gives a response about
the destiny of the Emperor, because the astrologer is able neither to find out nor to say
anything."
His caution was well-founded. The law against predicting the death of the emperor had initially
been a way of eliminating a rallying date for rebellion, but the tide seemed to be turning against

the practice of astrology as a whole. Firmicus Maternus’ advice about how an astrologer should

live demonstrates a need to avoid even an appearance of any activity which could be turned

PUlpian. De officio proconsulis, VII, in Leg. Mos. Et Rom. Collatio 15.21. Quoted in
Cramer. 1951, p. 23.

“Suetonius. Vitellius 14. Quoted in Cramer. 1951, p. 37.

PFirmicus Maternus/Bram (trans.). Mathesis 11.30.3-4. Although Firmicus believes that
the stars govern earthly events (e.g. see 11.30.2), he gets around the dangers inherent in predicting
the life of the emperor by saying that the emperor is exempt from the dictates of the heavens.
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against the astrologer and his art. He advises his friend Mavortius to “have a wife, a home, many
sincere friends” and to avoid being “present at nocturnal sacrifices, whether they are held
publicly or privately” as well as avoiding giving any forecast in secret.'® By doing these things
and others, Firmicus Maternus says that he will avoid “any suspicion of crime.”"”

5.2 The Christianized Empire

Despite the continued popularity of astrology, it was becoming more dangerous to
practice it with the increasing pressure from both religious and political authorities regarding its
status. Christianity had become the official religion of the empire under Theodosius I at the end
of the fourth century, and by the time Theodosius II was the emperor of the Byzantine Empire in
the fifth century, there had been numerous laws passed against the practice of astrology, and
astrology itself became increasingly linked to magic and various heresies. This link can be seen
in the Theodosian Code, a codex of the laws made from the time of Constantine I (early fourth
century) to the present, compiled by Theodosius II in A.D. 438. In the extensive section on laws
for dealing with heretics, astrologers were listed along with Manichaeans, heretics, schismatics,
and “every sect inimical to the Catholics” as a group which should be banished from the city of
Rome because of the possibility of contamination “by the contagious presence of criminals.”"®

The growing animosity toward the practice of astrology can be seen in an edict passed by
Constantine. Not even people of high rank are to be exempt from punishment should they be

caught practicing the forbidden arts.

If any wizard, therefore, or person imbued with magical contamination who is called by

"Firmicus Maternus/Bram (trans.). Mathesis 11.30.8, 10.
"Firmicus Maternus/Bram (trans.). Mathesis 11.30.15

"Pharr (trans.). Theodosian Code 16.5.62. For other attacks on astrologers see 9.16.1, 4,
8, 12 and Sirmodian Constitutions 6.
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the custom of the people a magician, a soothsayer, a diviner, or at any rate an augur, or
even an astrologer, or one who conceals some art of divination by interpreting dreams, or
at any rate, one who practices any similar art, should be apprehended in My retinue or in
that of the Caesar, he shall not escape punishment and torture by the protection of his
high rank."
Where the emperors of previous years had employed an astrologer as a member of the court,
Constantine portrayed astrology as a part of the magical arts and something to be soundly
condemned no matter the rank of those practicing it, even if they were part of his own retinue.

A few religious condemnations of astrology survive from late Antiquity, one of the more
enduring being that of Augustine of Hippo.”® In a letter written to Januarius (ca. 400), he takes a
firm stand on the possibility of the stars to dictate free will, to determine the course of a human
life. While it is allowable to use the stars to predict the weather, “we do not forecast the outcome
of our acts, then, by the sun or the moon, or by yearly or monthly periods, lest we be shipwrecked
in the most dangerous storms of human life, cast by our free will onto rocks of a wretched
slavery.”' He makes a clear distinction between the astrometeorology which was common in the
ancient Greco-Roman world (something acceptable) and the belief that the stars could force the
actions of human beings (an unacceptable belief). Augustine’s views on fate and free will are
even clearer in Book V of City of God. He begins with a discourse on fate itself, contradicting
those who would try to speak of fate in any context.

For when men hear that word [fate], according to the ordinary use of the language, they

simply understand by it the virtue of that particular position of the stars which may exist

at the time when any one is born or conceived, which some separate altogether from the
will of God, while others affirm that this also is dependent on that will. But those who are

YTheodosian Code 9.16.6.

» Another exceptionally-popular diatribe against astrology from late Antiquity is the
Recognitions and Homilies of Pseudo-Clementine. The author’s arguments follow much the same
lines as Augustine but with fewer caveats. See Flint. 1991, pp. 46, 96-97.

*'As quoted in Flint. 1991, p. 96.
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of opinion that, apart from the will of God, the stars determine what we shall do, or what
good things we shall possess, or what evils we shall suffer, must be refused a hearing by
all, not only by those who hold the true religion, but by those who wish to be the
worshippers of any gods whatsoever, even false gods. For what does this opinion really
amount to but this, that no god whatever is to be worshipped or prayed to?*

It is interesting to note that to some degree, during Augustine’s time, fate was bound up
with the practice of astrology, the assumption being that one cannot believe in astrology without
also believing in fate. The belief that the stars dictate the future of a human being leads away
from the worship of any deity, not only the Christian God. However, in the context of
Christianity, the issue according to Augustine is that, if the stars dictate the fates of mankind,
even at the behest of God Himself, there can be no judgment for righteous or wicked deeds.”
Even if the stars merely signify rather than cause an evil deed, this prediction is false and leads
one into error because of the many weaknesses of astrology.** While he makes an effort to lay out
some arguments against it as earlier critics did, his focus is on the preservation of free will,
something he asserts that astrology cannot give.

The establishment of Christianity as the state religion of the Roman Empire, both in
Rome and in Constantinople galvanized the official condemnation of astrology, changing it from
a political move to one ostensibly meant to save the citizens from eternal damnation. It is
important to remember, however, that astrology as a practice continued throughout the whole
empire whether officially or unofficially. The fact that the emperors felt it necessary to issue

decrees and to enforce said decrees and that prominent Christians such as Augustine published

diatribes against astrology indicates its continuing presence. Flint rightly points out that the

2 Augustine of Hippo/Dods (trans.). City of God, V.1.
» Augustine of Hippo/Dods (trans.). City of God, V.1.

*For Augustine’s technical understanding of astrology, see Hegedus. 2007, pp. 59-61.
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textual evidence, particularly in the western empire after the fall of Rome, does not tell the whole
story.”® There are many hints of the survival of astrology in some form and its role as “a weapon
in a battle both for devotion and authority” during the early Middle Ages.*® Even within
Christianity one can find a range of views on astrology’s place and on the degree of its
acceptance or rejection.
5.3 Learning in the Latin Middle Ages: The Encyclopedic Tradition

Due to the general decay of the western Roman empire and the subsequent decline in the
number of people who spoke and read Greek, the surviving scientific treatises were only those
which had been translated into Latin. Greek was the language of science and the educated elite,
but the decline of the western empire limited the study of Greek. From widespread famines to
barbarian invasions and plagues, the people of the western empire were more concerned with
survival than with the complex workings of science. Where the devotion to gaining scientific
knowledge created a situation in which many texts were translated from Greek into Arabic during
the eighth and ninth centuries in the Islamic world, in Latin Europe, the skill for reading Greek
was more or less lost, and with it numerous technical treatises were lost as well. The early
Middle Ages was the receiver of a long period of decline of interest in technical scientific
treatises, one which can be traced back to a time of greatest prosperity for the Roman empire. A
general decline in scholarship had begun in spite of the continuation of the great academic
schools in Athens, Rhodes and Alexandria. An increased emphasis was placed on the study of

rhetoric and, by the second century, a recognition of the evident poverty of Greece and its

»See Flint. 1990, pp. 1-27.

%Flint. 1990, p. 23.
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inferiority to Rome.”” In education, the emphasis had shifted to philosophical ideas and creating
good leaders rather than good scientists. Science was still a part of education but it was
simplified.*® Rather than devote time to translating various works directly into Latin, Roman
scholars from late Antiquity epitomized Greek science, i.e. they distilled Greek science down to
definitions and chose to eliminate the proofs of that science in favor of saving only the most
basic parts.”’ In addition, Latin lacked a pre-existing technical terminology, requiring many
Greek scientific terms to be transliterated. This imperfect assimilation became ever more
imperfect as the ability to read Greek became more rare. Access to the technical treatises waned
and all that remained was the encyclopedic tradition.*

What survived so far as the practice of astronomy and astrology is concerned is the
encyclopedic tradition such as is found in the works of Pliny the Elder and in late Antiquity and
the early Middle Ages, those of Isidore of Seville, Macrobius, Calcidius and Martianus Capella.
The compiled works such as those of these authors are all that preserved and informed the Latin
West’s store of knowledge for the first few centuries of the Middle Ages beyond the oral
tradition which did exist to some degree.’' Knowledge of the works of Ptolemy, Plato and
Aristotle, assumed to be vital in the formation of medieval natural philosophy was lacking, in
spite of frequent references to them. For example, the encyclopedic authors attributed many ideas

to Plato which were discovered centuries after his life. Most claims by encyclopedic authors of

*’Reynolds and Wilson. 1991, pp. 44-48.
*McCluskey. 1998, p. 117.

»Stahl. 1991, p. 4.

**McCluskey. 1998, p. 116.

3See Flint. 1991, pp. 92-101.
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familiarity with Ptolemy’s works are nothing more than false attributions based on paraphrases or
small excerpts.”> While a detailed investigation of these works falls outside the purview of this
discussion, a cursory glance at some representative texts from this time period will demonstrate
their importance to the perception and place of astrology in the early Middle Ages.

To understand the state of the sciences in general and astrology in particular during the
Middle Ages, it is necessary to give a brief glimpse into medieval education, which has its roots
in the works Martianus Capella’s De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii and his description of the
seven subjects of the rivium and quadrivium. The text takes the form of an elaborate allegory in
which Philologia, the anthropomorphization of wisdom, is taken up to heaven to marry Mercury,
in the Middle Ages the god of eloquence. The seven liberal arts making up the trivium and
quadrivium are guests at the wedding.** Martianus was not a scientist. He was a commentator and
gatherer of pre-existing information, a pagan living in the Roman empire during the fifth century.
His work has been not much studied in modern times because of the difficulty of comprehending
Martianus’ Latin and, possibly more importantly, because of the fact that Martianus does not
seem to understand some of the subjects he relates. In his book on astronomy, for example,
Martianus, in describing the eight latitudes, places Meroé€ at the summer tropic, in contrast to the
other handbook authors who place Syene in the summer tropic.** The trivium and quadrivium as
presented in Martianus’ text, however, became one of the most important sources for the

structure of medieval education for eight centuries after its composition.*® Carolingian scholars in

*2Stahl. 1959, pp. 95-96.
#Stahl. 1965, pp. 103-104.
**Martianus Capella/Stahl (trans.). De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii 8.876.

#Levine. 1966, p. 216.
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the eighth and ninth centuries viewed De nuptiis as a work which was useful as a handbook of
science and of Latin. Nearly fifty manuscripts survive from the ninth century alone, many of
which have been annotated, demonstrating a detailed engagement with the information
presented.*

Macrobius, a near contemporary of Martianus Capella, has two surviving works which
exerted a similar influence: the Saturnalia and Commentary on the Dream of Scipio. Like
Martianus, Macrobius is not a scientist but a compiler of information. The commentary on
Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis was a more technical work than Martianus’ De Nuptiis and its
astronomical parts actually were circulated independent of the larger commentary;’” however, the
focus was not on creating a coherent astronomical system but rather expounding on the merits of
Neoplatonism.*® Within the text, Macrobius addresses not only common astronomical issues but
also engages with the ongoing discussion about the nature of the heavens and their influence on
the terrestrial realm. Like Augustine and Sextus Empiricus, he identifies the sun and moon as
sources of celestial influence, although his description seems to go further than influence on
weather and seasons.

The sun and moon, it is true, are the principal guardians of our lives. Of the two faculties

identified with terrestrial bodies, sense-perception and growth, the first comes to us from

the sun, the second from the moon. Thus we are dependent upon these two planets for the
life we enjoy.””
In addition, the other five planets, although dependent upon the sun and moon, are not entirely

separate because of their harmony with the luminaries. Referencing Ptolemy’s Harmonics,

*Teeuwen. 2003, pp. 185-187.
"McCluskey. 1998, pp. 117-118.
*¥Stahl. 1952, pp. 9-12.

**Macrobius/Stahl (trans.). In Somnium Scipionis, 1.19.23.
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Macrobius describes this harmony as a series of numerical relationships “among all things that
may properly be associated with each other” without which there could be no coordination
among the celestial bodies.*’ The ratios between the various planets and the sun and moon are
what create the labels of beneficent or maleficent. Jupiter and Venus are beneficent because of
their harmony and aspect with the sun and moon, while Saturn and Mars have no such numerical
harmony and are thus maleficent. As Stahl explains in the introduction to his translation, while
Macrobius’ text trends toward a different goal perhaps than other encyclopedists of Late
Antiquity and the Middle Ages and demonstrates great organizational skills, he is still a
compiler, presenting few original doctrines.*' Like Martianus Capella’s De Nuptiis, the
commentary seems to have been extremely popular during the Middle Ages with nearly fifty
manuscripts surviving along with numerous references in other texts.

The foregoing texts focused more on astronomy proper rather than astrology, and one
issue which arises in the survival of astrology from Antiquity to the Middle Ages, be it technical
or otherwise, is how some of the more important elements of Greco-Roman astrology were
practiced. While Martianus Capella gives basic foundations of astronomy with varying degrees of
accuracy, his work does not delve into astrology with the exception of a few lines at the end of
his book on astronomy in which he describes the exaltations and aspects of the various planets,
and interestingly, the effects of the sun’s rays on the motions of the planets.** Without the

astronomical and astrological treatises which made the transition to the Islamic world via the

“Macrobius/Stahl (trans.). In Somnium Scipionis, 1.19.21, 22.

#“IStahl. 1952, p. 23. The exact sources of Macrobius’ information are unknown although
he makes citations to Plato, Ptolemy and Plotinus among others. It seems less likely that he had
genuine access to the works of these ancient scholars.

“Martianus Capella/Stahl (trans.). De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii 8.880-887.
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state-sponsored translation movement, how could the medieval European astrologers know how
to go about plotting planetary movements with any degree of the accuracy required for a genuine
horoscope to be cast or for the catarchic casting to be done correctly? In terms of plotting
planetary positions in order to make correct calculations, an astrologer would normally need to
make use of planetary tables. In does not appear that any of these tables made the transition to the
Latin world of medieval Europe. David Juste notes one possible exception in the Preceptum
Canonis Ptolomei. This text was composed in Rome during the sixth century and was a
translation from Greek of the Handy Tables, along with instructions which came from Theon’s
Little Commentary.*® At the least it was known to Cassiodorus, a Roman statesman,** and seems
to be the only treatise from the early Middle Ages which contains real astronomical
calculations.” The difficulties in assuming the availability and influence of this text are due to
the nature of the translation which is extremely literal to the point that parts would be
unintelligible, its poor state of preservation and the fact that no references are made to it after the
time of Cassiodorus until the eleventh century in a manuscript copy.*® Pingree describes the
translation as a “weird and motiveless alternation of Latin and Greek™ that must have seemed
“very learned nonsense” to those who were unfamiliar with the language.*’ This does not mean
that plotting planetary longitudes was impossible, however. There is ample evidence of other

methods. Some of these come from the encyclopedic literature, others from the computus

“Pingree. 1990, p. 365.
#Juste. 2004, pp. 181-182.
“McCluskey. 1998, p. 117.

*Juste. 2004, pp. 181-182. The earliest surviving manuscript of the text dates to
approximately 1000, Harley 2506 in the British Library. Pingree. 1990, p. 367.

*"Pingree. 1990, p. 366.
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tradition, i.e. the methods used to compute the date of Easter. In addition, there is a source of
practical celestial observation found in the highly-regulated world of medieval monasteries
where daily rituals, both day and night, were regulated by the movements of the heavenly
bodies.*®

In terms of the general perceptions of astronomy and astrology, as opposed to the actual
practice, one of the more influential works is the Etymologies of Isidore of Seville. While
Boethius exerted a large influence, the Etymologies mostly superseded the Consolation of
Philosophy following its publication; however, both works continued to loom large in the minds
of scholars who came after. Even Bede used their teachings in his creation of the festal
calendar.” Isidore was the archbishop of Seville in sixth and seventh century Spain, living under
the rule of the Visigoths during a time of considerable upheaval. No fewer than ten different
kings ruled in Spain during Isidore’s lifetime. The Byzantines had invaded Spain shortly before
Isidore’s birth and were driven out approximately ten years before his death. Not much is known
of his life although he seems to have had some connection with the ruling monarchy, Sisebut in
particular, to whom he dedicated his De Natura Rerum in 613. According to Barney, et al.,
Isidore was admired for his ability to read both Greek and Hebrew but “his knowledge of these
languages appears to have extended only to disconnected Greek terms and phrases, and a
smattering of Hebrew words.”* Even so, the admiration for his intelligence and eloquence was
not misplaced. Many of his other works are extant, but it is his Etymologies which would become

extremely popular in the years following its publication, even in its unfinished state. The

®McCluskey. 1998, pp. 97-104.
“Von Stuckrad. 2008, p. 49.

**Barney, et al. 2006, p. 7.
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Etymologies is a work which Henderson compares to Roget’s Thesaurus, i.e. as a “monumental
word-store” containing, not just Isidore’s interpretation of the origins of words but the
“bastardization of a determined attempt to systematize a forceful ideology.”" It is only through
an understanding of this mindset that one can truly understand and appreciate the Etymologies
and what Isidore was trying to accomplish.

Within the Etymologies Isidore covers topics ranging from grammar to medicine to
religion to architecture. Although he does not spend a great deal of time on astrology, what space
he does devote to that topic is important if only because of the influence this text had on
medieval education. In his section on astronomy, Isidore specifically separates what he calls
astronomia versus what he calls astrologia. As was mentioned in chapter one, the difference
between the two terms was not specified in Antiquity and this division was an attempt to separate
the two sciences. Astronomy (astronomia) is “the law of the stars, which, by investigative
reasoning, touches on the courses of the constellations, and the figures and positions of the stars
relative to each other and to the earth.”* Astrology (astrologia), in contrast, has two parts.

It is natural as long as it investigates the courses of the sun and the moon, or the specific

positions of the stars according to the seasons; but it is a superstitious belief that the

astrologers (mathematicus) follow when they practice augury by the stars, or when they

associate the twelve signs of the zodiac with specific parts of the soul or body, or when

they attempt to predict the nativities and characters of people by the motion of the stars.”
As Augustine did before him, as well as Sextus Empiricus, Isidore allows for a kind of astrology

which associates the movements of the heavens with the seasons. Anything related to human

beings, to casting horoscopes, however, is to be avoided. In fact, he spends the majority of the

'Henderson. 2007, p. 5.
*Isidore of Seville/Barney, et al. (trans.). Etymologies 1IL.xxiv.

>Isidore of Seville/Barney, et al. (trans.). Etymologies 1IL.xxvii.2.
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chapter only on different elements of astronomy. It is only at the end, in the section on the names
of the various stars that Isidore returns to the concept of astrology. After reviewing the myths
associated with the stars, he illustrates Henderson’s claim of presenting an ideology, not just an
etymology. His position as a Christian, and as an archbishop, is clear. “But whatever the type of
superstition with which they have been named by men, the stars are nevertheless things that God
created at the beginning of the world, and he set them in order that they might define the seasons
by their particular motions.”* Again, as it has with many other polemics against astrology, the
problem of fate and free will arises. Brief as his explication of astrology might be, Isidore is no
different from his predecessors in rejecting astrology particularly on the issue of fate. Studying
the stars to know one’s fate is detrimental to the Christian soul. Not only is it detrimental, it is
not a valid method of learning the future. Only those who have been “enticed by the beauty and
clarity of the constellations” become blinded by the idea “so that they attempt to be able to
foretell the results of things by means of harmful computations, which is called ‘astrology’
(mathesis).” The issue at hand is that of fate and punishment for sin or reward for good. How
can a human being be punished or rewarded for behavior if that behavior was fated to happen by
the stars?

In spite of Isidore’s general condemnation of anything which could be “contrary to our
faith,” as he saw astrology,” Flint sees in his very condemnation the elements that would later
allow astrology to become defensible from a Christian point of view in that he explicitly stated

that a part of astrology is valid, i.e. the “natural” astrology devoted to investigating the courses of

*Isidore of Seville/Barney, et al. (trans.). Etymologies 111.1xxi.37.
>Isidore of Seville/Barney, et al. (trans.). Etymologies 111.1xxi.39.

*SIsidore of Seville/Barney, et al. (trans.). Etymologies 111.1xxi.38.
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the stars and their effects on the seasons.’” As Carey notes, however, even this method of passing
on the knowledge of astrology, in addition to the oral tradition presented by Flint and the
computus tradition shown by Juste and McCluskey, could not create the technical astrological
practice seen in Antiquity and in medieval Islam. That required astronomical tables, instruments
and knowledge about both their construction and their use.”® While it is clear that the Middle
Ages were not so devoid of technical astronomy as has been assumed in the past, it is equally
clear that the rise of technical astrology in the later Middle Ages required not only interest and a
degree of respectability supplied by the medieval Church, but also access to technical treatises
which were lacking during the Middle Ages. That the treatises were sought is support for Flint’s
proposed influence from the Christian Church, particularly that the partial rehabilitation of
astrology created the fertile ground for its rise at the end of the Middle Ages,” but the influence
which came from the Islamic world during the translation period in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries galvanized the practice of astrology and transmitted the familiar elements formulated in

Antiquity.

5.4 Arabic-Latin Translation Movement
In order to understand the status and practice of astrology in the later Middle Ages, some

time must be spent on the translation movement which reached its height in the twelfth and

*"Isidore of Seville/Barney, et al. (trans.). Etymologies Ill.xxvii.1-2. See also Flint. 1991,
pp- 98-99.

*Carey. 1992, pp. 25-28.

*Flint. 1991, pp. 141-145.
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thirteenth centuries, particularly those who translated in Toledo and in Sicily.®® As with the early
Greek-Arabic translation movement in the eighth century, much of the work done occurred on
the borders, places where different cultures and, more importantly, different languages
intermingled. Toledo was conquered by Alfonso VI of Castile in 1085 and Sicily fell to the
Normans in 1091, meaning that these former Arabic centers, with their large stores of scientific
texts, fell into the hands of the Christian conquerors. Almost as important as the texts
themselves, Christian Spain had a large population of Arabic speakers. These people, called
Mozarabs, were Christian by belief but Arabic with respect to language and culture and served as
cultural and linguistic intermediaries between the Spanish Christians and the Arabic knowledge
now available to them. Al-Andalus had been an important center of interaction among the
various faiths and cultures since the eighth century when the Muslims first conquered it. As the
Christians slowly reconquered the Iberian Peninsula over the next 700 years, there were many
links formed, particularly during the periods of peace when commercial ties were strong. These
interactions can be seen even before the twelfth century with the training and travel of many
European scholars (often members of the clergy) to al-Andalus as diplomats or ambassadors. One
of the more famous examples is that of Gerbert of Aurillac in the tenth century who studied
mathematics for three years in Catalonia. How much direct contact he had with Arabic learning is
not known for certain, but it seems clear that he did learn Arabic during his years of study and

was possibly responsible for the dissemination of early Arabic-Latin translations of scientific

5This section will focus mainly on the translation movement in medieval Spain because,
as Lindberg notes, in general, the larger program existed in Toledo while Sicily became much
more important for the translation of texts directly from Greek into Latin. See Lindberg. 1978,
pp- 58-59.
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texts.®'

The real high point of the Arabic-Latin translation movement, however, came in the
twelfth century, beginning with the work of Adelard of Bath, one of the few early twelfth-century
translators who did not work from Spain. His work was important because it marks the first
translation of a number of Greek and Arabic texts, including Abai Ma'shar’s Shorter Introduction
to Astrology, as well as al-Majritt’s revision of al-Khwarizm1’s Astronomical Tables. Most of the
major translators during this period were based in Toledo, in large part because of the library
which preserved many of the scientific texts. These texts formed the basis of the translations, but
they should not be confused with the state-sponsored translations undertaken in ninth-century
Baghdad which were better-organized and, at least initially, were of much higher quality.®” There
was no school of translators, in spite of the popularity of the city. Its position as a center of
culture for Jewish, Muslim and Christian scholars is what made the work possible. However,
translations were done on an individual basis although many scholars came with the intention of
translating a particular text at the instigation or with the support of a wealthy patron. Some came
without any knowledge of Arabic at all and learned it in order to translate.®® The general process
of translations as done in Spain was that of word-for-word correspondence which was presented
as the ideal, taking their cue from Boethius who insisted that “the translator must render his text
word for word and sacrifice elegance for fidelity.”** One of the Mozarab translators, John of

Seville, in commenting on his work, wrote that he could not always present a literal translation

'Lindberg. 1978, pp. 59-61.
*Hourani. 1972, p. 102.
$Lindberg. 1978, pp. 63-64.

%Lindberg. 1978, p. 78.



177

but that “his goal is to do so, so that he does not depart too far from the truth,” a sentiment which
became widespread among the religious intellectuals.®

One of the most famous of the Toledan translators is Gerard of Cremona whose stated
purpose for going to Toledo was to make a translation of Ptolemy’s Almagest from Arabic into
Latin. The eulogy written by his disciples illustrates his desire to make the ancient Greek and
medieval Arabic texts available to Latin Europe. “...he went to Toledo; there, seeing the
abundance of books in Arabic on every subject, and regretting the poverty of the Latins in these
things, he learned the Arabic language, in order to be able to translate.”® To that end, Gerard
translated over seventy treatises, including Ptolemy’s A/magest. His output was not limited to
Greek scientific and philosophical treatises. He also translated al-Khwarizm1’s Algebra, al-
Kindr’s De aspectibus as well as works by al-Farabi and alchemical texts by al-Razi.®” Following
the trends of the translation movement in Toledo, Gerard tended toward literal word-for-word
translations. The value of his work has recently come into question in that some of his
translations are so literal that he has transliterated Arabic words for which he could find no
equivalent in Latin, making the meaning of the text almost impossible to discern without the aid
of a commentary. Weber argues, against Lemay, that this belief that a literal ad verbum
translation would automatically be more accurate than an ad sensum translation led to a text

which was “so rough that it was not really useful to anyone else without interpretation.”® No

Weber. 2002, p. 125.
%Quoted in Lindberg. 1978, p. 65.
Lindberg. 1978, p. 66.

%Weber. 2002, p. 126. Weber also argues that many of Gerard’s problems when
translating came from his partial acculturation, and thus incomplete understanding of the
Arabic/Islamic milieu.
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matter the level of difficulty found in using Gerard’s translations, it is clear that his works were
vital for the spread of Greek and Arabic texts throughout Europe, even if, as Weber suggests, the
culture of the Islamic world did not interest him.® The Arabic-Latin translation movement
presented plenty of difficulties for its participants, beyond that of making an accurate translation.
Gerard is an example of one who does not seem to have wanted any cultural influence from the
Islamic world while still desiring to gain access to the scientific knowledge available only to
those who could read Arabic. It was, in fact, a “clash between two worlds, both embodying
universal claims to political and ideological dominance” which enabled this movement to take
place.”

One of the important facets of the translation movement in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries is the subjects which received the most attention initially. Science and philosophy were
the first areas from which texts were taken, and, more importantly, the practical sciences were
chosen over the more esoteric sciences. Medical and astrological texts were more popular than
other subjects both in Christian Spain and in Sicily and southern Italy. Although they were also
available, most of the native Arabic creative literature, both prose and poetry, were either ignored
or rejected outright.”' Even so, the Arabic scientific texts were not avoided, and astrology, for all
the uncertainty of its place within both Christian and Islamic milieux, rose in prominence. Al-
Andalus, because of the continual shifts in rulers and cultures over the centuries, had been a rich
ground for astrological discussion and debate. As Islam and Christianity ebbed and flowed in

power and influence, there were periods of open discussion and interaction among Christians,

“Weber. 2002, p. 133.
" Abattouy, Renn and Weinig. 2001, p. 6.

""Hourani. 1972, pp. 105-106.
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Muslims and Jews.

As aresult of these times of scholarly interactions, many astrological texts were available
for translation, among them Aba Ma'shar’s Great Introduction to Astrology which was translated
into Latin twice during the twelfth century, once by John of Seville in 1133 and again by
Hermann of Carinthia in 1140.7* Both John of Seville and Hugh of Santalla translated texts by
Masha’allah. Adelard of Bath translated Abai Ma‘shar’s Abbreviated Introduction to Astrology
before the translation of the longer work. In addition, as mentioned in chapter 2, Ptolemy’s
Tetrabiblos was translated from Arabic, under the title of Quadripartitum, by Plato of Tivoli in
1138, again in 1206, and twice more before the 1256 translation by Aegidius de Thebaldis. These
duplicate translations possibly were due to the disjointed nature of the translation effort. Many of
the early translations were duplicated over a very short time, either because of ignorance about
the existence of other translations or because the existing translation was considered mediocre. A
Latin translation directly from the Greek text was not made until after the first printed text was
available in 1535.” Both the Greek text and a Latin translation were made available by Joachim
Camerarius in the sixteenth century.

The effects of the availability of these texts on intellectual European thought is
traditionally seen as widespread. Mathematical, astronomical, astrological and philosophical
texts were incorporated into the curricula of the medieval universities at Paris, Oxford and in
Italy. Throughout the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, these texts became more and more
prevalent and seem to have contributed directly to the rise of scholarship in the later Middle

Ages. However, it is difficult, if not impossible, to determine how much is due exclusively to the

Von Stuckrad. 2008, pp. 43, 46.

BCarmody. 1955, pp. 18-19.
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Greek texts and how much to the original Arabic treatises. Even while some translators actively
avoided the Arabic and Islamic culture in their translations, they could not help but be influenced
by the methods found in the Arabic scientific texts. Before the gradual pull back from non-
Christian learning which began at the end of the thirteenth century, the popularity of Arabic
scholarship was such that the Islamic scholars were cited in original Latin texts. Famous Islamic
philosophers such as Ibn Sina and Ibn Rushd, better known by their Latinized names Avicenna
and Averroes, were popular for their commentaries on Aristotle and for their philosophical
debates.™ Aristotelian works caused some debate in and of themselves in that they tended to
contradict some Christian doctrines, e.g. the eternity of world.
5.5  Europe in the High Middle Ages

Europe in the thirteenth century reaped the rewards of the ongoing translation movement.
Texts translated in Spain and Italy were copied and recopied and then spread throughout Europe.
The High Middle Ages had seen a series of marked changes from the previous era which affected
the dissemination and acceptance of these new texts. The division between the Roman Catholic
Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church became official as a result of the East-West Schism of
1054. Better living conditions brought about a dramatic increase in the population of Europe,
leading to the founding of new colonies in Eastern Europe and the changing of boundaries
between France and Germany, remnants of the earlier Carolingian Empire. In addition, the Holy
Roman Empire reached its height of power and geographical influence during the twelfth century
under the reign of Frederick II but also began its steady decline in authority due to his granting of
former imperial regalia, or rights, to the ruling princes, particularly in Germany. While the

translation period in Spain and southern Italy brought about a desire for texts both from Antiquity

"Hourani. 1972, pp. 106-107.
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and from the medieval Islamic world, this same time period also marks the beginning of the
Crusades which would continue until the end of the thirteenth century with the loss of Acre to the
Mamluks in 1291. Within the purview of the Roman Catholic Church, the High Middle Ages is
the era of the height of monasticism as well as the founding of the Mendicant orders throughout
the thirteenth century. Of great importance for the next chapter, St. Francis Assisi founded the
Franciscan order in 1209 which was subsequently recognized with its official Rule in 1223. The
Mendicants were groups of traveling friars who were tasked with combatting heresy, the Cathars
in particular, and keeping the European Christians on the true path. With the increase in
population and the corresponding increase in the number of people living in cities came the idea
that city-living bred heresy because of the relative freedom denied those who were of a lower
class in the feudal system.” In contrast to the monastic orders, the friars lived in the world,
moving from town to town, fighting for the Catholic Church in its battle against internal dissent.
During this time of political and religious upheaval, education was also going through a
number of changes. Early medieval education was centered mainly in the church in the monastic
and, later, the cathedral schools. The liberal arts were often taught along with basic reading and
writing skills, but the focus was on religious education, understanding the Bible, its literal and
spiritual meaning. While the monastic schools made only occasional use of the natural sciences,
the cathedral schools, often based in the cities, had a “broader conception of the range of subjects
that were religiously useful” as the so-called “handmaidens of religion and theology.””® With the

re-introduction of ancient Greek learning and the addition of the works from the Islamic world,
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the liberal arts became more popular among scholars.”” The translation movement was, in a
sense, galvanized by, and in turn supported, the shifting focus of education. Medieval scholars
were looking for texts relating to the seven liberal arts and thus were interested in texts from the
Greco-Roman world and from the Islamic world. By the end of the twelfth century, a new type of
institution arose in response to this wave of knowledge: the studium or the university. The
university in Paris was founded in the 1190s, Oxford by 1200 and Cambridge in 1209.7® The
exact steps leading from the cathedral schools to the universities are unclear due to a lack of
surviving evidence, but as the population increased and the number of students in elementary
education grew, it became necessary to have more teachers in higher education. Out of this rise in
demand, the teachers and students organized themselves into a guild, a universitas. This
gradually led to both external and internal organizations which protected the rights and privileges
of the teachers and allowed them control of what they taught, how they taught it and what they
charged for instruction.”

The curriculum taught at these new universities also shifted away from the general liberal
arts education which had been typical of the earlier educational institutions. Although retaining
elements of the earlier framework, the trivium and quadrivium were modified to accommodate
the new texts spreading throughout the continent. Logic rose in prominence while Grammar
faded. Mathematical subjects continued at a lower level of importance while moral philosophy,
natural philosophy and metaphysics replaced other subjects. Access to Aristotelian texts can be

seen in Paris and Oxford as early as the first decade of the thirteenth century and shifted

""French and Cunningham. 1996, p. 56.
"French and Cunningham. 1996, pp. 61-63.

"Lindberg. 2007, pp. 218-219.



183

education to the natural philosophy as presented by Aristotle. The arts faculty came to be so
dominated by the various philosophies that it was known the faculty of Philosophy. Mastery of
the Aristotelian subjects was considered vital to advancement to higher studies.® Astronomy was
taught, using the newly translated Greek and Arabic texts, but mostly as an aid in timekeeping, or
as the foundation of astrology. Advanced degrees were granted in medicine, which often included
the study of astrology, law and theology.*'

As popular as the Aristotelian corpus proved to be, it was not universally accepted.
Throughout the thirteenth century, condemnations were issued by various clergy, particularly in
Paris, often directed at the University of Paris and its curriculum. In 1210, the provincial synod
of Sens stated that “Neither the books of Aristotle on natural philosophy nor their commentaries
are to be read at Paris in public or secret, and this we forbid under penalty of
excommunication.” This was a local prohibition only, rather than all across Europe. In addition,
it seems to have been applied to the faculty at the University of Paris only. According to Grant,
the effects of this condemnation were not long-lasting and scholars continued to study the newly-
available texts in Paris, including Aristotle’s works.* Further orders and condemnations against
the new natural philosophy followed in 1231, 1255, 1272 and mostly famously in 1277 with the
condemnation issued by Stephen Etienne Tempier, the Bishop of Paris and Chancelor of the
University of Paris, which contained over 200 articles of doctrines which were to be rejected on

threat of excommunication. Many of these articles were against Aristotelian doctrines such as the
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eternity of the world (e.g., art. 87, 98, 99, 107) and also against cosmological and astrological
ideas which could contradict Christian doctrine, e.g. the theory that the lives of men are
predetermined (art. 21) or that the celestial bodies could influence the lives of men (art. 137, 143,
161, 162). These various prohibitions do not automatically equal a total suppression of
Aristotelian philosophy. Their existence does not prove the active rejection of Arabic and Greco-
Roman learning. It does, however, demonstrate the ambivalence that appeared almost
concurrently with the spread of the translated texts, a sign of the continuing difficulty of some of
these doctrines as scholars attempted to assimilate them into European intellectual life.
5.6  Astrology in the High Middle Ages

Tester describes the state of astrology before the twelfth century as “nothing more than a
faint memory of a lost, and illicit, art flickering in the minds of those with a genuine interest in
astronomy.” He acknowledges that there was some access to the Latin astrological tradition via
Firmicus Maternus’ Mathesis, at least as early as the eleventh century, but how much help it
would have been in practicing technical astrology is questionable. There is little evidence for any
real popularity of the book before the twelfth century, and in any case, as Tester notes, “nobody
could actually have practiced astrology with only the Mathesis to hand” and all indications are
that, with the lack of astronomical tables and access to the process of creating a horoscopic chart,
the influence of Firmicus Maternus was minor.* Even so, how faint and flickering that memory
was has been brought into question by Flint who argues for a continuing tradition of practical

astrology throughout the Middle Ages.*® In particular, she theorizes that the “rehabilitation” of

“Tester. 1987, p. 129.
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astrology owes a lot to medieval Christians who grappled with the problems of navigating
through the various divinatory practices still so prevalent in Europe in the ninth and tenth
centuries. In comparison to the magical tradition, astrology seemed to be a much safer option,
and one which resulted in less competition for the priests and clerics.*” In both cases, however,
they agree that the translation of Arabic and Greek astrological texts did much to spur the revival
of astrology.

One of the first authors to reference an Arabic astrologer was Alanus de Insulis, a twelfth-
century French theologian, who mentioned Abii Ma‘shar®® in his text Anticlaudianus saying that
“Albumasar consults the stars, poles, heavens and the seven planets.” In the same time period,
Bernard Silvester also had access to the newly translated works and his Cosmographia is, in part,
due to the new atmosphere of excitement engendered by the translation movement and the many
Arabic texts being translated into Latin, although the extent to which he had direct access to these
texts is less certain. He certainly owes some debt to Absi Ma'shar for his conception of the sun’s
power and physical effects on the earth.”” In addition, as mentioned above, the translation
movement in Spain produced Latin versions of astrological texts from the beginning. John of
Seville translated al-Qabis1’s treatise on judicial astrology early on in the movement and these
texts were available in schools outside Spain such as the Chartres school in northern France

before the end of the twelfth century.”’ Adelard of Bath, responsible for introducing astronomical

*’Flint. 1991, pp. 145-146.
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tables to western Europe, is also the possible author of a number of horoscopes cast in England
about such things as the actions of the various players in the Anarchy in the mid-twelfth
century.” Not only were these handbooks important for the dissemination of technical astrology,
it also broadened the ways in which astrology could be practiced. One of the more popular genres
was that of the doctrine of conjunctions. Presented in great detail by Ab@i Ma‘shar in his work On
Great Conjunctions, historical astrology was based on the premise that conjunctions of the
various planets would indicate great events on the earth. The most popular were the Saturn-
Jupiter conjunctions which occurred approximately every twenty years. These would be used as
heralds of political and religious upheavals, the changing of rulers, the fall of civilizations, the
ending of religious power. However, the concept could be extended to any planetary conjunction,
and it was. In 1186, there was a conjunction of the five planets in the sign of Libra and the
significance and rarity of that conjunction was extended to the possibilities of terrible
meteorological upheavals such as violent storms. The appointed day (16 September) arrived
accompanied by great panic, but the chronicles do not record any severe weather beyond a local
hailstorm.”

With the translations of the texts by Abli Ma'shar and Ptolemy in the twelfth century,
along with many other astrological texts, there was a new situation in which handbooks on how
to practice astrology and information on its foundations were more widely available. In addition,
the popularity of Aristotle in the academic world became a support for the study and practice of
the science. For example, in his De generatione et corruptione, Aristotle describes coming to be

and passing away as being a result of circular motion.
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The cause of this perpetuity of coming-to-be, as we have often said, is circular motion:
for that is the only motion which is continuous. That, too, is why all the other things-the
things, I mean, which are reciprocally transformed in virtue of their "passions' and their
'powers of action' e.g. the 'simple' bodies imitate circular motion.*
References to celestial influence on the sublunar realm are also common in the Meteorologica
and, with the general acceptance of Aristotle, came a need to look at these other elements of
astrology, in particular, the traditional view that the stars had an influence, not only on the
elements but also on human beings. In order to maintain the increasingly-popular practice of
astrology, there was a need to extricate the idea of prediction from the principle of causation, or
else to create a situation in which the two ideas could coexist within Christian Europe without
removing the principle of free will which was so vital to the Catholic Church. There were few
attacks on astrological causation as it applied to meteorology, alchemy and even medicine, but
the issue of determinism and fate and free will set up the old debate anew. The fodder for future
attacks on astrology was the same as it had been in Greco-Roman Antiquity as well as in the
Islamic world: how can one justify the belief in the idea that the stars cause or force human
actions, as well as the arguments found in the works of Sextus Empiricus and Cicero.” Those
who condemned astrology in the twelfth century often did so with the same framework used by
John of Salisbury, the Bishop of Chartres (d. 1180) which is similar to that propounded by
Isidore of Seville 500 years earlier: “the stars are signs, and signs not only of times but of
physical processes and events, such as the weather and sicknesses; anything attributed to the stars

which derogated from the omnipotence of God or the freedom of man was superstitious and

dangerous.”* It was fine to use the stars as predictors of weather, of illness (as found in the
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Hippocratic corpus), but suggesting that the stars could possibly have an effect on the behavior of
a human being was crossing the line between that which was acceptable and that which was to be
condemned. The awareness of astrology’s implications can also be seen early in the translation
movement in the De Naturis Rerum of Alexander Neckham, an English contemporary of Alanus
de Insulis. While he acknowledged that “superior bodies have some influence over inferior
ones,” he was quick to point out that man has free will which is “not impelled by necessity either
this way or that.”” Astrology’s tenuous position as something better than pagan magic was lost,
leading to its growing reputation in the thirteenth century as “the particular vice of the learned
man.””® Astrology, while increasingly popular, was being presented as a dangerous pastime for
the educated. Although Isidore’s division of natural vs. superstitious astrology continued, the
superstitious side, that which dealt with the actions of mankind, was more vehemently rejected.”
This meant that those who would defend the practice of astrology needed to find a way to do so
without removing all the aspects which made astrology so enticing.

The direct effects of the massive influx of texts may not be certain but it is clear that at
least one of the results of the spread of translations was that scholars of all sciences were
involved in the necessity of incorporating the new information into university curricula, both in
understanding the material and figuring out how to use the new sciences without challenging
religious tenets.'” The spread of technical astrology renewed the debate about its validity as

would be seen in the works of both attackers and defenders of astrology in the thirteenth century

*’Neckam. De Naturis Rerum 1.8. Quoted in Wedel. 1920, p.62.
%Carey. 1992, p. 32.
PTester. 1987, p. 178.

Lindberg. 2007, pp. 225-226.
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and later.
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Chapter 6
Roger Bacon’s Defense of Astrology

In this new arena of Arabic learning and of new discussions concerning the acceptance or
rejection of astrology comes Roger Bacon, a Franciscan friar who lived and died in the thirteenth
century having studied at the universities in both Oxford and Paris. Historians’ opinions on
Roger Bacon, who he was, his exact achievements, his lasting importance, have varied widely
over time." In the history of astrology, he stands out as one who advised a figure no less powerful
than the Pope that astrology should be utilized as a valuable tool by the Roman Catholic Church.
While his opinion and exposition of astrology is only a fraction of his work as a whole, and he
was hardly the only scholar studying this controversial science, Bacon is an important part of the
rationalized astrology because he created an interesting defense of astrology which reflects many
of the same aspects of the defenses of Ptolemy and Abt Ma'shar. This can be seen in his views
on astrology, the importance he placed on the problem of determinism that so plagued the
practice, and his reliance on the newly-translated Arabic texts. Thus, Bacon’s Opus maius, with
its extensive defense of the practice of astrology and his attempts to justify his interest in the
science, continues the evolution of Ptolemy’s rational astrology, this time in a Christian context.
6.1 Life

As is typical of scholars from this time period, the exact dates of Bacon’s birth and death
are not certain. The common dates given for his life are 1214-1292. As Clegg has said, the date
of 1214 is “no more than a guess, based on surprisingly scant information.” The date comes

from a statement in Bacon’s Opus tertium, dated to 1267, that he had lived and studied for forty

'For a good examination of the shifting perceptions of Roger Bacon, see Power. 2006, pp.
657-692.

*Clegg. 2003, p. 7.
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years since he had first learned the alphabet. From the resulting 1227 date, 1214 comes from the
assumption that Bacon meant from the time of his matriculation which typically occurred at age
thirteen.” Whatever the exact year, Bacon was born in England, possibly near Ilchester. His
family were members of the Norman ruling class during the prosperous reign of Henry III. He
was sent to Oxford University for his schooling. He received an M. A. and began lecturing at both
Oxford and Paris. In addition, he wrote treatises for his students and commentaries on Aristotle’s
works. The years for his degree and his lectures are unknown beyond that he was definitely in
Paris before 1245 because he states that he saw Alexander of Hales who died that year.* His
lectures in Paris were based on Aristotle’s works.” It is likely that he returned to Oxford before
1250, although again, this is not certain, and spent time studying theology, possibly under Adam
Marsh who lectured at Oxford from 1247-1250.° During this same period, Bacon’s interest in the
sciences was such that he claims to have spent over 2000 pounds for “secret books and various
experiments and languages and instruments and tables and other things; as well as for searching
out the friendships of the wise, and for instructing assistants in languages, in figures, in numbers,
and tables and instruments and many other things”’ over the course of twenty years although he

makes no mention of where he got the large sum of money, which is interesting considering the

*Clegg. 2003, pp. 7-8. Clegg also argues for a birth date of 1220 rather than the traditional
1214, taking Bacon’s statement of first learning the alphabet literally which means that he would
have been younger than thirteen years in 1227.

*Little. 1914, pp. 3-5.

’In spite of the earlier prohibitions of Aristotle’s works, instructors at the University of
Paris continued to study them with varying degrees of secrecy. There is no indication that the
early prohibitions did much to eliminate the study of the Aristotelian corpus.

Lindberg. 1983, pp. xvii-xviii.

"Bacon. Opus tertium, p. 59. Quoted in Crombie and North. 1970, p. 377.
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fact that he complained about not having access to adequate funding for his research.

Bacon became a Friar Minor of the Franciscan order around 1257 during a period of
upheaval in the order because of disputes over the vow of poverty which had split the spirituals
and conventuals within the order. The appointment of Bonaventure as the leader of the
Franciscans resolved the issue, but one of the results was the prohibition of friars from publishing
any secular books without prior approval of their superiors, and this would have an effect on how
Bacon’s studies proceeded.® Because Bonaventure felt that the subjects which attracted Bacon’s
interest were not as vital as theology, it seemed unlikely to Bacon that he would be able to get
approval for the type of research he wanted to pursue. Thus, he made contact with the Cardinal
Guy le Gros de Foulques and proposed education reform and offered to present a comprehensive
program to him with his support. The Cardinal became Pope Clement IV in spring of 1265 and
renewed contact with Bacon in the form of an official order for him to write about the topic of
their previous conversations. However, this did not include any funds for his study, in part
because the Pope had assumed the work was already written or at least near completion when in
reality it was not even begun.’ As a result Bacon was forced to borrow money and supplies from
friends in order to have access to the materials he required and, due to Bacon’s feelings of
persecution within the Franciscan order, as well as the fact that it was forbidden to have direct
contact with the Pope, it had to be done in secret.'’ The result of the mandate was the Opus

maius, Opus minus and Opus tertium, along with the supplements of De speciebus et virtutibus

*Hackett. 1997, pp. 16-17.
’Bartlett. 2008, p. 114.

""Hackett. 1997, pp. 17-18. Bacon claims to have been obstructed and abused by his
superiors. There is no evidence that this was a long-term problem, but it did result in his transfer
to Paris for “close watching.” See also Lindberg. 1983, pp. xxi-xxiii.
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agentium and De scientia perspectiva attached to the Opus maius, all written before the death of
the Pope in November of 1268 and the subsequent vacancy of the papacy until 1271, which
unfortunately led to the loss of any intellectual security Bacon might have gained from the papal
court."

Roger Bacon was not one who had a problem with self esteem. Bartlett describes Bacon
as “securely elitist” and one who “thinks himself better than most people, although he is usually
willing to concede that there might be a couple of scholars whom he might talk to.”'* This is due
to Bacon’s belief, expressed in the Opus tertium, in the lack of education of his fellow scholars,
going so far as to say that, at most, there are only five other Latin scholars with a good grasp of
science. This lack of respect for those around him, coupled with his research into subjects often
considered risky, or even heretical, led to his continuing difficulties within the Franciscan order.
The traditional story is that at some point, around 1278, he was arrested and kept in prison for
years. This assumption is based, in part, on the lack of source material for Roger Bacon’s life or
career from 1278 to 1292 when he published the Compendium studii theologiae.” However,
there is some question about the length of the imprisonment or if it even occurred. Lindberg
questions the reality of the imprisonment,'* and Hackett and Williams question whether the
imprisonment, if it did happen, was of long duration, preferring the possibility that he was

translating and commenting on the pseudo-Aristotelian Secretum secretorum at Oxford."” Beyond

Hackett. 1997, pp. 18-19.
2Bartlett. 2008, p. 119,

PHackett. 1983, pp. 85-88. For other theories about Bacon’s life from 1278-1292, see
Crowley. 1950, pp. 67-69. Also see Clegg. 2003, p. 144.

"“Lindberg. 1983, p. xxvi.

"See Hackett. 1983, p. 85-88 and Hackett. 1997, p. 20; and Williams. 1994, pp. 57-73.
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the legends which built up around Bacon and the later chronicles, there is no evidence of an
imprisonment of any length, and very little evidence of any action of any kind. Maloney states
that it is obvious that something did happen to cut back on his output but presents Easton’s
suggestion that, if any imprisonment took place, it was “more the person of Bacon that may have
been condemned than any of his particular theories” as the more likely explanation than the
traditional view of Bacon as the repressed intellectual hero.'® The next documented appearance of
Bacon comes in 1292 with his publication of the Compendium studii theologiae. It is also
traditionally the year he died.

6.2 Thought and Works

In spite of Clegg’s grandiose appellation of “The First Scientist,” Roger Bacon was not a
scientist, a word which is of relatively modern origin and conveys a specific image. There are
assumptions and methods which were prevalent during the thirteenth century, a time of great
shifts in intellectual activities, which informed Bacon’s thought and his works. As a Christian
and a friar, Bacon believed in the supremacy of God and in revealed knowledge. He also believed
that knowledge could come through study and observation, i.e. that “the human soul is capable of
receiving knowledge from this source [God] through its own highest faculty, the intellectus
possibilis."” His work on science itself is not detailed but as Easton says, it is fair to judge Bacon
on the basis of “his achievements as a scientific thinker and philosopher.”"®

The perceived value of Roger Bacon’s contributions have gone through ebbs and flows

over the centuries, but in terms of what he thought he was doing with his own works, this is clear

*Maloney. 1988, p. 8.
"Easton. 1952, p. 168.

"®Easton. 1952, p. 168.
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from the opening chapters of his Opus maius. He begins this large work by stating that “A
thorough consideration of knowledge consists of two things, perception of what is necessary to
obtain it and then of the method of applying it to all matters that they may be directed by its
means in the proper way.”" Only a few lines down, he presents to the Pope what his intentions
are in writing the Opus maius: “Therefore, I shall now try to present to your Holiness the subject
of the attainment of this knowledge, not only relatively but absolutely.”* What Bacon was
proposing was a new method of Christian education, one that would remove the four problems he
saw as obstructing knowledge: “submission to faulty and unworthy authority, influence of
custom, popular prejudice, and concealment of our own ignorance accompanied by an
ostentatious display of our knowledge.”' These are issues which afflict every human being and
must be overcome in order to truly educate the Christian world. The purpose of this education is
not to create an appreciation of the sciences for their own sake but rather to foster a knowledge of
theology. In part two of the Opus maius, Bacon states that his purpose is to show that

there is one wisdom that is perfect and that this is contained in the Scriptures. From the

roots of this wisdom all truth has sprung. I say, therefore, that one science is the mistress

of the others, namely, theology, to which the remaining sciences are vitally necessary, and

without which it cannot reach its end. The excellence of these sciences theology claims

for her own law, whose nod and authority the rest of the sciences obey.*
Philosophy and science are important aids to gaining real knowledge, but they are subservient to

the ultimate knowledge which is knowledge of the divine, i.e. theology.

The Opus maius is not so much a scientific treatise as it is an extended plea for a new

"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 1.1, p. 3.
*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 1.1, p. 3.
*'Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 1.1, p. 4.

*?Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 1.1, p. 36.
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method of gaining knowledge. This new method is called scientia experimentalis which is
usually translated as experimental science. The word experimentalis can be translated as
experiment, but is more likely to mean experience and the method the science of experience,
meaning not so much an experiment as anything which has been experienced. It is important to
distinguish Bacon’s idea of scientia experimentalis from laboratory experiments. Bacon accepted
the possibility of experiment, but it is not an experiment in the modern sense.” In part six of the
Opus maius, he defines experience in this way:

Experience is two-fold. One kind is gained through our external senses, and in this
manner we gain experiences of things in the heavens by means of instruments in
astronomy. ... This experience is human and philosophical as far as man can act according
to the grace given him.*
However, this type of experience is not enough. It does not go far enough in elucidating truth.
Thus, another type of experience is needed, that which comes from divine inspiration as can be
seen in the fact that “the holy patriarchs and prophets, who first gave the sciences to the world,
received illumination within and were not dependent on the sense alone.”” He is not rejecting
either the senses or revelation. Both are necessary for absolute truth. In addition, both require
some sort of experience rather than acceptance of previous reports. These elements are not to

function independently of one another but should build on each other. “The science of experience

verifies all natural and artificial things...not by arguments as the purely speculative sciences do,

*Easton. 1952, p. 7. John of Seville’s translation of Abii Ma‘shar’s Kitab al-Madkhal al-
kabir uses experimenta (e.g. 219, 223) for the Arabic word fajriba (e.g. 129) meaning “based on
experience.” Hackett also recommends that experimentum should be translated as “personal
experience” to avoid confusion. See Hackett. 1997, pp. 293-294, n. 49.

*Roger Bacon. Opus maius, V1.1. Trans. Hackett, p. 293.

*Roger Bacon. Opus maius, V1.1. Trans. Hackett. 1997, p. 293.
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nor by feeble and imperfect experiences as the operative sciences.”® This experience should be
applied broadly to all aspects of knowledge, but it is not a rejection of the ancient knowledge.
Bacon, like other scholars of the thirteenth century, studied, translated and used the new texts
from the Islamic world and the newly-available Greek texts. These are not to be ignored. Rather,
they should be earnestly studied and understood and translated into Latin in order to make them
available to the European scholars.”” Experiments are to be done only with the aim of bolstering
the cause of philosophy which is framed by a “Christian ethical system.”*® Fixing education in
Europe was not just needed in order to raise up smarter scholars and improve human life. It was
also vital to human salvation. All sciences, no matter how important, were subordinate to moral
philosophy because morality affects both this life and the life to come. Like the sciences, moral
philosophy or moral science has two types: speculative and practical. Both are important and
both have an impact on the medieval Christian.*® This idea of a science based on experience
rather than simply on authority was the backbone of Bacon’s unwritten scriptum principale
which he would have presented to the Pope in place of the Opus maius and supplementary works
had he had enough time. Where the scriptum principale would have been a comprehensive
collection of Bacon’s knowledge, the Opus maius was, instead, a persuasio meant to gain the
Pope’s support, both financial and otherwise, for the new Christian education and for a full

discussion of all the science available at the time.*°

**Roger Bacon. Opus tertium, p. 46. Quoted in Easton. 1952, p. 176.
*’Easton. 1952, pp. 177-178.
*Easton. 1952, pp. 176-177.
*Hackett. 1997, pp. 405-407.

**Easton. 1952, pp. 152-153, 160-161.
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6.3 Opus maius

The text of the Opus maius has survived only in incomplete form. The most recent Latin
edition of the entire surviving text was made in 1897 by John Henry Bridges. It rectified an error
found in the first printed Latin edition made by Jebb in 1733 as well as in a corrected edition in
1750. In both editions, Jebb omitted the seventh part on Moral Philosophy. In his preface,
Bridges clarifies the importance of the seventh part as being the culmination of the entire work.*!
Even so, the text remains incomplete because the only two manuscripts which contain the
seventh part are incomplete, based on Bacon’s own summary of the Opus maius as found in the
Opus Tertium, ending just before the conclusion of the fourth division out of six listed, which
means that the last two have been lost. Bridges made other major alterations to his edition,
removing De Multiplicatione Specierum from the text. He also interpolated several pages to the
third section from a Cottonian MS, Julius D.v.** The 1897 edition of the Opus maius is based on
the Oxford MS because of its general completeness with the Cottonian MSS, Julius D.v. and
Tiberius C.v. as secondary texts.

As mentioned above, the Opus maius was written at the behest of Pope Clement IV,
along with the Opus minus and Opus tertium. It is structured as an extended plea or persuasio for
a change to the methods of education. Roger Bacon felt that the Latins (European Christians)
were badly behind the rest of the world in the sciences and mathematics and this was due to their
woeful lack of languages.

For it is impossible for the Latins to reach what is necessary in matters divine and human

except through the knowledge of other languages, nor will wisdom be perfected for them
absolutely... For the whole sacred text has been drawn from the Greek and Hebrew, and

*'Bridges. 1897, pp. x-xi.

**Bridges. 1897, p. xii.
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philosophy has been derived from these sources and from Arabic.”
The various parts of the plea deal with all the aspects of what Bacon considers to be the methods
by which Christianity will be brought out of the state of ignorance in which Bacon saw it lying.
Part I deals with the causes of error, i.e. all those things that keep human beings from truth and
keep them in ignorance. This part also contains Bacon’s initial justification for the work and the
need for the attention of the Pope, stating that

by the light of knowledge, the Church of God is governed, the commonwealth of the

faithful is regulated, the conversion of the unbelievers is secured, and those who persist in

their malice can be held in check by the excellence of knowledge, so that they may be

driven off from the borders of the Church in a better way than by the shedding of

Christian blood.**
Without knowledge, the very Church of God will be in danger and the state of Christian
knowledge is in such straits that it is need of drastic restructuring. Part II deals, in general, with
philosophy and its relation to theology. Bacon’s views on the status of religion vs. science can be
seen here: “I wish to show in this second part that there is one wisdom that is perfect and that this
is contained in the scriptures. From the roots of this wisdom all truth has sprung.”* All
knowledge comes, ultimately, from the same source, if it is true, and the “exposition of divine
truth is made through those sciences. For it is itself unfolded as it were in the palm with these
sciences, and yet it gathers within its own grasp all wisdom.”*® Throughout this part, Bacon

strives to demonstrate the importance of philosophy to theology and to show how these two areas

of knowledge are necessary. Even so, he does not advocate philosophy on its own merits, but

»Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 1111, p. 75.
**Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 1.1, p. 3.
*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 11.1, p. 36.

Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 11.1, p. 36.
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rather only insofar as it can be reduced to divine truth. Foreign philosophy and knowledge which
cannot be so reduced is “essentially harmful and has no value considered by itself. For
philosophy in itself leads to the blindness of hell, and therefore it must be by itself darkness and
mist.”’

The last five books each deal with one aspect of this knowledge: Grammar, Mathematics,
Optics, the scientia experimentalis and Moral Philosophy. Part III is the language portion, and in
it, Bacon makes his case for the need for all learned men to know numerous languages. It is also
the beginning of his exposition on those topics which are the most important for the “exposition
of this splendid wisdom.”*® The lackluster state of knowledge among the Latins is due to
problems of languages both with regards to an understanding of other languages and to the lack
of good translations into Latin. Many of the sciences did not originate in Europe and thus come
from other cultures and other languages, specifically Greek, Hebrew and Arabic. Those who have
labored to learn other languages have been able to translate, but “since we do not imitate them,
we therefore lack a grasp of the sciences to a degree past belief, because we cannot understand
their authentic expositions and consequently we are unable to gain an understanding of the
sciences.” The Latins have lost access to knowledge available to those who have learned other
languages and “of necessity have been forced to bear the loss along with the censure.”*

Part IV is the plea for the study of mathematics. If the importance of the various subjects

can be partially defined by the amount of space dedicated to them, this section of the Opus maius

"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 11.19, p. 74.
*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 1111, p. 75.
**Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 1113, p. 82.

“Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 11114, p. 115.
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is what Roger Bacon considers the most important, covering more than 300 pages of the
translated text. Second would be the topic of moral philosophy which covers almost 200 pages,
followed by optics and then scientia experimentalis and languages. However, mathematics
covers a wide range of topics from actual mathematics and geometry to cosmology, astronomy
and astrology to geography and climate. As it is vital for any kind of knowledge to know many
languages, so also is mathematics vital for the understanding of the sciences.

Of these sciences the gate and key is mathematics, which the saints discovered at the
beginning of the world, as I shall show, and which has always been used by all the saints
and sages more than all other sciences. Neglect of this branch now for thirty or forty years
has destroyed the whole system of study of the Latins.*'
The sciences rely on mathematics for proof and verification. In order to demonstrate this, Bacon
goes through celestial and terrestrial sciences to show that both require mathematics in order to
be properly proven and examined, and the forces and agents are explained using geometry.**
However, mathematics is not only of value to the sciences. It is important to relate also to sacred
subjects, and “we must give this more consideration, because human things have no value unless
they be applied to divine things.” In covering this topic, Bacon returns to astronomy and
astrology as it relates to theology because the “vastness of things celestial stirs us to reverence

the Creator.”* It is here also that Bacon makes one of his first references to Abii Ma‘shar as one

of his sources. Using a Latinized form of his name, Albumazar, he cites his Kitab al-Madkhal al-

*'Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.1.1, p. 116.
“Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.2.1-3, pp. 128-138.

“Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 195. It is at this point that the previous
divisions and chapters cease. For the remainder of Part IV, the text is continuous without any
subheadings. The practice of using chapters and distinctions resumes in Part V.

*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 200-201.
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kabir as support of the idea that Noah’s son Shem knew the art of astronomy.* Throughout Book
IV, especially in his last section on the uses of astrology, Bacon makes a number of references to
earlier authorities, most significantly to Albumazar and Ptolemy, as valuable sources of
information for the practice of astrology.*® Quite a bit of space is devoted to elucidating various
principles of astronomy and astrology, and it is clear that Bacon considers these sciences to be
important because there are so many tangential applications of it from a reform of the calendar to
medicine and geography, as well as the religious applications already mentioned. The last section
of Part IV is that which elaborates on the influence of the heavens upon the terrestrial world. This
section, along with the earlier sections on astronomy and astrology will receive a more detailed
analysis below.

Part V of the Opus maius is on the topic of optics and, in the tradition of Ibn al-Haytham
(Latin: Alhazen), Roger Bacon pursues an optical science which depends on both physiological
and physical explanations. Bacon’s reason for dealing with optics as one of the important
subjects for a new educational system is that it is “far nobler and more pleasing, since we take
especial delight in vision, and light and color have an especial beauty beyond the other things that
are brought to our senses,” and he cites Aristotle’s Metaphysics that “vision alone reveals the
differences of things; since by means of it we search out experimental knowledge of all things
that are in the heavens and in the earth.”*’ Understanding vision is important because

in God’s Scripture nothing is so much enlarged upon as those things that pertain to the
eye and to vision, as is evident to one who reads the Scripture through; therefore, nothing

“Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 196. Bacon also referred to Albumazar’s
explanation of Shem being interested in astronomy in IL.9, p. 53.

*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 404-405. In addition to Abli Ma'shar and
Ptolemy, Bacon also makes reference to Avicenna, Alkabiz and Hali Abenragel.

*"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, V.1.1, p. 419.
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is more necessary for the natural and spiritual meaning than definite knowledge of this
. 48
science.

Part VI is the chapter on the scientia experimentalis which is vital to incorporate into the
new education because “without experience nothing can be sufficiently known.”* Things can be
known via reason and experience. Reason can lead to a conclusion but it “does not make the
conclusion certain, nor does it remove doubt so that the mind may rest on the intuition of truth,
unless the mind discovers it by the path of experience.”*’ Both are important, but without
experience, reason cannot be certain. In order to demonstrate the usefulness of scientia
experimentalis, he uses examples of the rainbow, the astrolabe and medicine. There are three
prerogatives for the scientia experimentalis. The first is to investigate conclusions made by
earlier authorities by means of experiments and testing. The second is the creation of new
instruments and new data via experience. These include the astrolabe, mirrors and medical cures.
The third prerogative is that which leads to future understanding. Here, Bacon again makes
reference to the practice astronomy and astrology, but “he seems to think that there is a short cut
around the normal practice of Astronomy/Astrology,” i.e. the use of instruments and tables in
conjunction with this new method can lead to knowledge of the future.’ Hackett calls this
section the “most unsatisfactory aspect of Opus maius, part six” and emphasizes that the section
on astrology in part four must be kept in mind when reading this section.’* The conclusion of Part

VI, again, deals with the application to theology. The advantages to using scientia experimentalis

*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, V.3.3, p. 576.
“Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, V1.1, p. 583.
**Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, V1.1, p. 583.
S'Hackett. 1997, pp. 295-296.

**Hackett. 1997, p. 296.
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is such that it is beneficial in “its special knowledge of the future, present and past, and in its
display of wonderful works on behalf of Church and state, so that all useful activities are
promoted and the opposite are hindered.” In addition, it aids in the conversion of the
nonbelievers because it demonstrates undeniable truths to those who are seekers of truth. It also
aids in the construction of weapons which can be used against those who do not believe and
refuse to believe and against the Antichrist who will come against the Church.”

The final part of Roger Bacon’s plea to the Pope is the

moral science and the civil science which instructs man as to his relations to God and to

his neighbor and to himself, and proves these relations, and invites us to them and

powerfully influences us thereto. For this science is concerned with the salvation of man

to be perfected through virtue and felicity.**
As mentioned above, even with the lost divisions, this is the second longest part of the Opus
maius and covers everything which Bacon considers vital to man’s salvation. This ranges from
knowing the meaning of God to the proper methods of worship to the various types of virtue as
explained by Aristotle. He also includes Stoic doctrines about anger and adversity as shown
through extensive quotations from the works of Seneca. The fourth section of Part VIL is a
comparison of religions and sects in part because he is pleading for all to believe in the religion
“which the human race should accept” because “there is nothing else within the range of
philosophy more necessary for man or of such great utility and worth,” and as he has stated
before, the sciences are subordinate to this moral philosophy.” Everything that is worth knowing

will lead man to eternal salvation. It is important to understand what others believe in order to

combat their misconceptions and errors which is why comparative religion is a necessary part of

»Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, V1, pp. 632-633.
**Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, VIL1.1, p. 635.

>Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius VIL4.1, p. 787.
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Christian education.

Although the conclusion of the Opus maius has not survived, the surviving portion of the
section on Moral Philosophy ends with what seems to be the intent of the entire work, i.e.
showing what a man should seek in life to lead him to heaven. The final lines from Bridges’
edition read, “And therefore by participation in Christ we become Christ’s. And for this reason
the Scripture says, ‘I have said, ye are gods’; and elsewhere, ‘Do not touch my Christs.” And
what more can a man seek in this life?”

6.4  Astrology in the Opus maius

While the majority of Roger Bacon’s views on astrology are found in Part IV, there are
brief mentions of it in Part I, although not by name. In describing why philosophy was rejected
by Christian leaders, Bacon makes reference to areas in which philosophy seemed to be invading
religious territory because “it seemed, I say, to be contending with preachers of the faith, whose
peculiar province it was, not through nature and art, but through the virtue of God, to utter
prophecy of future events. ...for that power of prophecy is able to accomplish great results.”’
This power of prophecy, of predicting the future, was being wrested from the Church by means
of magic and philosophy. Magic and superstition were conflated with philosophy as threats to
Christianity even though “it was hated by philosophers and fought by them all.”** Before giving a
detailed explanation of all the topics worthy of study, Bacon must justify opening these areas for

study at all in the Christian context, and his argument is that philosophy, in and of itself, is a way

to truth once the “fraudulence of the art of magic was purged away” and could be applied to

*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, VIL4.1, p. 823. Bacon is quoting Psalms 82:6 and
105:15.

"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 1.14, p. 32.

**Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 1.14, p. 32.
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divine knowledge.” He appeals not only to the ancient philosophers like Aristotle, Hippocrates,
Galen and Ptolemy, but also to religious figures. In his plea for the study of various languages, he
makes reference to “the saints like Moses and others” who “performed their works under chosen
constellations...by the locations of which they changed and excited men to many things, without
loss of freedom of the will.”® This is only the beginning of his defense and attempt to justify the
practice astrology.

Unlike in Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos and Abt Ma‘shar’s Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, Bacon’s
defense of astrology is not confined to an introduction but is instead more of a running theme
throughout much of Book IV. Because of the nature of the Opus maius, and the fact that it was
written as a persuasio rather than a technical introduction to astrology, it was necessary for
Bacon to justify the practice of astrology and its inclusion in his revamped Christian education.
The defense of astrology as presented by Bacon can be divided into four parts which are similar
to but distinct from the defenses of Ptolemy and Abii Ma'shar. As both Ptolemy and Aba
Ma’shar had done, Bacon does begin with references to the definitions of astrology versus
astrology, but he does not place the same kind of importance on this aspect as his predecessors.
Second is how astrology works, and here, Bacon exceeds both Abli Ma‘shar and Ptolemy in his
description which relies heavily on al-Kind1’s doctrine of rays but also bears some similarity to
Ptolemy’s brief explanation in the Tetrabiblos. Third, Bacon explains why it is worth practicing,
and here, he differs from his predecessors in that his plea is religiously-based and that he has to
overcome the misunderstandings of astrology which he knows exists for many Christians. Fourth,

Bacon must deal with the issue of free will. This issue appears to be the most important area for

**Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 1.14, p. 33.

%Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 111.14, p. 114.
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Bacon and dominates much of the fourth book of the Opus maius. He addresses determinism
much more overtly than AbG Ma'shar did, but he follows Ptolemy more with attributing earthly
causes as a way of ameliorating the influences of the planets.
6.5  Definition and Differentiation

Roger Bacon’s definition of astrology presents a way of defending astrology which
ultimately differs from the methods used by Ptolemy and Abii Ma'shar, one that tries to fit
astrology into the sciences which have eternal value, while at the same time preserving as much
of the traditional aspects as he can. Part IV, beginning with the second distinction, demonstrates
the pattern Bacon has set. He begins, as Ptolemy and Abti Ma‘shar did, by defining astrology and
astronomy, and demonstrating the differences between them. Throughout Part IV Bacon is
inconsistent in the terms he uses to refer to the two sciences. He is not worried about using any
supposedly-correct terminology of astronomia and astrologia set out by Isidore because “they are
called so indifferently by Ptolemy and Avicenna and many others.”®' The “true mathematicians”
do not bother separating the terms.®* However, in the beginning of his discussion into the various
types of astrology, he separates them into astrologia speculativa and astrologia practica.
However, his use of the Latin terms is inconsistent, in keeping with his lack of concern for the
formal terminology. Speculative or theoretical astrology roughly corresponds to astronomy. It is
the branch concerned with the “quantities of all that is included in celestial things... For it gives

us definite information as to the number of the heavens and of the stars.”® Practical astrology

'Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 264.

2Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 264. The Latin sentence reads “Sed veri
mathematici, quos in hac parte vocamus astronomos et astrologos, quia indiferenter a Ptolemaeo
et Avicenna et aliis pluribus sic vocantur...” See Bridges. 1897, p. 242.

Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.2.1, p. 128.
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“enables us to know every hour the positions of the planets and stars, and their aspects and
actions, and all the changes that take place in the heavenly bodies.”** The information gathered in
practical astrology, through instruments and tables, prepares the way for “the judgments that can
be formed in accordance with the power of philosophy, not only in the things of nature, but in
those which take their tendency from nature and freely follow celestial direction.”® The
foundations of astrology, be it speculative or practical, lie in mathematics because of the
Aristotelian principle of causes, which is the only way in which things can be known. Celestial
movements cause terrestrial events. “Therefore these terrestrial things will not be known without
a knowledge of the celestial, and the latter cannot be known without mathematics.”®

Where Bacon does attempt to clear up inconsistencies in terminology is in the word

mathesis which is the foundation of the word mathematica or “true mathematics.”’ With an
etymology that is more reminiscent of the ancient attempts to explain word origins without any
real accuracy, he states that the reason mathematics has a bad reputation among theologians is
due to a misunderstanding of the words. Mathematica is “derived from this word mathesis with
short middle syllable, meaning knowledge, and it is certainly derived from the Greek...whence
mathematica is instructional and theoretical” while the word for false mathematics is said “to be

derived from mathesi with long middle syllable, meaning divination, or with greater certainty,

from mantos or from mantia, which are the same as divinatio...”*® By separating the two types of

%Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.2.1, p. 128.
Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.2.1, p. 129.
%Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.2.1, p. 129.
"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 261. See also Bridges edition, p. 239.

%Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 261. See also Bridges edition, p. 239. There is
no Greek word mathesi corresponding to Bacon’s etymology in Liddell and Scott. pddnoig is
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“mathematics,” Bacon is attempting to legitimize astrology. The false mathematics is magic
which is to be condemned, but true mathematics is knowledge. Astrology has been falsely placed
in the magic variety. The false mathematics is the type that deprives mankind of free will and has
been condemned by all Christian scholars as well as the Greco-Roman philosophers like Aristotle
and Plato. These magicians also claim to use celestial demons “which is wholly wicked, and,
moreover, defile their studies in regard to the heavenly bodies...” However, the most important
reason for condemning this type of mathematics is because it hinders the development of faith.”
Bacon’s method of placing astrology in the arena of true mathematics allows him to claim it as a
valuable part of Christian education. Of course, this is only the beginning of his defense.

These preliminary remarks on astrology lead to his lengthy apologia on the limits and
merits of astrology. Initially, it is difficult to determine just how far Bacon is really willing to go
beyond the accepted astrometeorology which was commonly accepted by Christian scholars.
What is clear is Bacon’s attempt to separate astrology as a superstitious art practiced by
charlatans from what he sees as a mathematics-based science deserving of extensive research and
attention.” This same separation can be seen in other works, such as a letter written by Bacon on
art and nature vs. magic. Nature is powerful, and art making use of nature is also powerful, but
magic, and anything which is “beyond the operation of Nature or of Art is not human or is a

fiction and the doing of fraudulent persons.””" Referring directly to astrology, Bacon says that

translated as “the act of learning, getting of knowledge, while pd6npa can be the mathematical
sciences or knowledge or astrology itself.

%Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 263.
"Hackett. 1997, pp. 183-184.

""Roger Bacon/Davis (trans.). On the Nullity of Magic, p. 15. The intended recipient of
the letter is not known for certain. Davis cites William of Auvergne or John of Basingstoke as
viable possibilities. See p. 51.
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there is much error in the practice because of the inherent difficulty in perceiving the “certitude
of the heavens™” and that leads to frauds claiming to be skilled in astrology and deceiving the
public. However, he also points out that “those who are well-skilled and understand the art
sufficiently may be able, at chosen times, to do many useful things both in act and in
judgment.”” He does not rule out the ability of the stars to affect change on the earth, nor the
ability of the astrologer to utilize his knowledge of stellar influence. His presentation, although
brief, bears a resemblance to that of Ptolemy in emphasizing the difficulty of practicing it
correctly. Done properly, astrology is a valuable tool, but it is hard to do it properly, and it is the
frauds which condemn the art as a whole. Philosophers reject astrology because of those who
purport to consort with demons and who use sleight of hand and elaborate incantations to fool
their customers. Philosophers see the falsity and condemn the “false mathematics.””* By the same
token, the sacred writers condemn astrology in a similar manner, but they also reject astrology for
additional reasons, e.g. because people “fashion their morals in accordance with the heavenly
bodies, under the impression that they were made of necessity by the heavenly bodies and by the
other agencies mentioned.”” They even go so far as to ascribe the miracles and wonders of Christ
and the prophets, not to the power of God, but to magic.

In an effort to support his assertion that astrology can be safely practiced, Bacon uses
quotations from a number of philosophers, showing the proper attitude toward astrology and the

truth of its relation to “divine certitude.” “Let the nobler philosophers be cited, namely, Aristotle,

"Roger Bacon/Davis. On the Nullity of Magic, p. 20.
Roger Bacon/Davis. On the Nullity of Magic, p. 20.
"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 263.

Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 263.
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Avicenna, Ptolemy, Hali [Abt al-Hasan “Alf ibn Abi al-Rijal] his commentator, Messchalac
[Masha’allah], and Albumazar, on whom more than on others rest this burden.””® He cites
Ptolemy a number of times in this section mostly from the pseudo-Ptolemaic Centiloguium and
from Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, using the Latin title Quadripartitum. Using Ptolemy’s explanation,
he explains that astrology is a complicated art and requires much study to master, but he quotes
from the first chapter of the Tetrabiblos that “the hidden profundity of this art so excellent and its
practice so majestic and incomprehensible, that it cannot be wholly grasped by human genius,
seem to be the result of its ineffable subtlety and of a certain divine quality as it were belonging
to it.”"’
6.6 How Bacon’s Astrology Works

The causes of celestial influence are explained by the existence of emanations from the
stars (called species by Bacon). Bacon follows al-Kindi in his De aspectibus in the doctrine of
extramission, i.e. that everything gives off corporeal rays. This is what makes vision possible but
also is the source of celestial influence because the stellar rays strike the earth and cause

every action in this world; for it acts on sense, on intellect, and all the matter in the world

for the production of things, because one and the same thing is done by a natural agent on

whatsoever it acts, because it has no freedom of choice; and therefore it performs the

same act on whatever it meets. But if it acts on the sense and the intellect, it becomes a

species as all know.™
This species can be understood through the use of mathematics and Bacon devotes the rest of the

second distinction and most of the third to explaining how the rays function, the angles at which

they strike the earth and the geometry governing their motion and multiplication. These rays from

"*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 264.
""Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 265.

"*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.2.1, p. 130.
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the celestial realm are the cause of many natural events on earth because “light generates heat,
heat generates putrefaction, putrefaction death, and wine inebriates, and so of every agent,
because it produces many effects besides its own species and force univocal to itself.”” The
causes of these various events can ultimately be traced to the stars because of the complex
connections between various causes and effects. In this way, “the sun and the stars cause all
things here below” and the heavens are moved by the angels. These indirect causes from the rays
are not as strong, however, as direct rays, and “nature acts with more force in the straight line
than in the broken or reflected one.” The rays which comes from the stars will have more
influence on the earth when they are received directly rather than indirectly.*® Thus, the rays
which fall on the earth and are perpendicular to the earth’s surface will have more force than any
other rays. In chapter three of the third distinction, Bacon explains why the force is greater for the
rays which are perpendicular through the use of elementary geometry. The apex of the rays
coming from celestial bodies will be centered on whatever receives the most force, i.e. the most
direct ray will strike with the most force and will receive “more of the sun’s substance, and
therefore has more force.”' Citing Averroes, Bacon states that the stars and planets we can see
are made up of the “transparent celestial substance” which is “condensed in the body of the star”
and it is for this reason that “it has a strong force in the alteration of the world.”® These rays and
the forces emanating from the substance of the stars to the earth are the causes of the various

events on earth. Because the rays emanate in all directions, they have an effect on everything

"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.3.1, p. 139.
*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.3.1, p. 139.
*'Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.3.3, pp. 146-147.

2Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.4.1, p. 149.
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around them and “the cosmos becomes an intricate network of forces responsible for everything
from the radiation of heat to astrological influence and the efficacy of prayer.”® This idea of rays
and their multiplication comes from Bacon’s conflation of al-Kind1’s works De aspectibus and
De radiis. An understanding of the manner in which the rays function is necessary for the body
and the soul. This is because the person who understands the rays is able to avoid the harmful
rays or at least the stronger of the harmful rays. “And these considerations have place when a
man is exposed to harmful celestial impressions like the sun in summer and the moon at night,
which exhaust our bodies.” The rays are the causes of everything on the earth from natural
motions such as the tides to the birth of children.

It is in mentioning childbirth and its connection to the rays that Bacon begins to tread in
territory which is slightly dangerous. Speaking of the tides as he does is not a problem, nor is his
lengthy investigation of the rays and how they impact the terrestrial realm, but attributing power
over human lives to the stars is more difficult to justify. This first mention of the stellar influence
on human beings is brief and contains little commentary. His explanation of how the influence
happens harks back to Ptolemy’s defense of astrology on the basis of the existence of other
earthly causes which complicate the sympatheia from the stars. In the conception and birth of a
child, “not only the multiplication of celestial force is operative, but that of father and mother,
since forces are determined in the seeds, as physicians teach.” The principle which the child
receives from the mother is important because that is the dominant source of influence until birth

when the child is “exposed to a new air, another world as it were” and then “receives apexes of

$Lindberg. 1997, p. 245.
“Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.4.7, p. 163.

%*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.4.5, p. 159.
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celestial pyramids as respects his separate members, and thus receives new impressions, which
he never gives up, because what the new jug receives it tastes of when it is old.”* These new
impressions lead to the formation of the child’s complexio radicalis, his basic physical
constitution, which leads to “inclinations to morals and to sciences and languages, and to all the
trades and occupations, and to all that diversity which we see in all things.”®” Depending on the
arrangement of the heavens, the influence on the child’s disposition can be good or evil,
exceptional or mediocre, but here, Bacon is quick to note that this does not have to be permanent,
“...although he will be able to change himself through free will, God’s grace, temptation of the
devil, and good or bad counsel, especially in youth.”® This format is common throughout
Bacon’s presentation of astrology: a statement of certainty, followed immediately by the
upholding of free will, no matter how seemingly deterministic his previous claims are.

Bacon returns again to how the heavens influence the earth later in Part IV in his
explanation of the extent of the ability of the true mathematicians to predict the future. A real
astrologer (or a true mathematician) will not claim to have certain knowledge, but “they consider
how the body is altered by the heavens, and when the body is changed the mind is aroused now
to private actions and now to public ones, yet in all matters is the freedom of the will
preserved.”® In his description of the power of the planets, Bacon shows his desire to walk that
narrow line between acceptable and dangerous ideas. There is a freedom of the will. The ‘rational

soul is not compelled to its acts,” but the celestial forces can cause it to desire certain things,

Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.4.5, p. 159.
*’Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.4.5, p. 159.
*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.4.5, p. 160.

¥Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 270.
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“those things which they previously did not wish for, although they are under no compulsion.””

The rays given off by the planets are such that they can incite men to do things they would not
have done otherwise. This is a power which affects men’s minds and souls, but the strongest
influence is actually on men’s bodies and internal organs and “when these have been greatly
altered the man will be strongly excited to actions for which he did not previously care, the
freedom of his will remaining unaltered.”' Bacon uses the example of the sun to demonstrate the
power of the planets in being able to alter things on the earth. Depending on where the sun is in
its orbit around the earth, it causes things to grow and decay, and in conjunction with the other
planets, it has extra power to influence men’s minds. The astronomer’ makes predictions based
on the complexions of men, “which spring from celestial influence, like all generation” and so “it
is not surprising if he extends this influence to the sphere of human actions.”” In fact, according
to Bacon, following a common belief in the practice of astrology at a general level, regional
differences are due to the heavens, not to the individual person. Thus, the “complexions of their
bodies innate from the nature of the heavens, under the different parallels and stars of which they
are situated, and in accordance with the diversity of their location with respect to the planets”
lead to the wide varieties of people who live at different climes.”* Every change, every influence

from the heavens has its origin in the rays which come down in the shape of a pyramid with the

“Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 270-271.
*'Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 271.

*The Latin term used in this section, in keeping with Bacon’s lack of concern with
terminology, is astronomus. See Bridges edition, p. 250. On the following page, in a section on
the use of the stars in making judgments on communities, both astronomus and astrologus are
used to reference the person making the prediction for a city or a larger region around a city.

Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 272.

*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 272.
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strongest influence coming from the vertex of each individual ray.

The last section of Part IV of Bacon’s plea is, once more, a return to the subject of the
influences from the heavens, in this last case, a look at how the heavens can influence the earth.
It is divided into four topics

namely a certification of the natures of the fixed stars and of the planets, that by these

means a surer certification may be made of all the characteristics of the places and things

located to the end that a judgment may be made respecting the present, past, and future,
so that at length, in the fifth place, actions may take place promoting all things
advantageous to the state and excluding all things harmful.”
Invoking Aristotle and Averroes, Bacon speaks of how much influence the heavens have on the
earth. “It is a fact, according to Aristotle, that the heavens are not only the universal, but the
particular cause of all terrestrial things.”® It is interesting that, for all his previous vehemence in
protesting the lack of influence on human beings that he can here say, quoting Aristotle that
“man begets man with the help of the sun” and then later, Averroes, that

the sun does more than man in producing a thing. For the force of the sun continues in the

seed from the beginning of generation to the end, while that of a father does not, but is

confined to one act only, namely sowing of the seed; and therefore it would accomplish
nothing, unless the force of the sun were continuously multiplied and infused, regulating
the whole generation.”’

There are four causes which originate in the heavens and have an effect here on the earth.
The first is the universal cause which has to do with the distance of the sun from various places
in the world. The second is the particular cause “namely, the diversity of the fixed stars above the

heads of the inhabitants. For in particular by means of these stars do natural things vary in

different regions, and men also, not only in their natural qualities, but in their morals, sciences,

*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 391.
*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 394.

’Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 394-395.
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arts, languages, and in all other things.”® The various stars in the heavens impact the inclinations
of men on the earth, according to the area in which they live. The third cause comes from the
twelve zodiacal signs and the forces which arise from them.

For the different signs are dominant in different regions, either because at the beginning
of the world they were in the direction of those creatures when they received their first
forces, and what the jar receives when new it retains the savor of when old; or because
they are similar in nature to the stars which revolved over the heads of the inhabitants.”
The signs of the zodiac can affect people on the earth both at birth from the “first forces” and
throughout their lives. The fourth cause from the heavens comes from the power of the planets on
the earth. These are regional effects. “For the planets are assigned to the different regions owing
to their domination, as in the case of the signs, and this follows from the twofold cause stated.”'*
Neither the effects of the zodiac nor the effects of the planets on regions are universally agreed
upon because the various ancient authorities differ and Bacon states that it will take a treatise
dedicated to the subject to determine who is correct. One of the complications is due to the fact
that while there are regional effects which can be demonstrated, there are variations because of
interactions among the planets and signs which vary depending on the characteristics of the
things being affected. Individuals in regions also vary according to the time of day and which
planet is dominant at particular hours and what effects that planet will have on the various parts
of the body.'"" In all these cases, Bacon does not dismiss the power of prediction based on free

will. He speaks of the effects of the heavens on various parts of the body, on the complexions of

individuals all without reference to anything but the value of astrology to medicine because of its

%Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 395.
“Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 395.
"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 395.

"""Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 396-397.
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predictive power. It is not until he gets to an explanation of the effect of the planets on the mind
that he brings up the will again. “And further, as the complexions vary, the minds are aroused
and influenced to desire gratuitously to follow the motion of the complexion, even in all
voluntary actions, the liberty of the will, however, in all cases being preserved.”'” Here we have
again, the strong influence of the heavens, but at the last, the preservation of the will. The
heavens can be the primary cause of every physical attribute of an individual or a particular race,
but when it comes to the mind of man, the heavens have the ability to influence, to create new
desires, even to incite men to wish to follow those desires, but ultimately, he repeats the required
freedom of the will.
6.7 The Benefits of Astrology

Bacon’s defense of astrology runs the gamut from quoting early Christian theologians
such as Augustine to advocating the study of astrology on the basis that it is a subject which
allows for knowledge of the past, present and future and is thus of great worth to theology. In
addition, studying astrology and astronomy leads to better knowledge because they are to “give
explanations and full certitude in regard to the places in the world. Wherefore these sciences are
very necessary in this particular.”'®® Like his explanations for how astrology works, Bacon’s
description of the benefits of astrology are spread through Part IV and include the simple increase
of knowledge but more on how astrology can aid Christianity and Christians in defending
themselves against outside threats.

One of the first ways in which astrology gives great benefit to practitioners, according to

Bacon, is the power and influence the astrologer can have on the course of nations if he has

12Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 398.

% Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 205.
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studied the use of the heavens in detail and therefore is well-versed in the movements and
influences of the celestial objects. “For in accordance with variations of this kind in the
constellations and complexions and wishes of princes and prelates innovations in habits and
change in laws and customs arise in a people on higher authority.”'** Good counselors influence
for good, and evil for evil. In Bacon’s example of how an astrologer can help the rule of a nation,
he notes that, because of the power a prince has over his people, influencing the course of a state
is more easily accomplished if the astrologer simply knows the nativity of the prince himself,
“for that which pleases the prince has the force of law.”'”® An astrologer, well-placed in the royal
court is obligated to know the nativity of the ruling prince in order to influence the affairs of
cities and kingdoms and to know it so well that he can be aware of the times when the prince’s
morals will be altered by the positions of the heavenly bodies.
If, therefore, from the constellation of the nativity and conception the complexion of any
prince, or of another on whom he relies, is found disposed to perversity of morals and to
discords and wars, and if the astronomer at the same time with this sees that men are
influenced in this way in the formation of habits and are more strongly aroused when a
like constellation happens, he is able to give a rational judgment regarding the woes of
the state and kingdom over which they rule, when the arrangement of the heavens and of
those things which are renewed by celestial forces, like comets, and the like, happen
conformably.'*
The benefits of the presence of a skilled astrologer in the court are immeasurable to the
preservation of a nation. Of course, this is not the first time that the idea of astrology having an
influence on the course of a nation has arisen. The court astrologers in the Roman empire

sometimes had so much influence on the emperor that they could affect the succession. In

Bacon’s view, this kind of power in a royal court can only be a good thing if the astrologer is

'%“Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 274-275.
'Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 274.

'%Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 275.
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well-educated in the movements of the heavens and their effects. He concludes this example with
another rejection of the misunderstandings which have arisen regarding the practice of
mathematics, owing to its false association with magic. To Bacon, mathematics does not deserve
to be blamed, “but to be embraced warmly and loved owing to the glorious utilities which can
come out of the judgments of true mathematics, which in no way is contradictory to the truth.”'"’

After a brief digression into the basic elements of practicing astrology, Bacon returns to
the benefits of astrology, this time as related to religion. He discusses the influences of the
planets on various sects in Part VII of his plea. Referring to Abii Ma'shar’s treatise on Jupiter-
Saturn conjunctions, Bacon looks at how these conjunctions influence the course of religions
throughout history. In reference to Christianity, he claims that it can be shown that Christianity is
the greatest of all the sects “by reason of the noble nature of its lawgiver and of the sect itself,
that no other sect is worthy, but all others are the figments of men.”'” He uses the three types of
conjunctions between Saturn and Jupiter, those which occur every 20 years, every 240 years and
every 960 years, to predict the end of Islam because Abii Ma'shar said that

the law of Mahomet cannot last more than 693 years. But so long is it able to last and will

last, unless owing to some coincident cause, the time shall be shortened as we explained
before, since a shortening can take place greater or less from different causes.'”
At the end of this, Bacon again reiterates that although scholars like Abti Ma‘shar make

statements that

sects depend on the freedom of reason, yet they do not place any necessity on freedom of

"“"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 275.
%Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 284.

'Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 287. Bacon uses these same conjunctions and
the signs in which they occur to reference significant events in Christianity, such as the birth of
Christ and the appearance of various heretical sects, e.g. conjunctions occurring in the signs of
Cancer, Libra and Capricorn indicate big changes in sects and empires.
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the will, saying that the planets are signs hinting to us those things which God arranges
from eternity to take place either through nature, or through human will, or by his own
plan in conformity with the good pleasure of his will.'"
This could be a reference to the fact that, in Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, Abu Ma'shar does not
concern himself with the religious issues of freedom of the will, and that he does not even
reference God often in his defense. Even so, each of the “principal sects,” which are comprised
of the Pagans (those who worship no god), the Idolaters (who worship many gods), the Saracens
(the Muslims), the Jews, the Christians and last of all, Antichrist, each are governed and
influenced by a law of one of the planets.''" This is the first distinction among them, and
upon that the other distinctions follow, since the celestial influence inclines a man to
receive the laws, either as a controlling influence, or as an important one, or as one that
renders the reception easier. For although the rational soul is not forced to anything, yet,
as we proved above, a man’s habit of thought is much altered with regard to the sciences,
morals, and laws. By these changes the soul is stimulated as far as the action of the body
is concerned and is influenced to acts both public and private, with complete freedom of
the will, however, in all matters.'"?
Again, freedom of the will is paramount, but as he has already stated, the heavenly bodies alter
the body which then excites the soul to some religious desire, to choose one of the sects.
Significantly, here and in the discussion that follows, Bacon gets rid of any possibility that he
might think the planets are only the signs of God. The movements are known by God, but more
than that, “the planets are thus not only signs, but do something in the way of excitation.”'"?

Beyond a person’s choice of sects, within Christianity, a knowledge of the movements of the

heavens and their effects can lead a Christian to a greater love and appreciation of his Creator.

"°Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 287-288.
""Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, VIL.4.1, pp. 790-791.
"2Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, VI1.4.1, p. 791.

"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 288.
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Interestingly, in presenting this love as a benefit of astrology, there is another missing assertion
of freedom of will. In fact, Bacon seems to backtrack, citing Abti Ma‘shar and a philosopher
named Alchimus'"* and the text Ovidus de vetula,'” although in this case, it is in deference to
God, but still with the planets being a vital part. “Therefore God has willed so to order his affairs,
as to show by means of the planets to rational souls certain things which he saw beforehand and
predestined to happen, with the intention doubtless that the human mind, recognizing the
wonders of God, might grow, inflamed to a love of its Creator.”""°

Bacon returns again to the benefits of astrology after a presentation on his calendar
reforms. Astrology is valuable “in two principal ways: in one, because of the knowledge it gives
us of the future, present, and past; in the other, in useful works.”'"” In terms of predicting the
future, Bacon has referred to it multiple times already, but again, he feels the need to reiterate the
same point.

But the principles concerning the knowledge of the future have been touched upon above

in that distinction in which I argued in excuse of mathematics, and showed that a

sufficient judgment is possible in all things, which rests between what is necessary and

what is impossible, and between the universal and the particular. For by these means is

the human mind illuminated, so that it is able to discourse wisely on all topics and to
provide advantageously for itself and for others.'"®

"“This Alchimus could be an early Christian philosopher based on Bacon’s reference.
According to Thorndike, both are cited in the work Cosmography which Bacon also mentions.
See Thorndike. 1923, p. 602.

""The text of De vetula is a poem written in the thirteenth century, attributed to Ovid,
which contains references to Aristotle and Abii Ma'shar and their connection to astronomy. Not
only is Bacon influenced in his perception of Abii Ma‘shar’s presentation of the Virgin Birth, but
he also takes from the text a portrayal of Aristotle as monotheistic. See Hackett. 1997, pp. 193-
195.

"“Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 288.
"""Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 306.

"8Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 306-307.
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Here, Bacon’s explanation is almost identical to the philosophical section of Abli Ma‘shar’s
defense, using an extensive explanation of the existence of the possible and how it fits into the
work of astrology. The human mind receives the influence of the possible rather than the
necessary and impossible. However, the caveats disappear almost completely when Bacon moves
on to discuss the benefits of using astrology in matters of medicine. He has already stated that the
human body is directly affected by the stellar rays and thus, when it comes to matters of the body,
the stars have a direct influence on health and sickness.

But an effect is known only by means of its cause, as all know; but celestial things are the

causes of things below, whence these things that are generated must be known through

those that are not generated, namely, celestial things. That, moreover, celestial things not

only are universal causes, but the proper and particular causes of things below, is proved

by Aristotle, who says in the second book on Generation, that the elements are less active

than the tools and instruments used in an art are in comparison to the artificer.'”
Celestial things cause earthly events; therefore, in order to understand earthly events, one must
understand how the celestial function because they are both universal and particular causes. He
then goes on to explain that “the only agents are the heavens and the elements, which are the
instruments of the heavens.”'? There is no reference to God as the first cause (which will be
stated in Part VII), and the heavens are the only cause of things on the earth. It is also interesting
to note that, in this case, there is no qualification, no instant upholding of free will, only a
statement which sounds suspiciously like a claim of determinism because the heavens are the
source of all causes and even the elements of the physical world function under the power of the

heavens. Bacon’s defense in this case is that sickness is related to the body rather than to the soul

and that astrological medicine was the least offensive type of astrology practiced in the Middle

""Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 307.

'2’Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 307.
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Ages.

The knowledge of the heavens can be manipulated for evil, but good men will use it for
good. Bacon even goes so far as to suggest that an adept human mind can somehow join with the
powers of the heavens and change the minds of those around him.

For when the purpose, desire and force of the rational soul, which is nobler than the stars,

are in harmony with the force of the heavens, of necessity either a word or something else

is produced of wonderful force in altering the things of this world, so that not only the

things of nature, but human minds are drawn toward those things which the skillful adept

wills, the freedom of the will remaining unimpaired, since the mind can follow the

celestial forces fully without compulsion, as we showed and stated in the proper place.'*!
This power of the rational soul is such that Bacon places it above the nobility of the heavens
below only God and the angels. For this reason, incantations and images created by a skilled
practitioner may act on the world using the power of the heavens but acting through the image
itself long after the constellation has receded in its power. These methods are often placed in the
same subject as superstitious magic or that wrought by demons, but in the hands of someone
trained, these are real arts which are made through an understanding of astrology.'”> Bacon makes
an effort to separate the astronomical incantations from the magical incantations, but it is
questionable as to just how convincing such an argument would be.

What makes astrology so important for Christianity that Bacon devotes so much time to
its defense and to making it acceptable to Catholic doctrine? In general terms, it is for the same
reason that every other subject is vital: because “by the light of knowledge the Church of God is

governed, the commonwealth of the faithful is regulated, the conversion of unbelievers is

secured, and those who persist in their malice can be held in check by the excellence of

'2'Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 410.

'2Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 412-413.
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knowledge.”'” When he arrives at the end of Part IV, Bacon elaborates on why this is all so
important.
I am writing these facts not only for scientific consideration, but because of the perils
which happen and will happen to Christians and to the Church of God through
unbelievers, and most of all through Antichrist, because he himself will employ the
potency of science and will convert all things into evil.'**
Knowing about the uses and powers of the heavens is vital for Christianity because the enemies
and unbelievers will be using this same knowledge against the Christians, in order to destroy
them. Antichrist will be the most dangerous because he will have the most power and most
ability to destroy through his understanding and use of astrology.
By this wonderful method without war he will accomplish what he wishes and men will
obey him just as beasts and he will cause kingdoms and states to fight against one another
on his behalf, so that friends may destroy friends, and thus he will accomplish his desires
regarding the world.'”
If Christians do not learn to make use of a knowledge of the heavens and of the ways in which
the power of the heavens affects the earth, Antichrist will utilize those tools in order to subjugate
all of Christianity to his will. Already, the Tartars and Saracens have done this in many places in
the world because they have court astrologers who keep them informed of what is happening in
the heavens. “They could not have done this by force of arms, as is obvious, and hence they must
have succeeded by means of science and especially by means of astronomy, by which they

profess to be ruled and directed in all things.”'*® His most powerful plea for learning astrology,

however, comes a few pages earlier in his discussion of the powers of the various planets. Mars,

'ZBacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, 1.1, p. 3.
'2*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 415.
'ZBacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 415.

'2Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 416.
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which has a fiery nature, is what incites war and anger and all discord. This is something that can

be seen in the history of the Church through the wars in England, Spain, Italy and other places.

Bacon laments the ignorance of his fellow Christians and the loss that was incurred because of it.
Oh, how great an advantage might have been secured to the Church of God, if the
characteristics of the heavens in those times had been discerned beforehand by scientists,

and understood by prelates and princes, and transferred to a zeal for peace. For so great a

slaughter of Christians would not have occurred nor would so many souls have been sent
below.'”’

In the end, Bacon feels that it is only through utilizing astrology, something known to the
enemies of Christianity, that the Church of God can triumph over its foes. Without that
knowledge, the defeats and loss of life will continue. To that end, he is willing to struggle with
making a science which has dangerous aspects to it acceptable rather than give up the possible
advantage it could bestow on those adept at using it.
6.8  Determinism in Bacon’s Astrology

In advocating the use of astrology within the Church, Bacon was going against a number
of early Christian scholars, including Augustine, and many of his near contemporaries who also
devoted time and energy to an examination of astrology. One of these contemporaries was Robert
Grosseteste, the Chancellor of Oxford University and the bishop of Lincoln. Bacon admired
Grosseteste, but they differed in their views of the scope of astrology. While Bacon accepted
influences from the heavens, Grosseteste, in his Hexaemeron, argued that the stars cannot show
evil things and that giving the stars any kind of power denies the free will of mankind.'*®
However, another of his contemporaries, Albertus Magnus, had a view that was much closer to

Bacon’s. Like Bacon, he had to get around the problem of free will while advocating the reality

'"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 401.

Grosseteste/Martin (trans.). Hexaemeron, V .X.8.
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of the influences of the stars. His solution was a redefining of fate as all the possible choices
available to mankind in any given event.'” While Albertus Magnus was clear in his solution, the
biggest problem in Bacon’s defense of astrology is clarifying the role of determinism, especially
in order to keep it in line with Christian doctrine. He must be sure to preserve man’s free will in
every case. Bacon states that freedom of will is preserved even from God Himself because “God
has not imposed necessity on human actions, although he has known from eternity how a
contingent matter must terminate, and there is freedom of the human will.”"** One of his methods
of defense is appealing to past authorities. Many of the ancient Christian and pagan philosophers
were aware of the value of astrology, including Ptolemy, Aristotle, Ibn Sina (Latin: Avicenna),
Masha’allah (Latin: Messehalac), Haly and Abti Ma'shar, so long as it was practiced in the right
way. Following this appeal, Bacon states that many of these authorities do not maintain that

there is an absolute necessity in things below due to the influence of the heavens, because
free will is not subject to the things of nature, nor do they think that the decision must be
infallible, nay, they do not even place any necessity on free will, since they do not ascribe
it to the things of nature as will be evident. Therefore, philosophers universally condemn
the madness of those false mathematicians."'
It is interesting to note that Bacon uses the lack of emphasis on free will which is seen in the
earlier authorities as evidence that it is obvious that free will is preserved in real astrology. In
contrast to the lack of attention in earlier defenses of astrology, his continual restating of the
preservation of free will within the Opus maius demonstrates that Roger Bacon is writing for a

different audience with different views, one in which the issue of free will is so important that

avoiding it will only make things worse. Even with his continual declarations, his position is not

2Price. 1980, p. 184.
°Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 405.

'Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 262.
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easily discerned because of the method by which he attempts to soften the determinism inherent
in the astrology he has inherited from Greco-Roman antiquity and from the Islamic world.

The difficulty Roger Bacon faces in his defense of astrology is that he believes the stars
do have power over human lives, both on a general and on a particular level. He states as much
when he writes that

in human affairs true mathematicians do not presume to certain knowledge, but they

consider how the body is altered by the heavens, and when the body is changed the mind

is aroused now to private actions and now to public ones, yet in all matters is the freedom
of the will preserved. For although the rational soul is not compelled to its acts, yet it can
be strongly influenced and aroused so that it gratuitously desires those things to which the
celestial force inclines it, just as we see men, owing to association, advice, fear and love
and the like, change greatly their intention and gratuitously wish for those things which
they previously did not wish for, although they are under no compulsion, like him who in
the hope of safety casts into the sea his most precious wares.'*?
The difference is that, in individuals, the mind is only “influenced and aroused” rather than
compelled to act. However, the influence from the celestial forces is strong enough to change the
human body to the point that the mind will “gratuitously wish for those things they previously
did not wish for.” Bacon compares the influences of the stars to things on the earth which can
affect men only “to a far greater degree.” He ascribes great power to the stars, but he explicitly
excepts free will from that influence. The “mind is strongly excited to its actions, although it is
not under compulsion, and in accordance with this principle the judgment of the astronomer is
given, and does not imply infallibility or necessity.”'** The general influence of the stars is even
stronger than its particular influence. The stars control the nature of different ethnicities, even

their habits and customs. This is because the lines of the rays coming from the stars which affect

nationalities are different. Each individual nationality is under the same stars in the same way;

2Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 270-271.

3 Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 271.
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therefore, the bodies of the inhabitants change from that nature. “The chief cause of this
difference cannot be found in the earth or in men, but is sought for in the heavens according to all
scholars (sapientes).”"** The diversity of things on the earth is due to the stars, not to earthly
influences but to the celestial rays. The varying angles of the rays is what explains the issue of
twins, a common criticism of astrology. Each fetus receives different rays at different angles and
thus receives different influences which account for the different lives of individual twins.

What about the casting of nativities? In this issue, Bacon’s attempt to walk the fine line
between stellar influence and stellar causation is more obvious. A skilled astrologer may cast an
accurate horoscope through intense study of the positions and movements of the stars and planets
“if he carefully considers when the heavenly bodies will reach these arrangements in accordance
with the parts of each” and if he does this, then “he is able to give a satisfactory judgment in
regard to all things in nature, such as infirmities, health, and the like, at what time they must
happen and how they are limited.”"** These are all physical effects, caused by the influence of the
rays on the various parts of the human body, and if that were all Bacon claimed was influenced
by the celestial realm, he would be much more secure. Astrological medicine was much less
controversial. However, he goes further. Illnesses and other similar problems are due to the effect
of the stars on man’s complexion, weaknesses, health, but “they are not compelled but strongly
influenced as manifest” and this is what allows the astrologer to “give a wise judgment regarding
the moral actions of an individual, in all cases, however, with a preservation of the freedom of

the will.”"*® The stars have an influence on the morality, ethics and choices of men, and the

*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 272.
3Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 273.

*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 274.
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astrologer can often give a “sure judgment in accordance with the possibility of the subject which
he handles.”'*” This leads to what seems to be Bacon’s dominant claim, and his best reason for
claiming both celestial influence (meaning that the future can be predicted) and human free will:
“For it is one thing to be true, and another to be rendered true of necessity.”"** Astrologers can
predict what will come based on the movements of the stars, because the stars give off rays
which influence various things on the earth, but on an individual level, that influence does not
have to be followed. It often is because the influence is very powerful, much more so than any
earthly influence, but mankind has free will, as Bacon often repeats.

Regarding Christianity, specifically, the birth of Christ, Bacon has another problem with
his celestial influence. Christ’s birth was signaled by many signs in the heavens and He was born
of a human mother, and human beings are subject to the rays of the stars, but “it is impossible for
God to be subject to a creature.” The stars can only be a sign, not a cause, but no one can deny
that Mary was mortal and thus subject to celestial influence. Thus, “the force of the heavens
cooperates with the natural force of the glorious Virgin and aided her in so far as she functioned
according to nature because man begets man.”"** Bacon does not endorse the idea that the stars
are mere signs. Even in relation to the birth of Christ, he states that it is “not improper to assume
that the celestial arrangement is more than a mere sign, taking into account simply the things of

nature.”'*” He does not find it to be a problem, but he is quick to assure his reader, i.e. the Pope,

“"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 274. The Latin reads “...poterit in multis
havere judicium certum secundum possibilitatem materiae quam tractat.” See Bridges edition, p.
252.

¥ Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 274. Latin: “Aliud enim est esse verum, et
aliud necessario verificari.” Bridges edition, p. 252.

9 Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 288-289.

“Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 289.
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that these kinds of ideas will be kept within the bounds of the Catholic faith.

The knowledgeable astrologer has the power to effect many changes in his life and in the
lives of those around him should he be placed in a position to do so. Bacon gives two examples
of how the knowledge of the heavens has been integral in past events. One example comes from
a story Josephus relates about Moses and the other from the pseudo-Aristotelian work Secretum
secretorum. According to Numbers 12:1, Miriam and Aaron complained against Moses because
he had married an Ethiopian woman. Bacon adds to the Old Testament narrative that Moses did
so when leading the Egyptian armies and continues the story in stating that “owing to the depth
of his love, he made, since he was a skillful astronomer, two images on rings, one of
forgetfulness which he gave to the woman, and the other of memory which he kept for himself,
and thus he freely departed from her with his army and without war.”'*! He later elaborates on the
astrological nature of the act, although he is not explicit on the exact means by which it was
done, saying that Moses

stirred the mind of the woman by means of the celestial forces received in the material.

For as that woman could be changed to purity and to a forgetfulness of her husband by

means of images, so could she have been influenced also to adopt other morals, and not

she only, but any other woman.'**
Through his knowledge of the stars, Moses was able to force a change on the Ethiopian princess
he had married, and in this case, Bacon never mentions the possibility that the woman could have

resisted the influence. Moses caused her to forget. This is not just a change to the body but also

to the mind or the soul, something he has been careful to avoid as a possibility, up to this point.

"“"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 407-408. This is an example of image magic
which was practiced throughout the Middle Ages and has been said to have originated in the
medieval Islamic world. Klaassen. 2003, esp. pp. 168-172.

"“Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 409.
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The second example, from the Secretum secretorum, is a story of Alexander the Great
writing to Aristotle for guidance after he had conquered the world, through the advice of
Aristotle.

When Alexander found tribes with very bad morals and wrote to Aristotle asking what he

should do with them, that prince of philosophy replied, “If you can alter their atmosphere,

allow them to live: if not, slay them all.” Oh, how occult is the reply, yet how full of the
power of wisdom! For he understood that in accordance with a change of air, which
contains the celestial forces, are the morals of men changed; for which reason the customs
of Gauls, Romans, and Spaniards differ from one another, and the same is true concerning
all other countries.'®?
This refers back to Bacon’s discussion of how infants begin to be influenced by the air around
them at birth, because that air has been affected by the celestial rays. If the air itself could be
changed, could be affected by different stellar rays, the morals of the people could also be
changed and
they might be influenced to adopt a high moral standard, without, however, losing
freedom of will; just as each nation is influenced to adopt its moral standards by its own
atmosphere which contains the forces of the stars which are over the heads of the
inhabitants, and in accordance with the signs or planets dominant over the particular
regions.'*
Men can be influenced for good or evil without being forced to do good or evil. This is true in
matters of influence of peers or the influence of the stars. No matter how strong the influence
may be, the option exists that a man can choose.

The example of Moses and his Ethiopian wife is a strange exception to Bacon’s general

trend of continually upholding the principle of free will. In the case of Aristotle advising

Alexander, the morals of the newly-conquered peoples could only be influenced, not forced, but

in the case of the Ethiopian princess, there is no indication that she could have resisted Moses’

" Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 408-409.

““Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 409.



233
attempt to make her forget. The use of images infused with celestial powers comes from the
Centiloquium,'* as well as commentaries from Haly and Thebit (Arabic: Thabit ibn Qurra) and
Bacon’s brief discussion of them does not delve into the matter of free will. Did he forget to add
it in? Are women exceptions to the strength of will? Or is this a rare place where Bacon simply
assumed that preservation of free will is understood? If so, why here and nowhere else? In
general, the only sections without a mention of free will are those dealing directly with the
physical body rather than the spirit or the mind. Whatever the reason, once Bacon begins his final
look at the power of the heavens, the frequent references to the preservation of free will resume.

Here, he spends about a page speaking of the influence of the heavens on the inanimate
and on plants and animals, all of which is fully deterministic, indistinguishable from a hard
determinist like Manilius. Bacon seems to want everything to be caused by the heavens or
perhaps his sources being much more ambiguous than he might have thought, he finds himself
being pulled in that direction, but, ultimately, he cannot make that claim for human beings. The
heavens are causes “in things correctly generated” and “in the faults of natures and in
monstrosities... If moreover we proceed further, we are able to investigate the causes of terrestrial
things more properly by means of celestial things. But the first principle in this is that every point
of the earth is the apex of a pyramid filled with the force of the heavens.”"*

Roger Bacon’s stand on astrology is not always clear within the Opus maius, nor even

within his other works, e.g. Communia mathematica or his translation and commentary on the

pseudo-Aristotelian Secretum secretorum. However, there are some conclusions which can be

'3Ps.-Ptolemy. Centiloquium, art. 9. “In their generation and corruption forms are
influenced by the celestial forms, of which the framers of talismans consequently avail
themselves, by observing the ingresses of the stars thereupon.”

"““Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 308.
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drawn about how Bacon viewed the practice and science of astrology. One of the most important
statements Bacon makes about astrology is that it cannot preempt free will and that means that to
some degree it is fallible. This is so important to his overall defense of astrology that he repeats it
numerous times throughout Part IV of the Opus maius. Indeed, in the context of Christian
Europe, the preservation of free will is vital to justifying the practice of astrology in any form.
Throughout the Middle Ages, Christian scholars, such as Augustine, railed against the possibility
that free will could be taken from mankind, that mere fate could dictate the course of a human
being’s life. If there is no free will, then how can there be sin and punishment for sin? God, being
omnipotent and omniscient, and more importantly, completely good, cannot be the source of any
evil. Thus, the hard determinism demonstrated by Manilius and Vettius Valens, for whom “Fate
rules the world,” must be avoided. However, at the same time, Bacon also believes that
astrologers can make genuine, valid predictions based on the influence of the heavens on the
elements and on the characteristics of human beings. What is different here is that he has
modified the power of the heavens and “denies that knowledge of this influence can be infallible
or that the heavens impose an absolute necessity on human free will.”'"’

While he generally confines his statements in the Opus maius to simple reassurances that
free will is always preserved, in his introduction to the Secretum secretorum, Bacon elaborates on
how he sees the limits of astrology. Those who try to claim absolute knowledge of things that
will happen and claim that knowledge on the basis of fate and necessity are frauds because “true
mathematicians do not presume these three positions because they do not judge that anything that
was, is or will be, happens by necessity in these contingent and voluntary matters on earth.” In

addition, these mathematicians (or astrologers) will not try to claim certainty in their predictions

4THackett. 1997, pp. 185-186.
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and always will allow for possibilities. A predicted event “may happen and that it will happen in
so far as it is according to the power of its causes, and that it will happen in virtue of these causes
unless God changes the Ordained law of Nature and of the Will”'** While in the Opus maius, as
noted above, Bacon states that not even God will overrule man’s free will because it is one of
those things He has given to mankind, here, Bacon states that God can change the law of free
will, in effect, circumventing it if He so chooses. However, that would seem to be the only
exception to the preservation of free will. Only God has the power to remove it. Nothing below
Him has that power.

At the base of all of Bacon’s arguments on astrology is the Aristotelian principle of cause
and effect. He makes references to it several times and also states that the power from the
heavens does act as a cause influencing the course of the terrestrial world both generally and
particularly. In straddling the worlds of philosophy and theology, Bacon must try to bring the two
disparate views together for the sake of the salvation of Christianity, validating philosophy while
not alienating the religious scholars. His method of doing so is to demonstrate that, with proper
understanding, the sacred writers will see that the real practitioners of the science of astrology are
completely within the tenets of Christianity.

From these statements, then, it is clear that philosophers do not maintain that there is an

inevitable happening of events in all cases due to celestial influences, nor is their

judgment infallible in particular instances, but in accordance with the possibility of this
science; particularly so since they also add that another science, which is called
experimental, gives a still more certain judgment than ordinary astronomy.'*’

This is what allows the astrologers and the sacred writers to come together, “For they [the sacred

writers] reprobate nothing except the principle that through the stars a necessity is placed on

'*8Roger Bacon. Secretum secretorum, ed. Steele, 3-4. Quoted in Hackett. 1997, p. 186.

Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, pp. 267-268.
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contingent things and particularly on morals and human acts and that there is an infallible
judgment in all cases.”"*” Even so, Bacon’s position is interesting because, while he denies
infallibility in most cases, he is also very clear that the stars are not only a cause of human events
and human characteristics, but they are extremely powerful causes which require resistance and
awareness which is why it is so important to know about the planets, the stars and their
movements. Without an understanding of how the celestial realm can affect the terrestrial realm,
human beings are, essentially, at the mercy of causes they do not comprehend. From the moment
of conception, a child is affected by the stars indirectly through his mother, and from the moment
of birth, he is affected by the stars directly through their effects on the world around him and on
the child himself because “what the new jug receives it tastes of when it is old.”"*' This does not
indicate absolute determinism but neither does it show an influence which can simply be thrown
off without effort. For Bacon, there are parts of life that are caused by the stars. These are
generally confined to physical characteristics and inanimate objects, but he clearly goes further
than that. In his discussion on the power a skilled astrologer could have in a royal court, he
specifically refers to inclinations toward evil bestowed by the stars. It is possible to fight the
inclinations, but even so, they are imposed on a specific individual by the stars and their
positions and movements at a specific time. At the general level, there is even less distinction
between determinism and free will. People who live in a certain area will all be influenced by a
specific celestial configuration in much the same way. This is not just in physical characteristics
but also extends to their morals and their interests.

In fact, Bacon’s astrology is quite an ingenious system. The rays given off by celestial

*Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV, p. 268.

"“"Bacon/Burke (trans.). Opus maius, IV.4.5, p. 159.



237

objects strike the earth. Depending on the angle and the strength of the rays, there will be more or
less influence on the terrestrial realm. Everything on the earth receives the rays, from animals to
plants to rocks. Human beings are affected by these rays as are inanimate objects. These rays
have specific influences both on a general and on a particular level. A person’s morals, interests,
appearance, vulnerability to illness all are influenced by the rays from the stars and planets. A
culture’s morals and interests are also affected by the planets and stars. The one thing that cannot
be controlled by the stars, however, is the human soul, putting it higher than the stars, although
below God and the angels. The question remains as to whether Bacon’s astrology is deterministic
or not. Certainly, it seems that Bacon would say that it was not. He continually emphasized the
freedom of the will. As much power as he assigns to the influence of the stars, they do not force
the actions of mankind. They do not remove choices. And yet, the personality, thoughts and
physical characteristics of a newborn child are certainly directed by the stars. So much so that the
influence from the stars will linger throughout the life of that child, even as the jug will maintain
the taste of something placed inside it. If a person is unaware of the influence of the stars, they
certainly will push him in a specific direction, even to the point of forcing his actions. That is
why Bacon advocates the study of astrology so strongly and why he feels it is necessary for the
Church to understand and use it. Living in ignorance of the heavens puts Christianity under the
power of the stars. Bacon’s defense is focused as much on showing that it is safe and necessary

for Christians as it is to explain the details of astrology.
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Chapter 7
Conclusion

Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, Abt Ma‘shar’s Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, and Roger Bacon’s
Opus maius constitute three important texts in the history of astrology. Each one represents not
only a step in the development of astrological defenses, but they also represent three different
cultural and religious milieux. Although both Ab@i Ma‘shar and Roger Bacon relied on Ptolemy’s
defense in the Tetrabiblos as a source for their own defenses of astrology, the differences both in
their received traditions and in their ultimate intentions in defending the practice contributed to
the differences present in their works.
71 Ptolemy as a Source for Astrology

Ptolemy’s prominence as a source of astrology probably owes at least some credit to his
reputation as an astronomer. In the Middle Ages, both in the Islamic world and in Europe,
Ptolemy’s status as a great astronomer did not ebb. His work on astrology built upon the
foundation he’d already established in the A/magest. While the astrology presented in the
Tetrabiblos was not comprehensive, the methods he used to defend astrology became the
foundation from which later astrologers and advocates of astrology worked. Within the structure
of his defense in Book I of the Tetrabiblos, he engages in a number of common trends: defining
what one is actually practicing, presenting the value of that practice and using such methods as
rhetorical questions, analogies and comparisons with other occupations. Ptolemy was coming
from a longstanding tradition of defending one’s practice as an introduction to a new method of
pursuing a science. In the Hippocratic corpus, the rationalizing of medicine brought with it a
need to explain how this new approach would allow for a more accurate science. In a similar
way, Ptolemy rationalized and removed many of the mythical aspects of astrology in favor of a

more theoretical and philosophical foundation. Rather than relate astrological events to the gods
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after whom the planets and signs were named, Ptolemy introduced a physical connection between
the heavens and the earth. The stars had an influence, some kind of emission which would hit the
sublunar sphere and cause changes. Although only briefly, Ptolemy presents an astrology which
relies on this physical relation between the heavens and the earth, a “power emanating from the
eternal ethereal substance™ which comes into contact with the terrestrial sphere and causes
various events. The sun “is always in some way affecting everything on the earth” and the moon
also “bestows her effluence most abundantly upon mundane things” and the fixed stars and
planets “bring about many complicated changes.” Thus, at the heart of Ptolemy’s work is this
rationalization of astrology, i.e. giving it a scientific explanation that does not rely on mythical
relations or the gods. Ptolemy differed from his predecessors and contemporaries in that he did
not continue the tradition of the mythical attributes of the heavenly bodies, choosing instead to
take a different, more scientific approach.’ The stars and planets have a physical connection to
the earth and cause things to happen through this link, a far cry from the Mesopotamian omina
texts in which the gods placed warnings of what was coming for a nation. It also differs
substantially from the Stoic astrology of Manilius in which fata regum orbem and from the
continuation of the mystical and divine origins found in Vettius Valens’ Anthologiae.

Ptolemy’s defense contains four parts: a definition of astrology, an explanation of how
and why astrology works, the benefits of astrology, and his view of determinism. These four
elements form the basis for later defenses of astrology. Ptolemy’s achievement was in changing

astrology from a strictly mystical practice to a scientific one. He gave astrology a scientific

'"Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.2.
*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.3.

*Riley. 1988, p. 68-69.
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explanation and de-mythologized the reasons for astrology’s validity. His success in doing so lies
in the effect he had on those who came after him. While there were certainly other texts which
came after, such as the Anthologiae of Vettius Valens and the Mathesis of Firmicus Maternus, it
was Ptolemy’s scientific astrology that took root in later works on astrology. Some of the
Christian polemics such as those by Augustine emphasize the more mystical aspects of the
practice. In City of God, Augustine goes so far as to say that if any astrologer successfully makes
a prediction, it is due, not to his skill in reading the stars but the

occult inspiration of spirits not of the best kind, whose care it is to insinuate into the

minds of men, and to confirm in them, those false and noxious opinions concerning the

fatal influence of the stars, and not to their marking and inspecting of horoscopes,
according to some kind of art which in reality has no existence.*
In his determination to reject astrology, Augustine places it alongside demonology, linking
astrology with mysticism. However, in the pro-astrology works of the later Middle Ages,
Ptolemy’s scientific astrology becomes the dominant source. His explanation for how astrology
works, while not as comprehensive as other astrologers, laid the theoretical groundwork for
legitimizing astrology as a science.

However, scholars who flourished after Ptolemy should not be designated as mere
copiers. While the defenses contain similar themes and patterns, the two case studies examined
here demonstrate that the use of Ptolemy did not amount to a slavish devotion to Greco-Roman
science in the Islamic world nor in medieval Europe. Rather, they show a continuation of
astrology through two different traditions. Each work was undertaken with a specific intention

which differed from that of Ptolemy but used the Tetrabiblos as a source. All three scholars

wished to defend astrology, but the underlying reasons for their defenses were not the same and

*Augustine of Hippo/Dods (trans.) City of God, V.7.
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the processes Abti Ma'shar and Roger Bacon followed serve to elucidate their intentions.
7.2 Ptolemy and Aba Ma‘shar: Originality of the Arguments in Kitab al-Madkhal al-

kabir

Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos was one of many scientific works translated into Arabic during the
early Abbasid caliphate of the ninth century. The initial push to gain access to Greco-Roman
works led to an influx of texts which were incorporated into the further developments made by
scholars in the House of Wisdom in Baghdad and elsewhere. Abti Ma‘shar grew up in Balkh and
later lived Baghdad. First, with his upbringing in a multicultural region wherein he may have had
an early introduction to the tenets of astrology and, then, with his life in Baghdad in the midst of
the scientific work being done there, Abli Ma‘shar was well-situated to incorporate Ptolemy’s
ideas into his own astrological works, but the added complication of the religious debates going
on around him in Baghdad would have prevented him from following Ptolemy’s defense to the
letter. Although Abai Ma'shar deliberately avoided the religious implications, he would have been
aware of them and his place within Islam would have created a very different situation. Rather
than a defense of one’s practice simply being a tradition, Abl Ma'shar’s defense of astrology is
an important aspect of justifying his work because of the fact that both religious scholars and
philosophers were seeking to condemn the practice and separate it from the more acceptable
foreign sciences such as astronomy. Even so, many of the arguments presented by Abt Ma‘shar
in Book I of Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir bear strong resemblance to those posed by Ptolemy in his
defense in the Tetrabiblos.

That Abii Ma'shar was influenced by the work of Ptolemy seems beyond doubt. As
mentioned above, Ptolemy is one of the few scholars referenced specifically in Book I of Kitab

al-Madkhal al-kabir as “Ptolemy the wise,” the author of the A/magest, although he is not
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referenced as a source for Abt Ma'shar’s methods of defending astrology. In addition, he is
explicitly aware of the Tetrabiblos which he mentions in Book V.’ In fact, the only other scholars
mentioned specifically in Book I are “the philosopher,” who is undoubtably Aristotle,
Hippocrates, Galen and Hipparchus. However, the similarities in arguments make it certain that
Abi Ma'shar was familiar with Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos as well as Aristotle and at least some of
the Hippocratic/Galenic corpus, all of which had been translated by the time Abti Ma'shar was
active.

The question, then, is whether Abii Ma'shar simply used Ptolemy’s arguments or if he
followed the pattern of appropriation and assimilation presented by Sabra in his article on the
naturalization of Greek science, i.e. that he took something Greek and modified it in the context
of the Islamic world.® Many of the methods used by Ptolemy in defending the practice of
astrology can be found in Abli Ma'‘shar as well, although some arguments are considerably
expanded in the Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir. At the beginning of his defense, Abli Ma‘shar, like
Ptolemy, separates the practice of astrology from the practice of astronomy. There was a
movement among astronomers in the Islamic world to explicitly separate the two sciences in
order to legitimize their own, particularly in later centuries. This was due to the increasing
distaste for the science of astrology.” Ptolemy’s distinction possibly has to do with the need to
separate his work on astronomy, the Almagest, which he references in the introduction, from his

work on astrology, the Tetrabiblos, although it also fits into the common practice of using a

Heilen. 2010, p. 68.
°Sabra. 1987.

’Saliba. 1992, p. 347.
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defense as the introduction.® It is also interesting that Ptolemy describes them both as a predictive
science. One is used to predict the movement of the stars and planets and one the changes on the
Earth, but both are a “means of prognostication.” Abli Ma'shar’s separation is focused on the
types of knowledge which come from both, but he also mentions the use of analogies or
syllogisms (giyasat) in connection with both, saying that astronomy is found by observation but
“what is not found visually must be accepted by analogy because the meanings and proofs of it
arise from clear evidence” and similarly, astrological knowledge comes from what is perceptible,
but what is “imperceptible is shown by clear analogies from the science of the natures of things
and what appears from the power of the motions of the planets.” The validity of both sciences
should be obvious, but when it is not, the use of analogy proves it beyond doubt with the result
that only those who “resist the truth” or who are “distant from knowledge” are able to reject it."
Abi Ma'shar’s use of analogy contrasts with Ptolemy’s method although there are some
similarities between the two. Ptolemy compares astrology to other occupations in which the
movements of the sun, moon and planets are useful, e.g. farming, navigation, husbandry, as a
way of demonstrating that astrology is a valid and useful subject; however, for Ptolemy,
astrology is not as reliable as astronomy. It is important and useful but it does not provide as sure
knowledge as that which comes from astronomy.'' In contrast, Abi Ma‘shar’s intention is to
show that astrology is what makes astronomy worth studying. As he stated in his refutation of the

fourth group of critics in section five, the two sciences are connected to each other. The height of

*Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.1.
’Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.110-113, 122-123.
YAbt Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir,1.113, 125-126.

""Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.1-2. For more on Ptolemy’s views on
astronomy vs. astrology, see also, Burnett. 2002, pp. 199-200.
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the celestial spheres and their nobility makes it likely that they have an influence on the sublunar

realm.

And they say that it is his duty who looks at the first type of the science (‘ilm al-kull) to
look after the second type of it (‘ilm al-nujiim) because they are related sciences, the one
with the other. And the second science is the fruit of the first science because, since he
knows the quality of the movements of the spheres and the planets and their quantity, the
wise man also knows what the power of those movements show and the states of the
things existing in this world. And if he does not know what the planets signify by their
movements, then, the first type of the science of the stars has no result and the state of
those people who look at the first science, who do not know this science connected to it
are as the state of the people who have medications and prepared remedies and they do
not know how to use them and those medications and remedies among the treatments are
not useful for anything and rejecting illness —

Likewise, those men also know the conditions of the planets and their locations among
the constellations and they do not know of anything which each planet shows in its
constellation and in its condition. Those [men] produce in their rejection this second type
of the science of the stars only they do not apply their minds to it; they reject it because if
they confirmed it, the people would find fault with them by their omission of its
knowledge, and it is said by them that there are two types of the science, one of them is
connected with the other but they present one as better than the other and they do not
depict the other in a favorable light.'

This quotation shows a different perspective from Ptolemy’s stated position in the Tetrabiblos,

i.e. that astronomy is “desirable in itself even though it does not attain the result given by its

combination with the second” and that astrology never attains the “sureness of the first,

unvarying science.”"? Abli Ma'shar states that, without astrology, astronomy has no purpose and

people who study only astronomy have lost all the value in studying the stars and do not

understand what benefits they are missing through their rejection. These critics also are so

determined to separate astronomy and astrology that they try to make the one better than the other

without understanding the connection between them, a reference to the development of the

2 Abt Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.889-902.

PPtolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.1.1.
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fledgling science of ‘ilm al-hay a, the science of the configuration. Although this new Arabic
science was not fully developed in Abli Ma‘shar’s day, the ideas behind it were developing in the
sciences, particularly with the increasing attacks on astrology. Ptolemy stated that astronomy and
astrology are connected, being two types of prognostication via the stars, but Abt Ma‘shar’s
intention is to make astrology indispensable to astronomy, to the extent that without it,
astronomy has no value, unlike Ptolemy’s astronomy which is “desirable in itself.”

Throughout his defense, Abti Ma‘shar uses the same analogies as Ptolemy, only greatly
expanded, going into detail about how various people use their experiences to predict what will
happen in the future in order to show the value of previous experience as opposed to simple
observation. Where Ptolemy is content to mention the occupations and explain that they use the
movements of the stars and planets to pursue their chosen fields,"* Abi Ma'shar spends
approximately 120 lines elaborating on how many people use general prediction in practice, not
necessarily astrology but the general idea of foreknowledge becomes, in itself, an important point
to prove. Then, he focuses on medicine specifically for nearly 100 lines, showing how it depends
on prediction as well as knowledge of the movements of the stars and planets in order to predict
the course of diseases. Ptolemy mentions medicine and its link to astrology,"” but again, his
presentation is much less about specifics and more about a general preliminary sketch of
astrology. However, Abli Ma‘shar is engaged in a detailed defense of the practice of a science
which has been denigrated, and if the Fikrist of Ibn al-Nadim is to be believed, he may have been
one who attacked the practice of astrology himself before his introduction to it by al-Kindi.

Another similarity in their defenses is that both take the time to address the problem of

"See, e.g. Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.3.13.

PPtolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.3.16.
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human error and outright fraud in the practice. Ptolemy speaks of those who are simply ignorant
and create predictions which are so full of error that they turn those who might have believed
away from the art. The other group of those who make errors are the frauds, i.e. the people who
“claim credence for another art in the name of this, and deceive the vulgar, because they are
reputed to foretell many things, even those that cannot naturally be known beforehand.”'® Even
those who have made a real effort and are trying to practice astrology as it should be practiced
may make errors due to its complexity and because, according to Ptolemy, the predictions are not
as certain as they are in astronomy.

The arguments are similar for Abii Ma'shar but, again, are not following the same lines
exactly. Returning to part 5 and the critics of astrology, the sixth group is made up of those
mathematicians who see the errors present in the zijs used in order to make predictions. They
present two arguments against astrology. The first is that the estimations used by the astrologers
create an error in the locations of the planets and the second is that the different zijs are not in
agreement and thus the astrologers cannot make the same prediction if they are relying on a
different zij. The errors make the art of astrology false. If astrology is true, it should not create
such errors as this. Abli Ma'shar’s rebuttal is also two-fold. First, there are so many different
factors involved in making predictions that even though the errors do exist, it does not make the
predictions false because the errors are not large enough to put off the locations of the planets by

any significant amount.'” The use of estimation rather than exactitude actually helps the art of

'“Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.6.

"7 Abii Ma'‘shar’s rebuttal is also somewhat derisive toward those who create the zijs to the
exclusion of all else, since astronomy is confined to the mere collation of data. He has already
described astrology as being the highest and noblest of the sciences, but here, he is lifting it even
above astronomy, the science of the whole. Saliba (1990) mentioned a tendency of astronomers
and philosophers to attack astrology with the idea of separating a questionable practice from their
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astrology achieve greater accuracy. Second, the true practitioner of astrology will understand the
movements of the stars and will know

thoroughly their effects and what is shown from their natures and properties and [will

know] their arrival at the locations in each constellation... If one among them does not

know the truth of that, the fault of that ignorance is attributable to that practitioner
because he is ignorant of what is necessary for him to teach from his art."®
It is to be desired to be as accurate as possible, of course, and Abt Ma‘shar advocates the use of
instruments to create more accurate tables, but unlike Ptolemy, he does not attribute errors to the
uncertainty of astrology itself, only to its general complexity and shortcomings in the
practitioners.

Similarly, the tenth group is, like the ninth, made up of members of the general
population. The tenth is made up of those who are deceived by false astrologers, who believe that
the errors made by them are due to the falsity of the science rather than the ignorance of the
practitioners. These are people who see the deceitful practitioners who are “the ignorant of the
people and the fallen of the nations and refer their minds to the science of it and they are ignorant
of it and they detract their minds from its knowledge” and these people became skeptical because
they “read some of the obscure, interesting books which they do not understand or the books

whose science they do not trust.”"” Thus, they do not believe in any of them. “The public blames

the people of this art, all of them, and they speak of them with loathing and they accuse them of

own art, thereby increasing their own acceptability. The attackers listed (see pp. 46-47) all
postdate the work of Abti Ma'shar, but perhaps it likely that the attitude was developing even in
his time and this counterattack could be Abii Ma'shar’s way of making that division into an asset
for astrology.

'8 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.985-988. See also Burnett. 2002, p. 210.

Y Abti Ma‘shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.1075-1079.
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lying; the wise men are afflicted with it from the account of the public.”* Abti Ma‘shar agrees
that the false practitioners should be attacked and rejected but astrology itself is beneficial and
should be embraced not rejected. Both Ptolemy and Abt Ma'shar address the errors that arise as
natural results of flawed human beings attempting to understand the perfect celestial sphere, and
the conclusion, that astrology is still valid and beneficial, remains the same, but their
foundational beliefs in astrology lend a different tone to their arguments.

One last point regarding Abt Ma'shar’s originality in his defense of astrology is the extent
to which it is an expression of Aristotelian ideas. That “the philosopher” he references in his
discussion of the possible in the fifth section of Book I is indeed Aristotle seems beyond doubt,
but less obvious is the degree to which he was genuinely using Aristotle’s philosophy rather than
simply working from what Lemay describes as “post-classical compendia with the resulting
promiscuous mixture of pure Aristotelianism with Stoicism and later neo-Platonism.”'

Certainly, Ptolemy’s defense bears marks of Stoicism (e.g. the benefit of emotional calm) as well
as Aristotelianism, and in following his lead, Abt Ma‘shar could have been using the same mixed
philosophy. Adamson argues that the reliance on giyas as well as Abt Ma'shar’s theological
arguments, e.g. giving astrology an exalted status, points to something more than a familiarity
with the mixed compendia.”* However, the greatest similarities, again according to Adamson, are

in the works of al-Kindi, the philosopher who, according to Ibn al-Nadim, first introduced Abu

Ma'shar to astrology. Two works of al-Kindi, On the Explanation of the Proximate, Agent Cause

2 Abli Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir,1.1099-1101.

*'Lemay. 1962, p. 44. Adamson (2002) and Pingree (1970) both disagree somewhat with
Lemay’s emphasis on the Aristotelianism found in Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir in part because of
his reliance on Latin translations rather than the Arabic original and also because of his dismissal
of the influence of the astrological tradition arising in Harran.

22 Adamson. 2002, pp. 248, 251-253. See also Lemay. 1962, pp. 48-49.
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of Generation and Corruption and On the Explanation of the Bowing of the Outermost Body,
demonstrate the relationship between the two scholars and show that there was a significant
influence coming from al-Kindi’s interpretation of Aristotelian philosophy.” For example, the
causal agent used by Abii Ma'shar in the third section of Book I to explain the influence of the
celestial bodies on the Earth is that “the outermost sphere surrounds this world and moves with
its stars over this world, with an eternal circular motion, so that by its constant moving of the
stars, and by their movement over this world, heat is produced in the earthly world” which then
begins to move and that movement produces the changes observed in the world.* In his
Proximate Agent Cause, al-Kind1 describes the causal agent in a similar way. “The cause
producing heat in the elements is from the first element, which moves them through motion in
time, place and quality...” and through that heating the four qualities (hot, dry, cold, moist) are
affected and change occurs in the world.”

Like his predecessors, Abli Ma'shar pursues a course that pulls what he needs from
various philosophical ideas, from various scholars and draws them together to create what he
sees as a complete defense of his chosen art. He uses the same patterns as Ptolemy does in his
defense from defining astrology to the use of analogies to pointing out the benefits of practicing
astrology, but the details reflect the culture in which he lives: ninth-century Baghdad, a center of
scholarly pursuits as well as the capital of the Abbasid empire. Similarly, Ptolemy lived in the

scientific center of Alexandria, and his underlying philosophy reflects an eclectic mix of ideas

¥ Adamson. 2002, p. 246.

2 Abli Ma‘shar/Adamson (trans.). Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.419-424. Quoted in
Adamson. 2002, p. 254.

» Al-Kindi/Adamson (trans.). Proximate Agent Cause, 224.5-18. Page and line numbers
refer to al-Kindi/Abu Rida (ed.). Rasa@’il al-Kindr al-Falsafiyya, in 2 vols. Quoted in Adamson.
2002, p. 255.
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from Neoplatonism to Aristotelianism to elements of Stoicism. Abli Ma'shar’s defense rests on
the foundation of the Greco-Roman astrology which he inherited. With the access to newly-
translated scientific treatises as well as to the original Arabic scientific texts, Abli Ma‘shar’s
defense takes on aspects of a mixture of Muslim and Greek philosophical and astrological
doctrines along with his own interpretation of them which creates a defense of astrology which
superseded all which came before it.
7.3 Bacon and his Predecessors: The Originality of Bacon’s Defense of Astrology

As it was in the translation period of the Islamic world, Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos was
translated into Latin three times over the course of a century, with the first Arabic-Latin
translation in 1138. Along with the Tetrabiblos, the ps.-Ptolemaic Centiloquium had been
translated from Arabic by John of Seville, who also translated AbG Ma'shar’s Kitab al-Madkhal
al-kabir. Access to works by Ptolemy and Abai Ma'shar was widespread by the time Roger Bacon
was writing his Opus maius, and Bacon was at least familiar with them. He makes direct
references to both scholars and uses them as support for his own presentation of astrology. He
also had the benefit of living during the time before the general move away from Arabic sources.
By the time of Girolamo Cardano, Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos was the main source for classic
astrology. Abti Ma'shar’s Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir had faded, if not to obscurity, at least to a
place of lesser prominence in comparison to his Greek predecessor. However, for Bacon, the
learning available from the Arabic texts was as valuable as the Greek. Any knowledge that had
not been known before was worth studying and evaluating.

Bacon’s defense of astrology contains definite similarities to the defenses of both Ptolemy
and Abt Ma'shar. The format Bacon uses is very similar to the methods Ptolemy used in the

Tetrabiblos and by Abt Ma'shar in Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir. Bacon is not as concerned as
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Ptolemy and Abt Ma'shar were about differentiating between astronomy and astrology. For
Bacon, it is much more important to separate astrology from magic and other forms of divination
which are prohibited by Christian doctrine, rather than to specify the terminology or show the
separation between astronomy and astrology or the links between the two branches. Thus, he
devotes space to demonstrating that astrology is part of the “true mathematics” and, once
scholars understood the difference between true and false mathematics, “the study of true
mathematics was taken up by the Catholic doctors and was continued until the advent of certain
theologians who were ignorant of the potency of philosophy and the fallacies of magic.”*® As
remains a running theme throughout the Opus maius, Bacon is intent on ridding Christianity of
rampant ignorance which, in his view, puts them at a distinct disadvantage in fighting against the
pagans, Muslims and heretics who threaten Christianity from all sides. It is ignorance which
leads people to reject astrology, but not ignorance alone. Misunderstandings about what
astrologers can do with their knowledge also leads to rejection. In this, he explicitly follows
Ptolemy’s assertions in the Tetrabiblos. Bacon states that the art of astrology is so difficult to
master that errors sometimes lead to rejection, but that does not mean that astrology should be
rejected, any more than errors in navigation mean that people should avoid sailing.”” Ptolemy
states that it is best to value astrology for what it can accomplish, rather than reject it because of
what it cannot do. For Bacon, this extends beyond public acceptance or rejection of astrology. In
addition to appreciating astrology’s strengths, astrologers themselves need to remember what the

limitations of astrology are and not try to go beyond them. By asserting absolute certitude in

*Roger Bacon/Burke. Opus maius, IV, p. 269.

*’Ptolemy/Robbins (trans.). Tetrabiblos, 1.2.9. See also Roger Bacon/Burke. Opus maius,
IV, p. 265.
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making particular predictions, astrologers move into the area of false mathematics and
divination. Bacon’s entire discussion of error and skill in making predictions is similar to
Ptolemy’s presentation in the first three chapters of the Tetrabiblos and Abt Ma‘shar’s in Book I
of Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir.

Beyond explicit use of the sentiments expressed in Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, Bacon’s
defense of astrology follows a similar pattern. He takes the time to explain how astrology works,
why it is useful, but he has a method of addressing determinism which differs both from
Ptolemy’s. On the surface, they seem similar. However, determinism and free will are very
important topics for Bacon. Unlike Ptolemy, who presents a new process for astrology but does
not seem overly concerned about its connection to any religious belief, he has to create a system
of astrology which will be accepted by Christianity, and any implication that mankind might be
forced into various actions would go against Christian doctrine. From the beginning of the
thirteenth century to 1277, there were three condemnations of the scholarship which was being
discovered in the Arabic texts newly-translated into Latin. The condemnation of 1277 by
Tempier had not yet come about, but the sentiments expressed in Tempier’s work are not very
different from the earlier condemnations, and the problem of free will is addressed more than
once. For Bacon, determinism is one of the most important topics to address. For Ptolemy, it is
important to clarify what he sees as misunderstandings and to demonstrate the viability and
usefulness of astrology as a branch of the science of prognostication, but he is not concerned with
religious condemnation. Ptolemy’s approach to determinism is to remove the spiritual and
mystical elements of astrology and rationalize its practice. Thus, the heavens are the primary
cause of changes on the earth, but they are not the only cause. While the heavenly realm can be

predicted absolutely because it is celestial and regular, once the influence from the heavens
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reaches the earth, it is no longer perfect. Rather, it is “subject to change, since, of the primary
sublunar elements, fire and air are encompassed and changed by the motions in the ether, and in
turn encompass and change all else, earth and water and the plants and animals therein.”*®
Beyond the elements, the terrestrial realm differs from the celestial in that it is changeable, where
the celestial realm is not. While the earth does draw “its first causes from above it is governed by
chance and natural sequence.””

In contrast, Abii Ma‘shar does devote a significant portion of his defense of astrology to
addressing the issue of determinism, avoiding the religious debate but still creating a
compatibilist approach that reflects the ability of man to choose but restricting his choice based
on the determination of the stars.”® There is an interesting similarity between Bacon’s solution
and that of AbQi Ma‘shar. Bacon does not mention accidents or the changeable nature of the
terrestrial realm as a reason for uncertainty. He does use the problem of human error, but his
main focus is on the idea that mankind has free will and thus can throw off whatever power the
stars may have over him, provided he knows the influence exists. However, he also states that
“celestial things are the causes of things below, whence these things that are generated must be
known through those that are not generated, namely, celestial things” and these celestial things
are not only general causes, “but the proper and particular causes of things below.”! Even in

human generation, it is the sun which is the ultimate cause, not anything earthly. Aba Ma‘shar’s

explanation for mankind having free will is found in the fact that an astrologer finds the things

*Ptolemy/Robbins. Tetrabiblos, 1.2.2.
*Ptolemy/Robbins. Tetrabiblos, 1.3.11.
3 Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.860-861, 865-866.

3'Roger Bacon/Burke. Opus maius, IV, p. 307.



255

that exist between necessity and impossibility. Astrology shows the things that are possible,
whether they will happen or not. There is no need for astrology to show that things are
impossible or are required by nature. The astrologer examines the planets to see if the
possibilities will become necessities or impossibilities. Mankind, possessing the rational mind
has access to the realm of possibility which is different from animals who act only according to
the nature given them by the stars.*> While Bacon focuses more on the divine nature of man, the
end result is the same: Unlike animals and non-living things man has free will and while many
things are determined by the power of the planets, his free will is given by God and that cannot
be overcome unless he is ignorant of those influences.

This idea leads to a very similar attitude which can be found in both the Tetrabiblos and
in the Opus maius. One of the reasons Bacon considers it so important to use astrology is because
of the power the rays which come from the heavens have on the earth and those people and
things on the earth. If a man has been influenced to desire something which is wrong, if he does
not realize it, if he is ignorant of the configuration of the heavens over his head, he could be
pushed into committing sin due to his ignorance, but if he had known about the heavenly
influence, he could have made the effort to avoid that weakness.* This is almost exactly the
same assertion made by Ptolemy in the third chapter of the Tetrabiblos. In the case of illness or
even of an inanimate object such as a lodestone, “if left to itself through ignorance of the
opposing forces, will inevitably develop as its original nature compels, but neither will the sore

cause spreading or putrefaction if it receives preventive treatment, nor will the lodestone attract

32Abii Ma'shar. Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir, 1.857-872.

3Roger Bacon/Burke. Opus maius, IV, p. 267.
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the iron if it is rubbed with garlic.”** In the same way, for human beings, if their future actions
are known, they can avoid or ameliorate them, but if they remain in ignorance of the influence of
the heavens on them, they will be at the mercy of those forces.

Perhaps even more than the general presentation of his defense, the biggest debt Bacon
owes to Ptolemy is the same rationalization of astrology that allowed Abl Ma'shar to situate
astrology more securely within the Islamic world. Without the mystical forces and implications
of an astrological system such as that espoused by Vettius Valens, Ptolemy’s astrology was more
acceptable and easier to justify. “The respect shown Ptolemy’s work by all later astrologers was
due, not to its usefulness to the practitioner, but to his magisterial synthesis of astrology and
science.”” Bacon’s use of Ptolemy as a source is reflected in the continuation of the more
scientific astrology, with Bacon going even further in that facet by including extensive
discussions of the concept of rays which he took from al-Kindi. Celestial influence is defined as a
physical emanation from the heavenly bodies, a concept which also can be seen briefly in the
second chapter of the Tetrabiblos wherein Ptolemy describes the power of the heavens as
“emanating from the eternal ethereal substance” which then “is dispersed through and permeates
the whole region about the earth.”*

The major difference between Bacon’s astrology and that of Ptolemy and AbiG Ma'shar
lies in the fact that Bacon’s work is based on a religious foundation. The Opus maius was written
as a plea to the Pope for a complete change in Christian education. Any recommendation given in

the text would have to conform to Catholic doctrine. Thus, even though Bacon relies heavily on

**Ptolemy/Robbins. Tetrabiblos, 1.3.13.
“Riley. 1987, p. 255.

*Ptolemy/Robbins. 1940. Tetrabiblos, 1.2.2.
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the tradition of astrology found in Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos and in Abai Ma'shar’s Kitab al-Madkhal
al-kabir, he cannot follow them completely because of the different cultural and religious milieu
found in late medieval Europe. His astrology takes on a distinctly religious tone that is missing
from Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos and Abt Ma'shar’s Kitab al-Madkhal al-kabir and this creates a
defense of astrology focused more on demonstrating the safety of practicing astrology as opposed
to simply defending its utility.
7.4 The Continuing Tradition of Defending Astrology

The three defenses examined here demonstrate a continuing tradition which began with
Ptolemy’s rationalization of astrology and persisted through Abii Ma‘shar’s work in Baghdad and
Roger Bacon’s persuasio written in a distinctly Christian context. The process of distinguishing
astrology from its mythical beginnings and giving it a physical explanation can be seen in all
three works, but the manner in which Ptolemy’s successors continued his beginning is highly
dependent upon their individual milieux. For Bacon, there is a genuine overt effort to
demonstrate that astrology is not dangerous and indeed is necessary for the preservation of
Christianity, whereas for Abli Ma‘shar there is a determination to show that it is not useless but is
a worthwhile practice no matter the situation and is more useful than the astronomy which was
more easily-acceptable in medieval Islam. The context in which both men worked, while
superficially similar, led to a different method of defending the same practice although using the
same foundation. In addition, their individual milieux contributed to the ways in which they
adapted the methods they received from Ptolemy. Abii Ma'shar relied on Ptolemy and al-KindT as
well as the cultural influence of his Persian heritage. Roger Bacon, working as a friar within the
Franciscan order, was affected by his religious leanings and his need to convince the Pope to

follow his suggestions for modifying Christian education. The situations for these two men
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separate them from their Ptolemaic source material, and yet, the scientific foundation Ptolemy
established gave them firmer ground to stand on in formulating their defenses of a practice in
which all of them believed.

From its Greco-Roman beginnings, through Late Antiquity, the medieval Islamic world
and medieval Europe, astrology was changed by those who practiced it. It was taken and
incorporated into different cultures, different religions. In many cases, other traditions mingled
with basic astrology and led to new iterations such as historical and catarchic astrology.
However, a common thread can be traced through the centuries beginning with Ptolemy: a new
scientific explanation of what astrology is and how it works. The common methods of defending
astrology were passed on, but they themselves were modified based on cultural needs. Even the
most problematic part of astrology, the issue of determinism, changed as astrology was
incorporated into the Islamic and Christian worlds.

After the thirteenth century, moving into the Renaissance period, Abii Ma'shar’s
prevalence as a source for astrology declined. As the translation movement continued, more and
more of the ancient Greco-Roman sources were available in their original languages, including
Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, and commentaries on the Latin translation from the Greek were on the
rise. Ptolemy’s reputation as an astronomer helped his reputation as an astrologer. Both
astronomy and astrology were taught in the universities, the latter particularly attached to
medicine, and medical astrology gained in prominence. More research will be needed to clearly
lay out the progression of astrology from the Middle Ages through the Renaissance, in particular,
how important Ptolemy’s rationalization of astrology was to other later scholars. The nature of
the practice, with its often uncertain status in the hierarchy of the sciences, both in the Islamic

world and in Christian Europe, led to frequent debates about its validity and what kind of a place
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it should have, if any, in various cultures. However, in the two examples of defending astrology I
have used, Abli Ma'shar and Roger Bacon, Ptolemy’s influence can be seen to have persisted
from the second century through to the thirteenth, and the nature of the differences in their

defenses illustrates the continuing of the tradition of defending astrology.
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