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Part One: Introducing Doubt 
 
Doubt is a companion to every astrologer. We hear doubts about astrology from 
friends, family, the media, scientists, religious bodies, clients — even from other 
astrologers. How do we respond? In the wrong way, usually. 
 
To exemplify what I mean by "the wrong way" of dealing with doubt, consider the 
gentleman who got in touch with me after reading an interview with a group of 
skeptics in my book Astrology in the Year Zero.

1
 He confided that my interviewees 

were in the pay of an evil organisation (funded, naturally, by the CIA) which runs 
the world with the help of astrology. This group wants to keep astrological 
knowledge to itself and, therefore, funds skeptical organizations to put everyone 
else off the scent. He estimated that my skeptical interviewees would have been 
paid around $400,000 for their interview. (Have you ever wondered whether you're 
in the wrong line of work?) 
 
Beneath the vivid imagination, there is a view here that is common amongst 
astrologers when they think about the issue of doubt. This is the view that astrology 
is self-evidently true and accurate for anyone who tries it; therefore, people who 
cast doubt on it must be either ignorant or working to some secret and sinister 
agenda.  
 
In the next few pages, I will suggest that this view of doubt, though superficially 
pro-astrology, actually rests on ideas which are incompatible with astrology. And 
that, to come closer to understanding what astrology is and how it works, we need 
to learn some vital lessons from doubt.  
 
Astrology and Doubt: The Story So Far 
 
For readers who are unfamiliar with the sporadic dialogue between astrologers and 
skeptics, the following paragraph contains a very brief summary. Anyone who wants 
more detail can refer to the sources quoted in the References and Notes at the 
conclusion of this article.  
 
Skeptical takes on astrology range from the well-researched and carefully argued to 
the ill-informed and incoherent. In this, they mirror the range of responses which 
astrologers make. There have certainly been cases where bias appears to have 
intruded into the skeptics' arguments in a major way

2
 — but there is no evidence to 

suggest that all skeptical findings deserve to be tarred with this brush. There is a 
hard core of scientifically acceptable evidence in favor of there being some kind of 
astrological effect, and this has withstood repeated attempts to disprove it;

3
 

however, the scale and extent of this effect is so small and specialized that it should 
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be at least as uncomfortable for astrologers to come to terms with as it is for 
skeptics. 
 
Now, what happens when doubt is discussed and pondered by astrologers? Nearly 
always, it goes like this: A skeptic says, "Look, here's evidence suggesting that 
astrology doesn't work." Astrologers then try to prove that the evidence is being 
misinterpreted or was gathered incorrectly. We try, in other words, to win the 
argument. And arguments, like games, can only be won or lost if both sides agree 
on the basic rules. In order to join the argument, we have to concede that the 
skeptic's frame of reference is applicable to astrology.  
 
I want to suggest that this is a step too far. By taking it, we miss an opportunity — 
the chance to consider, and learn from, doubt within an astrological frame of 
reference. By rehabilitating doubt within astrology, I will suggest, we can arrive at a 
better understanding of our subject and the factors which make for accurate chart 
readings. There are many twists and turns in the journey, however, before we 
reach that point. To convince you, dear reader, that this journey is worth the 
trouble, let me detail two reasons for astrologers to take more interest in doubt. 
 
Reason No. 1: A Taste of Our Own Medicine 
 
At one time or another, almost every astrologer will have told clients that it is best 
to look squarely at the things one finds frightening or painful and that we diminish 
ourselves by hiding from some aspect of life. If we face the fear and embrace the 
pain, we can integrate it, learn from it, and be made stronger thereby. This is a 
common theme in myth, fairy tale, and psychology: For instance, in Chiron's 
attempt to cure his wound, he becomes wise and able to help others. The princess 
finds that the frog she could barely tolerate has turned into a prince. Psychologist 
James Hillman states: "The soul sees by means of affliction" and "The wound and 
the eye are one and the same."

4
 Carl Jung writes: "Only the wounded physician 

heals."
5
  

 
What is the astrologer's wound? What else but doubt — the fact that so many of our 
fellows regard our interest as signifying nothing more than naivety and gullibility. 
Perhaps we, as astrologers, should take our own advice and learn from this wound; 
perhaps the skepticism that so often seems burdensome will bring growth and 
learning if we are prepared to really look at it.  
 
Reason No. 2: A Study of Meaning 
 
Astrology is, first and foremost, a study of meaning. We study patterns in the world, 
not for their own sake but because we read meaning in these patterns. We do not 
observe patterns in the sky or in our friends just for the sake of striking off random 
entries in an infinite catalogue (as if we were train-spotters who have expanded 
their remit from trains to "everything in the universe"). Astrologers note patterns 
because we believe that what we observe has meaning — and this works in both 
directions: above to below, below to above. If Saturn squares Mars in the world 
above, I expect this to mean something in the world below; if Jim can't hold down a 
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job for more than two weeks, I expect to see this facet of the world below mirrored 
meaningfully in the world above — through Jim's chart. 
 
Given that this general principle — patterns hold meaning — is so integral to 
astrology, it seems strange that astrologers take so little interest in what is (I 
suggest) the most obvious pattern in astrology itself: that astrology is always 
shadowed by doubt. This article aims to find the meaning of this pattern. 
 
An Aside: Maybe Doubt Will Just Go Away? 
 
I have said that astrology and doubt are constant companions, and am aware that 
this is something that many astrologers, and skeptics, would unite in disagreeing 
with.  Amongst astrologers one sometimes encounters the view that there was a 
‘golden age’, when all of humanity imbibed a natural philosophy and lived by it, and 
astrologers were respected and powerful figures in society.  Other, more 
scientifically-oriented, astrologers believe that the ‘golden age’ is yet to come – and 
that it will be ushered in by the testing and development of astrological techniques, 
until they approach 100% accuracy. 
 
Amongst skeptics, it is often suggested that astrology survived for so long because 
in times gone by people were more gullible, not sufficiently critical of astrology.  
Humanity just needs to develop a little more acumen (they argue) and astrology 
will be consigned to the scrap-heap of Nice Ideas Which Unfortunately Don’t Work.   
 
To these astrologers and skeptics, therefore, the picture is that the current situation 
of ambiguity and doubt in regard to astrology is a passing stage en route to a the 
final defeat - or victory - of astrology.  Please note that this sees astrologers lining 
up with skeptics in believing that there is no deeper significance, no meaning, in the 
fact that astrology is currently beset by doubt - it is seen as a passing phase in 
history.   
 
In what follows, I want to put forward two arguments: 1) That, so far as can be told 
from recorded history, doubt regarding astrology is not a passing phase. Whilst the 
forms which doubt takes have shifted and transmuted over the centuries, doubt 
itself has never been out of fashion. History offers little basis upon which to 
postulate a doubt-free future for astrology, because no time exists when astrology 
has been free from doubt; 2) That, if we follow a model which says that it is, we 
misunderstand the nature of the subject 
 
The Analysis of Doubt 
 
So, is it true that doubt has always accompanied astrology? To suggest that it has, I 
would like to present some quotations from astrology's doubters throughout 
recorded history.  
 
To organize this historical information, it will be useful to divide doubt into three 
types, which are perhaps best explained by analogy. If someone told you they had 
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built a machine which turned coal into diamonds, you might want to question three 
things: 
 
1) Principles: Is it possible, in principle, to turn coal into diamonds? 

2) Procedures: Are there technical difficulties which would render this 
impracticable? 

3) Practice: Are diamonds actually coming out of the machine? 

 
Similarly, we can look at three distinct forms of doubt in astrology: 
 
1) Doubt in the principles of astrology: the theoretical framework that would 

make it possible. 

2) Doubt in the procedures of astrology: the techniques, the methodology 
which astrologers employ. 

3) Doubt in the practice of astrology: the end product, the information that 
astrologers give out when they read charts. 

 
Part Two of this article gives examples from history of the three different types of 
doubt — in principles, procedures, and practice. This gives a picture of what "doubt 
in astrology" actually looks like (should anyone be unfamiliar with it) and provides 
evidence that doubters can be found in any period of history we look at. With this 
information onboard, Part Three works back through each of the kinds of doubt, 
looking at what it might mean to understand them within an astrological context.  
 
 
Part Two: Doubt throughout History 
 
Doubt No. 1: Principles 
 
The first type of doubt revolves around principles: Is it possible, in principle, for 
astrology to work? Inevitably, this involves people in cross-referencing ideas about 
astrology with some other set of ideas about how the world is. They evaluate 
whether the two can co-exist, and if not, they conclude that astrology must be 
illusory. 
 
In modern Western society, astrology is usually measured against the frame of 
reference of science. For instance, three people who many astrologers now see as 
high priests of skepticism — Geoffrey Dean, Arthur Mather, and Rudolf Smit — 
recount: "We started [astrology] in much the same way as any astrologer starts — 
we calculated charts, saw that they seemed to work, and were hooked. Astrology 
became our passion… we became more and more convinced that astrology worked." 
Until, that is, they tested their assumption that astrology would be validated by 
science. At that point: "We were dismayed to find that artifacts and errors seemed 
to explain everything. Our beautiful world of astrology began to collapse."

6 
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These gentlemen expected astrology to be corroborated by the science of their day. 
They were not the first. Going back 3,800 years, we hear of a Babylonian astrologer 
who noted an eclipse of the Moon, which he suspected was a bad omen. In order to 
be sure, however, he decided to check his interpretation against the science of his 
age and read the entrails of a sacrificed animal.

7
 The point here is not to equate 

modern science with entrail-reading but to suggest that, throughout the ages, 
astrology has seemed sufficiently nebulous to require substantiation from whatever 
was the current authority at the time. 
 
Arising chronologically between entrail-reading and science is Christianity; for many 
centuries in the West, this provided the frame of reference within which astrology 
attempted to justify itself. So, for instance, in the 12th century, we find the monk 
Michael Glycas

8
 and, in the 13th century, Bishop Stephen Tempier

9
 — both 

objecting that astrology necessarily means that everything is fated, and if 
everything is fated, then the Judgement Day would be absurd. Therefore, astrology 
is absurd.  
 
A similar objection is raised by St Augustine: “For sweet it is to praise the Lord and 
say ‘Have mercy on me; bring healing to a soul that has sinned against you’… This 
truth is our whole salvation, but the astrologers try to do away with it.  They tell us 
that the cause of sin is determined in the heavens and we cannot escape it, and 
that this or that is the work of Venus or Saturn or Mars.”10  He characterizes 
astrology as being fatalistic, and since Christianity implies freedom of will, therefore 
dismisses astrology as impossible. 
 
Cicero, too, disliked the idea of knowing one’s destiny, though for less lofty 
motives:  “I do not even think that the knowledge of futurity would be useful to us.  
How miserable would have been the life of King Priam if from his youth he could 
have foreseen the calamities which awaited his old age!”11  
 
Another type of objection holds that the very idea of connections between planets 
and life on Earth is ridiculous, in principle. The argument (though this is not always 
acknowledged by those who use it) still rests on ideas about how the world works 
and what kind of influence is supposed to be involved in astrology. Several 
examples of this kind of criticism are made by Richard Dawkins.

12
 For instance: "A 

planet is so far away that its gravitational pull on a new-born baby would be 
swamped by the pull of the doctor's paunch." This is really two points in one: firstly, 
the suggestion that the planets are too far away to have any influence; secondly, 
the suggestion that, if for some reason they did, then by the same token, there 
would be many other, closer influences to take into account. 
  
Both points are found in Cicero: "The… intervals ... which separate the Sun from 
Mars and from Jupiter and from Saturn ... are infinite and immense. What influence, 
then, can such distant orbs transmit to the ... earth?" And: "What folly is it to 
imagine, that while attending to the swift motions and revolutions of heaven, we 
should take no notice of the changes of the atmosphere immediately around 
us...?"

13 
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Plotinus, who had no wish to disprove astrology completely, also objected, in 
principle, to the very idea that the planets cause things to happen: “…countless 
myriads of living beings are born and continue to be: to minister continuously to 
every separate one of these; to make them famous, rich, poor, lascivious… what 
kind of life is this for the stars, how could they possibly handle a task so huge?”.14  
Another type of objection is that the symbols of astrology have no existence in 
reality.  Richard Dawkins urges us to “Note… how little it means to say something 
like ‘Uranus moves into Aquarius’.  Aquarius is a miscellaneous set of stars all at 
different distances from us, which have no connection with each other except that 
they constitute a (meaningless) pattern when seen from a certain… place in the 
galaxy (here).  A constellation is not an entity at all…”15 
 
More than 500 years earlier, Pico della Mirandola raised objections in a similar 
spirit: the division of the zodiac into signs and houses is meaningless, as is its 
division into 360 degrees16.  Again, the objection is that the astrologer’s tools – 
signs, houses, degrees – are not really there in the final analysis. 
 
You will see that examples could be multiplied up, but all I am trying to do here is 
to give a representative sample of the various kinds of doubt.  Summing up all 
these doubts about astrology in principle: there are some questions about whether 
it is ethical or useful to look into the future, but the bulk of the objections revolve 
around the theme that astrology is opposed to common sense, and to everything 
which we can experience and infer about the way the world is.  In brief, the 
objection is that astrology is, in principle, absurd. 
 
Doubt No. 2: Procedures 
 
The distinction between objections to astrology in principle and objections to its 
procedures was nicely put by Bishop Robert Grosseteste in the 13th century. He 
asked his readers to assume for a moment that "the constellations have a 
significance and an effect on the works of free will and on events called fortuitous 
and on man's behaviour, yet (even under these circumstances) it would not be 
possible for an astrologer to judge concerning these things,"

17
 due to difficulties, 

confusion, and contradiction within the procedures of astrology itself. 
  
So, in the diamond-making example, the argument would be: "Sure, it's 
theoretically possible to turn coal into diamonds, but the problems inherent in 
actually doing so make it impracticable." Let us now look at how objections of this 
type are applied to astrology. 
  
For natal work at least, there is room for doubt from the outset.  Sometimes, of 
course, a time of birth is not known accurately.  But even when it is, the problems 
continue.  Sextus Empiricus pointed out that, “... the moment when birth should be 
said to take place is a matter of doubt - is it when the child begins to emerge into 
the cold air, or when it has emerged a little, or when it is deposited on the 
ground?”18    
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Sextus also raises the issue of the conception chart, as does Favorinus, who 
suggests that it should be better than a chart for the moment of birth19.  Apparently 
there are records of astrologers – Antipater and Achinapolos by name – who lived in 
the 3rd century BC, and advocated the conception chart; and the British Museum 
holds a conception chart from 258BC20.   
 
The controversy of birth versus conception charts is revisited by (amongst others) 
Pico della Mirandola, who also points out that astrologers disagree over whether the 
chart of a king’s reign should be set for the moment he is acclaimed, or when he is 
crowned21.  It continues to be a live issue in astrology – for instance, Dean, Ertel, 
Kelly, Mather & Smit (henceforth identified as ‘Dean et al’) mention that “how 
important is… an accurate birth time?” is a question which need to be 
investigated22.  
 
Dean et al. comment that "the information content of the chart always exceeds our 
capacity to handle it. This means that astrologers ... are forced to focus on 
whatever tiny subset of factors their experience, or their teacher's experience, has 
shown to 'work.' But the subset that 'works' is rarely the same from one astrologer 
to another."

23
 

 
This is nothing new. Two thousand years ago, Seneca asked: "What else is it which 
introduces such great errors into the work of those skilled in casting natal charts 
except that they allot so few stars to us, when all those that shine above us lay 
claim to part of us? It may be that those which are lower in the heavens direct their 
power upon us more closely, but surely those too that either are fixed or because 
their motion is equal to that of the sky appear fixed, are not without some lordship 
over us?"

24
 

 
The problem was also acknowledged by Ptolemy: "We shall decline to present the 
ancient method of prediction, which brings into combination all or most of the stars, 
because it is manifold and well-nigh infinite ... and furthermore we shall omit it on 
account of the difficulty in using it and following it."

25 
 
The lack of agreement amongst astrologers on which factors to use in their charts 
was also raised by Pico della Mirandola as a cause for doubt.  He particularly 
complains that the Chaldeans had one sign for Libra and Scorpio where now they 
are separate signs, and asks how both can be valid.26  
 
Which brings us within inches of an issue that has plagued astrology for millennia, 
that of the difference between sidereal and tropical zodiacs.  Richard Dawkins put it 
this way: “My birthday (26 March) is listed in the papers as Aries but this is the sun 
sign which somebody with my birthday would have had when Ptolemy codified all 
that stuff.  Because of the precessional shift… my sun sign is in fact (if you can call 
it a fact) Pisces.”27 

 
Again, there is nothing new here – the point having been raised, for instance, by 
Origen in the 2nd century CE: “There is a theorem around which demonstrates that 
the zodiacal circle moves like the planets from west to east, one degree in a 
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hundred years, and this in a long time alters the positions of the twelve signs, so 
that the calculated sign and the actual sign are different; and the prognostications, 
they say, are found not from the actual sign but from the calculated sign of the 
zodiac; which cannot really be understood at all.”28 
 
Another problem of procedure that is sometimes raised is that astrologers do not 
agree among themselves. As far back as March 26, 669 B.C.E., we have records of 
disagreements between astrologers: "Who is the man that writes so to the king, my 
lord? I repeat: he does not understand the difference between Mercury and 
Venus."29 A millennium and a half later, we find Ibn Ezra writing: "If you come 
across a book of Abu Ma'shar on the conjunction of the planets, don't take any 
notice of it; no sensible man would agree with it."30 
 
This list of disagreements could be multiplied almost to infinity. Such controversies 
inspire doubt in astrology, as reflected by the comments of Dean et al., who remark 
on the "dramatic disagreement on fundamentals such as which zodiac, which house 
system, if any, what planets once past the first seven, what aspects, what orbs, 
what methods of direction, and so on"31 and suggest that this is one of the things 
which most severely hampers astrology's credibility. 
 
This is echoed by the statesman and philosopher Francis Bacon, writing in 1623: 
"As for astrology, it is so full of superstition, that scarce anything sound can be 
discovered in it. Notwithstanding, I would rather have it purified than altogether 
rejected."32 Astrologers, too, have wished for a resolution of all the disparities in the 
subject — for instance, John Gadbury in 1703: "I wish this noble art were well 
corrected"33 and Dennis Elwell in 2000: "Given our pretensions, it is crazy that we 
cannot reach a consensus on what astrology says, rather than what this particular 
astrologer says."34 
 
Doubt No. 3: Practice 
 
If you were convinced that coal cannot be turned into diamonds in principle and 
that, in any case, there would be insuperable problems in the process — but then 
you saw a machine with coal going in at one end and diamonds coming out the 
other — this would tend to make you think again. So, we come to the practice of 
astrology: the actual results which astrologers get. If the readings and judgements 
which astrologers provide are significant, then the case against astrology collapses. 
Skeptics and astrologers would just need to agree on what constitutes 
"significance." 
 
An obvious way to test astrology for significance is to pin down what a particular 
factor in a chart means — as in, for instance, "when [Arthur] Mather used the data 
for 900 major earthquakes to test the claim that they tended to occur when Uranus 
was on the MC or IC."35 The idea — not unreasonable, on the face of it — is that, if 
a specific placement, such as a particular planet on the Ascendant or Midheaven, 
means something, then it should be possible to translate this meaning into a 
statistical likelihood.  
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So, 1,700 years ago, we find Sextus Empiricus saying: "I affirm that if the 
prediction is to be reliable, the same position of the stars ought not be observed 
once only in connexion with the life of some one person, but a second time with a 
second life, and a third one with a third, so that from the equality of the resultant 
effects in all the cases we might learn that when the stars have assumed a certain 
configuration the result will certainly be of one particular kind."36 
 
I believe it is fair to say that astrology does not emerge from such tests with all 
guns blazing. The best-known and most thorough tests are undoubtedly those of 
Gauquelin,

37
 which show an effect — but one so specialized as to be practically 

useless in real-life astrology. This pleases no one in the debate with a vested 
interest: Those wishing to see astrology vindicated find a molehill of evidence where 
there should be a mountain, whilst those wishing to disprove astrology once and for 
all have to explain away data which does show some kind of astrological effect. 
 
Objections are often raised regarding how tests of astrology are designed and 
carried out, but it seems that it should be unnecessary to worry about the design of 
tests — we should just be able to look at the lives of "time-twins." 
 
John Addey remarked: "If astrology is true then those born close together in time 
must have similar elements in their lives...."38 He was not the first to make such a 
statement. In the late 17th century, John Gadbury asked readers of his almanacs to 
send in the birth data and chief "accidents" of children born on September 4 and 5, 
1664, to assist him in his project to rebuild astrology along more scientific lines.39  
 
Going further back, we find St. Augustine writing that observation of a particular 
pair of exact time-twins was "quite enough to destroy ... belief in astrology." He had 
heard of two children who were born at the same time, to the minute — one to a 
wealthy family, one to a slave-girl — and whose lives followed very different 
paths.40 
 
Pliny the Elder found himself in a situation which many modern astrologers would 
envy, of having access to census records.  He grumbled that, from what he could 
see, people born close together did not have similar lengths of life, or similar lives.41   
 
That sentiment was echoed by Sextus Empiricus, who observed that, of people born 
at the same time, “... some, for example, have been kings while others have grown 
old in chains. Thus, though many throughout the world were born at the same time 
as he, none was equal to Alexander of Macedon, nor to the philosopher Plato.42 (M 
V:89) 
 
Vagueness 
 
Another area which provokes doubt is the vagueness which is sometimes alleged to 
be a trait of all astrological readings: “…all astrology works on the ‘Barnum 
principle’ of saying things so vague and general that all readers think it applies to 
them” (Richard Dawkins)43. 
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A similar point was made by Agathias the lawyer (6th Century CE, Constantinople): 
 
“Calligenes the farmer, when he had cast his seed in the land, came to the house of 
Aristophanes the astrologer and asked him to tell whether he would have a 
prosperous summer and abundant plenty of corn.  And he, taking the counters and 
ranging them closely on the board, and crooking his fingers, uttered his reply to 
Calligenes: “If the cornfield gets sufficient rain, and does not breed a crop of 
flowering weeds, and frost does not crack the furrows, nor hail flay the heads of the 
springing blades, and the deer do not devour the crop, and it sees no other injury of 
weather or soil, I prophesy you a capital summer, and you will cut the ears 
successfully, only fear the locusts.”44   
 
A reaction against vagueness sometimes leads people to try and test the astrologer 
before getting down to business.  Nowadays a client may ask, ‘what sign am I 
then?’ to (they imagine) test whether the astrologer knows their stuff.  In olden 
times it could get more dramatic.  In the Book of Daniel (2.2 – 2.6) King 
Nebuchadrezzer II, troubled by a dream, summons all his magicians and astrologers 
and asks them to interpret his dream.  They say, OK, tell us what the dream was.  
He says, no – you have to tell me what the dream was, too; “if ye will not make 
known unto me the dream, with the interpretation thereof, ye shall be cut in pieces, 
and your houses shall be made a dunghill.  But if ye shew the dream, and the 
interpretation thereof, ye shall receive of me gifts and rewards and great honour: 
therefore shew me the dream, and the interpretation thereof.” 
 
Astrologers Often Get It Wrong 
 
If astrologers say things which aren’t vague, of course, problems arise if they get it 
wrong.  Cicero puts it nicely:  “How many of these Chaldean prophecies do I 
remember being repeated to Pompey, Crassus, and to Caeser himself! According to 
which, not one of these heroes was to die except in old age, in domestic felicity, 
and perfect renown; so that I wonder that any living man can yet believe in these 
imposters, whose predictions they see falsified daily by facts and results.”45 
 
And If It Does Work… 
 
Struggling out of this morass, the astrologer finds a catch #22 waiting, which states 
that accurate readings don’t prove anything either.   
 
There are several variations on the theme.  Augustine states that, “when 
astrologers give replies that are often surprisingly true, they are inspired, in some 
mysterious way, by spirits, but spirits of evil, whose concern is to instil and confirm 
in men’s minds those false and baneful notions about ‘astral destiny’.  Those true 
predictions do not come from any skill in the notation and inspection of horoscopes; 
that is a spurious art.”46   So if it’s accurate, it isn’t astrology.  To give this objection 
a more contemporary feel, replace the words ‘spirits of evil’ with the word ‘chance’: 
“those true predictions come from chance”.   
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Again, astrological predictions can be seen as self-fulfilling prophecies, as in Thomas 
Sprat’s comment: “It is usually observ’d, that such presaging, and such Prophetical 
Times, do commonly fore-run great destructions, and revolutions of human affairs.  
And that it should be so is natural enough, though the presages, and prodigies 
themselves did signify no such events.  For this melancholy, this frightful, this 
Astrological Humor disarmes mens hearts, it breaks their courage; it confounds 
their Councils, it makes them help to bring such calamities on themselves...”47   
 
William Lilly of course found himself on the end of a related kind of doubt when he 
predicted the fire of London – and was hauled before Parliament on the basis that, if 
it had happened as he predicted, then he must have started the fire himself48.  
 
 
Part Three: Doubt in an Astrological Context 
 
Practice Revisited 
 
To begin putting doubt into an astrological context, let's start with an axiomatic 
statement from Bonatus, writing in the 13th century: "The Astrologer will be subject 
to err ... when the Querent comes only to try him, or to put a trick upon him, as 
many do, saying, 'Let us go to such an Astrologer, and ask him such a thing, and 
see if he can tell us the truth or not.' [and also] ... when the Querent does not ask 
out of a serious or settled intention...."49 
 
This suggests two things: (1) Astrology should not be expected to work uniformly 
well in all circumstances; (2) in particular, astrology should be expected not to work 
under "test" conditions. 
 
The idea that we find out what is real by running tests is central to the scientific 
method. Yet, if what Bonatus says is true, then astrology may be intrinsically 
incapable of being tested. But what kind of thing is like that? What kind of thing is 
astrology then supposed to be?  
 
If you ask an astrologer to evaluate something, he or she will likely begin by 
evaluating what is the ruling planet. Astrologers and their study are ruled by 
Mercury50 — a planet which is, by nature, ambivalent, difficult to see, neither one 
thing nor the other. As William Lilly says: "We may not call him either masculine or 
feminine, for his is either the one or the other as joined any planet; for in 
conjunction with a masculine Planet, he becomes masculine; if with a feminine, 
then feminine ... with the good he is good, with the evil planets ill."51 So the planet 
of astrology and astrologers does not suggest that this study should be clear and 
obvious to all; rather, it is elusive by its very nature. (Incidentally, if we follow the 
modern notion of giving rulership of astrology to Uranus, we still have a planet 
which is intrinsically volatile and unpredictable.) 
 
If the subject is elusive in the way just described, that accounts very neatly for why 
the scope and precision of astrology fail to be revealed by tests and research. But 
this still leaves a question: If astrology is such an elusive thing, how can it be that 
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so many astrologers manage to use it? What could render such mutability 
manageable? This brings us back to the procedures of astrology. 
 
Procedures Revisited  
 
What does the astrologer do, to see meaningful signs in this quicksilver study? How 
can the fact that different astrologers use different, sometimes conflicting, 
techniques be reconciled with the fact that they all claim to get accurate results? 
 
As far as I can see, there are only two basic ways to tackle this issue. One is to 
insist that there is one ultimate astrological technique. This was the approach of 
John Gadbury when he complained that "we have not yet that science perfect" and 
started gathering especially accurate data to work with, in the hope of arriving once 
and for all at a definitive, perfected, body of astrological technique.52 The problem 
with this belief is that there is no evidence to support it. Although astrology has 
been around for millennia, astrologers today work with as wide a range of differing 
techniques as ever. 
 
The alternative perspective — which I believe fits better with the symbolism of 
Mercury — is to suggest that, in some way, different astrological techniques can 
work equally well. Just as Mercury will take on (for instance) the qualities of Venus 
or Jupiter when it is aspected by them, so astrology, chameleon-like, can assume 
the guise of (for example) either Western or Vedic techniques. 
 
If there is no one definitive set of techniques, a good deal of weight rests on the 
shoulders of the astrologer. Pursuing this thought, Cardan wrote: "He that has too 
great a conceit of himself will be apt to fall into many errors in his judgement; yet 
on the other side, he that is too diffident, is not fit for this Science."53 So, Cardan's 
message is that, to get judgement right — to master the practice of astrology — the 
astrologer needs to have the right attitude. Something other than simple facility 
with the technical aspects of astrology is required. Lilly expressed this "something" 
when he stated: "... the more holy thou art; and more near to God, the purer 
Judgement thou shalt give."54 
 
I think it's fair to say that the idea that the astrologer needs to be free from conceit 
(even needs to be "holy") has moved into the background during the last two or 
three centuries. With the advent of the scientific model, it came to be assumed that 
astrology, too, must be a science — an impersonal set of laws which could be 
applied anytime, anywhere, by anybody, with equal success.  
 
Any view which emphasizes the motivation of astrologer and client as crucial 
determining factors in the success or failure of a reading is quite at odds with the 
idea of astrology as being a conventional science. And this is, I believe, one aspect 
of astrology which we can reclaim and reconnect with, if we push the analysis of 
doubt to its post-logical conclusion. This perspective shows a need for astrologers to 
put themselves into a frame of mind which might be described as meditative, or 
prayerful, before judging a chart. Hence, one modern-day exponent of traditional 
astrology, John Frawley, tells his students that the most important lesson of all for 
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an astrologer is to acknowledge a greater power, and to curb their own pride, 
before attempting judgement: "It is far too easy to read the astrologer when you 
should be reading the chart.... You need to put your own views and assumptions 
aside.... It is vital to remember that you do not know — the astrology knows."55 
 
When astrologers react as though doubt is the enemy, in one sense they are 
correct. It is necessary for an astrologer to be confident — but confident in the right 
way. As Cardan says, "He that has too great a conceit of himself will be apt to fall 
into many errors in his judgement...."56 So, this confidence must not turn into 
selfish pride or blind dogmatism. 
 
One way to characterize the balance that is required here is found in Theravadan 
Buddhist philosophy, where questioning and confidence are seen as two qualities 
which need to be developed together, so that each stabilizes the other.57 This 
balance has to be achieved in order to do anything really well – whether it is 
meditating, driving a car, or interpreting a chart. 
 
For instance – if, when I look at a chart, I am too much aware of all the options, all 
the different techniques which I could bring to bear and all the conflicting patterns 
which I could look at, then the act of interpretation gets smothered by questions.  
Any interpretation will include so many provisos and conditions that the end result 
is exactly equivalent to saying nothing.  On the other hand, if I am too confident, I 
will jump to conclusions and build up an entire interpretation on the basis of some 
aspect which caught my eye, without checking systematically to see what the rest 
of the chart is saying. 
 
Here is another juncture in the present article where it would be possible to branch 
off into a long discussion, which cannot be included here.  I hope that some readers 
will feel moved to pursue a discussion of the factors which have to come together 
within the astrologer in order for successful interpretation to occur; an 
understanding of this side of the astrologer’s work has, surely, been much 
neglected in the recent history of astrology. 
 
 
 
Principles Revisited 
 
What consequences does this discussion hold for the principles of astrology? 
 
Firstly, we can assume that died-in-the-wool critics of astrology will not be happy 
with this way of thinking, not least because it pretty well removes astrology from 
the realm of scientific testing. If it's a test, then astrology won't work; any failure in 
astrology can be explained away by a lack of belief on the part of astrologer or 
client. In fact — the critics might object — astrology is being turned into an object 
of belief rather than a subject of evidence; the model being put forward is not only 
non-scientific, it is positively religious. 
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I would want to add major provisos to this statement, but it seems to me there is 
truth in it. Under the model of astrology being discussed, St. Anselm's statement 
concerning knowledge of God applies: "I commit myself in order that I may 
understand."58 The astrologer exerts belief, and this belief is one factor that 
contributes to getting accurate information from a chart. Astrologers find their 
belief, their commitment, to be justified by results. Skeptics exert skepticism and 
find that astrological judgments are meaningless; their skepticism is also justified 
by results.  
 
This view of things is entirely defensible within astrology’s frame of reference — just 
as it is largely indefensible from a scientific point of view. If we are living in an 
inert, unresponding universe, then it makes good sense to demand that we should 
be able to test its laws in an objective way. This is the paradigm of classical 
science: The world is a corpse, so as long as the doctor follows procedures, it 
doesn't matter what mood she is in when she performs the autopsy. 
 
This is not, however, the paradigm of astrology. In this view of things, we are living 
in a world that is essentially interconnected and meaningful — responsive, even 
alive. And when one is dealing with a living being, qualities such as commitment, 
trust, and respect are of crucial importance. 
 
What are we to make of this parallel between astrological knowledge and religious 
knowledge? Earlier, I characterized astrology as a study in meaning. The context 
then was that apparently unrelated things "mean" something; for instance, Saturn 
in a horary chart might mean that "this is where your lost keys are." Given this 
level of interplay between microcosm and macrocosm, there is a small and (surely) 
inevitable step to there being "meaning" in the universe in a wider sense. If 
individual instances show that my life is mapped out in the stars, then it pretty 
much follows that the universe itself is, somehow, meaningful; things are as they 
are for a reason.  
 
If there is a meaning to how this world is, then it seems reasonable to suppose that 
there is a reason that astrology has always been plagued by doubt — why it is a 
somewhat obscure, unproven subject. To speak in terms of a traditional creator God 
(since this makes it easier to articulate): If God created a universe which includes 
astrology, and this astrology genuinely provides keys and clues to the operation of 
that universe, then we would surely assume that God would be able to make people 
accept astrology, if it suited God's purpose to do so. If astrology is difficult or 
impossible to prove, there may be a reason for this. The skeptic, of course, would 
argue that there is a negative reason: Astrology can't be proved because it doesn't 
work. I am suggesting that there may be a positive reason — that for astrology to 
be unprovable may, in fact, be the only option which makes sense.  
 
As we have seen, astrology by its nature has to do with interconnection. So, it 
would be consistent if we found that interconnection is an important part of what we 
see when we stand back and try to evaluate astrology from the outside. Suppose 
that we could prove, objectively, that astrology is valid. Under those circumstances 
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— if it worked regardless of our attitude toward it — astrology in itself would not 
display interconnectivity. 
 
We would have astrology saying that everything affects everything else, that all 
things are in some way interdependent. And yet it would be possible for anyone to 
use astrology, without their individual state of mind affecting its operation - 
demonstrating that, here at least, interdependence does not apply. This looks like 
self-contradiction to me. Surely we would expect the process of reading an 
astrological chart to epitomize the principle of interconnection upon which the entire 
subject is based, rather than being somehow exempt from it. When you really look 
at it - I suggest - the idea of an astrology which can work at its optimum, 
regardless of the mental state of the astrologer, is a contradiction in terms - 
comparable to the idea of water which does not display wetness.  
 
It is, therefore, consistent with the nature of astrology that it cannot be conclusively 
validated in objective, scientific terms.  But imagine the converse — that astrology 
could be conclusively disproved within a scientific frame of reference. This, again, 
would not fit with the ambiguous nature of Mercury  
 
So if we agree that Mercury's qualities are also the qualities of astrology, it follows 
logically that scientific research into astrology will, from time to time, throw up a 
glimmer of something, the hint of an astrological effect which cannot be explained 
out of existence — studies such as the Gauquelin work59 and perhaps the time-twin 
research of Roberts and Greengrass.60 
 
Let X = X, or Not 
 
As I stated at the outset, the purpose of this article has been to put forward an 
investigation of doubt within astrology's own terms, without attempting to "prove" 
astrology to all comers. Indeed, the thrust of the argument has been that such 
proof is intrinsically impossible. All the same, it may be of interest to consider one 
objection which might be raised by the skeptic camp. 
 
If our expectations affect how things turn out (the critic might object), then 
scientific experiments would also turn out differently, according to the expectations 
of the experimenters. And then where would we be?  
Actually, we would be in this very world. One argument for this can be found in a 
series of tests conducted by Marilyn Schlitz and Richard Wiseman. The tests were of 
"remote detection of staring" — ascertaining whether or not people know when they 
are being stared at. In an attempt to resolve conflicting results obtained in previous 
experiments, Schlitz and Wiseman ran two sets of tests, in the same location, with 
as many variables as possible taken out of the equation.61 These tests, however, 
merely replicated the disparate findings they had obtained in other tests. Schlitz 
believed that "remote detection of staring" is a real phenomenon; Wiseman did not. 
And, as with their previous tests, Schlitz got results which suggest that it exists; 
Wiseman got results which suggest that it does not. This type of discrepancy, where 
experimenters tend to get the results they expect to get, is a recognized 
phenomenon in science and is known as "the experimenter effect." 
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Astrologers may find it symbolically appropriate that a related effect arose in an 
early attempt to apply statistical science to astrology. In the early 1950s, Carl Jung 
conducted a statistical study of the synastry between married couples. He had the 
idea, based on a reading of Ptolemy, that three inter-aspect combinations might be 
present at a level above chance: Sun conjunct Moon, Moon conjunct Moon, and 
Ascendant conjunct Moon. Analysing the data in three batches (as it came in), Jung 
found a high level of significance each time — but each of the three groups showed 
a different one of the planetary combinations he was looking for. When the three 
groups were merged together, the appearance of significance which was present in 
each individual group disappeared.62 
 
It is interesting to observe the suspicions which Jung began to entertain when he 
was halfway through the tests and getting the results he expected to get: "The 
thought struck him: Had Mercurius ... played a trick on him?"63 
 
When Jung wrote about the experiment in Synchronicity: An Acausal Connecting 
Principle, he repeatedly drew a parallel between his findings and those of J. B. 
Rhine in parapsychology tests: "... the first series of experiments generally 
produced the best results, which then quickly fell off. But when it was possible to 
arouse a new interest in the essentially rather boring experiment, the results 
improved again. It follows from this that the emotional factor plays an important 
role."

64 

 
This is consistent with the idea that belief, or commitment, is required of astrologer 
and client. Belief in astrology will create an interested, charged emotional state, 
which may in turn help to create the right conditions for an accurate, useful 
reading. Clearly, this belief is not the only relevant factor, but an analysis of all the 
factors which need to come together for a successful reading is certainly beyond the 
scope of the present article. The point here is simply that the presence of belief, 
and the consequent level of interest, may be a relevant factor. 
 
Whose World Is It Anyway? 
 
Some readers may be growing restive. Combative astrologers will want to see 
skeptics' criticisms of astrology finally overturned; whilst skeptics (if any read this 
magazine) will be waiting for the coup de grace on astrology. However, the 
perspective that actually emerges from this discussion is that both viewpoints — as 
contradictory as they seem — are valid. Astrology works in the astrologer's world. 
In the world of the scientist, however, it hardly works at all. How can this be? 
 
Here's a story from India. A group of pundits are arguing about the world: Is it 
finite or infinite? Is the soul something separate from the body? A wise man, 
hearing of this, compares the pundits to a group of blind men. These men, blind 
from birth, were ordered by a rajah to discover what an elephant is like. So, they 
were assembled around an elephant. One man grasped a foot, one the trunk, one a 
tusk, one an ear, and so on. The rajah asked them: "Well, what is an elephant 
like?" Each began describing the part of the elephant he was holding: "It's like the 
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trunk of a tree" "No, it's like a plough-share," etc. The blind men began 
contradicting one another more and more forcefully — "No, an elephant's not like 
that at all!" — and eventually came to blows.65 All because each believed that what 
he had hold of was all that there was to know. 
 
This parable illustrates something about the situation which, I believe, often arises 
when well-informed skeptics and astrologers attempt to resolve their differences. 
Starting from different reference points, they find unresolvable contradictions 
between their own experience and the information which the other party presents; 
from there, it is a short journey to suspicion, accusation, the end of discussion, and 
the beginning of argument. 
 
Both sides generally start from the position that seeing is believing, that there is no 
gainsaying the evidence they have amassed from applying astrology or science. But 
in a world where all things are interconnected, it must be true that, to some extent, 
believing is seeing: The frame of reference and expectations from which we view 
the world plays a part in creating the world we see. So, there can be validity in both 
astrological and skeptical takes on the world — contradictory though they 
apparently are. We just have hold of different bits of the elephant. 
 
Personally, I don't think this means that astrologers should stop trying to validate 
astrology within the scientific frame of reference. Besides a lot of useless argument, 
some really useful things do come out of this dialogue. It provides just enough 
evidence to give truly open-minded skeptics pause for thought. And for astrologers 
who really examine the evidence, it closes off the option of regarding astrology as 
something which fits within the conventional scientific worldview. It turns us round, 
therefore, to find that we are facing an unfathomable mystery. 
 
Twenty Questions 
 
Beset by unfathomable mystery, it would be reasonable to wonder: What is this 
world which seems separate and yet is not separate from me? There's another story 
that suggests how — subject to certain laws and constraints — a uniquely tailored 
universe springs into existence, based on the ways we act and react: 
 
At a dinner party, a group of people are playing 20 Questions; each takes a turn to 
go out of the room, whilst the others agree on an object which the absentee has to 
identify by asking 20 questions or less. Toward the end of the evening, a man takes 
his turn to go out, and his comrades take an unusually long time before they let him 
back in. He starts asking questions; the answers come quickly at first but more 
slowly the longer he goes on. After he has guessed the "answer," he is let in on the 
secret: Whilst he was out of the room, the others agreed not to choose an object in 
advance but to simply answer his questions any way they liked — making sure, 
however, not to contradict any of the previous answers — and see what happened. 
So, there was no pre-existing thing which his questions helped him close in on; 
rather, the questions he asked were an intrinsic part of the process which created 
the "object."  
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The man who identified an object that wasn't there was John Wheeler, a physicist. 
He subsequently used this story to illustrate the puzzling nature of quantum 
reality.66 In studies at this level, it seems to be generally accepted that the observer 
influences what is observed. Of course, this doesn't prove anything relevant to 
astrology, within a scientific frame of reference; however, from an astrological 
perspective, where we are trying to figure out the wiles of Mercurius, I feel that this 
may be a suggestive image to consider. 
 
Why Doubt? 
 
We might consider the two possibilities that have been covered in this article — the 
astrological and the scientific worldviews — to resemble the familiar yin-yang 
diagram. Say that science is white, astrology is black. Within the scientific frame of 
reference, there is just a speck of evidence for astrology — serving as a reminder 
that things may be more complex than they seem. Within the astrological frame of 
reference, there is a speck of doubt — a reminder that (as Robert Zoller puts it) 
"sometimes the magic doesn't work."67 This, I believe, is as it should be. Taken 
rightly, this element of doubt or uncertainty helps to keep us on our toes, to 
prevent us from becoming dogmatic and complacent, and, perhaps most 
importantly, to foster in us a sense of wonder that this amazing craft can function 
so well. My suspicion is that, more than any specific information that astrology may 
yield, this sense of wonder may be astrology's most enduring gift to us and to the 
people for whom we read charts. 
 
Thanks to Wanda Sellar of the Astrological Lodge of London for inviting me to give the talk from which 
this article grew; to Peter Case, Patrick Curry, Dieter Koch, Frank McGillion and Paul Westran for 
commenting on an early draft; and to Nan Geary and the team at ‘Mountain Astrologer’ for publishing 
it. 
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