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SUMMARY 

This is a study of Western astrology in contemporary British education; it encompasses 

both the teaching of practical horoscopy and the theoretical consideration of astrology 

undertaken in the recently established university postgraduate programmes designed for 

the purpose.  It is informed by classroom ethnography undertaken in a variety of 

learning forums ranging from recreational classes in basic chart interpretation, through 

courses offering formal qualifications to would-be professional consultant astrologers, 

to seminars studying the phenomenon historically, philosophically and sociologically 

from an academic perspective.  The research subject is defined as real astrology to 

differentiate the craft as it is taught and learned from the media manifestations of the 

phenomenon that constitute its popular image.  Real astrology is described in some 

detail before being positioned, for analytical purposes, in relation to divination, to 

science and to New Age religion.  It is noteworthy that astrologers themselves seldom 

concur with outsiders’ judgements of the epistemological nature of their practice and its 

products: this discrepancy invites a consideration of knowledge and belief, both in 

general and in specifically astrological usage; the appropriateness of the customary 

opposition of these terms to each other, and of their respective association with science 

and religion, are assessed.  Whether conceived as knowledge or belief, the astrological 

enterprise of discerning meanings in the glyphs and symbols of a geocentric sky-map 

and translating these into everyday words is unarguably linguistically oriented; can 

astrology, then, be usefully described as a Wittgensteinian language-game?  The thesis 

concludes with fieldwork recollections of recurrent themes in the teaching and learning 

of practical horoscopy followed by an ethnographic overview of astrology’s recent bid 

to attain academic credibility.  It is by means of this range of pedagogies that the 

astrological community functions to reproduce itself and to develop and share its 

knowledge at all levels from elementary practice to postgraduate theory. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

In September 2003, I was a member of a working party of astrologers who had given up 

a day to sort and catalogue the astrology books which were being assembled to form a 

library for the newly opened Sophia Centre at (what was then) Bath Spa University 

College (BSUC).1  Most of the party were students who had enrolled on its inaugural 

Cultural Astronomy and Astrology MA course in October 2002; one was its first PhD 

student who was embarking on a consideration of the epistemological status of 

astrological knowledge.  I was present in my capacity, so described by the group from 

the outset of my research among them, as the Sophia Centre’s ‘official’ ethnographer 

and, in more humorous terms, the ‘spy’.2  Leading the party was Nicholas Campion,3 

one of the Sophia Centre’s initial three lecturers in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology 

who, as a research student within the Study of Religions Department at BSUC, was 

writing up his PhD thesis.4  Not surprisingly, the conversation among us turned upon 

the challenges of writing for a PhD; the relative merits of different styles of 

ethnography were considered, particularly those employed by the authors whose studies 

most resembled our projects in that they, too, addressed current manifestations of pre- 

or non-modern beliefs and practices within supposedly modern communities.5  

                                                
1 One of six institutions to attain full university status in the Spring of 2005 as part of the government's 
initiative to create new teaching-led universities, Bath Spa University subsequently dropped ‘College’ 
from its title.   
2 Conducting ethnographic research in a community many of whose members are well versed in the 
theory and methodology of the social sciences can be a nerve-wracking experience.  In these 
circumstances, informants ask pertinent questions about one’s notes, one’s opinions and judgements, 
one’s intended writing-up strategies, and so on.  They make jokes of the ‘watch it, the ethnographer’s 
written that down’ variety, and describe themselves, tongue-in-cheek, as ‘your natives’, ‘your people’.  
They are eager to educate one in the history of their community (from their individual perspectives, 
naturally enough!) and to recommend potential informants.  And they are well aware of the potential that 
exists for their words to be misreported, their opinions misrepresented. 
3 See appendix A.  
4 He was subsequently to be awarded his doctorate, validated by the University of the West of England, in 
July 2004 during the same BSUC graduation ceremony at which six of his Sophia Centre students 
received the first Master of Arts degrees in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology.  He went on to be 
appointed Head of the Centre, but he was not destined to stay in post for long.  What none of us had then 
foreseen, with or without the benefit of astrological prognostication, was that the university would serve 
notice on the Sophia Centre in 2006.   
5 A useful nested set of ethnographies, in this regard, comprises the very different studies of witchcraft 
practices which, starting with E.E. Evans Pritchard’s classic study of the Azande (1976), continues with 
Jeanne Favret-Saada’s account of ‘deadly words’ in the Bocage, France (1980) and moves on, via Tania 
Luhrmann’s record of witchcraft practices in modern England (1989), to Susan Greenwood’s more recent 
consideration of the ‘otherworld’ (2000).  These studies are interestingly summed up, and criticised, in 
the chapter of Ronald Hutton’s consideration of the history and origins of British Paganism (2003) 
entitled Living with Witchcraft.  In the next chapter I will consider in more detail his observations on the 
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defined, I will, in subsequent chapters, consider its position in relation to divination, to 

science and to New Age religion; this will call for an assessment of the terms 

knowledge and belief, and the accuracy of their customary respective association with 

science and religion, both in general and in specific astrological usage.  Having 

considered whether astrologers relate to their art in terms of belief and/or of knowledge, 

I will move on to judge whether their linguistically centred task of translating 

horoscopic symbolism into everyday words can usefully be described in terms of a 

Wittgensteinian language-game.  Thereafter, I will record ethnographically the ways in 

which astrology is taught to serious students and would-be professional practitioners: 

for it is thus that the astrological community functions to reproduce itself and to develop 

and share its knowledge at all levels from elementary practice to postgraduate theory; 

the new university programmes dedicated to an application of the latter to astrology will 

then be reviewed. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

CONCLUSION 

This has been a survey of Western astrology in education informed by participant 

observation I conducted, from Autumn 2002 until the present, as a student of the subject 

in Britain.  I started my review of astrology by introducing myself as an enthusiast for 

the subject and a learner of its language for the past ten years and more.  My project 

having been planned to give an ethnographic account of the astrological community at 

the time of its recent campaign to re-establish the subject’s long-lost academic 

credibility, my ‘multilocale’ (Marcus and Fischer 1986) classroom ethnography was in 

part conducted in the seminar rooms of the new university postgraduate degree 

programmes that had enrolled numbers of Britain’s academically inclined astrologers 

who were eager to be in at the beginning of this, Western astrology’s latest cultural 

manifestation.  Accordingly, as an apprentice ethnographer and a humble evening-class 

student of astrology, I found myself of a sudden – almost in Renato Rosaldo’s 

phraseology – ‘hanging out deeply’ with astrology’s magi.  These were published 

authors, (well-thumbed copies of whose reference books had pride of place on my 

astrology bookshelf back home), professional lecturers and regular contributors to 

astrological journals.  Some doubled as Sun-sign astrologers writing for the popular 

press; others had their own websites that served both as market places for their services 

and products, and as debating forums for philosophically minded astrologers.  As a 

consequence of these, perhaps unusual, ethnographic circumstances, I signalled the fact 

that I had elected to cite the published texts of those astrologers I encountered who fell 

within this category rather than risk misrepresenting their opinions by copying snippets 

of involved debates from my field notebooks.  I argued that the theoretical focus of my 

project, and the literary orientation of my subject, lent themselves to a more academic 

and referential style of reporting than would be appropriate for many anthropological 

studies.      

 

In addition to its academic focus, my ethnographic research covered a range of more 

practically oriented astrology learning forums, from local interest clubs and adult 

education classes, to the diploma courses designed by private teaching establishments to 

train future professionals.  I noted that I had used my accumulated knowledge of the 

field to substantiate my more recent observations as its full-time ethnographer, my 
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familiarity with astrological styles of pedagogy having predated my period of research; 

additionally, it was acknowledged that my fieldwork interactions had been shaped by 

my informants’ perceptions of my personal relationship with the subject, albeit that I 

tried as a rule not to make much of this beyond demonstrating that I was conversant 

with its language.  The fact that my fieldwork was conducted in familiar territory, in all 

senses of that term, led me to consider the phenomenon of studying at home: this is still 

a fairly novel one for social anthropology, whose inherited structural binaries, 

(home/away, insider/outsider, native/non-native), have been problematised by 

ethnographers such as Kirin Narayan (1993: 24), who has sought to demonstrate how 

supposedly ‘native’ researchers actually ‘belong to several communities 

simultaneously’.  I suggested that researchers studying their home communities would, 

however problematic the undertaking in terms of identity negotiation, be more likely to 

practise what I described as ‘ecological ethnography’ than those who were only passing 

through: stepping lightly across their fields to protect the environment both for those 

who live there and for future generations of participant observers who wish to learn 

from them. 

 

Having listed my main research sites with their relevant data, I went on to define my 

subject in some detail.  It was necessary to demarcate this - labelled real as opposed to 

popular astrology for ease of reference - as the subject which is taught to, and learned 

by, all astrology students.  For the public’s confidently uninformed view of what 

astrology is and does looks no further than the popular listings of Sun-sign 

prognostications which appear regularly in most newspapers and probably all 

magazines designed for predominantly female readerships.  Having outlined real 

astrology as the infinitely more complex, horoscopically-derived knowledge system of 

which Sun-sign astrology is merely a derivative adapted for mass production, it was 

demonstrated that astrology – of whatever type - is alone in divining knowledge 

regarding an individual or an entity from the positions of planetary and stellar bodies 

which can be determined and empirically corroborated for the past, the present and 

tracked into the future in relation to any location on earth.  The astronomical nature of 

astrology’s primary data serves as a perpetual reminder of the subject’s pre-

Enlightenment scientific provenance which dates back to the eras before the two split 

and went their separate ways.  Marcel Mauss (2001: 177) acknowledged that 
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astrologers, along with alchemists and doctors – all of whom he described as 

practitioners of magic – were the founders and exponents of astronomy, physics and 

natural history in Greece, India and elsewhere.  What he called the ‘treasury of ideas’ 

amassed by these multiple magi was a capital store exploited by science in earlier 

periods of our history when, as Mauss phrased it, ‘magic served science and magicians 

served scholars’.  The few contemporary social theorists who have regarded astrologers 

at all have generally followed Mauss in categorising them as practitioners of magic, but 

today this invokes a connection with religion rather than science, it being justifiably 

assumed that astrology’s nature is primarily divinatory and therefore invocative of 

metaphysical forces.   

 

Accordingly, I considered how astrology fares when it is mapped onto some broadly 

construed working descriptions of religion and magic, starting with Clifford Geertz’s 

(1993) proposition that religion is a cultural system before looking back to Émile 

Durkheim’s (1966) classically functionalist definitions of religion and magic and to 

Marcel Mauss’s (2001) description of the magic of which he set about constructing a 

general theory.  This exercise confirmed my prior opinion that, given its peculiarly 

hybrid nature when measured against modern conceptions of science and religion, there 

seems little point in attempting to confine contemporary Western astrology – real 

astrology – within the bounds of one of the numerous definitions of religion or magic to 

be found in the classical sociological literature of that age.  But, this having been said, I 

was content, upon reflection, to assign astrology to an inclusive category termed 

‘magico-religious’ by Arnold Van Gennep (1960: 13) which - though frighteningly 

sweeping in its scale in the manner of much sociology of its time – turns out to be a 

very good catch-all term for astrology, especially so because Van Gennep’s definition 

acknowledges a factor central to its makeup, namely that the theories and practices of 

systems described as ‘magico-religious’ are inseparable: on his view, the theory without 

the practice being better defined as metaphysics; and the practice on the basis of a 

different theory becoming science. 

 

Described as real – as opposed to popular - astrology and categorised as ‘magico-

religious’ in Van Gennep’s terminology, I next considered the accuracy of demarcating 

the practice, thus defined, as a system of divination.  I established that astrology 
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complies with the characteristics expected of systems portrayed as such by two social 

anthropologists with an interest in the subject, Philip Peek (2005) and Barbara Tedlock 

(2005), both of whom had delivered keynote addresses at an interdisciplinary 

conference on divination, hosted by the University of Copenhagen, which I attended 

with a group of academic astrologers.  But this was not to say, I was careful to note, that 

many contemporary Western astrologers would necessarily be happy to have their 

practice described as divination by anthropological chroniclers.  Divination is, I 

suggested, an ascription generally bestowed by an external commentator upon sets of 

practices with multiple indigenous purposes, hazily arcane methodology and 

justifications which – on the theorist’s view - defy empirical corroboration.  It is a term 

from the analytical observer’s lexicon which people involved practically with the 

systems so described will seldom use, unprompted and without a measure of self-

consciousness, to define their own activities.  As far as astrology is concerned, it was 

noted that some of its practitioners are dissuaded from labelling what they do as 

divination for fear of external societal censure, others by factionalism within their 

community; in addition, it was observed that the peculiar status of astrology as a one-

time science leads many of its practitioners to cling to the vestiges of its past 

respectability, eliding the esotericism at its core and focussing upon the rational 

procedures of its methodology.   

 

The majority of hands-on astrologers do not in truth spend much – if any - time 

assessing the nature of their practice from an exterior perspective as a social 

commentator might do; except when its practitioners are bothered by the presence of an 

ethnographer such as myself, astrology is a closed knowledge system governed by its 

own, inherently cogent, theory of practice (cf. Bourdieu 2000 & 1990).  It was decided, 

nevertheless, that astrology patently is a divination system, even if the label is ‘etic’ in 

origin.  This being the case, the horoscope’s role as what I termed astrology’s 

intermediary divinatory device was discussed and compared, in the light of my 

ethnographic observation in the classrooms of both practices, with a Tarot reader’s pack 

of cards.  I concluded that, whether or not it is ‘emically’ conceived as such, astrology 

is, without doubt, the thinking woman of today’s divination system of choice: its rich 

history and learned tradition being sufficiently challenging to capture and keep the 

attention of the serious scholar and stretch her linguistic (and still to some extent) her 
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mathematical capabilities beyond the expectations of comparable systems, such as the 

Tarot.  But, in demonstration of its hybridity vis à vis modern taxonomies, astrology 

was no sooner defined as a natural subject for serious scholarship than it was discovered 

to share many of the characteristics that Marcel Mauss (2003) attributed to the 

phenomenon of prayer: those who pray seeming to share with astrologers the primary 

medium of language which, as an instrument of action, gives rise of itself to belief; for, 

as Mauss observed, every prayer is ‘always to some extent a Credo’ (Mauss 2003: 22) 

and the same could certainly be said of every attempt at horoscopic judgement made by 

an astrologer.   

 

Having established something of the multi-faceted nature of the astrological enterprise, I 

considered the interpretation of an astrological chart as an activity which involves 

intellectual and sensory types of knowledge, but additionally requires an engagement 

with creative symbolism of the type described by Henri Corbin (1964) as emanating 

from what he called the Mundus Imaginalis.  This assessment was qualified by the 

observation that, in much the same way as its divinatory capacities and religious 

qualities are downplayed in favour of its scientific characteristics, the convention within 

astrological education glosses over what Corbin termed the imaginal, and for that matter 

also the sensory, components of its practice in favour of adherence to an intellectually 

oriented application of formal technique learned more or less by rote.  This tendency 

was recognised by Marcel Mauss among magicians, (a term which in his usage included 

astrologers), of what he termed the last period of Greek magic, whom he recorded as 

attempting to: 

Systematize their knowledge and, by doing so, derive principles.  When such 
theories are elaborated in magician colleges, it is done by rational and individual 
procedures.  In their doctrinal studies magicians tried to discard as many 
mystical elements as they could, and thus it was that magic took on the character 
of a genuine science.  …  ‘I wish to give you an idea of the mind of the 
ancients’, said Olympiodore the alchemist, ‘to tell you, as philosophers, they 
spoke the language of philosophers and applied the tenets of philosophy to their 
art by means of science’.  (Mauss 2001: 177) 
   

Astrology’s practitioners, educated in much the same way today as Mauss’s ancient 

Greek magicians, concede personal agency and responsibility for their practice and 

prognostications to its hard-learned, historically validated methodology: claiming 

traditional lore as an incontrovertible knowledge source allows them to distance 
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themselves from notions of belief in ‘magico-religious’ divinatory practices which are 

less than respectable in modern terms and certainly not at all well suited to formal 

pedagogy and its associated examination routines; and, thus framed, the uneven quality 

of their knowledge products can be explained away as resulting from contingent 

applications, by less than proficient operators, of an ideal proto-scientific technique.   

In part the result of their craft’s unique provenance, as a rejected science that is not 

quite a religion, and underwritten by their formal, intellectually oriented learning 

procedures, post-Enlightenment astrologers’ initially surprising acceptance of the 

superiority of scientific knowledge over religious belief led me to question the accuracy 

of the modern taxonomy that opposes science and knowledge to religion and belief.  

Given the increasing sophistication of contemporary scientific technology, which has 

rendered most lay-persons unable rationally to judge the sense of much of what the 

experts tell them, I suggested that belief and its correlates in fact play a larger role in the 

everyday lives of today’s non-scientists than is generally credited.  Even more rarely 

acknowledged is the possibility that scientifically corroborated knowledge may itself be 

rooted in belief: Hans Vaihinger (1925) developed the philosophy of As If to 

demonstrate his contention that all knowledge, including that defined as science, is 

based on originating hypotheses and fictions.  Arnold Van Gennep (1937) applied 

Vaihinger’s ideas ethnographically after observing that his research field of folklore was 

‘bathed in the world-as-if’.   

 

Operating within technologically driven, so-called advanced societies, and notionally 

informed by Vaihinger’s thesis and Van Gennep’s application of it, I suggested that 

today’s astrologers may take comfort from two facts: 

• Firstly, that the public’s relations with their pronouncements is qualitatively not 
all that different from their responses to the messages of mainstream scientists, 
which are too abstruse to be intellectually appreciated by laypersons; and 

  
• Secondly, in a ‘world-as-if’ recognised as such, astrologers’ products can claim 

an epistemological provenance every bit as respectable as those of scientists, for 
both begin with, and develop from, hypotheses and fictions, albeit that, (as Van 
Gennep said of folklore), there is undoubtedly a heavy dose of ‘As If’ fiction in 
astrological knowledge. 

   
Not that this need detract from astrology’s gravitas, for there are distinguished social 

commentators who assert that fictions of various sorts are woven into the fabric of our 



 

 

250

lives, along with other ‘As If’ type hypotheses concerning our relationships with place 

and time.  Of these, Lawrence Durrell – explaining the innovative plot construction of 

his four novels collectively entitled The Alexandria Quartet – suggested that: 

We live lives based upon selected fictions.  Our view of reality is conditioned by 
our position in space and time – not by our personalities as we like to think.  
Thus every interpretation of reality is based upon a quite unique position.  Two 
paces east or west and the whole picture is changed.  (Durrell 1988: 210)   

Of late, as a side effect of the multi-media saturation of the globe, the boundary between 

categories once confidently demarcated as fact and fiction is becoming increasingly 

blurred (Botella 2000: 11); Vaihinger’s ‘As Ifs’ could be said to have an even wider 

reach now that reality itself is acknowledged to come in actual and virtual versions.  

 

This being the case, some theorists today allow what I suspect most lay-persons have 

always comprehended: that knowledge is partial, situated and pragmatic, (or 

neopragmatic in that it is based on the predictive usefulness of a particular proposition 

(Polkinghorne 1992)); the neopragmatic would-be knower no longer asks whether or 

not a given proposition is true but, updating Vaihinger’s central concept however 

unwittingly, enquires rather whether accepting it as if it were true will lead her to the 

anticipated outcome.214  Which precisely describes the divinatory attitude of mind, as 

expressed, for example, by Geoffrey Cornelius215 (2003: 289) when he suggests that the 

astrological exercise hinges upon an as if, (acknowledged as such but not as the central 

tenet of Vaihinger’s philosophy), from which hypothetical starting point the astrologer, 

he tells us, will follow the conventions of her method and see where her speculations 

lead her.  Irrespective of her destination, it would seem inevitable to conclude that, 

whether astrologers like it or not and however the category boundaries are blurred, there 

is more of what would generally be taken for divination, magic and religion in astrology 

than there is of mainstream, empirically oriented science.  Indeed it seems, following a 

review of the purposeful redevelopment of Western astrology for modern times by 

predominantly twentieth century Theosophists, that there is a good case to be made for 

its being ‘etically’ labelled as a New Religious Movement within the New Age founded 

upon what I have called, in deference to its considerable longevity in various contextual 

                                                
214 Neopragmatism differs, apparently, from pragmatism in that the former does not hold that knowledge 
claims can be accumulated and progress toward a final state; such a proposition would, after all, be 
inconsistent with postmodern foundationlessness, fragmentariness, and constructivism (Botella 2000: 14-
15). 
215 See appendix A. 
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guises, a reinvented tradition (Hobsbawm 1983).  Such an ascription must, however, be 

qualified with a note to the effect that astrologers themselves are mostly disdainful of 

the characteristics demonstrated by the kinds of movement that vaunt a New Age 

affiliation.   

 

It will by now be evident that astrologers are wont to express seemingly counter-

intuitive opinions about the epistemic status of their craft: most of them are reluctant to 

describe what they do as divination; numbers assert that their practice is more scientific 

than religious; it should come as no surprise, then, that many practitioners demonstrate 

somewhat contradictory public and private engagements with their craft in relation to 

their proclamations of knowledge and belief.  On the one hand, the subject is presented 

by accomplished astrologers to their students as intellectual knowledge which can be 

learned and applied in formal educational terms; on the other hand, it is acknowledged 

at higher levels of the craft, and in other circumstances by these same teachers, that 

astrological practice is contingent upon intuition and is additionally dependent both 

upon the active participation and the belief (or one of its variants, such as faith, 

commitment, engagement and so on) of – ideally - all parties to its enterprise.   

 

A tendency to qualify and problematise the term belief and its correlates, demonstrated 

by theoretically-minded practising astrologers in the course of formal debates about 

their subject’s epistemology, put me in mind of Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s (1998, & etc.) 

attempts to recover the pre-Enlightenment, Old English senses of the word and contrast 

them with today’s.  Smith’s contention that belief was, in earlier times, rendered as what 

we would now call ‘beloving’, ‘holding dear’ or ‘cherishing’ was suggested to offer a 

pleasing resolution to astrologers’ descriptive impasse.  I argued that Smith’s recovery 

of an earlier meaning of belief had given us a term historically suited to describe the 

ways in which today’s astrologers relate to astrology, which are qualitatively no 

different from the ways in which pre-modern astrologers related to astrology, namely as 

something precious and beloved; the practice being naturally attuned, after all, to a pre-

Enlightenment and astrologically coherent worldview that had not yet separated and 

opposed science and religion, or knowledge and belief, in the current senses of these 

terms.   

 



 

 

252

That astrologers should believe in astrology, in a pre-modern sense of the term, that 

they should fall in love with it as an exercise in and for itself, explains what sceptical 

scientists and non-astrologers perpetually rail against: namely that astrologers continue 

to learn, practise and relish their art in the face both of science’s rational disproof of its 

worldview and the patchy accuracy of its prognostications.  As, to a lesser extent but 

still at the risk of rationalist ridicule, do their clients.  Once their investment of affection 

in their craft is acknowledged, it follows that astrologers should practise it in 

anticipation of metaphorical repayment: a self-perpetuating and interdependent cycle of 

practice and concomitantly developing theory can be traced around the core 

phenomenon of spiralling personal investment in response to the realisation of 

anticipation (cf. Bourdieu 2000 & 1990); in ‘emic’ terminology, the commitment with 

which astrologers relate to their craft is demonstrated, in a society that values 

knowledge over belief in the modern sense of those terms, by their assertions that they 

know, rather than believe, in its efficacy. 

 

Whether described as science or religion, and related to in terms of knowledge or belief, 

the primary medium of astrology’s expression is, unarguably, a linguistic one.  For it 

involves the translation of symbolism, read in a map, into words which do it justice; the 

glyphs of a horoscope, representing physical planets and stellar phenomena, are 

interpreted symbolically and incorporated ritually (Curry in Willis & Curry 2004: 113).  

This modus operandi closely matches Michel Foucault’s (1989) exposition of the 

general role of language in the formation of the sixteenth century episteme, which he 

describes as having been predominantly hermeneutic and semiological in nature.  The 

proper function of that era’s knowledge was, he tells us, interpreting rather than seeing 

or demonstrating: understanding consisted then in relating one form of language to 

another form of language; it was concerned to give voice to its founding resemblances, 

similitudes and signatures in words which were themselves every bit as much the signs 

of things as were the visible, material phenomena which they sought to interpret.  In the 

course of modelling the epistemological framework which informed sixteenth century 

knowers, Foucault introduces a concept familiar to contemporary astrologers as the 

founding principle, outlined in the Emerald Tablet of the Hermetica, of their craft: that 

of the macrocosm.  On his view, the macrocosm and – presumably – the microcosm 

which its existence presupposes, had originated as models of the ‘general configuration 
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of nature’, posited by neo-Platonists, that served the practical purpose of structuring and 

limiting what would otherwise have been an ‘indefatigable to-and-fro of similitudes’ 

(Foucault 1989: 31 ff.). 

 

Focussing upon the astrology of today as a linguistic system or discourse raised the 

question in my mind as to whether it could usefully be judged, in more contemporary 

terms than that of a Foucauldian sixteenth century episteme, as a Wittgensteinian 

language-game.  (Indeed, this analogy has already been drawn and developed in some 

detail by Mike Harding,216 a contemporary British astrologer.)  Accordingly, I examined 

his thesis (2004) in some detail after briefly describing Wittgenstein’s (1974 & 1963) 

original language-game trope and its subsequent development by Jean-François Lyotard 

(1988 & 1984) as an analytical device with which to assess the changing nature of 

knowledge in postmodern societies.  The astrologer Geoffrey Cornelius has drawn an 

analogy between astrology and games, in so far as they are both formal, rule-bound 

exercises, although he stops short of developing this image along Wittgensteinian lines: 

The rules of astrology are in some ways like the rules of chess; they are cultural 
creations that cannot be found anywhere in nature and they exist in the domain 
of human significance.  By playing the game a certain result is achieved, just as 
by applying the precepts of astrology a certain interpretation is attained.  Within 
the agreed conventions of what a bishop can do and what checkmate means 
there are countless possibilities of gambit and strategy, masterly moves and 
pedestrian moves.  All of these can also be followed and communicated in the 
community of chess-players, just as the fine points of craft can be debated in the 
community of astrologers.  (Cornelius 2003: 289)     

 

Cornelius conjures a more harmonious image of game-playing than Lyotard did; 

unfortunately, it must be said that the latter’s observations about the 

incommensurability of separate language-games, and the naturally agonistic interactions 

of their players, are probably more accurate descriptions of the epistemic relations, both 

within the astrological community and between its members and their enthusiastically 

scientific and scientistic opponents.  In any case, the Wittgenstein-Lyotard social 

schema was deemed so broad as to be of little utility to anyone attempting to weigh the 

comparative qualities of a range of astrological knowledge products.  I also judged it to 

be too philosophically relativistic to appeal to the majority of practitioners, who are 

concerned with the difficult task of identifying and expressing symbolism in 
                                                
216 See appendix A. 
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metaphorical terminology that makes sense to their clients while remaining true to the 

tenets of one or other of the various, (all of them supposedly absolute, none of them the 

slightest bit relative), astrological truth standards. 

   

This, their central task, involves astrologers in poetics, whether or not they use this 

word to describe what it is that they do with language.  While first-year students would 

be unlikely to be burdened by their tutors with the technicalities of poetic expression, 

for fear they might take fright and quit the class, accomplished symbolists and their 

more advanced apprentices acknowledge this central aspect of their practice.  Astrology 

is ‘a poetics of the cosmos’ as Maggie Hyde217 memorably expresses it (Hyde, cited by 

Curry in Willis & Curry 2004: 113).  To unpack Hyde’s image, I consulted Aristotle’s 

comments on the technicalities of the subject and discovered him to have asserted that, 

for a poet: 

By far the most important thing is to be good at metaphor.  This is the only part 
of the job that cannot be learned from others; on the contrary it is a token of high 
native gifts, for making good metaphors depends on perceiving the likenesses in 
things. … The poet’s job is not to report what has happened but what is likely to 
happen: that is, what is capable of happening according to the rule of probability 
or necessity.  (Aristotle 1986: 60-61, 32) 

Living with the symbolism of poetic imagery, as practised astrologers do, has a 

dynamism all of its own which was noted by Gaston Bachelard (1969: xii ff.) as being 

referable to nothing so much as ‘a direct ontology’.  Which phrase accurately describes 

the interaction of those practitioners, for whom it manifests materially, with the 

astrological symbolism which erupts, bidden and unbidden, in their everyday worlds.   

 

However, it takes a considerable investment of time and material resources to become 

sufficiently fluent in the astrological language to experience what I have called the 

chuckle factor that is associated with a recognition of its symbols, floating free from 

their horoscopic origins and manifesting themselves in the world; accordingly, it was to 

a report of my ethnographic experiences as a student of practical horoscopy that I turned 

next.  Harking back to my own preliminary encounters with the subject, I noted how the 

advent of home computers and dedicated astrological software had done away with the 

first tasks which students of the subject, such as myself, had traditionally been set: those 

of calculating and drawing a horoscope.  In today’s technological milieu, students 
                                                
217 See appendix A. 
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whose dedicated astrological software does the number-crunching for them are 

confusingly confronted with symbolism from lesson one of their first-year classes; 

struggling to interpret this, at the start of their studies more often than not within the 

context of the psychological-style astrology of personality, they will sooner or later be 

confronted with more traditional modes – with horary, electional and mundane 

astrology – that raise theoretical issues concerning the ethics of forecasting and 

prediction in relation to concepts of free will and determinism.   

 

My participant observation followed this same trajectory, travelling from classes 

teaching the basics of practice to exclusively theoretical seminars which framed the 

subject historically, philosophically and sociologically.  Moving on from horoscopy 

courses, I reported the background to the recent establishment of astrology-related 

British postgraduate university courses, before recording some of my experiences as an 

auditor of the two very different flagship programmes of this privately funded initiative.  

I noted that the reintroduction of astrology to the British academy had coincided with 

the Sorbonne’s awarding a PhD in Sociology to professional astrologer and colourful 

media personality Germaine Elizabeth Hanselmann, also known as Elizabeth Teissier, 

for a thesis with astrology as its subject; but the ridicule heaped upon Ms Teissier, her 

supervisor and her university – unsurprisingly – by rationalist critics of astrology and – 

surprisingly – by some of her fellow practitioners, threw doubt upon the assumption of 

numbers of astrologers that their subject has successfully come in out of the cold, 

academically speaking.  Meanwhile, my personal experience as a doctoral research 

student conducting an ethnographic study of Western astrology in education within a 

Social Anthropology Department served to confirm that the university establishment is 

still some way from making its peace with the subject.  For I encountered at best 

incredulous and at worst hostile reactions to my project from faculty members, 

administrators and fellow students of mainstream universities; these both surprised and 

saddened me, putting me in mind of Mary Douglas’s (1966) conceptualisation of 

pollution and dirt as being ‘matter out of place’; astrology doubling here as the 

academy’s ‘other’, as ‘matter out of place’ on its campus that serves as a negative 

standard with which to corroborate the comparative purity of its rationalist identity.   

 



 

 

256

And yet confusingly, and contrary to the fundamental academic disdain for the subject 

which was frequently demonstrated in my presence, the governing bodies of a few 

universities have accepted privately sponsored postgraduate degree programmes in the 

theoretical study of astrology.  I argued that this says as much and maybe more about 

the current condition of the British academic establishment than it does about 

astrology’s supposedly upgraded epistemological status.  Reviewing the contradictory 

attitudes demonstrated by universities, their staff and their students to the introduction 

of academic astrology led me back to Jean-François Lyotard’s (1984) ideas about the 

changing state of knowledge in postmodern societies and thence to developments of 

George Ritzer’s (1998) thesis concerning what he terms the ‘McDonaldization’ of 

Western society.  The latter includes speculations about the future shape of 

‘McUniversity’, whose predicted developmental trajectory in a so-called postmodern 

epistemological condition, equated variously to incredulity (Lyotard 1984), 

ambivalence (Bauman 1993) and disbelief (Anderson 1990), was briefly reviewed.  The 

more pessimistic of the commentaries foretell the dire consequences of the seemingly 

inevitable overrunning of universities that have lost their founding modernist rationale 

by consumer-driven relativist pragmatism.  Harland Bloland, for example, warns that:   

If science is a discourse equal to any other discourse, then there is no 
meritocratic basis for privileging science over creationism, astrology, or any 
number of noxious theories of race and gender.  It means there is no rational 
argument for keeping any discourse from finding a place in the curricula of 
colleges and universities.  What is left is a series of power positions and 
contested viewpoints vying for a place in academe with no real set of standards 
by which to judge their relative merits and no rules to follow that allow anyone 
to say yes or no to questions of inclusion and exclusion in the curriculum.  
(Bloland 2004: 111, my emphasis) 
 

I would argue against Bloland here, (and not just because I take exception to his 

lumping astrology together with creationism and ‘noxious theories of race and gender’), 

to propose that ‘McUniversity’ actually incorporates an all too ‘real set of standards’ for 

relative judgement: namely a commercial one dictated by the marketplace.218   

 
                                                
218 This mercantilist set of standards is not the preserve of the new ‘McUniversities’: the playwright, actor 
and diarist Alan Bennett (2005: 240, 326-327) has been publicly critical of Oxford University for 
allowing the establishment of The Rupert Murdoch Chair in Language and Communication.  Disagreeing 
vehemently with Murdoch’s politics and his covert editorial control over what he calls The Morning 
Murdoch, and the other one hundred and seventy-four publications owned by his companies, Bennett 
worries about the extent of the entrepreneur’s seemingly inevitable influence upon his alma mater that 
will accompany this infiltration of academia by the market.    
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Astrologers are conversant with this set of standards for, despite the fact that astrology 

was assumed to be academically antipathetic, they recently fulfilled its criteria and 

successfully sponsored their subject’s reintroduction to university curricula.  As 

predominantly radical individuals and social critics, it might be said that members of the 

astrological community have, in pursuing their cause with the universities by 

mercantalist means, inadvertently supported a trend which they are unlikely entirely to 

approve: for I would suggest that the academy that astrologers want to rejoin is certainly 

not George Ritzer’s (1998) dystopian ‘McUniversity’.  On the contrary, I suspect them 

of wanting to be part, (not of some postmodern cathedral of consumption that includes 

marginal people and ideas when it is financially expedient to do so, and/or likely to 

invest its campus with a little student-attracting magic (THES 2001 & Bloland 2004: 

126)), but of a classically modern institution dedicated to the discovery and propagation 

of universal truths.  Which ambition they are unlikely, in my observation, ever to 

achieve.  Astrology’s comparative academic respectability hinges rather upon the 

accuracy of Ritzer’s projections for 'McUniversity’ if it is to secure a permanent place 

on campus; the subject’s recent, partial admission to a few academic establishments 

after so many years serves, in itself, to confirm that the tenor of Enlightenment 

university establishments is undergoing a process of radical change.  Only a year ago, it 

appeared that astrology’s future as a university discipline was bright; however, the 

recent, and surprising, announcement of the immanent closure of the Sophia Centre at 

Bath Spa University, opened only in Autumn 2002 as the flagship centre of the brave 

new world of academic astrology, has thrown a heavy shadow across that future.       

 

What general conclusions should be drawn from this?  Is astrology the type of 

knowledge which it profits the academic establishment, and current and future 

generations of its students, to pursue?  As I hope by now to have demonstrated, 

astrology is indubitably a system of divination whose deep roots in pre-modern science 

qualify it to be considered a founding influence upon the modern worldview.  In pre-

Enlightenment Europe, when knowledge of things visible and invisible rested upon 

resemblances and the interpretation of signs, divination – on Michel Foucault’s view – 

was a component of the main body of knowledge and not, as it is now, an optional, 

minority-interest supplement to it.  The sixteenth century episteme was sketched by 

Foucault as being very much influenced by the rediscovery of classical Greek and 
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Roman authors and, accordingly, it afforded equal weight to the knowledge of magic 

and erudition; in addition, it assumed that God, or gods: 

In order to exercise our wisdom, merely sowed nature with forms for us to 
decipher (and it is in this sense that knowledge should be divinatio).219  
(Foucault 1989: 30-33) 
 

Divination was at that time a commonplace activity of those who wished to know; and it 

presupposed a pluralist and animate cosmos sown with daemonic signs.  In today’s 

largely secular metropolitan society whose religious vestiges are monotheist, divination 

is a consciously chosen path which, as many astrologers and their clients confirm, is no 

longer pursued primarily for the knowledge it promises; it is equally valued for the 

atmosphere of cosmological inclusivity or participation, of Benedict Anderson’s 

‘imagined community’ (1991) writ large, that it invokes in those who approach its 

rituals in a spirit of commitment or belief.   

 

By notionally returning on some level to the pagan astrological model of the cosmos 

which accommodates a pantheon of angelic and roguish deities, could it be said of 

contemporary astrological diviners that, by means of their practice, they are recapturing 

for themselves a measure of the alienation that Ludwig Feuerbach (1989) conceived 

people to suffer in direct proportion to the saintly and monotheistic qualities with which 

they increasingly endowed their deity?  Certainly astrology’s gods are tricksy, far from 

saintly, and, on that account, presumably comparatively less alienating on Feuerbach’s 

view but, as I have established, few of its practitioners would so describe the planetary 

symbols which are their stock-in-trade.220  Rather than analysing astrological activity as 

a partial recovery of Feuerbachian alienation, it could be considered instead in Max 

Weber’s terms, as a conscious search by contemporary metropolitans for the 

enchantment which he believed to have been sacrificed to the processes of 

rationalisation and bureaucratisation that accompanied modernity’s progress.  In this 

                                                
219 One of these classical authors, the neo-Platonic philosopher and theurgist, Iamblichus (c.250-c.338), 
had stated that:  

The gods, employing many instruments as media, send indications to men; and that they also use 
the ministrant aid of demons and souls, and the whole of nature, and of everything in the world 
… for [divination] does not draw down the intellect of more excellent natures to sublunary 
concerns and to us, but this intellect being established in itself, converts to itself signs and the 
whole of divination, and discovers that these proceed from it.   
(Iamblichus 1999: 81 cited by Curry in Willis & Curry 2004: 116 & cf. Shaw 1995) 

220 Ludwig Feuerbach (1989: 5) stated that theory began with the contemplation of the heavens, the first 
philosophers having been astronomers. 
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guise, astrologers might be described as exemplary neo-tribalists, in Michel Maffesoli’s 

(1996) terminology, harking back with their fellow postmodernists to the organising 

principles of past cosmologies in the hope of addressing their sense of lost enchantment 

and recovering a sense of community.  Re-enchantment is, on Patrick Curry’s221 view 

(in Willis & Curry 2004: 109 ff.), contemporary astrology’s key role: its practice 

serving intelligently to recover a little of the pluralist wildness and what Weber (1970: 

282) called the ‘concrete magic’ that, incorporated into pre-modern, chthonic 

worldviews, has been sacrificed to modernity’s progress.222   

Recovering alienation and rediscovering enchantment and/or a type of tribalism are 

really only different ways of expressing the same phenomenon: as social images, there 

is some mileage to be had from them; but they are essentially ‘etic’ concepts.  For I 

cannot help but speculate that, for the average student who has paid good money to sit 

in contemporary astrology’s versions of Mauss’s ‘magician colleges’ referred to above, 

(that similarly derive principles from rational procedures and discard as many mystical 

elements as they can), there is not much alienation recovery, very little re-enchantment, 

and still less neo-tribalism going on.  Not really; however much theorists such as Patrick 

Curry and myself, nostalgic for romanticised historical social milieus, might want there 

to be.  The rationalisation and professionalisation procedures to which its practitioners 

have subjected astrology over the course of the last hundred years or so, in line with 

general social trends, have hamstrung the subject’s once charismatic leaders and 

routinised their original inspirational teachings.  I can vouch from personal experience 

that studying astrology for formal examination is hardly an enchanting experience.  

Rather the reverse.  And practitioners who elect to extend their knowledge of its 

practice and research astrology’s theory academically are unlikely, I would argue, to 

recover much in the way of alienation, or discover much in the way of neo-tribal 

activity going on in the virtual seminar rooms of ‘McUniversity’. 

 

Which is to suggest that, other than noting – without much surprise for their ages are 

                                                
221 See Appendix A. 
222 Patrick Curry asserts that Max Weber’s concepts of enchantment/disenchantment, rationalisation and 
concrete magic seem to him to offer the best overall way of understanding astrology (Curry in Willis & 
Curry 2004: 13).  Weber noted that the unity of the primitive world, in which everything was ‘concrete 
magic’, has tended to split, on the one hand, into rational cognition and mastery of nature and, on the 
other hand, into mystical experiences (Weber 1970: 282).  The latter were, for Weber, the only possible 
ways left of interacting with a realm conceived of as ‘beyond’ by those who live in a world robbed of 
gods.       
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more-or-less matched - that astrological knowledge fits snugly within the pre-

Enlightenment episteme sketched by Foucault (1989: 33 ff.), the activities of today’s 

astrologers should not be judged as a remainder, a survivor from idealised former times.  

The astrology that is practised today is of today and can only accurately be analysed as 

such, albeit that it harks back to an ancient cosmology.  Drawing as it does upon what I 

have termed a reinvented tradition, one can easily commit a category error and view it 

theoretically in the light of an historical re-enactment, as an attempt by its practitioners 

to recover a notional quality of the past:223 to redress alienation; to reconnect with the 

cosmos; to rediscover enchantment.  Michael Herzfeld (2001: 215-216) suggests that 

processes such as Weber’s disenchantment originate as often in the nostalgic eye of the 

beholder as they do in the lived experience of local communities.  But numbers of 

today’s individuals in the West undoubtedly hark back to a supposedly enchanted past 

idyll of cosmic interconnectedness that, one suspects, manages somehow to 

accommodate twenty-first century plumbing in its bucolic social setting.  This being the 

case, I was not surprised to discover that at least one astrologer is currently marketing a 

course on his website that promises to teach those who enrol on it how to experience 

enchantment in their everyday lives by re-educating their imaginations.224 

  

Responsibly, the programme is advertised as being formulated neither to change its 

students’ lives nor to fix anything.  Rather, it is designed as a way of stimulating their 

imaginations, in order that they might ‘develop new and rewarding relationships with 

the unseen spirits or presences, which animate the world’ (09/2006:  

http://www.kairosastrology.co.uk/modules/enchanted/).  Undertaking to coach his 

students to develop a particular disposition, by means of understanding the symbolic 

                                                
223 Living as I do not far from Senlac Field, the site of the Battle of Hastings, I know from personal 
observation that re-enactments of past events are entirely present phenomena: each year’s event is 
different from the one before; each bears the unmistakable marks of its own time. 
224 Advertising his programme, astrologer John Wadsworth discusses the physical geography of the 
primary world, the world known to us through our five senses, which is included within a wider 
‘mythography’, rich in atmosphere and meaningful symbolism.  It is through this secondary or imaginal 
world, he tells us, that:  

We come to know the gods and goddesses, ancestors, spirits and presences and come to 
experience how they inter-penetrate the world we know through our senses.  The rich mythic 
symbolism of astrology can give us access to such a secondary world and we can develop our 
relationships to the ‘beings’ that populate that world through the rich resource of our 
imagination.  Over the course of six weeks, we will work with each of the planetary beings that 
make up this astrologically enchanted world. 
(09/2006:  http://www.kairosastrology.co.uk/modules/enchanted/, original emphasis) 
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keys of their astrological birthcharts, John Wadsworth225 hopes that his students may 

come to recognise and interact with a secondary, imaginal world of gods and goddesses.  

But he adds a qualification that invokes Vaihinger and calls to mind the neo-pragmatic 

approach to knowledge discussed above:  

Please do not misunderstand me here.  I am not asking you to believe in 
anything I have said above about this secondary world as being objectively true.  
I am inviting you to engage with it imaginatively, as if it were true.  These 
presences may exist for you as mere figments of your imagination, and that’s 
absolutely fine, but what I am suggesting is that you engage directly with those 
‘figments’ and grant them ‘being’.  This, I would assert, lies at the heart of what 
it is to be a creative human being.  It brings the world to life.  (09/2006:  
http://www.kairosastrology.co.uk/modules/enchanted/, original emphasis) 
 

As far as commentators’ or metropolitan individuals’ idealistic notions about society’s 

lost relationship with an ancient cosmos are concerned, Herzfeld (2001: 192 ff.) 

suggests that we should resist the temptation to view cosmology as an exclusively pre-

modern social formation: at any given point and in all social circumstances, he tells us, 

cosmology represents a contemporary, ritualised reading of a seemingly static or 

structural truth: its incorporation of time, which it places – as he puts it – at the service 

of social structure, gives cosmology a cyclical or a teleological cast. 

 

So, I would contend that, however it is analysed, astrology must be judged as a present 

practice with present purposes.  Its practitioners’ excellent adaptation of its products for 

consumers of a postmodern electronic age confirms this assertion; its professionals 

interface with their global market via the Internet, promoting their subject and 

advertising their services.  A range of astrology is freely available for browsers of the 

worldwide web who are encouraged to purchase further products by credit or debit card.  

Of contextual relevance here is Lyotard’s (1984) model of today’s consumer-oriented 

societies that takes account of their citizens’ propensity to borrow from the past in 

forms described by Fredric Jameson (1984) as pastiche, and by Eric Hobsbawm (1983) 

as the invention of tradition, which I have been bold enough, in respect of astrology, to 

reinvent.  Lyotard acknowledged the plurality of conviction and style demonstrated – it 

might be said almost as a matter of faith - by those members of metropolitan, market 

driven societies who, personally defined in terms of their individual patterns of 

consumption, have sufficient resources to purchase products both real and virtual (such 
                                                
225 See appendix A. 
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as astrological ones).  His model allows that people inhabit the type of spaces that Arjun 

Appadurai (2003: 6) has more recently pictured as ‘layered places’, so called because 

they incorporate ‘a variety of levels of attachment, engagement and, if you like, reality’; 

among the ‘image flows’ which comprise Appadurai’s reality, in the manner of updated, 

globalised language-games, must surely be included the supposedly pre-modern but in 

fact contemporarily-styled discourses - of which astrology is exemplary - that are 

excoriated by mainstream academics and scientists in demonstration of the agonistic 

relations which we are not surprised to discover among adherents of rival ‘image 

flows’.     

 

The ubiquitous availability of astrological services, coupled with their popularity, 

accounts for the received wisdom that astrology is currently on the up-and-up in Britain.  

Wherever I go, people not directly involved with the subject waste no time in sharing 

this apparent fact with me; journalists, sceptical and otherwise, corroborate it in print as 

do its most trenchant opponents, such as Richard Dawkins.226  But, the undoubted 

popularity of its electronic products has had a detrimental effect on the numbers of new 

students signing up for practical horoscopy classes.  Why, after all, should anyone 

spend their resources on the expensive and time-consuming business of learning 

astrology when she can order and download charts, forecasts and character delineation 

reports cheaply, maybe freely, from the Internet?  While the market for potential 

students has shrunk, changes in the culture of recreational evening classes run by Adult 

Education Authorities around the country, and reductions in central government 

subsidies, have in any case called a halt to the once popular astrology programmes 

which supplied affordable training to students such as myself while employing numbers 

of astrologers as tutors.   

 

The private astrological educational establishments which now have the monopoly on 

teaching are necessarily considerably more expensive than the subsidised local college 

courses used to be; and because there are, by comparison, fewer of them, the majority of 

practical astrology courses are now operated on a distance-learning basis in virtual, 

rather than actual, classrooms.  This militates against the formation of a real community 

                                                
226 Ian Sample (2004: 3), for example, recently told Guardian readers: ‘one of the things that remains 
incontrovertible about astrology is its popularity’.   
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of local learners which, in my personal experience, develops naturally into a larger 

community interest group and fosters an ongoing exploration of the subject by onetime 

students and their tutors.  Today’s online students of astrology engage very differently 

with the craft: they may still live their everyday lives experientially on a static earth 

around which the sun travels on a daily basis but, as the heliocentric model of the 

universe has been increasingly internalised and light pollution has robbed city dwellers 

of the once ubiquitous experience of looking up wonderingly at the stars, the centrality 

of their geocentric experience has faltered.   

 

In response to these changes, astrology has restyled itself as a virtual creature of the 

computer screen.  It is the norm for today’s students to sit hunched over their computers 

– alone – learning to interpret the glyphs and graphics shining at them from their flat 

screens in the form of so many simulacra, shorn of their one-time centrally informing 

connection with now largely unseen stellar bodies viewed from the vantage of a familiar 

patch of earth.  But they are as centrally engaged as were their predecessors in what 

Arjun Appadurai (2003) has called ‘the work of the imagination’: in today’s world, he 

posits imagination as a social practice, as something more than an individual faculty, 

and something other than a mechanism for escaping the real.  In the circumstances of 

contemporary society, imagination, on his view, is a collective tool for the 

transformation of the real and for the creation of multiple horizons of possibility, for it 

facilitates postmodernists to inhabit:  

Either multiple localities or a kind of single and complex sense of locality, in 
which many empirical spaces coexist.  …  In this sense you have a kind of 
creative spatial form which isn’t reducible to its empirical facts.  (Appadurai 
2003: 6) 
 

Within the state of social flux that accompanies multi-media saturation and 

globalisation, it is hardly surprising to discover that the exercise of translating 

astrological symbolism has changed its style somewhat; but commentaries such as 

Appadurai’s identify that the contemporarily modelled discourse of astrology has 

precisely the right mix of ingredients to inspire the same levels of commitment, or belief 

in Smith’s (1998) recovered sense of the word, as it ever did.  New generations of 

bricoleurs ‘speak’ in much the same way as did their handyman forebears, not only with 

things but also ‘through the medium of things’ (Lévi-Strauss 1972: 21).  And, the range 
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of accounts they can give of their worlds has been infinitely extended, thanks to the 

hitherto undreamed of artefacts and the novel media supplied them by computer 

technology.   

   

But whether this new-style, symbolically rich astrological bricolage belongs at 

university – or even at ‘McUniversity’ - is another question.  However powerful the 

work of the imagination in contemporary societies, it is likely, in academic situations, to 

have to play second fiddle to the work of the intellect.  And, albeit that it is not always 

acknowledged as such by all of its practitioners, it has been established that the 

astrological enterprise is very much a work of the imagination.  Which fact, if 

recognised, cannot but make for an impasse between the university ethos on the one 

hand, expressive of opinions and perceptions in language used in a capacity referred to 

by Henri Corbin (1964) as a ‘legitimising function’, and knowledge, on the other hands, 

described in his terminology as imaginal, and expressed in what he called the ‘language 

of image (Hermes)’.  As the only way adequately to study this latter type of poetic 

knowledge, Gaston Bachelard (1969: xiv) posited the development of a phenomenology 

of the imagination, which he detailed as ‘a study of the phenomenon of the poetic image 

when it emerges into the consciousness as a direct product of the heart, soul and being 

of man, apprehended in his actuality’.  Explaining that, as a philosopher of science, he 

had at one time preferred to maintain an objective position from which to judge images 

and what he termed ‘intuitive cosmogonies’, he told his readers that he had come to 

recognise that his scientific prudence had constituted ‘a refusal to obey the immediate 

dynamics of the image’ (Bachelard 1969: xiv-xv).  But, even after realising that, as he 

put it, the image has no need of scholarship, he found abandoning longstanding 

intellectual habits more easily said than done: for a rationalist, this process constituted 

what he termed ‘a minor daily crisis, a sort of split in one’s thinking’.  Which 

experience will be widespread among the faculty of universities that make the decision, 

for whatever pragmatic reasons, to include astrology in their curricula.  The astrologers 

– both academics and students – who oversee the re-branding of their craft as an 

academic product will likely suffer similar minor daily crises.  For, while their practice 

and its deep tradition can be studied without contention from historical, philosophical, 

sociological and anthropological viewpoints, it must be remembered that astrologers are 
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barred from conducting its centrally informing divinatory rituals – the calculating and 

reading of horoscopes – within universities.   

 

The irony of this restraint has not been lost on the academics who spearheaded 

astrology’s recent advance upon the university.  Warning voices have been heard; 

among these Geoffrey Cornelius (2004: 103), doctoral research student at the University 

of Kent and lecturer on its Sophia-funded Masters programme, has reminded astrologers 

of the fact that astrology’s non-positivistic and metaphorical type of thinking has to date 

been academically acceptable only when analysed as a literary, poetic or imaginative 

enterprise; treated as a mode of knowledge it has, on the occasions that it has been taken 

seriously as such, been denigrated as a remnant of naïve idealism or, worse still, 

occultism.  As he put it when addressing the inaugural conference of the Sophia Centre 

at (what was then) Bath Spa University College: 

There therefore exists an abyss between the prevailing epistemology and 
astrologers who understand that their practice concerns real knowledge of the 
world.  Can – and should – the academy bridge the gap, or will the astrologers 
tumble into it?  (Cornelius 2004: 103) 
 

On Cornelius’s view, it is wholly insufficient to treat astrology as a belief system that 

people have had in the past and sometimes have today, and investigate it by means of 

what he calls ‘secondary scholarship’, either as an item of cultural history, or as a 

subject for sociological or anthropological analysis; for this misses the point that 

practitioners claim that astrology is a source of ‘primary truth’ and ‘verity’ and, 

accordingly, is worthy of being researched by what he calls ‘primary scholarship’ 

(Cornelius 2004: 110).  In the time-honoured tradition of his practice and in 

demonstration of the primacy of his own astrological scholarship, Geoffrey Cornelius 

illustrated his lecture with a horoscope for the Full Moon that almost coincided with this 

lecture, his judgement of which was explained and incorporated into his argument.227   

 

By so doing, Cornelius demonstrated the dual incommensurability which cannot but 

attend the playing of astrological language-games on the sports field of the academy:  

• Firstly, there is the gap to which he alluded, between academic and astrological 
ways of knowing.  While practising astrologers can relatively easily don 
academic hats, existing academics have neither the expertise nor, one suspects, 

                                                
227 See appendix B. 
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the inclination to trace astrological knowledge back to its experiential, 
divinatory core; while this remains the case, academics will - of necessity - be 
reliant upon astrological translators, the quality of whose work they have no 
means of judging, to translate astrology’s symbolism into academically 
recognisable parlance. 

   
• Secondly, there is a difference to which he did not allude, between different 

styles of knowing which attend the range of available language-games.  I hope 
by now to have demonstrated that astrological knowledge is subjective, partial 
and pragmatic, despite the fact that it masquerades as technical know-how that is 
purportedly acquired by the application of a supposedly normative method and 
promulgated as universal truth.  It is their rival claims to absolute truth that fuel 
the agonistic nature of the mutual relations that exist between players of 
different astrological language-games.  

      
 

At around the time of the Astrology and the Academy Conference at which Geoffrey 

Cornelius delivered his lecture, Nicholas Campion, (then senior lecturer, now head until 

its immanent closure, of the Sophia Centre for the Study of Cultural Astronomy and 

Astrology at Bath Spa University), wondered whether astrology’s return to Western 

universities could be explained in terms of a cultural phenomenon symbolised by the 

entry of Pluto into the zodiacal sign of Sagittarius.  He was concerned, however, to 

qualify his identification of this connection: 

I don’t mean that Pluto in Sagittarius has made these things happen, but in 
astrological literature, there was talk about Pluto in Sagittarius in terms of 
astrology going into universities.  We may be looking at a fine example of 
astrologers looking at something in the sky, then deciding to do something 
positive, and succeeding: a self-fulfilling prophecy of the best kind.  (Campion 
in Gunzburg & Campion 2003: 22). 
 

On the 25th August 2006, I was typing these words of Nicholas Campion’s with the 

radio playing in the background and wondering how to conclude this ethnographic 

report on astrology in education.  With the cursor hovering over the word Pluto on my 

computer screen, I heard the news bulletin which announced that it had that day finally 

been decided that Pluto was no longer to be classified as a planet of our solar system.  

As a confirmed symbolist, Pluto’s altered astronomical classification will have little or 

no bearing upon my horoscopic employment of its metaphorical image, which is 

tempered by its falling outside the traditional astrological schema whose symmetry, 

dictated by the visible planets years before the discovery of the trans-Saturnians, 

appeals more to my Virgoan tidy-mindedness.  (As a citizen of a secular society, I am in 
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any case sufficiently accustomed to the generalised trend towards the demotion and 

downgrading of the divine, reviewed in an earlier chapter, to be largely unmoved by it.)   

 

But, hearing the announcement of Pluto’s demotion while copying Nick Campion’s 

words about it was generative, for me, of precisely the kind of knowledge over which 

astrology presides: it is partial and contextual, although it may not actually be all that 

different, in this regard, from knowledge produced in the process of ethnographic 

enquiry which, it has been suggested, is similarly situational and, hence, temporal and 

provisional (Cohen 1992).  But, lacking anthropology’s comparatively respectable 

epistemic tradition, it is difficult to render astrological knowledge in academically 

acceptable terms.  As far as I am able to express this instance of it, Pluto’s entry into 

Sagittarius was identified - among a myriad other social phenomena - with astrology’s 

going to university, and this identification was noted and incorporated by Campion in 

the defences of his new academic programme at Bath Spa University.  Since the time of 

the unexpected announcement of the immanent closure of the Sophia Centre, Pluto’s 

classification as a planet has been under official review; on the day in question, it was 

stripped of its planetary status by scientists of the International Astronomical Union 

(IAU).  Professor Iwan Williams, chair of the IAU panel that has been working over 

recent months to define the term ‘planet’, told the BBC that, despite having a slight tear 

in his eye: 

At the end of the day we have to describe the Solar System as it really is, not as 
we would like it to be.  
(08/2006: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/5282440.stm) 

 
 

Having invoked Pluto’s change of zodiacal position as being symbolically relevant to 

astrology’s positive academic progress, Campion’s own area of interest within this 

larger movement appears to be following in line with its planetary talisman: Pluto might 

still be in Sagittarius, but as of today it is no longer a planet.  Its ‘demotion’, signalled 

on the BBC news, is, on my view, a fitting metaphor for the impending fate of the 

Sophia Centre: following a short dalliance with pluralism, the academic establishment 

could be read as having returned to its positivistic home ground from which vantage 

things must be described as they really are, tearfully devoid of all As Ifs, and not as the 

scientists of the IAU would like them to be.  Which is to say, in a circuitous fashion 



 

 

268

that, while the jury is still out in the case of astrology versus the academy, (and it should 

not be forgotten that the Sophia Project’s new and dedicated Cultural Study of 

Cosmology and Divination programme at the University of Kent, whose Department of 

Religious Studies Patrick Curry has joined as a part-time lecturer, is just now 

welcoming its first students), I have reservations that relations between the two parties 

to the case will ever be anything other than incommensurable.  On 26th January 2008, 

Pluto will leave Sagittarius and enter the zodiacal sign of Capricorn.  Aside from being 

in some trepidation as to what, if any, manifestations redolent of this symbolism I am 

likely to experience in my own life, the Descendent of my horoscope falling, as it does, 

within the early degrees of Capricorn, I cannot but wonder what turns in the fate of 

academic astrologers will become the subjects of metaphorical allusions inspired by 

Pluto’s slow Capricornian progress.  
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