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LAST time, in response to a
query from a friend of
mine, I wrote about all the
astronomical problems
related to astrology, and 1
noted that there were three
main ones: the use of an
outdated mode] of the cos-
mos which places the earth
at the centre of the uni-
verse, rather than placing
the sun at the centre of just
our solar system; the obser-
vation that the carth pre-
cesses (wobbles) on its
rotational axis, and so the
zodiacal constellations have
all been displaced by
roughly one and a half

“houses”; and the fact that ,

there are actually 13 con-
stellations that lie in the
path which the sun appears
to take through the constel-
Iations in the course of one

year.

Today, 1 am going to
write about physics prob-
lems that a believer in
astrology has to contend
with,

The proponents of so-
called “scientific” astrology
claim that astrology has a
sclentific basis, and that the
stars and planets (following
archaic practice, astrologers
include’ the sun and the
moon in_this category),
exert  their  influence
through gravitational and
magnetic fields.

They argue that just as
the 'planets influence
oceanic tides and radio
wave and magnetic activity
around the earth, so also do
they affect our bodies and
our psychological behay-
iours.

A quick calculation
shows that the gravita-
tional and electro-magnetic
influences of the planets is
more or less on par with
those of the obstetrician in
the delivery room.

This is not because obste-
tricians tend to be obese, or
have exceptionally electri-
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cally charged personalities,
but rather because, even
though the mass of the
obstetrician, is much, much
less than that of say
Jupiter, she is also much,
much closer o the infant at
the time of birth.

Now, since the gravita-
tional influence of a body is
a function of the two inter-
acting masses, and
inversely proportional to
the square of the distance
between them, the fact the
obstetrician is so much
closer to the infant than the
planets means that histher
gravitational (and electro-
magnetic) influence is
about the same or greater
than that of the planets,

The same is true for
much of the electrical and
metallic equipment in the
delivery room.

Even though the electric
currents in the assorted bits
of medical equipment in the
immediate vicinity of the
labouring mother are much,
much less than the charges
flowing through the clouds
of Jupiter or Saturn, those
bits of equipment are also
much, much closer to the
infant, and so their electro-
magnetic influences are
much, much higher than
those of the planets.

Tn fact, if the claims of
“scientific” astrology are to
be taken seriously, then the
astrologer ought to be an
integral member of the
delivery team, positioning
the various members of the
medical staff, and their
equipment for the most for-
tuitous influence on the
emerging infant.

“Scientific” astrology also
has to confront another
major problery; if it is real)
electro-magnetic and gravi-
tational forces that are
responsible for the determi-
nation of one’s destiny,
then why is it the moment
of birth that is significant?
After all, the womb is not
impervious to electrical,
magnetic, and gravitational
fields, and so the develop-
ing foetus is subject to
these forces all through its
development.

Indeed, if this version of
astrological efficacy is true,
Wwe ought to consult the
astrologer every time we
switch on the TV, or the
toaster, since any electrical
devices are dearly emitting
destiny-affecting electro-
magnetic felds.

Some astrologers have
attempted to get around
these problems by elther
citing “hidden” forces, or by
calling astrology “poetic
kuowledge” (or something
equivalent), and contrast.
ing it with scientific knowl-
edge. However, I put it to

ou that to cite hidden
orces is really just a way of
saying “I don't know, and [
can’t justify my beliefs, but
1 don’t care, I'm going to
insist that I'm right any-
way.”

As for claims that astrol-
ogy is a form_of special
knowledge, I ask you what
does it reaily mean to say
things like this? What
exactly is “poetic”, or “spir-
itual™ knowledge? So far
none of the people who
make these tﬁes of claims
have been able to satisfy

me that they are actually
u{ins something meaning-

Indeed, as far as I can
tell, a thing either is know]-
edge, or it is not knowledge.
False categories like “poetic
knowledge”, or “spiritual
knowledge” are at best the

roducts of confused think-
gxg, and at worst deliberate
attempts to confuse the
Issue by playing verbal
tricks,

Finally, we come to the
psychological factors that
empower astrology, palm-
istry, and other popular
superstitions (to borrow 2
phrase from David Hume).

Here, we find that astrol-
ogy and the other popular
superstitions are on much
firmer ground — at least in
oe sernise.

There is no doubt in my
mind that astrology (and
the other popular supersti-
tions — including religion)
fulfil a deep seated, perhaps
desperate set of psychologi-
cal needs that humans have
to attain some modicum of
control and Eredictabmty,
no matter how .illusory,
over the vagaries of an
essentially uncertain, and
existentially meaningless

life.

I have no doubt that it is
this same psychological
drive (desperation?) that
accounts for the success of
all the “metaphysical arts”
— astrology, feng shui, palm-
istry, numerology and the
like.

As for the mountains of
anecdotal evidence which
have been compiled to
“prove” that astrology and
its associates Work, I recom-
mend that the seriously
curious read Carl Sagan’s
book The Demon Haunted
World as a starting point
for the evaluation of astrol-
ogy and other popular
superstitions.





