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Astrology
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Why are we covering this topic?

• highly popular

• undisputedly, a paranormal claim

• strong social-cultural dimensions
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History

•  Origin: Mesopotamia, ~2000 BC
•   Omens were everywhere

•   Simpler practice, e.g., a single planet 
  moving near a single star 

•   Horoscopes: ~500 BC
•   More complex “model”: 

  7 heavenly bodies, 12 zodiac signs
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Claims

• Positions of planets & stars determine…

• personality traits and behavioral tendencies for lifetime 

• relationship success or failure

• major and minor world events

• “It’s the oldest science”

• “an off-shoot of astronomy”

• “based on thousands of years of observation”

•  mathematical and algorithmic
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Claims

• “Astrological charts predict major and minor events”

• global wars and conflicts

• earthquakes, hurricanes, floods

• elections, sporting events

• Many “explanations” offered 

• gravity

• magnetic fields

• particles

• electromagnetism

• tidal forces
5



Typical Interpretation 
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lightcasting  2:20

Free Chart Readings

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=szdwMRgeCak
https://astro.cafeastrology.com/


Why astrologers believe

•   Great antiquity and durability

•   Found in many cultures

•   Many great scholars have believed in it

•   Stars and planets known to affect things

•   It’s an art… a philosophy… a science 
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Counseling astrology

•   ~50% of professional astrologers are “counselors” 

•   Meet with clients in multiple sessions

•   Chart-inspired advice for short-term problems

•   Cheaper than psychotherapists
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Counseling astrology

•   Counselors dismiss errors

•   “Client doesn’t know himself”

•   “Astrologers can make mistakes; not astrology”

•   “Another factor was responsible”

•   “The manifestation is atypical”

•   Bottom line: Astrology is never wrong!
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Free Personalized Chart Interpretation?

Identical interpretation given for 
•   East coast vs. west coast birthplace

•   different date

•   “unknown time” in MA vs. 2:14 pm in NE
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Problems
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•  Based on magical associations

• gods’ made-up characteristics given to planets

• Aphrodite: beauty → Venus

• Hermes: shrewd & swift → Mercury

• Made-up characteristics given to constellations

• Lion, fish, crab, archer, … 

• Different across cultures and astrological systems

• Constellations’ shapes aren’t inherent. 
Stars’ distances vary widely



Problems

•   Unresponsive to new evidence & failed tests

•   Linda Goodman: “Its truth is eternal!”

•   Equinox precession
•   **** Signs now off by nearly a month  ****

•   Signs “remember” their 2,500 yr old meanings??

•   Discovery of new planets 
•   Astrologers should have noticed their influence and predicted them
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[Bill Nye on presession of the equinox  1:15]

Equinox Precession

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oQPFoDkGFrU


Problems
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•   No research program

•   Ignores physical properties of planets --
  mass, size, distance, temp, age, rotation, etc.

•   No reasonable theory

•   Gravity? Mother’s effect on newborn is 20 x mars’

•   Tidal Force? Mother’s is 11 trillion times that of mars

•   Electromagnetic field? Different types and strengths   
  across planets

•   Particles? Planets don’t emit any. 
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[Randi Astrology Test video   1:30] 

The “Barnum” Effect

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Dp2Zqk8vHw&feature=related
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“Barnum” 
Effect



Scientific tests

•   Sun sign tests, e.g., Aries-extroversion: All failed

•   Exception: poorly-designed studies, e.g., self-reports w/ 
respondents who knew which characteristics & signs were 
supposed to match

•   Same bias occurred when bogus descriptions given to 
respondents prior to self-reports

•   Physical characteristics: Failed

•   Compatible signs: Failed

•   Occupation: Failed

•   Medical disorders: Failed
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Shawn Carlson’s Test

•   Published in Nature, 1985

•   Cooperation w/ major astrology orgs. and astrologers

•   Randomizations, control groups, double-blinds
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Carlson Test

•   Part I: 177 horoscopes interpreted by 
  30 astrologers

•   S’s asked to pick their own chart from set of three

•   Agreed-upon criterion for success: 50% 

•   Expected success from random guessing: 33.3%

•   Actual success rate: 33.7% (no better than chance)
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Carlson Test, Pt. 2

•   116 subjects took California Personality Inventory (CPI) 

•   Astrologers: Which of 3 CPIs matches S’s horoscope?

•   Agreed-upon criterion of success: 50%   

•   Random: 33.3%

•   Actual success rate: 34%,  no better than chance

•    Summary: Study designed in cooperation with
   astrologers, with low bar for success, still showed no  
   support for astrology
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More tough questions

•   Genes (physical traits) fixed at conception, not at
  birth. How can position of planets matter?

•   Childhood experiences, social influences, etc., 
  affect people in known ways. How do planets?

•   “At birth” claim:

•   What about caesarian birth?

•   When is birth? (Process takes time!)

•   Why don’t astrological forces have prenatal effects? 

•   Pres. Reagan & a number of world leaders 
  throughout history have used astrologers to make 
  major decisions. Are you comfortable with this? 
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Why believe?

•  ~ 25% - 72% of U.S. adults believe

•   Reasons?
•  Psychological
•  Social psychological
•  Sociological

•  The usual sources
•  media
•  authorities
•  families
•  friends
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In Sum

•   Foundations: magical thinking

•   Perpetuation: confirmation bias, sociocultural support,
  rhetorical “outs”, feels good

•   Mechanism: unknown forces

•   Theory: none

•   Evidence: none supportive, much falsifying
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Videos!

• [Neil deGrasse Tyson  6:15]

• [Nick Uhas Skeptical summary  14:45]
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YFSPXQIm_xo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ceQnsFIIjE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ceQnsFIIjE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ceQnsFIIjE


Astrology sites
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Astrology King’s listing: 
50 most visited astrology sites

https://astrologyking.com/best-horoscopes/

https://astrologyking.com/best-horoscopes/
https://astrologyking.com/best-horoscopes/
https://astrologyking.com/best-horoscopes/


end
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