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 “Discuss the place of psychology in the study of prophecy and divination.” 

 
Tegan Gigante 

 
 

 
 

  Psyche and Cosmos: Joining the Soul to the Stars 
 
 

“What is above is like what is below, and what is below, like what is above.  
To make a miracle of the one thing…  

Ascend with the greatest sagacity from earth to heaven,  
and unite together the power of things inferior and superior;  

thus you will possess the light of the whole world, and all obscurity will fly away from you.”  
 

 The Emerald Tablet  
 

(trans. Blavatsky, H. 1972: 507, http://www.sacred-texts.com/alc/emerald.htm ) 1 
 
 
 

To seek divination is to enter into the mysteries. We cannot stand aside and watch the 

act from outside: it is an encounter that brings our own being into play, draws in our psyche to 

participate and contribute to the event. Consciousness is intimately involved in a shifting, 

uncertain drama in which meaning and knowledge are created and found, the self that entered 

emerging changed, holding the gift of new understanding and a sense of one’s place in the 

world. To explore the relationship between psychology and divination, I want to speak of the 

way we engage in this mystery, the participating consciousness and the cosmology that flows 

from the experience. In reviewing the literature in the field of academic psychology that 

addresses the theme of divination - a rather disappointing and uninspiring exercise – the 

overwhelming majority of research seems to concern the role of divination in the psychological 

life of the individual, in a reductive and secular sense, in attempts to explain why people insist 

on seeking divinatory consultations, how these experiences validate their choices, and what 

effect they have on the mental health of their patients; “psychologists’ texts of astrology have 

almost all consisted of crude attempts to demonstrate that astrological effects are attributable to 

something else (usually forms of cognitive error) that psychologists are more comfortable with” 

(Curry, 2004, p. 4). Few writers have dared to explore or sought to understand the 

cosmological function of divination, its relationship to consciousness or the role of the psyche in 

 
1 original source: Blavatsky, H.P. (1972) Isis Unveiled. Theosophical University Press. p. 507 

http://www.sacred-texts.com/alc/emerald.htm
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the process. Thus the context of this discussion “…is psychological not in the sense of the 

academic social science but rather… closer to the original meaning of psyche as soul: an 

individuality partaking of, and mediating between, spirit and matter” (Curry, 2004 p. 72). I 

will focus on three central themes: the role of the psyche as participant, integrating modes of 

consciousness within a meaning-making event; the process of divination as a symbolic and 

imaginative activity that encourages a non-rational epistemological mode; and the way 

divination can facilitate or strengthen a sacred cosmology in which the individual psyche is able 

to connect to universal patterns and archetypes. 

 

 I will attempt to lay aside questions of provenance and causality in this discussion, 

choosing instead to explore the nature of divination as a symbolic event. I do not believe that it 

is necessary to stand the one over the other, to assert the role of imagination in service to denial 

of the literal; rather I feel the basket is full enough, as it were, without tackling head-on the 

final ontology of divination. Thus, to proceed to say that divination is not a matter of discerning 

the causal determinism of fate and is rather a way of understanding the psyche and situation of 

the human life in a universal/transpersonal context, I don’t mean to undermine any possible 

causality, just to cast my gaze elsewhere. I choose to adopt the sophisticated move of Geoffrey 

Cornelius encapsulated by his phrase ‘the symbolic attitude’; a stance which allows us to 

explore the way in which imagination, metaphor and what we could call a ‘poetic mode’ is 

engaged in the process of establishing meaning and gleaning knowledge from divinatory practice 

and is useful in the secondary study of divination as an epistemological system. This symbolic 

attitude, the katarche, is central to the role of the psyche, an approach that allows us the very 

frame of mind in which we can gain the most from an encounter with the stars: “the katarche 

embodies a certain stance, one which allows the astrologer the creativity – and the uncertainty 

– of a significance in which he or she directly participates” (Cornelius, 1994, p.152) This move 

away from scientific literalism allows us to understand divination in a mode that helps to break 

down the Cartesian boundaries between cause and effect; self and other; and microcosmic and 

macrocosmic worlds. In this mode, the stars, coins or cards can be thought to signify happenings 

in contrast to making things happen: “…this likeness is to be read as a correspondence of above and 

below, and should not be materialised into cause and effect” (Cornelius, 1994, p. 40, author’s 

italics). This is precisely the approach stressed by Marsilio Ficino in his defence against the 

reductionism of traditional deterministic astrology that has prevailed since Ptolemy. The focal 

point of a divinatory encounter is the “significant presentation of the symbol to consciousness” 

(Cornelius, 1994, p. 41, author’s italics). The act of noticing the meaning, drawing significance 
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from the symbols that arise in a reading, involves the creative interpretation of images or signs 

in relation to the unique individuals at the moment of divination; this requires attention, and 

the confidence that what has presented to consciousness is significant for the very reason that it has 

presented itself. The integral factor of this process is whatever is held to be important, whatever 

strikes the psyche as resonating with the picture in the mirror. Thus, the encounter between 

the astrologer and client occurs “within a definite context of meaningfulness for both parties… 

a complex phenomenon arising in the context of perceived meaning” (Cornelius, 1994, p. 79, 

author’s italics).  

 
The key word here is participation. Divination is a participatory process. It involves 

imagination, interpretation, intuition, insight, personal and communication skills; perhaps most 

importantly, the ability to use a symbolic mode of thinking and knowing. The diviner needs to 

understand the process of relating universal, archetypal signs, stories and images to the unique 

person or situation involved. There is always an element of literal deduction – the ‘this-means-

this’ formula – but usually this is mediated by a creative and imaginative dialogue of meaning-

making.  

 

Divination is always an act of increasing knowledge; in psychological terms, divination 

provides access to information or insight not previously available to consciousness. It is a 

process in which we seek to know more; “even the most ‘objective’ and ‘secular’ astrological 

consultation thus turns out to be a ritual in which the unknown… is invited to speak to the 

inquiry at hand” (Curry, 2004, p.62). Jungian writers often ‘explain’ divination as a means to 

bring unconscious material to conscious awareness, which “could only be renewed and 

enlarged… by maintaining its non-rational lines of communication with the collective 

unconscious” (Nichols, 1980, intro. p. XIV). For this reason Jung “rated very highly all non-

rational ways along which man in the past has tried to explore the mystery of life and stimulate 

man’s conscious knowledge of the expanding universe around him into new areas of being and 

knowing” (Nichols, 1980, intro. p. XIV). It is useful to understand the dialogue between 

unconscious and conscious awareness as a framework for exploring the source of knowledge 

that arises within a divinatory encounter, though it is important to avoid reducing the mystery 

to a secular psychological process in which the knowledge is seen to arise solely from the self 

and removes divination from the realm of the sacred. Aside from epistemological questions of 

provenance, our inheritance of divination is rooted in spiritual tradition and to study the 
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phenomenon without the context of the cosmologies from which it is connected is to take the 

heart from the body and place it under a microscope to watch it work.  

 

It seems to me the key to understanding the relationship between Jungian psychology 

and divination is to remember the important distinction between the personal and collective 

unconscious. It is unfortunate that though Jungian theory has had great success at influencing 

popular culture, this central teaching is often glossed over. Conventional psychoanalysis usually 

treats the unconscious as a function or feature of the inner world, produced within the self and 

having no further transpersonal ontological status. Jung in fact understood the unconscious in 

terms of his principle of the ‘psychic non-ego’, which provides access through the language of 

symbolism to such a transpersonal reality: 

 

“… a symbolic attitude gives both analyst and diviner a common methodology in dealing with 
patients and clients. Both use symbolism to reveal an unknown, but for the analyst this 
symbolism is pertaining exclusively to the person and his or her psychic apparatus, interpreted 
and causally reduced to the person’s unconscious. For the diviner, although the symbolism 
may be personal, it is necessarily embedded in something broader, with the potential for 
transpersonal or cosmic meaning.” (Hyde, 2013, p.120) 
 
 

Proceeding from this ground, on which we understand that exploring the psychology of 

divination does not deny trans-personal significance, it is nevertheless useful to examine the 

ways that consciousness participates in practice. The interplay between different faculties and 

processes at work in divination is well worth studying; further, we see that the benefits of 

engaging in divinatory practices can contribute to psychic health beyond the application of the 

specificities of information provided by any particular encounter. The experience itself can be 

considered a method of integrating modes of consciousness, a psychological activity which Jung 

termed individuation: the unification of the essential duality of the psyche as “complexio 

oppositorum” in the journey towards the “entelechy of the self” (Jung, 1953, p. 175).  

 

Divinatory processes can “combine mechanical procedures with sudden bursts of 

intuition or insight”, involving a range of functions that operate on what she terms a “cognitive 

continuum” integrating “multidimensional inductive, intuitive and interpretative ways of 

knowing within a dialogical narrative” (Tedlock, 2001, p. 195). In this view, the ‘left-brained’ 

analytical mode of determining meaning and a ‘right-brained’ creative, intuitive mode can be 

seen to work simultaneously and harmoniously rather than as exclusive or oppositional 

functions. I would argue that engaging in this type of epistemological activity serves to increase 
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the relationship and interconnectedness of these functions and assist both diviner and client to 

integrate the spectrum of functions that span between conscious and unconscious; mental and 

emotional; and analytic and intuitive modes along such a ‘cognitive continuum’. 

 
 

Each act of engagement with a tool of divination represents a unique event. It requires 

a change in the state of being of the petitioner, who enters a ritual setting which may be more 

or less formal but always has the quality of crystallising the general into the particular. It 

requires the questioner to sift through the complexities of their life, all the people and 

situations that may have been developing over time, allowing the most important issue or 

dilemma to come to the fore. In the formulation of the question put to the diviner or divining 

tool it is necessary to bring content to the conscious mind in a very deliberate way, not just into 

thought but into specific language which is articulated. This is the beginning of a dialogue 

between conscious and unconscious that can become complex and facilitate a merging of these 

faculties. I often find that the act of voicing my question I realise that it is not quite what I need 

to know; or that the surface question hides a deeper one; sometimes it reveals that I already 

know the answer. In this process of communication between conscious and unconscious, the 

most important factor is that the response is elicited from an engagement with symbols. Inna 

Semetsky, an Australian academic, has explored the role of psychological processes in Tarot 

divination in a Jungian context. This approach has usually been used to discuss the cards of the 

major arcana as archetypes (in itself a fruitful and relevant study) however Semetsky has an 

interesting take on divination as an information system that allows us to gather knowledge in a 

different mode to our usual methods of obtaining information and therefore occupies a special 

role as a means to gain greater personal insight than ordinary self-inquiry: “If and when decoded 

– that is, made available to consciousness – they become a powerful motivational force to 

facilitate our actions across the emotional, cognitive, and/or behavioral levels” (Semetsky, 

2010, p. 531). As an academic involved in epistemological research she represents a somewhat 

different angle in the understanding of divination to the usual suspects; her terminology can 

appear obtuse and highly ‘left-brained’, though read carefully it reveals an unusual recognition 

of cosmic significance in the divinatory process: 

 
“From the perspective of projective hypothesis that in its various guises plays an important 
role in the area of psychological testing and assessment, the constellation of Tarot pictures 
presents itself as an expanded scope of space and time accessible to observations [cf. 19]: 
because of projection, the invisible realm of the collective unconscious (what Plato would 
have called the realm of the intelligible) is spatialized and rendered visible (what Plato would 
have called the realm of the sensible)” (Semetsky, 2010, p. 532) 
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Importantly, she is a practitioner of tarot divination and is therefore one of those rare creatures 

adept at operating in both intellectual and esoteric fields. Her claim is that divination offers an 

alternative epistemology that complements, and works together with, rational and cognitive 

functions. “Tarot readings–as the interpretation of symbols constituting a specific layout or 

spread–bring unconscious implicit contents to the level of explicit conscious awareness.” 

(Semetsky, 2010, p. 531) The language of symbols allows us to take the question - which has 

been brought up from below consciousness and then framed by the conscious mind – back 

down below. Different modes of divination approach this process differently. Tarot cards 

provide powerful images that can help avoid a purely intellectual analysis of the literal meaning 

of the card, and engage the imaginative and creative faculties. Often they evoke a powerful 

emotional insight without the interpretation of the diviner. Astrology, perhaps less directly, 

operates as a coded system that nevertheless carries a background of associated images and 

story. For example, the glyph for Aquarius that appears on the chart has a hidden picture of a 

maiden bearing water and provides a mythological role as Zeus’ cupbearer, which locates the 

symbol within a rich context of meaning.  

 

To engage with divination is to enter the symbolic realm, a journey in which the 

petitioner is an active agent that participates in a psychological process. It requires us to re-

frame our personal narratives in the language of symbols, allowing us to read the story in a 

different script. The practice has the potential to provide knowledge as well as contribute to the 

integration of complementary functions along a ‘cognitive continuum’. This view of divination 

is much broader than merely seeing the client as a passive recipient of an oracular message, 

challenging the  “assumption that divination is only prediction” (Hyde, 2013, p.119).   

 

“Understand that you are another little world,  
and have within you the sun, the moon, and also the stars”  

(Origen, quoted in Cashford, 2006, p. 85) 
 

The act of divination is essentially a conversation between self and other: we have 

discussed the dialogue between modes of consciousness; but to my mind the most interesting 

aspect of divination is the relationship between inner and outer worlds, an art of “attunement of 

psyche to cosmos” (Naydler, 2009, p .179). It has the potential to integrate the Cartesian 

dualism between self and cosmos, providing a cosmological experience of microcosm and 

macrocosm. To divine is to place the particular in the universal: to read the story of one’s life in 
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a cosmic language. Individuals, stages, situations are unique, but they also partake of something 

greater. We love; it is the self that feels the intensity of the emotion; the person we love is like 

no other – and yet we all experience the force of Love. Mythology personifies this force as 

deity, as Eros or Freyja; the Tarot card of the Lover signifies the archetype of love; astrology 

reminds us that Venus is at work in all our charts and represents a principle beyond the life of 

the individual. To read our lives in cosmic language places us within a cosmology, a way of 

being in the world that relates us to the universal principles that govern all life.  

 
Central to divination is this act of relating a cosmic order to the patterns of the 

individual and collective life, providing  “a heavenly screen on which to play out the drama of 

our eternal selves” (Cashford, 2006, p. 83). Human affairs follow an organising principle that is 

reflected by the universe, and vice-versa. By perceiving our lives as an inter-connected series of 

events, stages, phases and themes and establishing a relationship to the patterns and phases of a 

divinatory code, the psyche comes to understand the correlation between inner and outer 

worlds. We are linked by similitude, metaphor and reflection to the stars regardless of the 

question of causality. In the I Ching, the key concept of cosmic order is change, the principle of 

life that governs the growth of the seed to a tree as well as the process of human development: 

“change…becomes an organic order corresponding to man’s nature” (Wilhelm, 1960, p. 22). 

Progression and movement are underlying and organising principles that propel every element 

in the totality of the system of life on earth, including and unifying material mechanisms and the 

subtle realms of consciousness:  

 

“We see that change is at work in the great as well as the small, that it can be read in cosmic 
happenings as well as in the hearts of men. From this comprehensiveness of tao, embracing both 
microcosm and macrocosm, the Book of Changes derives the idea that man is in the centre of 
events; the individual who is conscious of responsibility is on a par with the cosmic forces of 
heaven and earth.” (Wilhelm, 1960, p. 22) 

 

This cosmic relationship is reinforced by the natural symbolism that characterises the I Ching; 

elemental forces of wood, air, earth, metal and fire are analogised in a poetic cosmology to the 

governing energies of the inner and social worlds. In the Tarot, universal principles include 

Sun, Moon and Star, as well as a plethora of human roles and characters; the celestial bodies 

become “metaphors of human consciousness” (Cashford, 2006, p .100). In astrology, while all 

the glyphs represent heavenly bodies, they are often personified and always related to earthly, 

elemental forces. Each planet and sign resides in the sky above but is linked to the realm below; 

partakes of the qualities of air, earth, fire and water. To enter into any of these forms of 
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divination is to become familiar with a sacred cosmology and to participate in the ancient 

mystery of the meeting of the celestial and earthly realms within the psyche itself: 

 

“The Book of Changes contains the measure of heaven and of earth;  
therefore, it enables us to comprehend the Tao of heaven and earth and its order…  
in this way man comes to resemble heaven and earth”  
I Ching 315-19 (trans. Wilhelm, 1960, p.21). 
 

 

Understanding divination as a cosmological activity provides another way of 

approaching the study of its psychological consequences; by placing the moral within the 

universal we can transform our sense of individual responsibility into a search for right action 

within an interconnected web of cosmic events. Jeremy Naydler places the discussion in 

philosophical terms: he reminds us that for Aristotle, our very decision-making ability, the 

‘eye’ that discerns the right course of action, is the faculty of synesis: “that element within the 

human soul through which we are in contact with the divine” (Naydler, 2009, p. 178). By 

placing our process of choice and discernment within a divinatory act, we consciously connect 

our decision-making to a cosmological dimension: connect heaven and earth by framing the 

question as “how best to conduct oneself in harmony with the gods” (Naydler, 2009, p. 160). 

Whether or not we choose to adopt the gods of any particular tradition, it is possible to invite a 

sense of the sacred into the choices we make. Each moment in our lives has a certain quality and 

significance that transcends the secular world-view which is limited to temporal quantity: 

“…the act of divination entails a resacralisation of time and space… in order to create a 

particular kind of imaginative space in which we once more engage in dialogue with the gods 

and spirits” (Naydler, 2009, p. 179).  

 

Reading the story of our lives in cosmic script has a profound significance: that such a 

language exists means that every event, situation, emotion and phase we can experience is a 

letter in a pre-existing alphabet. Though the story is unique, it is comprised of experiences that 

are universal. The I Ching is said to provide “a fully adequate interpretation of every human 

situation at any given moment during an individual’s life”. 2 This means, simply, that we are not 

alone; there is no experience that cannot be connected to an existing phenomena that has 

occurred elsewhere, in other lives, in the manifestation of the natural world. The reason a thing 

happens is that the cosmos already includes the potential for the happening. I find this idea profound 

 
2 From the introduction to my set of I Ching cards, anonymous author. 
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though difficult to express. Another context for this concept is found in the folk tradition that 

the Tarot can be read as a narrative of the journey of the Fool through all the stages of life. This 

is unlikely to be a linear adventure, but at some time or place we will encounter the events, 

characters, and psychological situations represented by each of the cards. The pattern changes 

from person to person (each fool is uniquely foolish) yet there is a commonality to experience 

that relates us to a universal story of being human. The cosmology inherent in the idea that 

divination comprises a system of experience contains the correlate that life is a coherent system rather 

than an arbitrary series of happenings. “The purpose of divination is to realise the intrinsic 

relation of pattern-principle in our moral nature and in the situations that arise for us” 3; 

furthermore, this ‘pattern-principle’ extends beyond the life of the human, beyond humanity as 

a whole, to encompass the entire cosmos, allowing us “a vision of the universe as a coherent 

pattern of relationships” (Cashford, 2006, p.90). We are threads in a vast tapestry that looks 

more like a carefully designed spiders’ web and less and less like a Jackson Pollock painting. 

Divination can be profoundly transformative in terms of our psychological mode of being-in-

the-world, as an experiential reminder that we participate in a “living and meaningful, but 

unbounded and unmasterable, cosmos” (Curry, 2004, p .72). 

 

The practice of divination can deeply inform our mode of being; it has the potential to 

transform the psyche and its relationship to the world. Psychology as a social science, especially 

in a Jungian framework, has provided a useful means to explore the processes that are involved 

in the divinatory act; using symbolic languages it is possible to integrate a range of cognitive 

functions, including creative, emotional, imaginative, intuitive modes together with deductive 

and interpretive processes. In particular, the symbolic realm allows unconscious content to be 

brought to conscious awareness; when understood in a trans-personal context that considers the 

collective as well as personal unconscious, psychology can offer a useful investigation of 

divinatory processes. When we allow divination to remain in the realm of the sacred and 

consider it within the cosmologies that underlie it; when we remember the psyche is not 

merely mind but soul; then we have begun to approach the mystery and to develop the “magical 

attitude” (Cornelius, 1994, p. 154). At the most profound level, divination offers the psyche 

the opportunity to participate in a cosmological experience, to feel the “essential accord 

between celestial and earthly orders” (Cashford, 2006, p .89).  

 

 
3 Philosophy or divination: Ch’eng I and Chu Hsi 
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Heaven above 

Heaven below 

Stars above 

Stars below 

All that is above 

Also is below 

Grasp this 

   And rejoice 4 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4 from L. Radermacher’s lecture, ‘Divine Conversation’, 10th May 2014, for MA Myth Cosmology and the Sacred 
(Canterbury Christ Church University UK) Open Lectures; alchemical verse quoted in Edinger’s The Anatomy of 
the Psyche, p.3 
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