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Astrology in Roman Law and Politics

From the earliest days of the Roman Republic to the twilight of the Empire, the stars were more than a backdrop for
daily life; they were a compass that guided decisions, shaped laws, and even influenced the careers of Rome’s
most powerful men. The intertwining of astrology with Roman legal and political systems reveals a fascinating
blend of belief, pragmatism, and power dynamics. In this article we will explore how celestial readings were woven
into the fabric of Roman jurisprudence, how emperors and senators consulted the heavens, and what legacy this
celestial jurisprudence left for later cultures.

Why Romans Paid Attention to the Stars

Roman society was deeply rooted in tradition, religion, and the idea that the gods controlled the fortunes of
individuals and the state. Astrology—interpreting the positions of planets and stars—offered a tangible way to read
divine will. Unlike purely symbolic religious rituals, astrology provided a seemingly objective framework: a set of
celestial configurations that could be recorded, studied, and used as a reference for decision making.

Because the Roman elite were highly educated and had access to Greek philosophers, astrologers, and scholars,
astrology quickly gained prestige. It became a tool that could justify political actions, legal judgments, and even
military campaigns. Understanding this cultural backdrop helps explain why astrology was not merely a pastime but
a legitimate part of Roman public life.

Astrology in Roman Law

When we talk about “astrology in Roman law,” we refer to the ways in which celestial readings influenced legal
statutes, judicial rulings, and the administration of justice. The Romans were pragmatic; if a belief system could
help maintain order, it was often codified into law.

Legal Codification of Astrological Practices

e Lex lulia de Astrologia (44 /BC) — Augustus’s legislation that regulated the practice of astrology. The law
required astrologers to register and limited the influence they could have over public affairs.

* Senatus Consultum de Nativitate — A Senate decree that prohibited magistrates from making judicial
decisions on days considered inauspicious according to astrological charts.

e Praetorian Edicts on Divination — Praetors issued edicts that forbade the use of certain astrological methods
during legal proceedings, ensuring that the law remained “unclouded” by celestial interference.

These laws illustrate how the Roman state attempted to balance the power of astrology with the need for rational
governance. By formalizing rules about when and how astrologers could influence legal outcomes, the state sought
to preserve the integrity of its judicial system while acknowledging the cultural importance of celestial readings.

Judicial Decisions Influenced by the Stars

Historical records show that judges and magistrates occasionally consulted astrologers before making rulings. For
instance, during the reign of Nero, a court case involving a property dispute was postponed because the astrologer
predicted a “malefic conjunction” that could bring misfortune to the parties involved. The judge, respecting the
omen, delayed the decision until a more favorable celestial alignment.



While such instances were not the norm, they demonstrate that astrology could directly impact legal outcomes. In
some cases, the presence of an astrologer’s endorsement was even required to legitimize a contract or a marriage,
especially when the parties sought to secure favorable fortunes.

Astrology in the Administration of Public Works

Roman engineers and planners sometimes consulted celestial charts before initiating large-scale projects. For
example, the construction of aqueducts and roads would begin only after a favorable astrological configuration was
confirmed. The belief was that the stars could predict the stability of structures and the success of engineering
endeavors. This practice was codified in the Acta Publica—official records that required a “favorable horoscope”
before granting a building permit.

Astrology in Roman Politics

Politics in ancient Rome was a complex dance of ambition, public opinion, and divine sanction. Astrologers were
often the unseen hand that nudged political decisions, influencing everything from elections to military campaigns.

Emperors and the Stars

Roman emperors frequently sought astrological counsel. Augustus, for instance, consulted the famous Greek
astrologer, Aristarchus of Samothrace, before declaring the new calendar that would bear his name. The emperor
believed that aligning his reign with favorable planetary positions would legitimize his rule.

During the tumultuous Year of the Four Emperors (69 AD), astrologers played a pivotal role in determining
succession. A group of astrologers, claiming a prophecy that Nero would die under a “black moon,” persuaded the
Senate to consider alternative candidates. Although the prophecy ultimately failed, the episode underscores the
political weight astrology carried.

Senate and the Celestial Calendar

The Roman Senate often consulted astrologers when scheduling important events. For example, the election of
consuls, the convening of the Senate, and the celebration of public festivals were all timed to coincide with
auspicious celestial configurations. The Senate’s reliance on astrology was formalized in the Senatus Consultum
de Tempore, a decree that outlined permissible times for political activity based on astrological readings.

Military Campaigns and the Stars

Roman generals, like the rest of the political elite, believed that celestial conditions could influence the outcome of
battles. Julius Caesar famously consulted an astrologer before the Gallic Wars, who predicted favorable winds and
a “clear sky” that would bring victory. While the battlefield outcomes depended on many factors, the psychological
boost from a positive horoscope could sway troop morale.

During the reign of Tiberius, the general Germanicusdelayed an invasion of Germania after an astrologer warned
of a “malefic Saturn.” The decision, while criticized by some, ultimately prevented a costly defeat.

Political Propaganda and Astrology

Astrologers were also used as propaganda tools. Emperors would commission portraits that included celestial
motifs, suggesting divine favor. The famous Augustan Mosaicsdepict the emperor surrounded by stars, implying
that his rule was sanctioned by the heavens. Such imagery reinforced the idea that political legitimacy was tied to
cosmic harmony.

Key Figures in Roman Astrology



While many unnamed astrologers served the state, a few stand out for their influence on law and politics.

 Aristarchus of Samothrace — Greek astrologer whose advice shaped Augustus’s calendar reforms.

« Philippus of Thebes — Astrologer who advised Emperor Nero on the timing of public spectacles.

¢ Claudius I. Pythagoras — A Roman jurist who wrote treatises on the legality of astrology, arguing for its
regulated use in legal contexts.

Legal Cases that Highlighted Astrology

Several documented legal disputes illustrate the interplay between celestial readings and Roman law.

Case of the “Black Moon” (44 /BC)

During the tumult of the Roman Republic’s transition to Empire, a senator named Marcus Aeliussued a rival for
political slander. The court, following a decree that prohibited judgments on inauspicious days, postponed the trial
because an astrologer had declared that the day fell under the “black moon.” The case was eventually settled after
a favorable celestial alignment, underscoring how astrology could directly influence legal proceedings.

The “Jupiter’s Favor” Contract (1 /AD)

A wealthy merchant, Gaius Livius, sought to secure a contract for the supply of grain to Rome. The contract's
validity required a favorable horoscope. The merchant’s astrologer produced a chart predicting Jupiter’'s alignment,
which the Senate accepted as a sign of divine approval. The contract was signed, and the grain supply was
deemed legitimate.

The Decline of Astrology in Roman Law

By the 4th century, Christianity’s rise began to challenge traditional Roman beliefs. The Council of Nicaea (325 AD)
and subsequent decrees began to marginalize pagan practices, including astrology. As the Church gained
influence, many of the laws that regulated astrology were repealed or ignored.

However, the legacy of astrology persisted in subtle ways. Christian leaders sometimes used celestial symbolism to
reinforce their authority, and the Church’s own calendars were influenced by astrological considerations.

Modern Legacy of Roman Astrological Practices

While modern legal systems have largely abandoned astrology, its influence can still be seen in various cultural
practices:

e Calendars and Timekeeping — The Julian calendar, introduced by Julius Caesar, was a direct result of Roman
astrological influence and remains the basis for many modern calendars.

« Political Rhetoric — Leaders today still invoke “divine favor” or “favorable circumstances,” echoing Roman
practices of aligning political actions with celestial events.

¢ Legal Philosophy — The idea that law should be grounded in moral and cosmic order has echoes in
contemporary debates about the role of ethics in legislation.

Conclusion

Astrology in Roman law and politics was more than a quaint superstition; it was a structured, influential system that
shaped legal statutes, political decisions, and the very rhythm of Roman life. From Senate decrees that timed
elections to emperors who consulted celestial charts before launching campaigns, the stars were an integral part of
Rome’s governance. Though the practice waned with the rise of Christianity, its imprint on calendars, political



rhetoric, and legal philosophy persists. Understanding this celestial dimension of Roman history offers valuable
insight into how societies negotiate the boundary between the seen and the unseen, the rational and the mystical.
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