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Divination is a gift of God.
Therefore its abuse should be
treated as a punishable imposture.

—Michel de Montaigne, Essays
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PRELUDE

What if I told you that a prophecy led you to this book? It’s meant for you. It’s in your cards to read it as much as it was in mine to write it.

Books have ways of choosing their readers. Maybe an algorithmic prediction identified you as someone who will enjoy this book and showed you an advertisement for it. Or perhaps your local bookseller or librarian knows you well enough to foresee that these pages are for you. Or you might be one of the lucky ones who has a friend with a talent for suggesting just the right title.

Regardless of how this book found you, a series of forecasts lies behind its journey. The predictions of the author, agent, editors, publicists, marketers, and algorithms have weighed in on its life.

Predictions are what connected you and me. Our minds meet through prophecy.

Your life story is not all that different from that of this book. Countless predictions have directed your path too, opening and closing doors for you, pushing you to some places while blocking the way to others, leading you to where you are now.

As you read these sentences, artificial intelligence is making forecasts about you. Algorithms are deciding whether you are eligible for a loan, a job, an apartment, or insurance. They determine what you see online, who reads your social media posts, and who connects with you on dating apps. They may even decide whether you get arrested or go to jail. Your very life hangs in the balance of prophecies. If you’re unlucky, a prediction will be what kills you. Forecasts can determine your place in a waiting list for an organ transplant, or whether you get medical care in an emergency. Policymaking hinges on predictions. War and peace, and whether someone lives or dies, are decided based on forecasts about the strength of an adversary, the impact of a mission, or the identity of a person.

And yet no one has asked your permission to make those guesses. No governmental agency is supervising them. No one is informing you of the prophecies that shape your fate.

Prophecies are the grounds on which fights over the future take place. Our expectations bend the social world toward our predictions. When someone forecasts that the world will be a certain way, they are commanding that others obey their wishes and bring that world about. Even though we have been using predictions for thousands of years to make some of the most important decisions of our lives, we have dedicated remarkably little thought to the deeper questions about prophecy: What exactly are predictions, what are their effects, who has the authority to make them, and when is it appropriate to use them?

Prediction is at the heart of what it is to be human. Part of what makes us strong despite our weak constitutions—along with opposable thumbs and the power of language—is our ability to foretell events. It gives us a competitive edge and has helped us survive for hundreds of thousands of years.

When we can foresee the behavior of other animals, it’s easier to hunt them. When we can forecast what the next season will be like, we can prepare for it. When we can estimate the movement of the stars, we can use the sky as a watch, a calendar, and a map. It is unsurprising that we put so much hope on prediction. It’s gotten us this far. If you are running a company, everything from choosing your line of business to finding the right location for it and deciding how to market your product depends on forecasting.

But prediction is a double-edged sword. It can be the harbinger of our success, or of our downfall. When Croesus, the king of Lydia, asked the Oracle of Delphi if he should attack Persia, the Oracle responded, “If you cross the river, a great empire will be destroyed.” He interpreted this forecast as a good omen and invaded Persia. A great empire was indeed destroyed—his own.

We are vulnerable to prediction because we are wishful, anxious creatures who crave for certainty. One of our greatest assets is our imagination, which allows us to dream up better worlds and pursue them. But that same imagination strikes terror into us, keeping us up at night, wondering about what awaits us. Will you have a job in the future? Will your family stay together, safe, and healthy? Will your company thrive? Will your country remain free? Will war break out? Will climate change be the end of us?

We know that terrible things happen to human beings every second of every day. You’ve seen them happen to your friends, or your neighbors, or your colleagues. Maybe something horrific has happened to you, and your body remembers. Some of us get painful and sudden diseases, schools and hospitals get bombed, vulnerable people get raped, writers get knifed, dissidents and minorities get persecuted, cars and airplanes crash spectacularly. Sometimes I think of people as walking ketchup packets, the only thing between us and disintegration being a thin layer of permeable skin. Just slightly too much pressure, and we go splat.

The world is a ruthless, dangerous, and beautiful place to inhabit. In the sound of your every step a question echoes: Is today the day when it all falls apart? I begin my philosophy classes by reminding my students that, statistically, their lives are likely to crumble to rubble at least twice.

We all care about the future because that’s where we’ll be spending the rest of our lives.1 But our anxiety about tomorrow makes us vulnerable to charlatans, dodgy technology, and self-deception. We seek out predictions because we desperately want to be reassured that it’s going to be alright. But putting ourselves in the hands of prophets perversely makes us more unsafe and less free. The more we understand how prediction works, and the more we come to terms with uncertainty, the less likely we are to fall for the tricks of prophets.

—

This is a book that, I hope, will be hard to classify, because part of its purpose is to point out the limits of classification. Prediction is a topic so extensive that any book aspiring to do it justice must necessarily be broad in scope.

This is a technology book, because artificial intelligence is the new Oracle of Delphi and tech executives the new prophets. It’s a business book, and a personal development one, because it explores prophecy as an industry, with a focus on how to avoid falling for false prophets in a “data-driven” world. It explores the history of prediction—from ancient oracles to the development of measurement and probability—to argue that prophecies are more often than not power plays in disguise. It’s a political treatise on how prediction serves social control.

It’s a book about climate change and other major challenges and how to tackle them. It’s a defense of great literature and a look at the publishing industry. It’s a criticism of the worst of academia, and a defense of the best of it. It has glimpses of a memoir, because it gives a sense of what it’s like to be a professor at Oxford (it’s wild; ceilings collapse, and predation and greatness abound). I appreciate it when authors reveal where they’re coming from, and I didn’t want to cover my tracks by fabricating a pretended view from nowhere.

It’s a philosophy book, an exploration of what we say when we utter a statement about the future, and a reflection on the value of virtue, truth, and beauty. It’s a book about creativity and humor, with some great jokes by comedic geniuses and some terrible ones by me (because if they were all good, you wouldn’t appreciate them).

But most of all, it’s a book about how to live well. It’s about how the good life is not a script to discover or follow, but a blank page to write on.


OVERTURE

What’s in a Prediction?

Forecasts could hardly be more pervasive or consequential in our lives, and yet they are grossly misunderstood and consistently misinterpreted—sometimes innocently, often negligently, and other times maliciously. What exactly is a prediction?

THE WISE VIEW OF PREDICTION

To make a prediction is to say or estimate that something will happen in the future. I use “prediction,” “forecast,” and “prophecy” as rough synonyms.

The most common misconception about forecasting is what I call the naive view of prediction. The naive view portrays predictions as quests for truth or a kind of knowledge. When tech companies sell predictive algorithms to governments and businesses, they sell the story that predictions will help them understand their citizens or clients, that they will allow them to anticipate problems. What the naive view misses are five crucial characteristics of predictions.

First, predictions are guesses.

Predictions are not facts. Facts belong to the present and the past. An assertion about the future can be many things—an estimate, a desire, a warning—but never a fact. What makes the future the future is that it’s not yet here, it hasn’t yet happened. What hasn’t come to pass doesn’t exist, and there are no facts about what doesn’t exist.

You might think that picture must be wrong because it seems as if you can lie about the future, and if you can lie, then you must be able to tell the truth about it as well. But that’s an illusion. You can lie about your present beliefs about the future, but not about the future itself; you can be wrong about the future, but if you were being sincere, it wasn’t a lie.

That doesn’t mean that all predictions are unrelated to facts. Some forecasts are justified. When 60 percent of the times that a weather app says that there is a 60 percent chance of rain, it rains, then we have good reason to trust it. But most predictions out there are not like weather forecasts.

Our justice system is supposed to be based on what people deserve. You don’t get punished for anything you haven’t done—in theory. Our educational system is supposed to be based on merit. You don’t get grades for exams you haven’t sat—in theory. Our job market is supposed to be fair. You don’t get penalized for blunders you haven’t made—in theory. What people have or haven’t done are facts. When we use prediction to make decisions about human beings, we treat them according to guesses, not facts. We punish not for what someone did but for what we think someone will do. And we don’t even give people the chance to dispute these predictions, because they are unverifiable and unfalsifiable: Since they are about the future, predictions cannot be challenged for being false, creating yet another injustice and allowing prophets to evade accountability.1

Second, predictions are wishful.

What we desire influences our predictions. Probability scholars have long recognized two aspects of prediction: a subjective, or epistemic aspect (from the Greek epistēmē, meaning knowledge or understanding), related to what we know; and an objective one, related to how the world is, irrespective of our knowledge. But they have largely ignored how our own desires shape our forecasts.

Any decision concerning risk also involves objective facts and epistemic views. What we think we know affects the risks we are willing to take. But it’s not only about knowledge. It might be that you and I have the same knowledge about two horses, and it’s reasonable to think that it’s going to be a tight race, so it would be risky to bet on either one of them. But you might have a larger appetite for risk than I do—perhaps because you are wealthier or enjoy adrenaline more— making you more willing to place a bet.

Our differences in judging and tolerating risk are essential for our society. There would be no stock market without variety in risk assessments. Without the venturesome, there would be less innovation and entrepreneurship. Without the cautious, the world would be more unstable and dangerous.

What is missing from our thinking about prediction is a third aspect of both probability and risk assessment related to our desires, and the main protagonist of this book: the wishful aspect of prediction. When you are predicting which horse will win a race, you are likely not a neutral observer. You want the horse you bet on to win.

Every person who starts a company thinks it will do well (money launderers and self-saboteurs aside). Your prediction is not dispassionate. You crave that it will go well, and you may want it so badly that your desire affects not only your risk assessment but the outcome itself. The more you want it, the more you will give it your all to make your company work, to shape the world in the image of your desire.

I’m not a fan of Nietzsche. He strikes me as a deeply disturbed guy who despised humanity. But he was as brilliant as he was troubled. Nietzsche’s concept of the will to power describes the fundamental driving force behind human endeavors; it influences our predictions by making them work to satisfy our desires.

Individuals are motivated by a craving to expand their power, overcome obstacles, and impose their will on the world around them. The will to power manifests itself in various forms, from physical dominance to creative expression and intellectual prowess. It is the essence of life, the means through which we overcome constraints to become our fullest selves. It can be even more pressing than our desire for happiness; it’s what makes us crave stardom, even when we know that fame leads to misery.

Your will to power is your lust for life. It’s your thirst for survival, desire for pleasure, and hunger for status. It’s the heat of sexual attraction. It’s the rage you feel when someone cuts you off on the road. It’s the determination to have things go your way. It’s the adrenaline of the hunt. It’s the appetite for more.

Sometimes, our main desire is not to dominate or grow but to make our pain stop, or to avoid future pain. Sometimes we predict that things will turn out alright because we can’t bear the possibility that they won’t, and sometimes we predict that things will be worse than they will be as a precaution.

The desire of weather companies to avoid the anger of the public pushes them to increase the probabilities of rain.2 Most of us will not take our umbrella if we see a 10 percent chance of rain, and when it does rain, we curse the weather app for betraying us, so apps inflate the chances of rain to nudge us into taking that umbrella. Similarly, when storms approach, responsible authorities tend to overreact, because the bad consequences of overreacting are less bad than those of underreacting. In March 2017, the National Weather Service predicted a major blizzard on the East Coast of America. Thousands of flights were canceled. But when the storm hit New York City, less than seven inches of snow fell.3

You might think that now that artificial intelligence does much of the predicting, we can be free from people’s will to power. But algorithms resemble their creators the way dogs resemble their owners. Algorithms may seem more objective, but that just makes them more dangerous and deceptive. When people at Instagram designed tools to predict which posts would become viral, they craved user engagement so badly that they were willing to get it at seemingly any price, including the mental health of teenagers.4

Algorithms are often the hit men sent by companies to carry out their will to power.

Third, predictions are about power.

Power is having the ability to motivate someone to think or do something that they wouldn’t otherwise.5 It is also having the capacity to carry out your own will despite resistance, as the sociologist Max Weber put it.6 To have power is to be able to influence others and exercise force unto them—to make people do, and to do upon them.

Predictions are power moves much more than they are attempts at acquiring knowledge. When the CEO of a tech company predicts that in the future AI will do everything, for everyone, everywhere, he is doing marketing; he’s influencing us to want to buy AI. When the great boxer Muhammad Ali, in a press conference in 1971, predicted that he would beat Joe Frazier, he wasn’t running probability numbers; he was intimidating his opponent. Predictions wield power through words (they are speech acts, in philosophical lingo).

More often than not, predictions are meant to be power plays. And their disguise as a pursuit of truth—or, worse, mere facts—is the perfect alibi. Forecasts look innocent because they resemble facts, and they are related to objective reality (there is a fact of the matter about what the chances are that it will rain). Furthermore, predictions give whoever made the prediction plausible deniability (for example, “I never said it was a fact”; “That it happened doesn’t mean I was wrong; I said it was unlikely, not that it was impossible”; “My prediction is still right; it’s just a matter of time before it becomes true”). By cashing out actions in terms of prophecies, perpetrators of crimes can elude responsibility. Hannah Arendt writes about how Nazis explained the extermination of Jewish people not as something they were morally (and criminally) responsible for but as the mere fulfilling of a prophecy (they had made).7

Even when they are not meant as power moves, predictions wield power. A prediction about the weather will have no effect on whether it rains, but a prediction about anything to do with human beings is likely to change those whom it probed.

Fourth, predictions are sometimes impossible.

An implicit assumption of the naive view is that everything is predictable, and if we can’t predict it yet, it’s just a matter of time until we can, as though there were merely a scientific barrier to overcome. But some things are unpredictable. Worse, the most earth-shattering events are unforeseeable. And if we’re not clear on what isn’t predictable, we might lull ourselves into thinking we know what’s coming, instead of being mindful that we don’t.

Fifth, predictions can be harmful.

Predictions change the world because they change people’s expectations and behavior. There is a choice in making predictions, and that choice carries consequences for people. A forecast that a person or a country will fail can be the cause of such failure. We have been using prophecies to make hugely important decisions, such as waging war, since before the Oracle of Delphi. But the study of the ethics of prediction is a desert, with few exceptions, mostly related to the task of predicting health outcomes during triage in medical ethics. It’s about time we start thinking more seriously not only about what predictions are and what they are not but also about when we should make predictions and when we shouldn’t. There are some things that we shouldn’t predict, even if we could.

To be blind to the speculative, wishful, powerful, limited, and harmful aspects of probability is dangerous. It makes us clueless about what a prediction is, how it’s used, and the impact it can have. The naive view of prediction benefits those who make prophecies and are not naive about them, while the wise view informs the citizenry and helps level the playing field. Whether you are a curious reader, a concerned citizen, a businessperson, or a policymaker, it’s better to be wise than naive about predictions.

METHODS OF PREDICTION

Sometimes we make predictions based on gut feelings. Instinct often tracks truth better than conscious logical thinking. Sometimes we know more than we think we know, and we trust our gut feeling as a kind of heuristic, a shortcut. Experienced chess players can know what the right move is before they have thought it through. People demonstrate remarkable accuracy in making social judgments from brief exposures to others’ behavior, a phenomenon researchers call thin-slice predictions. Observers watching teachers for just ten seconds in a silent video can predict their teaching effectiveness ratings by actual students who had studied with the teachers for a full semester.8

Gut feelings are how our body communicates implicit knowledge to us. But it’s harder to rely on intuition in abstract and complex situations. In the past, when our intuitions were not enough, we used shamans, oracles, palmistry, astrology, and divination of various kinds. Although astrology and psychics are still popular, they are no longer the official channels through which important decisions are made.

Today, it’s more common to make predictions informed, or misled, by data. If you are thinking about opening a retail business, you are likely buying databases containing demographics about the region where you are setting up shop. A busy street, complementary nearby stores, and little or no competition in the area are all good omens for your business to thrive—in theory. But sometimes the data is missing the most important data point, or context that would change the meaning of that data. It might be that a nuclear reactor will soon be built in the neighborhood that will change everything.

The biggest flops are preceded by the highest expectations. The Edsel was named after Henry Ford’s son. When the car went into production in 1957, the company had spent ten years and $250 million developing it. Ford had conducted extensive market research and “depth interviews” to design the perfect car. It estimated sales of up to 400,000 Edsels a year.9 What the research was missing was that by the time the car debuted, a new trend would come onto the scene: a preference for compact cars over mid-priced ones. The Edsel was discontinued in 1959, having sold slightly more than 100,000 cars in total.10

Increasingly, we are making predictions with the help (or hindering) of artificial intelligence, which amounts to using even more data with ever more computing power. Your local hospital is probably using AI to predict busy and quiet times and schedule shifts accordingly. How long you wait in the ER when your child has a fever in the middle of the night might depend on a prediction. Your grocery store is using AI to predict how many bananas it will sell today, and whether it needs extra ice cream and cold drinks because a heat wave is coming. When a prediction is inaccurate, you’ll see an empty shelf, overripe produce being discarded, or the price of your favorite chocolate go up.

If you run a company, you might be using algorithmic predictions to determine where to invest in real estate, whom to hire, which customers are thinking about leaving, how to optimize your supply chain, and much more.

Which method we use for prediction matters to establish accuracy and legitimacy. But, for the purposes of the main issues this book is about, all predictive methods share enough to be analogous to one another. If you predict that your opponent will lose as a way of intimidating them, it doesn’t much matter if you used a psychic, rolled the dice, or hired a predictive algorithm to do your bidding. It might matter to your audience, of course, who might not be impressed if you use an unpopular method for prophesying. But part of what an analysis of prediction reveals is that predictive methods perform the same social and political functions: They are used to influence the future through changing people’s beliefs, expectations, and behavior.

Artificial intelligence might seem awe-inspiring and mysterious to the average person, and it is impressive in many ways, no doubt. But that’s how the Oracle of Delphi seemed to ancient Greeks, and astrology to medieval Europeans. Although it might be impossible to fathom the inner workings of artificial intelligence (even for the professionals who design it), it is perfectly possible to unveil its political workings, how it is used by power and for power.

The computer scientists of today play the same role in power and prophecy as the oracles of the ancient world, the astrologers of the Middle Ages, and the social scientists of the nineteenth century, as we will see.

A MAP FOR THE ROAD AHEAD

This is a big-picture kind of book, aspiring to contribute to public debate with one overarching idea: We should be thinking much more carefully about what prediction is, what it’s not, and how to use it to forge the world we want to live in. Every chapter adds detail to the main idea but aspires to be a contribution to the literature on its own. The book starts slow, with a historical overview, and builds up toward a bang, or rather, a crunch, rip, or freeze (or your favorite version of how the universe ends).

The first part of the book explores the promises of prediction.

Chapter one is a brief history of prediction, focusing mainly on ancient Greece and Rome. Its contribution lies in its analysis of prophecy in the currency of power. It is easier for the motives of prophets to become transparent once we have stopped having faith in old forecasting methods. Prophets are merchants of prediction.

Chapter two tells the story of how we went from qualitative predictions to quantitative ones. It unveils the philosophical ideas that gave way to those developments, as well as the ones that were born out of them.

Those who are not historically inclined can skip the first two chapters, but you’ll be missing out on fortune tellers getting thrown off cliffs, seers bringing about the deaths of emperors, and the astonishing discovery that murders and other seemingly disconnected acts follow a predictable pattern in the form of the normal curve; how is it possible that every year we can roughly predict how many murders there will be if those crimes are committed by people who are not trying to fit a statistical pattern?

Chapter three makes the case that artificial intelligence is the new Oracle of Delphi. The likes of Elon Musk, Sam Altman, and Eric Schmidt sharing drinks with presidents and prime ministers is reminiscent of Nostradamus advising Catherine de’ Medici, and Rasputin counseling Nicholas II. This chapter links the social and political functions of past prophets with the tech executives of today.

The second part of the book deals with the pitfalls of prediction.

Chapter four delves into the ways in which predictions are similar to truth but are not quite facts. Generative AIs, I argue, are fortune tellers, as opposed to truth tellers, and the ultimate prediction machine is also the ultimate bullshitter.

Chapter five investigates the relationship between prediction, surveillance, and self-fulfilling prophecies (when our belief in a future outcome shapes our actions in ways that bring about that very outcome). This chapter is the beating heart of the book; its philosophical innovation is to argue that although predictions appear to be descriptive claims, they are in fact veiled prescriptive assertions—they tell us how to act. They are what philosophers call speech acts. When we believe a prediction and act in accordance with it, it’s akin to obeying an order.

Chapter six probes the unforeseeable. It offers a classification and analysis of the sources of unpredictability, or what I call predictive troubles: from data troubles, to social, scientific, coincidental, and ironical troubles.

The third part of the book asks us to rethink the uses of prediction.

Chapter seven is a defense of truth, virtue, and beauty through a criticism of effective altruism and utilitarianism. Effective altruists have become the prophets of tech prophets. I argue that the root of what’s wrong with utilitarianism and effective altruism is their reliance on prediction. In ethics, ideals outdo predictions.

Chapter eight defends the importance of designing society in a way that makes it possible to defy your odds. When predictions determine our fate, we lose freedom. Democracy needs uncertainty to thrive. It’s only when we don’t know the outcome of a future election that we have democracy.

Chapter nine invites us to embrace the unpredictable with curiosity. Spaces of indeterminacy are where creativity, humor, and innovation flourish. To be successful—in life, business, and democracy—we need to get comfortable with uncertainty. Resolving uncertainty as quickly as possible leads us to surrender our power to others who end up deciding our future. The chapter proposes philosophy as an antidote to prophecy. Although Stoicism has gained popularity in tech circles and beyond, Epicureanism has better responses to the challenges posed by prediction, encouraging us to be the authors of our own lives.


PART ONE

THE PROMISE OF
PREDICTION


CHAPTER ONE

PROPHETS AND POWER

A brief history of prediction, or why
astrologers get thrown off cliffs

In Rome, Tiberius was the first emperor to have had a court astrologer. He had fallen out of favor with his predecessor, Augustus, and was exiled in Rhodes when he met Thrasyllus. The future emperor was in the habit of testing astrologers when he needed advice. If they proved to be wrong, he’d have them thrown off a cliff on his way back home. But Thrasyllus impressed him. First, he predicted that Tiberius would succeed Augustus as emperor. Excellent start. Then came the test question: How did Thrasyllus’s own horoscope look that day?

The astrologer looked to the stars and visibly panicked. Whether he had heard of Tiberius’s cruel habits, had inferred his patron’s intentions from his body language, or had indeed learned them from the stars, Thrasyllus answered that he was in grave peril. Smart man. Tiberius embraced him, congratulated him on his divinatory prowess, and assured him he’d escape danger. From then on, the astrologer was his trusted ally. Thrasyllus had shown Tiberius that he understood that predictions are not about knowledge but power.

Prophecy and power are kindred spirits. They walk through the same hallways, share meals with the same people, and exchange money between themselves. Prophets are powerful both because their services are coveted, and are therefore compensated generously, and because their predictions give them influence. In turn, prophets risk the rage of power because predictions can constitute a challenge to power. A prediction that a battle will be lost can itself threaten victory.

Whoever has power runs a risky business. The powerful enjoy the views from above, but they are also forced to safeguard themselves against those who vie for their place at the top. The mighty have often reached the summit through theft, murder, and other unpalatable ways of stepping over others, leaving a trail of resentment in their path. Being too powerful can be as dangerous as being powerless; tyrants rarely die from old age. Since prophets wield authority, they have historically shared the risk that comes with power: One imprudent prediction could cost them their lives. But that has never stopped them from prophesying and being in high demand.

“His business was dread,” wrote Toni Morrison of a psychic. Thomas Hobbes wrote that our urge to look into the future is rooted in “perpetual fear.” It’s good for self-preservation to have a sense of the terrible things that might come.

What would you be willing to give up to avoid the worst thing that will ever happen to you? I would’ve appreciated a heads-up that the two men sitting across the aisle would rob at gunpoint all the passengers of the bus I was in. It would’ve been helpful to know that a flood from the neighbor upstairs, who was on holiday, was going to cause my flat’s ceiling to collapse a week before I was due to sell it. And I would’ve surrendered almost anything for a few warnings that came too late. Wouldn’t you like a tip-off to give you a chance at dodging the next wrecking ball? You might be able to escape a car crash, or being the victim of a crime, or getting involved with the wrong person. Maybe with foreknowledge you could save your loved one from an untimely death. Can you feel the anxiety that drives you to want to know the future? How much would you be willing to pay for an accurate prediction?

Before coming up with a ballpark number too quickly, bear in mind that seeing the future is not only about fear, but also about hope, and desire. It’s good for business. Wouldn’t it be useful to know which neighborhood will thrive next time you buy a property? Had you known what the future held, you could’ve bought stocks early from today’s most lucrative companies. If you had invested $1,000 in the graphic chips company Nvidia in 1999, your stocks would’ve been worth more than $3 million in 2025. If you could find out today what tomorrow will bring, you could buy a painting from an unknown artist who is destined to become the greatest painter of the century. Can you feel the lust for knowledge of what’s ahead?

Prediction is seductive because the future conveys a competitive advantage to whoever can glimpse it. It’s a source of great power. That’s why people are willing to pay for it, and why it’s a good business. Ancient Greeks were willing to sacrifice a whole sheep for the foreknowledge of Apollo.

This chapter illustrates the power of predictions in practice through a brief, and necessarily incomplete, historical tour, mostly focused on ancient Greece and Rome. The social landscapes of the ancient world might seem far away, but they have left lessons we have yet to learn.

DRINKS AND OMENS IN OXFORD

There is always a good reason to have drinks at Oxford. Wine is sipped in start-of-term dinners, mid-term dinners, end-of-term dinners, graduation parties, and before every formal dinner, in which dons wear black gowns and candles light the dining halls of the colleges that are the soul of the academic capital.

On one such occasion, among the mingling academics and the passing canapés which unfailingly look much better than they taste, I spot one of the most knowledgeable people in Oxford: the Bodleian’s librarian and author of Burning the Books, Richard Ovenden. When he asks me about the book I’m writing, I look away, trying to evade the question, mumbling something vague about prediction. “Oh, we’re just about to open an exhibition on oracles and omens in which we explore the universal need to tame uncertainty,” he says. Of course they are. The Bodleian Library always seems to have its finger on the pulse of the world.

A few weeks later, I visit the exhibition and take photos of the oracle bones from the Shang dynasty in China, the Egyptian celestial globe, the almanacs, the tarot cards. The casebooks of astrologer-physicians in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England suggest, first, that people tend to ask about the same things throughout the centuries: We ask about our health, personal lives, business ventures, and political context. Second, in almost all cases, prediction is a business.

So let’s start with how most good investigations into human affairs begin—by following the money.

MERCHANTS OF PREDICTION, OR THE BUSINESS OF PROPHECY

Oracles

Divination is not just good for business; it’s a good business in itself. Prophets are merchants of prediction. The Delphic Oracle sat on Mount Parnassus, on the northern coast of the Gulf of Corinth, around ninety miles northwest of Athens, near the port of Crisa. We first hear about the Oracle in the Odyssey, although Plutarch, who served as a priest at the sanctuary, is a more informative source.

To get to the Oracle, you had to ascend the Sacred Way to Apollo’s temple, your sandaled feet treading worn limestone steps that countless pilgrims had climbed before you. The mountain air grows thinner and sweeter as you rise, carrying the smoked scent of burning laurel leaves and the earthy perfume of wild thyme that grows between the cracks of the ancient stones.

Below are the twin cliffs of the Phaedriades tower, like guardian giants, their red-gold faces catching the morning sun. The sound of trickling water from the Castalian Spring, where you stopped to wash yourself and quench your thirst, mingles with the notes of someone singing Homeric verses in the distance, accompanied by a lyre. As you approach the temple, you pass between rows of magnificent votive offerings—gold-rimmed tripods on which oracles sit to pronounce the future, marble maidens, and bronze warriors gleam in the dappled sunlight filtered through cypresses and olive trees.

The temple’s massive columns rise before you, their surfaces still bearing traces of vibrant paint—blues, reds, and golds. Inside, it is dark and cool. The air grows heavy with the smoke of incense and the sweet metallic tang that rises from a deep fissure in the earth below; it’s the breath of Python, they say, slain here by Apollo himself. Those who inhale the fumes feel intoxicated. Centuries later, the chemist Jeffrey Chanton will find traces of ethylene in the earth’s chasm that could have been the cause of altered states of consciousness, which fits with Plutarch reporting a sweet smell.1

Your heart quickens as you approach the inner chamber where the Pythia, the priestess, dressed in a white robe, sits upon her bronze tripod, wreathed in sacred vapors. Originally, the Pythia was a young virgin girl from a respectable family. But after one Echecrates the Thessalian raped one of these young girls, the Delphians decided that the Pythia would be an elderly woman who was bound to celibacy during her service.2 The old woman’s eyes are wild and distant, seeing beyond the veil of ordinary reality. Your palms sweat as you wait for the words that will echo with double and triple meanings, prophecies that will haunt you long after you descend from Apollo’s mountain.

The Oracle was not only an experience to remember. First and foremost, it was a commercial enterprise. In the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, the god promised the priests of his new Delphic cult that if they built an oracle, they would never again want for food or comfort. A successful oracle put a place on the map and fed its people.

Each visitor to Delphi had to provide a sheep for sacrifice before consulting the god, from which priests could choose a cut of meat. Early Delphic priests had a reputation for snatching the best cuts before anyone else stood a chance. The skin of the sheep was then sold to tanners for a handsome price.

Consulting the Oracle was a lengthy process. The priestess worked only during days in which Apollo was believed to be present at Delphi to channel his wisdom to the Pythia. There were preliminary purification rituals to go through, as well as sacrifices. The queue could be long, and it could be made longer by a high dignitary cutting in. It could take days or weeks to get a response, which was convenient for local hotels and taverns in charge of housing and feeding the visitors. Entertainment grew around oracles. Much as going to Niagara Falls might surprise the visitor who was expecting a natural oasis and finds something closer to an amusement park, places like Delphi and Dodona, the oldest Hellenic oracle, weren’t quite the tranquil spiritual havens that the naive might imagine.

Oracles often sponsored athletic games that attracted competitors and spectators from all over the world. The Pythian Games were held every four years at Delphi. The stadium overflowed with thousands of spectators, their excited shouts echoing off the mountain walls as athletes competed in honor of Apollo. In the theater, poets declaimed their newest works while musicians competed on the kithara. The hippodrome thundered with the pounding of hooves as chariots raced neck and neck, wheels nearly touching, while the crowd roared with each dangerous turn. Laurel wreaths awaited the victors.

As dusk fell, celebrations spilled into the streets; singing, dancing, and impromptu performances blossomed, while the smell of roasting meat and wine filled the air. Everyone joined in the sacred festivities. The union of athletic aptitude, artistic excellence, and divine inspiration made the Pythian Games second only to the Olympics in prestige. It was one big, profitable party.3

Freelance Seers

Seers unattached to a particular city could also become quite wealthy—especially if they became celebrities or worked for a king or court. Diviners worked like freelancers and were often also magicians. Magic and divination are close cousins, and for centuries were thought to be the same. The word “sorcery” is derived from the Latin word sors, a divinatory lot (reading the future through a throw of objects like dice or coins, or through randomly selecting written symbols like cards). While it was illegal in many parts of the ancient world to harm someone with magic, its use was widely accepted. Before Christianity came along, magicians were just another profession.

But divination and magic also go together for business reasons; they are complementary products, like salty chips that make customers thirsty for beer in a bar. Divination can tell you the future, and magic can change it. What good is it to know that something is coming if you can’t alter it? Patrons could sometimes intervene in their destiny without the help of magic, but it was in the interest of the seer to recommend a course of action that would necessitate their further services.

Seers followed diagnosis with a prophylactic treatment, analogous to when tech companies prescribe more tech to deal with the problems that arise from tech. Social media companies prescribe AI to moderate vitriolic content that is partly created through the design of algorithms that prioritize “engaging” content. Dating apps are designing AI “wingmen” to generate conversation prompts in the hope of keeping interactions interesting between users.

While established oracles like the one at Delphi tended to be more prestigious, not everyone had the resources to make the journey there. And not every situation could wait for weeks; there were bets to wager, partners to choose, and schemes to plot.

One reason why oracles like that of Delphi are less closely associated with magic is that they had enough business to thrive with only one product. Apollo could afford to limit his services. Freelance seers needed more tricks to make a living. Conjurers made money by offering solutions that mainstream religion didn’t. Magicians provided convenience, much as tech does today.

The symbiosis between prediction and profitable action becomes apparent in spells that encourage the magician to revisit the god for a “better prophecy” if the first one was too grim. Magicians were entrepreneurs, and they needed to offer the services that their clientele asked for. Most people are not shopping for news that leaves them feeling despair. If a seer could bend the future in favor of his clients, then all the better for business.

Healers and Warriors

Two of the most prominent side businesses of prediction are, and have always been, medicine and war. Perhaps it’s because life is at stake in both, and the more we fear, the more desperate we become for forewarning and hope.

In ancient cultures, healers were also often priests, shamans, or spiritual leaders who used divination as one of their many tools. Prognosis is the second most important task of ancient and modern medicine, the first being treatment. But adequate treatment is unlikelier if the doctor has no understanding of the causes behind the ailment. Prognosis involves understanding causality. It’s about reading the signs of the body and their relation to the environment. The right treatment is in essence a prediction that a particular remedy will heal a particular illness. Ancient doctors made use of dreams, astrology, and other forms of divination to prescribe a treatment, in addition to herbal knowledge and common sense.

Predictions were as important in war as they were in medicine. Good strategy involves good predictions. Soothsayers in ancient Greece were often found on battlefields. In the Iliad, Calchas gives prophetic advice but also joins the fight. Iamid Tisamenus won five battles for the Spartans with the help of divination. The seer Aristander advised Alexander the Great through many military undertakings.

Before judging ancient people too quickly for turning to seers and astrologers for medical advice and policymaking, bear in mind that divination was the cutting-edge method of decision-making then. It’s controversial to call any kind of ancient practice “science,” because it is anachronistic, but divination was nonetheless a pursuit for which people trained and learned techniques, and whose objectives were related to truth as well as power. Perhaps a more precise word is the Greek term technē, or practical knowledge.

Health and war are also two areas in which our new prophets, the executives of tech companies, are gaining terrain. In health, Alphabet, Apple, Meta, and Microsoft are supplying data infrastructure services to health-care providers, and are involved in home medical surveillance, electronic health records, predictive measures for infectious diseases, wearables for clinical studies, and more.4 In the military, OpenAI is working with the U.S. Department of Defense developing “frontier AI capabilities to address critical national security challenges in . . . warfighting.” Amazon, Google, Oracle, and Microsoft have contracts worth billions with the Pentagon, and Anthropic has partnered with Palantir to bring its bot, Claude, to the U.S. military.5 In a ceremony in June 2025, four current and former executives from Meta, OpenAI, and Palantir, dressed in combat gear and boots, swore an oath to defend the United States and were pronounced lieutenant colonels in a new unit, Detachment 201, designed to advise the army on technologies for combat.6 We haven’t diverged too far from our ancestors.

READING THE SIGNS

In On Divination, the great Roman orator Cicero wrote, “I know of no people . . . who does not consider that future things are indicated by signs, and that it is possible for certain people to recognize those signs and predict what will happen.” For prophecy to work, you have to believe that the world is built in such a way that it leaves clues that allow a glimpse of what’s to come. Then you need a method to read the signs of the world.*

Whether we call it science, techne, trickery, or a combination of all three, the seer was someone who could read the book of the world, whether it was on the canvas of the body, the battlefield, the starry sky, or our dreams. All were instances of the same ability to read the signs of the larger cosmos through its reflections in smaller details of the mundane.

Among the many methods of divination, reading the entrails of dead animals was essential. Ancient Greeks and Romans thought of organs as writing tablets for gods—a metaphor that was taken a tad too literally by a seer who wrote “victory of the king” with ink onto a freshly procured liver.

The metaphor of reading the cosmos is one that runs throughout the history of prediction, and it makes books especially important. Books, one of the threads weaving the narrative of this story, hold weight for us partly on account of the metaphor they embody.

All divinatory methods are ways of reading the signs in the book of the universe. They were all prone to abuse, and abused they were.

PROPHETIC CON ARTISTS

Wherever there is money, there is power, and wherever there is power, there is abuse of power. Herodotus tells us that the priestesses of the Oracle of Delphi were sometimes accused of accepting bribes in return for delivering convenient political messages. And freelance seers were even more susceptible to corruption.

—

The marketplace of Abonoteichus buzzed with excitement. It was the 150s, and word had spread through the small Black Sea port that Alexander (not the Great, a much lesser one) had returned home—a man transformed, no longer the humble carpenter’s son who had left years earlier. Alexander the Paphlagonian had piercing eyes, and he moved with the confidence of someone touched by divine power.

His first miracle was modest but effective. Walking along the muddy shore one morning, Alexander “discovered” a goose egg. As a crowd gathered, he cracked it open to reveal a tiny, newborn snake. People gasped. This was no ordinary serpent, Alexander announced; this was Glycon, the new incarnation of the healing god Asclepius, come to deliver prophecies directly to the people.

Alexander told the locals that the Sibylline Oracle, which no one had heard about before, and some bronze tablets that he claimed had been discovered at a temple of Apollo, commanded that they set up a cult in Asclepius’s honor. The prophet’s charm sold the locals on the idea.

In the shrine, behind a curtain, Alexander would receive supplicants seeking to know the future, with the fully grown Glycon wrapped around his shoulders. Charisma goes a long way with prophecies, because for predictions to be powerful, people have to believe them, and there are few tactics as effective at earning people’s trust as self-confidence. Having the snake perform the astonishing feat of speaking when delivering predictions also helped.

What the gullible didn’t see was the elaborate mask that Alexander had crafted for the snake. When the animal was wrapped around his shoulders, Alexander could discreetly tug on horsehairs that would make the mouth of the mask open and close. Nor did the audience notice, in the penumbra of the temple, the speaking tube made from a crane’s windpipe hidden in the wall through which an assistant would provide the divine voice for the snake.

Alexander was a con man. And Lucian, a contemporary writer and satirist, was intent on exposing him. The prophet had tried to kill the writer for investigating his methods. But Alexander’s assassination attempt only gave Lucian’s investigation new life, and his pen new purpose. Word of advice: Don’t mess with a writer.

Those wanting to ask Glycon a question were told to write it on a scroll, roll it up, and seal the scroll by stamping an imprint on hot wax. When the scrolls were returned to their owners, they were still sealed, but the questions had been answered. Could that be magic?

Lucian explains that Alexander would carefully open the wax seal with a hot needle and then close it again in the same way after having written his responses. If that failed, he would make a plaster copy of the seal, which he would use to reseal the scroll.7

Alexander kept records of his most important prophetic responses. If time showed that an answer had been misguided, he destroyed that record and rewrote history, coming up with a more adequate response.

Despite Lucian’s warnings of fraud, Alexander’s cult flourished. Even the imperial aristocracy consulted the Sibylline Oracle. Coins representing Glycon circulated for centuries after Alexander’s death. Few want to expose a false prophet for whom they have fallen. Once, Marcus Aurelius himself asked for a prophecy from Alexander. The latter declared that the Roman army would be triumphant over the Marcomanni; they were not.

Bringing down con men can be surprisingly difficult, no matter how much of a sham they might be. Prophecies sell well because there’s a market for them. We create con artists by craving to know a future that is unknowable. Alexander, however, has gone down in history as the con man he was. In my book, that makes Lucian the victor.

The first lesson that Lucian teaches us is as true today as it was in his time: Where there are predictions, there are con artists. Caveat emptor; buyer beware. Second lesson: If more people had read Lucian, they might’ve avoided being conned, so pay attention to critics of prophets. Third lesson: Where there are predictions, there is also power.

PARTNERS IN POWER

Prediction cannot be disentangled from power. Seers have long been the advisers of rulers. Leading a country is a difficult, lonely, and stressful job to bear. Emperors, monarchs, and presidents are often faced with impossible decisions that could make or break their lives and their countries. Leaders also tend to be surrounded by greed and envy, making for an environment in which it is hard to know whom to trust.

The Nechung Oracle is the personal and state oracle of the Dalai Lama. It was he who, in 1950, under the pressure of Chinese occupation, resolved that the young Dalai Lama be given full powers two years early. “His time has come,” he said. In 1956, the oracle prophesied that the light of the Tibetan leader would “shine in the West.”

It was again the oracle that advised the Dalai Lama to return to Tibet after he had been on a diplomatic visit to India. Lukhangwa, the prime minister to the Dalai Lama, worried for his life. “When men become desperate they consult the gods. And when the gods become desperate, they tell lies!” warned Lukhangwa. But the Dalai Lama heeded the advice of the seer, only to flee Tibet once more after having consulted the oracle three times. “Go! Go! Tonight!” the medium said in his trance. Had you been a terrified twenty-fouryear-old with your people camping outside your palace vowing to protect you with their lives, and Chinese troops approaching, you might’ve listened to the oracle too.

Another way in which prophecy and power intertwine is through the use of prediction to lend authority. Prophecies can lend credibility to political decisions.

Many cities have been founded in light of prophecies that justified their location. Ancient Mexicas founded Tenochtitlán, today’s Mexico City, in 1325, fulfilling an ancient prophecy that the tribe should settle in the place where they saw an eagle devouring a snake atop a cactus—an image depicted on the Mexican flag.

Rome was founded where Romulus spotted auspicious birds. Al-Mansur chose to move the capital of the caliphate from Damascus and founded Baghdad in accordance with astrology.8 The founders of Kiev chose its site based on a prophecy. Cuzco was built where a golden staff its founders carried sank into the ground, as instructed by the Sun God Inti. Thebes was founded on the instructions of the Delphic Oracle to follow a cow and build a city where it lay down. The Roman emperor Constantine I chose the site for Constantinople, modern Istanbul, after experiencing a divine vision; an angel that no one else could see showed him where the new walls were to be built.

Predictions don’t only legitimize political decisions and cities. They also lend authority to leaders themselves.

Suetonius, who chronicled the lives of the emperors, tells us that Augustus, in exile at the time, visited the house of Theogenes the astrologer in Apollonia. When Augustus disclosed the time of his birth, Theogenes flung himself at his feet, giving his patron such a boost in confidence that Augustus even dared to publish his horoscope, and stamp a coin with the zodiac sign under which he had been born, Capricorn. Given that Augustus was a nobody at the time, this prediction would’ve been all the more impressive. More likely, the prediction of greatness was fabricated once greatness was achieved or within reach.

Predictions of greatness offered power to the person occupying the throne, but also to the astrologer, who could become a lifelong business partner. Correct predictions validated the ruler (who was seen as having the backing of the stars), the astrologer (who was able to read the signs correctly), and astrology itself (suggesting both that there was a settled destiny and that it could be read off the stars).

For the purposes of the enhancement of power, it doesn’t much matter how accuracy is brought about: whether it’s through a genuine prediction, one made up after the fact, or whether reality was brought to align with the prediction through violence or a self-fulfilling prophecy.

An astrologer who found himself still alive after the time of death he had calculated for himself hanged himself out of respect.9 It is a good metaphor for how, through predictive algorithms, we are getting too hung up on prophecies ourselves. But we still have the chance to loosen the noose around our necks.

Capricorn became Augustus’s personal badge. With the publishing of his horoscope, astrology became part of official policymaking. A few decades later, Tacitus tells us that most people “find it natural to believe that their lives are predestined from birth, that the science of prophecy is verified by remarkable testimonials, ancient and modern; and that unfulfilled predictions are due merely to ignorant impostors.”10 The idea of fate was part of the accepted assumptions of most of the ancient world.11

But using astrology to justify your place in power is risky because others can do the same. That is why, in 11 CE, when Augustus felt life slipping away, he made it illegal to consult astrologers in private, or to ask about anyone’s death. Similarly, the emperor Severus concealed part of his horoscope to avoid others calculating the date of his death.

RISKY BUSINESS

Prophecy is a dangerous matter for rulers and diviners alike. One unwise prediction could turn into a death sentence. Making a prophecy could trigger a political chain reaction that spiraled out of control.

The Persian king Astyages dreamed that his daughter peed so much that she flooded all of Asia. His advisers told him his dream meant that he should marry her to a humble man. He did. He then dreamed that his pregnant daughter gave birth to a vine that covered all of Asia. His advisers said that it meant his grandson would take over his kingdom. Astyages attempted to kill the baby but failed. Years later, Astyages met his grown-up grandson Cyrus and, alarmed, consulted with his advisers once again. The seers revised their early interpretation and reassured Astyages that his throne was safe. They were wrong. When Cyrus became king, Astyages murdered the seers who had not seen.

Something worth bearing in mind as we move through history into the present is that uttering predictions has ceased to be dangerous for prophets. That’s problematic. Institutions are using algorithms to predict, for instance, whether you can pay back a loan, or whether you will commit a crime. And what happens if they get it wrong? Nothing. Not to them, anyway (you, on the other hand, might get arrested). While I don’t advise murdering seers, predictions that cause harm shouldn’t be issued without consequences to prophets.

—

In the ancient world, the danger with gaining a reputation as a soothsayer was that you could find yourself being consulted by a king, and kings can be dangerous creatures.

Aristander of Telmessus was Alexander the Great’s favorite seer, but even he was not safe from the rage of his king. When Alexander’s army had reached the river Tanais, Alexander ordered a sacrifice to appease the gods before crossing the river. Aristander reported bad omens. Perhaps afraid to cross the river himself, Aristander informed a top commander, Erigyius, of the bad augury. Erigyius went on to tell others. When Alexander learned of the seer’s indiscretion, he summoned him, furious. The historian Curtius writes that “the blood ran out of Aristander’s face.”12

You don’t have to be a prophet to see that Aristander was risking his job and his life. He quickly changed tactics, assuring Alexander and the rest of the army that the omens were more positive than he had first thought. The crossing would be successful; it was only a matter of being careful.

This episode shows not only how dangerous it was to be a diviner but also how dangerous prophecies could be. The leader of an army could not afford to have his troops fear a bad omen. It’s not surprising that Alexander had a complicated relationship with divination, sometimes flirting with the idea of doing without it and sometimes outright defying it.

When Alexander returned to Babylon, astrologers told him to enter the city while facing west. The king ignored their warning, and died days later, possibly from typhoid fever or malaria, though other hypotheses include acute pancreatitis or even poisoning.

Being an astrologer remained a dangerous line of work through the Middle Ages. The court astrologer occupied the summit of the profession. The most famous one was Michael Scot, who studied at Oxford in the twelfth century and ended up working for Frederick II. Legend has it that he foresaw that he would die from the impact of a stone on his head, so he wore an iron helmet that he removed only in church, where he was fatally wounded in exactly the way he had prophesied.13

Louis XI, who ruled in the fifteenth century, also kept an astrologer in court. One day, the soothsayer predicted that a lady of the court would die within a week. When she did, Louis was rattled. Either the seer had murdered the woman to prove his accuracy, or he was so prescient that his abilities could threaten Louis himself. The seer had to be murdered. The king ordered his servants that upon his signal they were to throw the astrologer out the window, sending him to a certain death hundreds of feet below. (Some advice to seers: Keep away from precipices and kings.)

When the astrologer arrived to meet Louis, the king asked him one last question before giving the signal: “You are known to have powerful prophetic abilities. Tell me, then, what will your fate be and how long do you have to live?” “I will die just three days before Your Majesty,” said the astrologer. That’s even smarter than Thrasyllus’s response; it included life insurance. Louis never gave the signal.

The astrologer’s prediction was not an honest pursuit of truth. It was a clever power play. If there is only one lesson you retain from this book, let it be this: Predictions are often power moves disguised as quests for knowledge. Even when predictions are sincere, they can create currents of political influence that change the world. They become power moves.

Predictions were so dangerous in ancient Rome that they became an easy way to get rid of someone uncomfortable. When Balbilus the astrologer suggested to Nero that he could avoid the danger presaged by a comet by murdering a few prominent citizens, he must’ve known that he was pronouncing a death sentence.

All a soothsayer had to do to cut your life short was proclaim that you possessed an imperial horoscope—a chart that forecast your rise to power. It wasn’t unreasonable for a ruler to fear those for whom astrologers had predicted a future in power, even if they didn’t believe in fate or in the ability of astrologers. A bad augury could be enough to embolden the enemies of a ruler and weaken his status in the eyes of the people. Such a prophecy carried momentum to make itself come true. An imperial chart therefore made you a target for assassination, and you didn’t have much time to turn things around in your favor—to kill before you got killed.

REGULATING PREDICTIONS

The danger of prophecies pushed Rome to outlaw some of them. Prediction of the time and manner of death was illegal for various periods in ancient Rome. It was nonetheless one of the most important activities of the ancient astrologer.

Valerius Maximus, a Roman historian writing around 31 CE, recounts the first documented expulsion of astrologers from Rome in 139 BCE, at a time of unrest. Rulers feared the power of astrologers to manipulate the public. In the years between the deaths of Julius Caesar and Marcus Aurelius, between eight and thirteen decrees were issued to expel astrologers from Rome. Vespasian and Domitian expelled philosophers in addition to astrologers—both dangerous professions for the status quo.

Since being an astrologer was a hazardous line of work, sometimes they joined forces and acted as an anonymous group. In the tempestuous year of 69 CE, astrologers responded to Vitellius’s law banning them from Rome by posting their own ruling:


Decreed by all astrologers

In blessing on our State

Vitellius will be no more

On the appointed date.14



The conflict escalated. Vitellius executed all astrologers who crossed his path, but even then he didn’t manage to prove them wrong. He was executed too, three months later.

THE WANING OF ASTROLOGY

As Christianity gained its foothold in becoming orthodoxy, astrologers felt the grip of the law tighten against them. Divination was seen as a threat to the authority of the Church, and astrology was sometimes considered the invention of demons or fallen angels.

In the Constitutions of the Apostles—a collection of early Christian books offering authoritative prescriptions—astrologers, debauchers, magicians, and philosophers are refused baptism. In 358, magic and divination became one of the five major crimes punishable by death. The emperor Constantius warned his entourage that no soothsayer or astrologer would escape punishment or torture.15 In 409, the emperors Honorius and Theodosius made astrologers burn their books in front of bishops, or face exile. In 425, astrologers and other heretics were cast away.

The message was clear: Looking into the future was the purview of the Christian god; for everyone else, seeking knowledge about what’s to come was banned. Christians even came up with a name to make it a sin: curiositas divinandi.16 Curiosity was seen as the desire to know that which should remain unknown. John Chrysostom wrote, “In the same way as murder and adultery are sins and forbidden actions, so also trust in astrology and belief in Fate are perverse, forbidden. . . . In truth, no doctrine is so depraved and bordering on incurable madness as the doctrine of Fate and astrology.”17 In 357, Constantius declared, “The inquisitiveness for divination shall cease forever.”18 What an optimist.

Divination proved hard to root out. It runs deep in human beings. That it was at the heart of Christianity didn’t help. The tale of the Magi was one of astrologers who followed a star that presaged the birth of a great king. Much like Augustus using astrology to legitimize his rise to power, stories about the star of Bethlehem were told to legitimize Christ’s place.

In Genesis, God says, “Let there be lights in the vault of the sky . . . and let them serve as signs.” Thinkers like Origen argued that the stars were not agents, but rather a kind of dynamic writing in the sky, traced by God’s hand, and available to divine powers such as angels to read. He ended up being considered a heretic.

Most of the criticisms against astrology didn’t deny the sway of the stars in our lives, but they cast a critical light on whether astrologers were able to access those strings of influence. Favorinus, for example, pointed out that not all stars are known, and therefore not all influences can be understood. Pliny the Elder argued that the divine is inscrutable. He also reminded readers that census records show that people’s times of birth aren’t correlated with their longevity.19

About a hundred years later, the mathematician and astronomer Ptolemy would answer this criticism by arguing that only some things are subject to fate, while others are subject to chance. Although Ptolemy is often remembered as a proto-scientist for his geocentric model of the solar system, his defense of astrology was an important cause for the popularity of his work. Ptolemy has also been accused of fraud.20 It seems that he fabricated the data to fit his theories, an old trick still practiced today.

From the middle of the thirteenth century, confidence in astrology started waning, even if Christianity never succeeded in quashing it entirely. Fearing the power of astrologers, in 1631, Pope Urban VIII issued a bull banning the practice of astrology for all members of the Church—a prohibition still in force today. The prediction of the deaths of popes and their family members up to the third degree was an offense punishable by death. Through prohibitions, Christians forced seers to keep a low profile, and critics were successful in raising skepticism about divinatory practices. The Universities of Paris and Oxford condemned astrological theories in the 1270s, and astrology went steeply downhill from then on.

Despite its decline, astrology has remained part of the private and public spheres, sometimes still associated with power, leaders, and celebrities. Nancy Reagan’s reliance on astrology was revealed on the front page of Time magazine in May 1988. Just like ancient Roman emperors, President Ronald Reagan was supposedly converted to astrology by a dramatically successful prediction. The astrologer Joan Quigley warned that late March 1981 would be dangerous. On March 30, an assassination attempt wounded the president, hooking him to astrology. Rumors have it that Reagan selected the hour for the signing of a treaty with the Soviet Union after Quigley studied the relevant horoscopes.

François Mitterrand, the president of France from 1981 to 1995, and Jacques Chirac, his successor until 2007, consulted the astrologer Élizabeth Teissier.21 Princess Diana regularly consulted her astrologer, Debbie Frank. Diana predicted that she would die in a staged accident; she’d heard it from “reliable sources.”22 Frank, however, didn’t foresee her death. “Astrologers can’t predict death. So I couldn’t tell her not to get into a car, or to stay at home. Some things are tragic fate,” she said.23

The Sunday Express published the first horoscope in the world for the birth of Princess Margaret in 1930, and most newspapers still have daily horoscopes. A quick tour through online stores like Amazon shows that astrology books and tarot kits sell incredibly well. Mediums and psychics are easy to find in cities like New York and London.

In a 2022 survey by the pollster YouGov, 37 percent of Americans between the ages of eighteen and twenty-nine said they believed in astrology. Google searches for “tarot” in the United States have shot up since 2020. Evan Nathaniel Grim, an astrologer who makes forecasts about the news, has 400,000 followers on social media. He also does private readings, charging $750 per session. Allied Market Research, a firm of analysts, estimates that the value of the market in astrology worldwide was $12.8 billion in 2022. Presumably because they are diviners themselves, they predict the market will reach $22.8 billion by 2031.24

Notwithstanding astrology’s resilience, it has been expelled from the official halls of power. We went on to develop new methods of prediction.

THREADS GATHERED

Predictions gain their power from our fears and hopes. The desire to avoid bad things and the pursuit of health, wealth, and success tempt us to want to know the future, giving merchants of prediction a commercial opportunity. The Oracle of Delphi was a formidable business, and so were freelance soothsayers, seeing healers and warriors.

Prophecies depend on the belief, first, that the world is legible, a canvas onto which gods write out their plans, and, second, that we are able to read the signs of the world. Those beliefs get exploited by con artists who can smell money and fame.

Prediction and power go hand in hand, with prophets having a long history of whispering into the ears of rulers. Prophecies lend credibility to political decisions and leaders. But being so close to power is risky.

Predictions were thought to be so dangerous by rulers that they were regulated in ancient Rome. As Christianity gained more power, astrology and other kinds of divination became unofficial and outlawed practices.

The main promise of prediction is power, and political leaders are not known for their disinterest in power.
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