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5,247 words
Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology

INTRODUCTION 
The historic roots of the criticism of astrology in the West are deep, but during the twentieth and into the twenty first century, scientific criticism of astrology has been widespread and often severe.  This was evident in the open letter by Bart Bok published in the Humanist in 1975 which was signed by 186 eminent scientists, who stated that ‘We believe that the time has come to challenge directly, and forcefully, the pretentious claims of astrological charlatans’.[footnoteRef:2]  Other examples can be seen in the work of Hans Eysenck and D. Nias, who refer to the ‘exaggerated claims and fraudulent pretence that too often goes under the flag of astrology’, and Richard Dawkins, cited in Garry Phillipson as writing that ‘astrology is neither harmless nor fun, and... we should fight it seriously as an enemy of truth.’[footnoteRef:3]. The impact of criticisms of this nature on astrologers was the focus of my study.  The relationship between science and astrology was also considered in the light of astrologers whose background was in the sciences, and who set out to disprove astrology, only to become active practitioners of astrology, as described by Phillipson.[footnoteRef:4]   [2:  Bart J. Bok, 'Objections to Astrology', The Humanist, Sept/Oct (1975), found on https://www.oropel.org/orouploads/2019/03/manifiesto.pdf [accessed 27/2/21]]  [3:  H. J. Eysenck and D. K. B. Nias, Astrology : Science or Superstition?,  (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1984, 1982),  p. 19, Richard Dawkins, ‘The Real Romance in the Stars’, Independent on Sunday, 31 December 1995, p. 18. cited in Garry Phillipson, 'Astrology and Truth:  A Context in Contemporary Epistemology', (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2020),  p. 7.]  [4:  Phillipson,'Astrology and Truth:  A Context in Contemporary Epistemology',  p. 9.] 

My project considered how people literate in astrology viewed this critical attitude and how it may have affected their understanding and practice of astrology.  A more detailed study was made using interviews to examine the conceptual journey that may have been taken by those with a strong grounding in science who also have a serious interest in astrology.  The material was examined under two themes; marginality, which was a greater concern than expected, and relationship to science, which largely showed a nuanced and tolerant approach. 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Modern scientists and philosophers of science have shown a strong and at times colourful desire to banish what had been described in the press as ‘a bizarre survival from pre-scientific times’ and ‘a kind of scabies of the intellect’.[footnoteRef:5]  There can be no clearer example of the critical concern and opposition to the practice of astrology held by the scientific establishment than the open letter by Bok, cited above.  Signed by 186 eminent scientists, including 18 Nobel prize-winners, it delivered an unambiguous condemnation, and a strongly worded ‘caution to the public against the unquestioning acceptance of .. the predictions .. by astrologers.’[footnoteRef:6]   This can surely be described as the ‘big guns’ of the scientific establishment being brought to bear on the practice of astrology.  Astrology appeared to have become what one interviewee termed the ‘major frontier’ in what Dawkins described as a ‘serious fight’.[footnoteRef:7]   [5:  John Silber, 'Silliness under the Seattle Stars', Boston Herald,  (2001),  Nicholas Campion, 'Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement: The Extent and Nature of Contemporary Belief in Astrology', (Bath Spa, 2004),  p. 23, cited in Roy G. Willis and Patrick Curry, Astrology, Science, and Culture : Pulling Down the Moon,  (Oxford: Berg, 2004),  p. 96.]  [6:  Patrick Ed Grim, Philosophy of Science and the Occult,  (Albany: SUNY Pr.. 1982),  p. 14.]  [7:  Richard Dawkins, Unweaving the Rainbow : Science, Delusion and the Appetite for Wonder,  (London: Penguin, 1999), p. 18.] 


Astrology has also been seen as a symptom of ignorance of and hostility to science: Bernulf Kanitscheider pointed out that ‘Today large sections of society show a hostile attitude to science and technology, and romantic nostalgia … leads them to a belief in the stars’.[footnoteRef:8]  This suggests that scientists detected a threat to their own position, perhaps strengthening their hostility.  Such was the disdain held by scientists towards the subject of astrology, that Eysenck and Nias stated that even the title of their book Astrology, Science or Superstition? would ‘bring down on us the wrath of both scientists and astrologers.  Scientists will argue that even to raise the question is absurd’.[footnoteRef:9]  In the same vein, Willis and Curry pointed out that ‘the great majority of the scientific and scholarly establishment in the Western world regards astrology with a contemptuous hostility..’.[footnoteRef:10]   This condemnation had been somewhat tempered by the statistically significant results of the research undertaken by Françoise and Michel Gauquelin, which Suitbert Ertel, cited in Phillipson, wrote ‘forced even a hard-headed skeptic like me to abandon my previous mind-set’.[footnoteRef:11]  However other ‘hard-headed skeptics’ such as Dawkins, did not accept the validity of the Gauquelin evidence, describing it as the ‘non-robust Gauquelin attempt’.[footnoteRef:12]  Nevertheless attempts to apply the methods of scientific study to astrology had little impact, and Dawkins explained that the ‘vast majority of scientific studies of astrology have yielded no positive results whatever’.[footnoteRef:13]   [8:  Bernulf Kanitscheider, 'A Philosopher Looks at Astrology', Interdisciplinary Science Reviews, 16 (1991),  p. 259.]  [9:  Eysenck and Nias, Astrology : Science or Superstition?,  p. vii.]  [10:  Willis and Curry, Astrology, Science, and Culture : Pulling Down the Moon,  p. 16.]  [11:  Suitbert Ertel, 'Is There No Mars Effect? The Cfepp´S Verdict Scrutinized with the Assistance of Six Independent Researchers', Correlation, 17 (1998/99), quoted in Phillipson,'Astrology and Truth:  A Context in Contemporary Epistemology',  p. 127.]  [12:  Phillipson,'Astrology and Truth:  A Context in Contemporary Epistemology',  p. 129.]  [13:  Dawkins, Unweaving the Rainbow : Science, Delusion and the Appetite for Wonder,  p. 94.] 


Others have argued that the methods of science are not appropriate to astrology, or fairly applied.  As Lee Lehman, quoted in Phillipson, commented ‘since astrology is beyond the pale, they actually apply a different standard to us’.[footnoteRef:14]  Similarly, Pat Harris in the same book found scientific research into astrology to be deeply flawed due to ignorance of the actual claims of astrology and advocated better education for scientists, which could ‘stop much of the rubbish research that scientists get away with when trying to analyse astrological phenomena’.[footnoteRef:15]  However interest in pursuing scientific research into astrology has been muted, in part perhaps because, as Curry points out, ‘exile (which 'scientific astrologers' - actually researchers - share) is lonely, low-status and not much fun, to say nothing of badly-paid’.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Garry Phillipson, Astrology in the Year Zero,  (London: Flare, 2000),  p. 172.]  [15:  Phillipson, Astrology in the Year Zero,  p. 171.]  [16:  Patrick Curry, 'An Aporia for Astrology', The Radical Astrology Papers,  (1983),  p. 15.] 


Arguments have also been made that astrology is a form of divination, and therefore not amenable to the methods of science since it is not strictly a material phenomenon.  Bernard Eccles put forward this view, stating that ‘Astrology is not a cause-and-effect science .. whatever it is, it is not made of anything that can be physically measured’.[footnoteRef:17]  This approach had also been explored by Geoffrey Cornelius, writing that ‘judicial astrology, the art of … horoscopic interpretation including the judgment of nativities, employs a divinatory Rationale’, thus sidestepping the criticisms of scientists by denying them relevance.[footnoteRef:18]  The point has also been made that modern scientific work in the field of quantum and chaos theories could provide a model that would allow for common ground between science and astrology.  Bernadette Brady wrote that ‘the findings of chaos theory and its cousin complexity science suggest a possible solution .. that does not require astrology to seek a causal agent’ and, quoted in Phillipson, that, in the light of these theories, ‘it would be a real surprise if astrology didn’t work!’.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Bernard Eccles, '21st Century Astrology: Judgement without Consideration', in Sophia Centre, (London: cosmocritic.com, 2015),  p. 5.]  [18:  Patrick Curry and Angela Voss, Seeing with Different Eyes : Essays in Astrology and Divination,  (Newcastle, U.K.: Cambridge Scholars Pub., 2007),  p. 228.]  [19:  Bernadette Brady, Astrology, a Place in Chaos,  (Bournemouth: The Wessex Astrologer, 2006), Foreword, Phillipson,'Astrology and Truth:  A Context in Contemporary Epistemology',  p. 193.] 


Critical comment from scientists continued during the late twentieth century with authors such as Eysenck and Dawkins, cited above, expressing their dismay that what they considered an anachronistic and harmful error had not been eliminated.  Further influential criticism was furnished by Theodor Adorno, who focused on the psychological failings and weaknesses he thought were suggested by belief in astrology, stating that 

Indulgence in astrology may provide those who fall for it with a substitute for sexual pleasure of a passive nature. It means primarily submission to unbridled strength of the absolute power.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Theodor W. Adorno and Stephen Crook, The Stars Down to Earth and Other Essays on the Irrational in Culture,  (London : Routledge, c1994 (2002 e-book) [1953])),  p. 58.] 


Adorno further questioned the intellectual stature of astrologers, considering that 

Astrology … provides a short-cut by bringing the complex to a handy formula and offering at the same time the pleasant gratification that he who feels to be excluded from educational privileges nevertheless belongs to the minority of those who are “in the know.”[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Adorno and Crook, The Stars Down to Earth and Other Essays on the Irrational in Culture,  p. 61.] 


He argued here that astrology provides a simple formula useful to people intellectually incapable of dealing with complexity and suffering from poor education.  In the year following the publication of Objections to Astrology, a paper published by Robert Wuthnow investigated the social positioning of those with an interest in astrology and found that ‘it was the more poorly educated, the unemployed, non-whites, females, unmarried, the overweight, the ill, and the lonely, who were most taken by astrology’.[footnoteRef:22]  So astrologers and their followers have been cast as ignorant misfits with serious psychological disorders, in stark contrast to the high level of status, social acceptance, and authority enjoyed by scientists in general in the West.   [22:  Robert Wuthnow, 'Astrology and Marginality', Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 15 (1976),  p. 167.] 


This position of authority was explored by Tracy Hogan and John Craven, who pointed out that ‘science, as much as religion, can be characterized as source of power and authority in society’.[footnoteRef:23]  The position of the astrologer in the West can be considered marginal, and could therefore be defined as deviant following Erich Goode, who pointed out that ‘Cognitive or intellectual deviance is the expression of beliefs that are contrary to the views of specific audiences, one being, of course, the mainstream’.[footnoteRef:24]   A more positive description of marginality was provided by Jane Bennett, cited in Janelle Wilson, describing ‘constructive marginality’ as ‘characterized by one feeling authentic and having a strong sense of identity’ and Wilson, who coined the term ‘transcendent marginality’, which she defined as ‘the capacity to develop a broader view, made possible when one looks beyond the static, and status quo social structure’.[footnoteRef:25]  This could be taken as a description of the position of the astrologers represented in my study.  Astrologers may also be defined as a ‘type 2’ marginal group according to a classification developed by Wuthnow, described in Nicholas Campion as having ‘adventurousness and a tendency to think independently’.[footnoteRef:26]   [23:  Tracy Hogan and John Craven, 'Chapter 4: Disempowering the Authority of Science: Preparing Students for a Public Voice', Counterpoints, 326 (2008),  p. 65.]  [24:  Erich Goode, Deviant Behavior, Eleventh edn (New York: Routledge-Taylor and Francis Group, 2016),  p. 255.]  [25:  Janet M. Bennett, 'Cultural Marginality: Identity Issues in Global Leadership
Training', Advances in Global Leadership (Advances in Global Leadership, 8 (2014), cited in Janelle Lynn Wilson, 'Transcendent Marginality', Humanity & Society, 42 (2018),  p. 382, Wilson,'Transcendent Marginality',  p. 383.]  [26:  Nicholas Campion, 'Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement : The Extent and Nature of Contemporary Belief in Astrology', (Electronic Thesis or Dissertation, 2004),  p. 220, Robert Wuthnow, The Consciousness Revolution (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1976).] 


METHODOLOGY 
Since my interest was in the social, emotional, and intellectual responses of astrologers to scientific criticism, this project took a qualitative approach, following Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, who stated that ‘the purpose of qualitative research is to … explain behaviour and beliefs … and understand the context of peoples’ experiences’.[footnoteRef:27]  No attempt was made to explore statistical factors; therefore, this relatively small sample was sufficient.  As Hennink et al. pointed out ‘Due to the in-depth nature of qualitative research, few study participants are needed.’[footnoteRef:28]  Questionnaires were used to enable a broader overview of the topic, while unstructured interviews provided an opportunity to explore the subject more deeply.   [27:  Monique M. Hennink, Hutter, Inge, Bailey, Ajay, Qualitative Research Methods, Second edition. edn (Sage, 2020),  p. 17.]  [28:  Hennink, Qualitative Research Methods,  p. 17.] 


Judith Bell had made clear that ‘It is very important that strict ethical standards are maintained at all times’.[footnoteRef:29]  This imperative was observed by submitting my project proposal for ethical approval to the University of Wales, which was granted.  All participants were assured of anonymity and confidentiality; this was accomplished by replacing names of the interview participants with numbers and ensuring that all material relating to the research was stored in a secure online location, protected by a password.  The questionnaire did not collect any names or contact details.  During the process of the interviews, material was stored temporarily on a laptop computer, which was also password-protected.  Informed consent was obtained in two ways; for the questionnaire, a statement explaining the purpose of the research, followed by a clear statement that filling out the questionnaire would be taken as permission for the material to be used; interview participants were sent a statement explaining the research, along with a consent form which they signed and returned, giving permission for the material to be used.  In both cases participants were given the opportunity to withdraw at any point.  The ethical requirements described by Hennink et al. of ‘Respect of persons’, ‘Beneficence’ and ‘Justice’ were therefore observed.[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Judith Bell, Doing Your Research Project : A Guide for First-Time Researchers in Education and Social Science, 2nd edn (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1993),  p. 53.]  [30:  Hennink, Qualitative Research Methods,  p. 71.] 


A short questionnaire was designed with a mix of quantitative and free-text qualitative questions. The quantitative elements were minimal, designed only to ascertain age-ranges and levels of education, in case they would prove relevant, rather than to provide any statistical information.  An initial pilot was undertaken, and slight amendments were made in response to the feedback.  This questionnaire was made available on the internet via a link that was advertised on two Facebook pages, with the approval of the gatekeepers; that of the Astrological Association of Great Britain, and that of the Aquarius Severn local astrology group.  My definition of what constitutes an astrologer was broad and inclusive.  One of the questions related to the participants’ level of astrological knowledge, on a scale from Elementary to Professional: only one participant rated their knowledge as elementary, but I saw no reason to exclude them.  Both Facebook pages utilised were private and were therefore only visited by people who had made a deliberate application to join.  This was taken as a qualifying level for being termed an ‘astrologer’, for the purposes of this study.  Thirty-four responses were recorded, sufficient for this small-scale study.  

Included in the questionnaire was an invitation for anyone who considered themselves qualified both scientifically and astrologically to volunteer to be interviewed.  Three such people responded, but only one followed this up with an interview.  Two further interview participants were obtained by invitation, being personal friends.  The interviews took place during March and April 2021, over the Zoom platform on the internet, each lasting roughly an hour.  Due to pandemic restrictions, face-to-face meetings were not possible.  A list of possible questions was sent in advance to the participants along with information about the project, to enable them to prepare, but the interviews were not rigidly structured.  


Reflexive Considerations

Since this study focused on the beliefs and responses of the participants, an interpretative approach was taken, both to interpret the subjective views of the participants, and to include my own subjective relationship to the topic.  As Hennink et al. pointed out ‘..researchers also bring their subjective influences to the research process’.[footnoteRef:31]  Having been involved as an interested amateur in Western astrology for several decades, I approached this study from an ‘insider’, or ‘emic’ perspective:  indeed, one of the reasons for picking the topic was to provide myself with an opportunity to explore my own response to the criticisms of scientists.  Brady pointed out that ‘astrologers are ambivalent about their identity and their purpose’, thus providing a description of my own position, which was unclear to me: it seemed possible that what David Hufford termed ‘metaphors of the mirror’ regarding reflexivity would help me to see myself reflected in the views of others.[footnoteRef:32]  [31:  Hennink, Qualitative Research Methods,  p. 19.]  [32:  Brady, Astrology, a Place in Chaos,  p.51, David Hufford, 'The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies', Western Folklore, 54 (1995),  p. 58.] 


Reflexive considerations arose early in the design of the study, as I considered choosing example criticisms from the very wide range available to illustrate the questionnaire questions and to help define the topic.  Initially I decided not to include any examples to avoid leading the participants into a certain view: more extreme examples might prejudice them against the scientific viewpoint, while the milder criticisms could lead them to underestimate the strength of some of the comments.  A compromise was reached by including one of each form of criticism, carefully worded to avoid displaying bias.  During the in-depth interviews an effort was made to avoid imposing my own views on the participants: however, my position as an insider was helpful since it allowed me develop a good rapport that allowed the conversation to flow freely.  My insider perspective may have prevented me from giving a full and fair outline of the scientific position, and therefore may have impacted on the validity of my findings.  However, Clifford Geertz wrote that ‘the matter is one of degree, not polar opposition’, and I aimed to adopt a more ‘etic’ or ‘outsider’ position in interpreting the results.[footnoteRef:33]  In seeking both understanding, defined by Hennink et al. as ‘the researcher using their own frame of reference’ as well as Verstehen, defined as ‘understanding the life of the people you study from their own perspective’, my position was not fixed and I attempted to respond to the material during the research process.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Clifford Geertz, '"From the Native's Point of View": On the Nature of Anthropological Understanding', Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 28 (1974),  p. 28.]  [34:  Hennink, Qualitative Research Methods,  p. 17.] 


RESULTS 
Marginality
Rather than a discussion of the details of scientific criticism, which might have been expected, one of the strongest themes to emerge from the material was that of marginality.  Given that scientists in Western society have high status and authority, as indicated above by Hogan and Craven, any practice that scientists criticise becomes marginal to society and may even be viewed as deviant, as defined by Goode, cited above. This awareness of being at odds with the mainstream was evident most clearly in the interview material, since the format allowed for a more thorough exploration of the theme: one interview participant explained that making their interest in astrology public would have been ‘career assassination’, and another stated that, in relation to their profession, ‘had they known I was someone who dabbled with the occult, it would have got very nasty’.  This feeling was also apparent in the questionnaire responses: one participant explaining that ‘I keep my interest in astrology private as I do not want to constantly face scepticism’.  These comments indicate that the criticisms current in the modern world have had a powerfully constraining effect on the way astrologers feel about their public position in society, with a strong impact on their behaviour and sense of jeopardy.  Some level of irritation was expressed at the perceived need for caution in admitting to an interest in astrology, as one participant remarked ‘who wants to make themselves a pariah’.  The ‘contemptuous hostility’ identified by Willis and Curry had clearly impacted on my participants.

Many of my participants had an advanced level of scientific education:  As shown in Fig. 1 below, 51.6% of questionnaire participants said they had science qualifications from A level (15.2%) up to degree and higher degree level (36.4%), and two of my interview participants had higher degrees and all three had a high level of professional success.  
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Do you have any scientific qualifications?. Number of responses: 33 responses.]
Figure 1: Questionnaire responses regarding scientific qualifications
This did not give an impression of people unable to cope with the demands of science or complexity, and therefore seeking the intellectual ‘short-cut’ identified by Adorno.[footnoteRef:35]  Adorno may have considered astrology an irrational gratification for those ‘excluded from educational privileges’ but my study does not support this view.[footnoteRef:36]  Indeed, one of my participants commented on the intellectual demands made by the practice of astrology, stating that ‘I’m not stupid.  It takes real intellectual rigour to be an astrologer, but it’s called improbable and irrational, as a cipher for stupid’, and another describing astrology as  [35:  Adorno and Crook, The Stars Down to Earth and Other Essays on the Irrational in Culture,  p. 61.]  [36:  Adorno and Crook, The Stars Down to Earth and Other Essays on the Irrational in Culture,  p. 61.] 

such a vast knowledge, if you have the passion to dedicate yourself to it, it is just endless and it really open your horizon in every direction: history, philosophy, cosmology, psychology you name it
This is consistent with the finding of Shoshanah Feher, whose study also found that ‘those interested in astrology were largely well educated’.[footnoteRef:37]   [37:  Shoshanah Feher, 'Who Looks to the Stars? Astrology and Its Constituency', Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 31 (1992),  p. 91.] 


Another factor relating to the marginality of astrology is the fact that its unorthodox position in society held an appeal for some of my participants.  There were some who began studying astrology in part because it was being criticised by the authorities, such as a questionnaire participant who investigated astrology because, as they said, ‘my mother thought it contained psychological truth, but it was taboo’, and another who started studying astrology because ‘Catholic nuns in my school told me that it was a sin. I wanted to know why’.  The challenge of something ‘forbidden’ can make it attractive.  It could be argued that the more extreme condemnations published by scientists may simply make astrology look more appealing to some, particularly if they are inclined to Wuthnow’s ‘Type 2 marginality’ and the ‘tendency to think independently’ described in Campion.[footnoteRef:38]  This was demonstrated by a questionnaire response indicating that their interest in astrology was ‘Maybe made stronger bcoz of their criticisms?’.  [38:  Campion,'Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement: The Extent and Nature of Contemporary Belief in Astrology',  p. 220.] 


Very little discomfort or uncertainty was expressed by astrologers at the fact their interest and, for over half of my participants, profession, had been subjected to such a level of criticism.  On the contrary, some sense of relish from being unorthodox was expressed in an interview, with the comment ‘and I think one of those sort of things about astrology is it gives you the license to be a bit weird, you know’.  This suggests a form of ‘secret marginality’, an idea developed by David Riesman and explained by Wilson as allowing a ‘superior vantage point for understanding and for self-development’.[footnoteRef:39]  Nevertheless, my participants were not without resentment at the tone of much of the criticism, finding it uncomfortable. As one participant said  [39:  Wilson,'Transcendent Marginality',  p. 383.] 

and it was only when I started studying it more seriously … become aware, more of the tensions, and I mean, for example, I sort of read the Guardian and the Guardian is always having a swipe at it, you know … which I find kind of hurtful.


Relationship to science
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: 7. Are you aware of criticisms made by scientists against astrology? For example, Dawkins stated that 'all astrology works on the “Barnum Principle” of saying things so vague and general that all readers think it applies to them. (Richard Dawkins, ‘The Real Romance in the Stars’, Independent on Sunday, 31 December 1995, p.18). Another example would be the fact that, in a 1983 study, astrologers scored no better than chance in pairing birth chart analyses with the correct people. (https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0b40b045). Number of responses: 33 responses.]
Figure 2: Responses regarding awareness of the criticisms of scientists.

As indicated in fig 2 above, only 6.1% (2) participants in the study said they were not aware of the criticisms, and seven (20.6%) thought there was some validity to them.  Fourteen (41.2%) thought there may be some validity in the criticisms.  In fact, given the vitriol of some of the comments made by scientists, describing astrologers as ‘charlatans’, who should be ‘arrested for fraud’, it was striking how ready my participants were to view scientists in a positive light.[footnoteRef:40]  Two of my interview participants were however only vaguely aware of the content of the criticisms, while the other was very much aware.  They expressed a nuanced understanding of the range of positions that may be taken by scientists, rather than focussing on the more extreme criticisms.  For example, one interviewee commented that ‘scientists are engaged in a genuine search for truth’, and ‘I think that science is a very broad church’.  Another pointed out that ‘I think if we dismiss all scientists then we're falling into the same trap’.  There appeared to be very little appetite for challenging the position of scientific critics, reflecting the point made by Curry, that scientific research into astrology is suffering from an ‘overwhelming lack of interest and support from astrologers, scientists and the public alike’.[footnoteRef:41]  My participants did however show an awareness of developments in quantum theory and chaos theory, and a feeling that this could be a fruitful way of aligning astrology with science.  In response to the question ‘Can you say something about why astrology and science are/aren’t compatible?’ one participant commented ‘some scientific theories (like quantum mechanics) may support an astrological worldview’, and  [40:  Bok., Dawkins, Unweaving the Rainbow : Science, Delusion and the Appetite for Wonder,  p. 93.]  [41:  Curry,'An Aporia for Astrology',  p. ii.] 


Quantum physics appears to be moving towards the idea of inter connectivity which lends itself to the idea that, as we all originate from the same source ... the big bang ... and the idea that particles are connected ( string theory), we too are connected

This recalls the ideas of Brady, cited above, which appear to have been influential in providing some astrologers with a potential model for the workings of astrology.  Further comment on the possible compatibility of science and astrology was provided by an interview participant, who looked forward to the development of ‘not a scientific study of, but I’m looking for important contributions to the scientific understanding of astrology’.  
 
The astrologers who contributed to this study, while mostly aware of the criticisms that have been made, were not unduly concerned.  Eysenck’s description of astrology as ‘exaggerated claims and fraudulent pretence’ is in clear contrast to the views expressed by my participants, who overwhelmingly praised its richness, with comments such as ‘Astrology is a tool with depth and breadth, the scope of which makes its potential superior to other instruments’, and 
It is a beautiful, flexible system for understanding both our inner and outer worlds. It connects us to the rhythms of nature, the music of the spheres and the great mystery, but it is also practical, down-to-earth and incredibly useful on a day-to-day basis.
and questioned the usefulness of using scientific methods to understand astrology.[footnoteRef:42]  Asked about the potential compatibility between astrology and science, one participant described it as a ‘useless polarity. You have to distinguish scientism the blind side of science and science as the empirical method with a truly open mind’.  Another response stated that ‘Science prefers reductible  replicable constants that can be measured in a quantitative way whereas astrology can be complex and subjective’. This reflects the scholarly debate about the possible divinatory nature of astrology and shows an awareness that scientific methods may not be the only productive approach: as a participant wrote, commenting on the potential compatibility between science and astrology; ‘I think they are extremely compatible up to a point at which there is a sort of divination that comes to play and you can't explain that with science’.   [42:  Eysenck and Nias, Astrology : Science or Superstition?,  p. 19.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk71813916]While the scientific criticisms have often shown a tendency to dogmatic authority, as in Eysenck and Nias’s statement that 'only a scientific approach can hope to lead us to the truth' my participants frequently showed a more tolerant approach.[footnoteRef:43]  For example, one participant stated that  [43:  Eysenck and Nias, Astrology : Science or Superstition?,  p. 11.] 

Both ‘work’ within their own parameters or paradigms so both have value. If we can take a this and that approach rather than a this or that approach they could usefully work together perhaps
[bookmark: _Hlk71813945]This suggests that astrologers, having found value in their own study and practice of the subject, and having come to terms with the marginality resulting from it, are largely open to the possibility of a reconciliation, or at least a co-existence with the scientific critics. In addition, rather than provoking hostility, the criticisms appeared to evoke a willingness to take the challenge of scientists as a cue to improve their own understanding, both of astrology and science.  For example, one response to the question ‘Has your actual use and understanding of astrology changed because of the issues raised by scientists? If so, in what way?’ was ‘The criticisms make me more aware of the need to study the subject in order to gain a better understanding’.  It was also pointed out that ‘Science has been wonderfully useful to astrologers -- providing accurate ephemerides, better understanding of the shape of the solar system’.  These samples provide some confirmation of the view of Wilson, who suggested that ‘Either/or binary thinking is giving way to both/and thinking’.[footnoteRef:44]    [44:  Wilson,'Transcendent Marginality',  p. 381.] 


My participants displayed a great fondness for the subject of astrology: asked about what they liked about astrology, the comments ranged from the simple ‘beauty’ to ‘Almost everything ! The solar system and cosmos now actually have MEANING !’, and 
What I like about astrology is its ability to provide guidance and comfort, while maintaining some mystery around itself. It has so many aspects worth exploring, that a lifetime is simply not enough.
One of the ways this fondness manifested was in a critical attitude to other astrologers whose behavior was seen as lacking, expressing the feeling that bad practice can provide ammunition for critics.  In response to the question about the validity of scientific criticism, one participant answered ‘I think there is validity to some criticism, however much of it has resulted from inconsistent practices and standards within the astrological community’, and another wrote ‘Anyone without much training  can call themselves an astrologer, and there’s a lot of rubbish written online’, and again, an interviewee spoke of finding ‘it quite depressing in a way the lack of understanding and appreciation of science amongst astrologers’.  This somewhat defensive attitude perhaps indicated a sensitivity that had developed because of the criticisms of scientists.  Although few of my participants were interested in confronting scientists head-on, their defensiveness suggested strongly that the criticisms had had an impact.  However, many participants felt that the scientists somehow miss the point.  One stated that ‘Astrology is NOT a science and cannot be proved’, while another wrote that 
I believe you can predict a lot with astrology and therfore verify a lot of assumptions but if you want to have statistic of this planetary position meaning that all the time, this is far more naive than the complexity of the discipline.

Part of my purpose in undertaking this research was to enquire into ways in which the criticisms of scientists might have affected my participants’ attitude to astrology.  Although most of my participants were aware of the criticisms, very few considered that their approach to astrology had been materially affected.  In response to the question ‘Has your actual use and understanding of astrology changed because of the issues raised by scientists? If so, in what way?’, over 61% (21) replied ‘No’, and of the over 20% (7) who replied ‘Yes’, the reasons mentioned were in no way critical of astrology.  For example, one reply was ‘Yes, it makes me want to be much more precise and specific in explaining things’, and another stated ‘Yes. It made me more open towards people with different opinions. It's an exercise of empathy and letting go, which helps a lot when doing astrology.’  This indicates that the ‘serious fight’ against astrology as an ‘enemy of the truth’ called for by Dawkins has not made any inroads against this small sample of astrologers.  The richness and meaning my participants found in their study and practice of astrology may be considered a powerful factor in explaining why they choose to continue with it despite the attacks.

Becoming an astrologer
[bookmark: _Hlk71814003]Of my interviewees, two had backgrounds that held a strong grounding in both religion and science and experienced their transition to becoming astrologers as a very fundamental change in their lives.  This was described in dramatic terms as ‘a conversion experience that comes from reading your way into a new set of experiences’, and ‘a renaissance … a complete change’. For these participants, there was real professional and personal risk in developing their interest in astrology since it involved accepting being the target of what Willis and Curry, cited above, termed ‘contemptuous hostility’.[footnoteRef:45]  Indeed, one participant explained that due to the development of their interest in astrology, a senior colleague ‘no longer wishes to communicate with me any more’.  For my other interviewees, the difficulty of encountering the hostility of scientists had largely been overcome by retreat.  This position could be described as the ‘constructive marginality’ suggested by Jane Bennett, and described by Wilson, in which  [45:  Willis and Curry, Astrology, Science, and Culture : Pulling Down the Moon,  p. 16.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk71814024]the individual recognizes knowledge and skills that have been gained through the experiences of being in a culturally marginal position and can exercise agency in selecting the appropriate frame of reference in making decisions and in constructing an authentic identity.[footnoteRef:46]  [46:  Wilson,'Transcendent Marginality',  p. 382.] 


This was expressed by an interviewee as ‘You know .. I'm not evangelical about it’, and another who expressed pleasure at the establishment of ‘enclaves in academia … pursuing the .. academic study of astrology’.  They added that this is without ‘the typical shame’, again emphasising the willingness to take a position of ‘constructive marginality’. Two interviewees originally deliberately set out to disprove astrology, yet ended as astrologers, moving from a position of being ‘appalled’ when given an astrology book, to saying ‘but I love it, I love it, it’s a fascinating thing’.  

CONCLUSION 
My project set out to explore how contemporary astrologers view the criticisms of Western astrology that have been made by scientists.  I was also interested in the conceptual journey taken by people trained as scientists who then became astrologers.  The study was carried out by a mixed methods approach, using a questionnaire and three semi-structured interviews, all conducted online.  A small amount of quantitative data was collected via the questionnaires, but the main body of the research was qualitative. The material was examined in the light of two themes: marginality and relationship to science.  Contrary to expectation, my participants did not engage with the criticisms, though mainly aware of them, responding instead to the social marginality that had resulted.  This was a constraining factor on the behaviour of the majority, with the perceived risks ranging from threat to professional status, to discomfort with facing scepticism. Following Bennett, the position of most of my participants could be seen as one of constructive marginality, allowing their marginality to be seen and experienced in a positive light. My participants did not show any interest in directly combatting the criticisms, and instead showed a critical attitude to astrologers whose behaviour did not meet their standards, and therefore risked justifying some of the criticisms. The criticisms had not impacted significantly on their practice or understanding of astrology, which they felt was fully justified by the richness and meaning that they found in the subject: therefore, it would seem the criticisms had not achieved their purpose with this group.  Most participants also showed an appreciation of the value of science and a respect for many scientists, in contrast to the contempt often shown by scientists for astrology.  Two participants who had initially been trained as scientists set out to disprove astrology but became astrologers as they discovered the richness of meaning, and the fact that they found astrology to ‘work’.  
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APPENDIX 1 The Questionnaire
 [image: ] 
 
What is your age? 
18-30 
31-40 
41-50 
51-60 
61-70 
71-80 
Over 80 
 
How long, in years, have you been interested in astrology? 
 
What got you interested in astrology in the first place? 
  
How would you rate your understanding of astrology? 
elementary/average/advanced/professional 
  
How would you rate your understanding of science? 
elementary/average/advanced/professional 
  
If you regard yourself as having a reasonably advanced level of education in both science and astrology, and would be prepared to take part in a personal online interview (preferably via Zoom) about this topic, please send me an email at 2011982@student.uwtsd.ac.uk so that I can contact you directly to make arrangements.  I would anticipate an interview taking around 1 hour. 
  
Do you think science and astrology are compatible? 
  
Are you aware of criticisms made by scientists against astrology? 
  
Can you say what those criticisms are? 
  
Do you think those criticisms have any validity? 
  
Has your actual use of astrology changed because of the issues raised by scientists? If so, in what way? 
  
Are you aware of anyone who has dropped any interest in astrology because of the scientific criticisms? 
  
What do you like about astrology? 
  
What do you dislike, if anything, about astrology? 
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Do you have any scientific qualifications?
33 responses

None 11 (33.3%)

O Level/GCSE )

A level )
Degree 6 (18.2%)
Higher degree 6 (18.2%)

0.0 25 5.0 7.5 10.0 12.5
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7. Are you aware of criticisms made by scientists against astrology? For example, Dawkins stated
that ‘all astrology works on the “Barnum Principle...eople. (https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0b40b045)
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